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    Everett's Spells


     


    1)     Ding Dong!


    2)     Fulfill thy destiny!


    3)     Sprout ye beans!


    4)     Manure, gather ye into a pile!


    5)     I bid cool water become sweet wine!


    6)     Wine, make ye oil anon!


    7)     Potatoes, come forth!


    8)     Beautiful Woman, come forth!


    9)     Give me strength!


    10) (Magic Immunity)


    11)(Gunfire suppression)


    12) Take ye flight!




     


     


     


     


    ONE


     


     


    Everett had a problem.


    His brand new baby daughter was the living, breathing, cranky, pooping, colicky incarnation of Magic herself!


    Of course, no one believed him when he claimed that a five month old cherub with rosy cheeks, a beautiful laugh, and sparkling emerald eyes was an immediate threat to the safety of the entire world.


    Especially Sarah.


    "Stop being so dramatic, Everett," she scolded.  "You saved the world from Technology two years ago.  End of story.  Let's enjoy our vacation."


    "But --"


    "But nothing."  Sarah removed Rose from her breast and placed the baby in her lap.  As she closed the buttons of her blouse, Rose gurgled, wiggled, cooed, and immediately tried to consume her own fist. 


    "Burp your daughter," Sarah told him.


    "She always throws up on me." 


    "That's because you don't do it right."


    "She does it on purpose."


    "Just pat gently on the upper part of her back so she can get the air out."


    "That's how I do it."  He rose slightly and leaned over to pick up Rose in both hands.  As he raised her to his shoulder, the evil tyke winked at him.  Or, at least, it seemed that she did.


    "She winked at me!" Everett accused.


    Sarah rolled her eyes.  "Of course she did.  She's a baby, dear.  She does all kinds of cute baby things."


    A breeze pushed a few russet and ginger leaves across the dark brick of the terrace, the not unpleasant sounds of their skittering a gentle reminder of the otherwise bucolic normalcy of the world around them. The mid-morning sun splashed near golden light everywhere except beneath a large live oak that shaded the house, and though a slight autumn chill clung to the air, the warming glow of the sunlight made the temperature as perfect as it could be.


    As was her habit, Sarah had come out onto the terrace to feed the baby and he had tagged along to once again attempt to convince her that their admittedly otherwise wonderful offspring was none other than his own erstwhile arch enemy and the bane of his existence, the non-corporeal sentient entity charged with the management of all magic and spells, and her very own -- at least spiritually speaking -- great-grandmother.   As always, the two of them were seated side-by-side on an iron-framed settee placed beside his father's chair and table.  Sited on the north side of the terrace and facing south, the settee was positioned to take advantage of both the sun and the always fresh breeze that often came up through the easy slopes of the southern groves.


    Tempted by a long ingrained reflex, Everett shot a glance at the large bowl that perched on the table.  No apples remained, but that was because he had already eaten all of them while he had been sitting with Sarah and Rose.  Six browning cores were lined up on the table waiting to be taken to the compost.  He could have gone into the house to get more, but was not really hungry.


    For the most part, their trip to visit his sister, Lessye, and her family had been a comforting respite. 


    After he had found Sarah again, the two of them had stayed for a few weeks at the orchard and then had spent an idyllic ten months together in an unhurried, vagabond wander up and down the demesnes of the Edze River valley, peddling magic to get by, sneaking into hay lofts to sleep, and generally doing as they pleased.  Sarah's pregnancy had come along as a predictable matter of course and when her time had neared, they had returned to Kleinsvench and the secure bosom of her family and friends.


    However, within no more than two months of Rose's grand entrance, it had become clear that the Armistice of Plook, which had negotiated a pause in the Big War and introduced a nervous peace not long after Everett had returned east, was in danger of imminent failure.  The specter of renewed warfare had introduced an element of low key but constant dread into their otherwise happy lives and compelled the Elector of Kleinsvench to depart once more in a flurry of diplomatic endeavor.  In part, Everett had suggested the visit to the orchard in order to escape the suddenly oppressive atmosphere of Kleinsvench.


    And indeed, the trip to his childhood home had restored a sense of calm to their lives -- until yesterday when Magic had begun to speak to him.


    "I'm going to make everyone matching sweaters when we get back home, so your sister and I are going into the village to buy several bolts of the tartan wool," Sarah said in an offhand manner.  "Do you like the blue better or the green?"


    The very thought of matching sweaters made Everett's skin crawl.  Sarah, cavalier, relaxed, and carefree during her pregnancy, had gone full bore maternal after Rose's birth.


    "I never really cared for either one.  Seriously, though --"


    "Alright, I'll make yours from the red then.  Are you going to be all right with the baby?"


    "Of course.  But -- "


    "That's a dear."  She took his face in her hands and kissed him fiercely, which made his train of thought evaporate, and then hopped up and swept into the house calling out Lessye's name.


    Everett continued to pat his daughter in the prescribed manner until she had expelled all the air in her tummy in a thoroughly cute fashion.  For once, there were no accompanying partially digested fluids and he lowered her onto a folded blanket alongside him.


    "You may as well give up, Everett," Magic said.  "Only you can hear or see me speak.”


    Except for a quirky gurgle, Rose's lips did not move, though the grating tones of Magic's corporeal voice did appear to emanate from her.


    "You know, I'd almost rather you gave me a seizure than talk to me this way."


    "I would be more than glad to, but I do not have that ability in my current situation."


    "Exactly what is your current situation?"


    "There is no time to go into that now.  As I told you before, Destiny is loose in the world and you have to stop her."


    "What about Technology?"


    "He is irrelevant.  It is Destiny that you have to worry about."


    "I don't really see how this can be my problem.  Why don't you flit back off to the non-corporeal realm and leave me alone?"


    "Do not be daft.  Destiny has it in her head to fix things.  She has decided to assume a proactive role."


    "Wait a minute.  Seems like I recall Destiny being a 'they'."


    "Unlikely.  I am sure that I did not explain the multiplicative nature of Destiny to you."


    "So there is more than one?"


    "No, there is only one Destiny, but there are a number of different and distinct aspects of Destiny."


    "How many?"


    "You have not gotten any sharper in the last year, have you?"


    "How many?" he repeated, ignoring the jibe.


    "Infinity minus the square root of the diameter of the universe plus the ninety-two thousand four hundred eighty first digit of Pi divided by the circumference of the nth particle of matter."


    "That makes no sense."


    "The number does not translate into comprehensible terms in the corporeal realm.  Forget it, Everett.  We are straying from the matter at hand. If you will stop chasing rabbits, I will continue."


    "Fine.  Go ahead.  It's not that I could actually stop you."


    "Destiny -- in one of their female aspects -- has concocted a plan to correct what many in the non-corporeal realm consider to be the less than optimal consequences of the competition between Technology and myself in this world."


    "So you two messed things up and now she's going to fix them?"


    "No, not at all and stop being snide.  The point here is that you, in your capacity of Chosen Hero, must intervene once more to save the world!"


    "Are you being facetious?"


    "Just a little, yes.  I do not see why we should not try to enjoy the situation in spite of the impending calamity."


    "I'm not amused."


    "Everett, it still truly amazes me that my great-granddaughter chose you as a husband.  You should --"


    The appearance from the house of Sarah, Lessye, the latter's husband Wallace, and the children, Thomas, Linda, Charles, Cynthia, and Sophie, cut off Magic's rejoinder.  Wallace and the progeny were all dressed in dungarees and work boots and bore various chopping and pruning implements, though Sophie, at eight, carried only a symbolic dull hatchet.  Wallace, tall, thick-shouldered, and raven-haired, took meticulous care of the orchard and had apparently decided that it was time to make another sweep to check for sprouting underbrush.  Since, as far as Everett knew, the groves were already in a pristine, park-like state, it seemed clear that the prime purpose of the expedition was to get everyone out of the house to enjoy the excellent day.


    Everett exchanged casual pleasantries with Wallace and the children and then the troop marched off into the neat rows of mature trees.


    "We'll be gone no more than two hours," Sarah told Everett.  "If there's any trouble with Rose, you just magic me home."


    "For lunch, I've left a casserole warming on the stove," Lessye told Everett.  "Make sure that Wallace doesn't forget it, will you?"


    While everyone said that Everett looked like their father, Lessye, thankfully, favored their mother, who, though not classically beautiful, had been, as Everett remembered her, a tall woman with elegant features and long auburn hair.


    "I'll remind him," Everett lied. 


    "Casserole" usually meant some sort of noodles, an array of unexciting vegetables, and either a thin cheese or a thick tomato sauce and while he had no fundamental moral objection to the combination, he thought that it would be much more enjoyable if he used his ninth spell, Give me strength!, and twelfth spell, Take ye flight!, to fetch himself, Rose, Wallace, and his nieces and nephews to the town of Old Caravan Camp, just forty miles away.  An eatery on East High Road had an excellent lunch buffet which always included a slice of pie, apple or otherwise.


    Lessye gave him a hard look.  "Make sure you do.  And no slipping off to a restaurant --"


    Everett raised a hand as he felt a strong spell actuation.  "Just a minute."


    As he turned towards the spot closer to the house from which the sensation seemed to emanate, a woman appeared.


    Though a little on the plump side, the newcomer was a not uncomely woman of thirty or so years with short blond hair, wide set cheeks, and a pixie chin.  She wore sensible boots, modest skirt and jacket of heavy gabardine, and sun hat with two trailing grouse feathers stuck in it.  She also carried a thick book with a blue cloth binding that was about the size of Bertram's Spell Lexicon, Abridged.


    "Excellent!" she exclaimed happily, turning her bright brown eyes upon Sarah.  "I've finally found you!  You aren't even close to where you are supposed to be, young lady!  But, just to make it official, you're indeed Sarah Louise Mathilde de Bisghfaem Monte-Jaune?"


    "That's Sarah Louise Mathilde de Bisghfaem Monte-Jaune de Schael" Sarah corrected in a sharp tone, tilting her head significantly at Everett and the baby.  "And who might you be?"


    Everett immediately detected the undercurrent of threat in his wife's tone.  Sarah had an offensive spell that set things ablaze and she had never shown much hesitation in its use.


    The other woman's raised her eyebrows.  "Oh!  Yes, I see that you've been busy.  Hmmm.  Hmmm. Hmmm."


    Lessye glared.  "I generally don't receive unannounced visitors in my home.  You should at least have the courtesy to introduce yourself."


    "Oh, I'm terribly sorry," the woman said with a distracted air.  "I'm Petunia LaSalle."


    She offered them a brief smile, and then, holding the spine balanced in her left hand, opened her book to a page about a third of the way in, ran her eyes and right index finger down to a particular spot, and then nodded.


    "Says here 'Warrior Maiden,'" she said without looking up.  "No worries.  I'll just cross out the 'maiden' part."  She brought a fountain pen from a jacket pocket, gave it a dexterous one-handed twist to extend the nib, drew a short line on the open page, and then wrote a brief notation.  "And write in 'Queen.'  There, all fixed."


    Sarah crossed her arms, her expression hardening.  "What's this all about?"


    "Everett," Magic warned abruptly.  "That's her! That's Destiny!"


    Uncertain, Everett stood slowly and said, "Excuse me, Mademoiselle LaSalle, but would you by any chance happen to be a non-corporeal sentient entity?"


    LaSalle glanced at him, but did not reply to his question and instead flipped over a few pages in her book.  "Let's see. You must be Everett de Schael.  Excellent.  Two birds with one stone."  She made a check mark and returned the pen to her pocket.


    "Stop her, Everett!" Magic insisted.


    Everett took a step forward.  "Hold on --"


    When LaSalle looked up at Everett again, she enunciated, "Fulfill thy destiny!"


    Feeling the jolt of an extremely powerful actuation, Everett looked down at himself, saw no change, then whipped his head about to check on Sarah, Lessye, and Rose, but again saw nothing out of the ordinary.  Unless the spell had an unusually long evincing interval, it seemed clear that his tenth spell, the inarticulate passive that gave him immunity from the effects of malignant spells, had thwarted LaSalle's magic.


    "Stop whatever you're trying to do right now," Sarah commanded in an ominous tone.  "If I have to stop you, it won't be pretty."


    LaSalle turned her eyes back to Sarah.  "Don't be silly, I don't want to be about this all day."   


    Prompted by a sudden undefined fear, Everett lunged towards the woman, but she cast the spell again before he could reach her and both she and Sarah vanished.




     


     


     


     


    TWO


     


    "Beautiful Woman, come forth!"


    Everett felt the actuation, but instead of Sarah, a medium tall, comically surprised fellow, who had a bulbous nose, heavy jowls, muddy brown hair the texture of a curry brush, and a beer stein half way to his lips, appeared on the locus.


    "Eh? Whotzis?" the man slurred.


    Shocked, Everett cast again.  "Beautiful Woman, come forth!"


    This time, a well fed, very contented goose popped into existence, cast around a thoroughly disapproving glare, and then waddled off the terrace into the northern groves.


    "You are wasting your time," Magic informed him dryly.


    "Everett, what's wrong?" Lessye demanded.  "Why isn't your spell working?"


    The tavern patron, who was well and thoroughly sloshed, rotated slowly around, his neglected stein tilting to drip suds.  "Whassappened t'th'Roashted Goat?"


    "I don't know," Everett told his sister through clenched teeth, ignoring the man.  "Just a second."


     He moved back to the bench and fixed Rose with an intense gaze.  The little girl had managed to grab both of her own feet and was burbling in joy.


    "What's going on?" he ground out at his daughter.


    "Everett," Lessye scolded, "you shouldn't shout at Rose.  She can't have had anything to do with this."


    Everett gave his sister a steely look. "Rose is the embodiment of Magic and can handle an adult conversation.  Just believe me on this, Less."


    Lessye drew back slightly from his intensity.  "Well, alright, Everett.  I guess you should know what you're talking about, but try to speak with a gentler tone.  She's still just a baby."


    Everett blew out a puff of air.  "Fine."  Unclenching his teeth by force of will alone, he looked at Rose once more and asked, "What do you know about this?"


    "All of your spells are now out of kilter," Magic told him with a hint of reproach.  "I knew what was happening when she cast her spell on you, but was powerless to stop it."


    "Explain."


    "It is exactly what I have been trying to warn you about.  I thought that we would have more time before she showed up, but there were a number of undefined variables and apparently all of those have expressed in a negative fashion.  To put it simply, Destiny has taken it upon herself to set the world right -- at least according to her definition of right.  The results of her efforts are going to be total chaos."


    Conscious of Lessye's eyes upon him, he repressed an impulse to shout his next question.  "Does that mean that Sarah is in danger?"


    "From Destiny? No.  She will not bring harm directly, but it is the consequences of her interference that we have to worry about."


    "Stop!" Lessye screeched at the bleary-eyed drunk.  "That flower pot is not a toilet!  You just do up your trousers and trot on into the orchard.  You can do your business behind any of the trees."


     The man looked confused and started to stagger towards the house, fumbling with incompetent fingers at buttons.


    "Not that way!" Lessye admonished.  "Here, come this way.  I guess I'll have to show you to a suitable spot."


    As his sister took a firm hold on the unfortunate transportee's arm and guided him away, Everett swung back to look into the angelic face of Rose, whose gaze focused on his face in a markedly coherent manner once Lessye's back was turned.


    "Why are my spells broken?"


    "It is a feedback problem, Everett," Magic replied.  "Destiny's spell is an Ultrapotent -- it has to be to realign reality -- and makes extensive changes that ripple through the corporeal realm almost endlessly.  These ripples generate a huge amount of reverberating feedback that disrupts the normal magical parameters.  Until the feedback fades -- which may be as much as a week or even more since you received a double dose -- all of your spells will produce non-typical results.  For now, if you keep casting your Gross Vital Transportation variant, you will just summon more random corporeal entities."


    Everett ground his teeth together.  "I've never heard of this feedback before."


    "See, we can still learn something everyday."


    "I can do without the sarcasm.  Why doesn't my tenth spell shield me from this feedback?"


    "While your passive magical immunity may have averted the direct magical consequences of Destiny's spell, it cannot block higher order magical reverberations."


    "So how am I going to get Sarah back?"


    "The hard way.  You are going to have to go get her."


    "Do you know where she is?"


    "Not in precise terms, but we should be able to work it out."


    Before Everett could question Magic further, Lessye hurried back onto the terrace.  "Everett, I'll need your help with Monsieur Poubelle.  He's passed out."


    Throwing up his hands in brief complaint, Everett pivoted and started to march off towards the last known position of the offending drunkard.


    Lessye swept by him to gather up Rose, tossing Everett one of her best disapproving glares.  "Really, Everett, you can't leave the baby here by herself.  You should know that by now."


    Chagrinned, he waited for his sister and her cuddled cargo to join him.  Truthfully, he had already begun to think of Rose as the capable-of-staying-by-herself-and-possibly-culpable Magic rather than the too-young-to be-guilty-of-anything daughter that he had brought from Kleinsvench.  Regardless of the magical reality of the situation, he realized that he would have to take care to remember that Rose/Magic would still require the care that a five month old would, cognitive abilities and evil intentions notwithstanding.


    He followed as Lessye led him back across the terrace, through the scuffed dirt of the plowed firebreak and beneath the shade of the trees.  Monsieur Poubelle – Lessye, being the straightforward person that she was, had apparently introduced herself and asked his name -- lay sprawled in a motionless lump alongside a younger tree that could not have been more than six inches through.  Its size suggested that it was one of those that Everett, as an adolescent, had helped his father plant.  A snorting sound coming from Monsieur Poubelle’s nostrils indicated that he continued to draw breath, in spite of indications to the contrary.


    "Can you use your strength spell to get him back to the house?" Lessye asked as soon as they reached the man.


    "Probably not," he admitted.  "Magic told me that my spells are all out of whack, but I don't trust anything she says as a simple matter of course, so I'll give it a shot.  Stand back out of the way just in case something goes wrong."


    "I would strongly advise against this," Magic warned from Lessye's cradling arms.


    Ignoring her entirely, he waited until his sister had backed away a dozen paces, and then enunciated, "Give me strength!"


    The actuation and evincing were near simultaneous, but instead of the normal surge of physical power, he felt a swimmy-headed moment of strong vertigo, saw the ground drop away, and then struck his head against a thick branch, igniting a brief shower of turning leaves .


    "Ow!"


    He stooped slightly to clear the branch and raised his hand to rub the small bump that had risen on the crown of his head.


    Curiously, everything around him -- trees, leaf strewn ground, recumbent Monsieur Poubelle, wide-eyed Lessye, and smirking Magic/Rose -- seemed to have suffered a reduction in scale of much more than half.


    "Does this mean what I think it means?" he asked his sister.


    Grinning lopsidedly, Lessye nodded.  "Yes, you're a giant, Everett.  Seems to me that you're all of fifteen feet tall and close to three times as wide as you used to be.  Everything looks to have the same relative proportion, so I'd guess you bulk about two and a half times your original size."


    "I told you," Magic scolded, making a snarky face with Rose's face.


    Once again, he ignored her.  "Well, it won't last long and I should have a proportionally increased strength.  Before it wears off, I'll fetch Monsieur Poubelle back to the terrace."


    "Just be gentle," Lessye cautioned.  "You look big enough to crush him with one hand."


    Though his increased size appeared to affect his balance in no way and he could detect no additional clumsiness in his movements, he acted with exaggerated care as he knelt beside the still oblivious drunkard, who appeared now to be no larger to Everett than a child of eight or nine, scooped him up, and walked back towards the house.  By default taking a path straight along the aisle between the tree rows, he had to crouch in places to pass beneath the intertwined foliage above.  He noticed immediately that his boots sank much deeper into the ground, meaning that he had received a commensurate increase in weight, so when he reached the tilled soil of the fire break, he stopped to test his footing to prevent an inadvertent stumble.  Extending his left leg while balanced upon his right, he shifted his weight onto it gradually until he saw that his boot sank only a couple of inches -- relative to his current size -- and then gingerly continued.  In all, no more than two dozen strides returned him to the edge of the terrace, where, afraid to tread upon the tile should his multiplied weight damage it, he halted, knelt, and placed the limp form of the drunkard between the settee and some of the larger potted flowers.  Throughout the trip, Monsieur Poubelle hardly stirred and indeed had begun to snore in an irritating, staccato, and clogged-sinus way.


    Lessye, who had kept up by trotting but had given him a wide berth, circled around to put Rose down on the settee and then considered the insensate drunkard.


    "Best to just let him sleep it off, I'd think."  She looked up at Everett.   Even kneeling, his face was still several feet above her moderate stature.  "What are we going to do with him, Everett?   You can't send him back, can you?"


    "No.  I can't jump him home while my spells are wonky."


    "If it's not terribly far, he can walk back to where he came when he sobers up.  It's somewhat unfair to him, but that's just the way it is.  How long will you be a giant?"


    "Shouldn't be but another minute or two."


    "Do not count on it," Magic said in an ominous tone from the settee.


    Everett swung a frown that was nearly a foot wide in her direction.  "What do you mean?"


    Lessye, apparently having decided to accept his one-sided conversations with his daughter at face value, followed his gaze and waited.


    Rose waggled one chubby hand in the air in what was -- at least to Everett -- a distinct gesture of reproach. 


    "All aspects of your spells have been affected by the feedback.  While I do not have access to all of my normal correlative inputs, it appears to me that your ninth spell has flipped in this instance from a Transient effect to a Persistent one."


    Everett scowled.  "So I'm stuck like this?"


    "Yes, at least for the time being.  While my guess is that this condition is not truly permanent, I cannot determine how long it will persist.  I warned you not to cast.  Until the reverberations subside, you should refrain from magic altogether.  It is quite possible that you could inadvertently cause serious harm to yourself or others."


    Everett fell silent.  Over the last two years, he had found considerable utility in the spells that he had once despised and in particular had reveled in the freedom of travel that his ninth and twelfth spells accorded.  Truth to be told, his magic had made his life practically carefree and effortless.  Now that he faced the prospect of doing without his spells, he felt almost crippled.


    After watching him for a moment, Lessye, showing concern, asked, "What did she say?"


    "I'm stuck like this for a while."


    Ever practical, she commented, "You'll be great help with the apple picking next year."


    "I'm hoping that the effect won't last that long."


    "It is what it is," she replied, quoting their father.  "So how do we get Sarah back?  And who was that strange woman who took her?  Another wizard?"


    "Magic said that she knows where she is and that I'll have to go get her.  That woman was Destiny, another non-corporeal sentient being -- or, at least, her corporeal biologic, as they call it."


    "I said that we could work out where she is," Magic corrected tersely.  "It might take us some time to find her."


    "Wait.  What do you mean by us? You're staying here with Aunt Lessye."


    Rose squirmed about a bit and her face clouded as she began to fuss. 


    "If you leave me here," Magic stated flatly, "you will never find Sarah."


    "That's a heaping pile of bulls--"


    "Everett!" Lessye scolded.


    "-- malarkey."


    "This is a big world, Everett," Magic continued.  "Without my aide, you could pass within a mile of Sarah and not even know it.  You do not even have any clue as to where to begin the search.  I, on the other hand, possess a unique magically transmitted spiritual link with Sarah, great-grandmother to great-granddaughter, which gives me some sense of her location.  Though I cannot pinpoint where she is exactly, at the moment I can sense that she is very far west of us.  There is a procedure called triangulation, which I am sure you do not understand but which, once we begin traveling, will allow me to eventually determine her exact position."


    "What's Magic saying, Everett?" Lessye, having become impatient once more, asked.  "Rose has to go with you to find Sarah?"


    He twitched his head in a frustrated nod, then seized upon the obvious objection and said to both of them, "Rose can't come with me.  I won't be able to feed her on the road.  You can find a wet nurse nearby, can't you Less?"


    "Oh! Yes, I hadn't thought of that, but Madame Clauston's baby Cynthia is almost weaned and she's always happy to lend a ... hand.  When Carlotta -- you remember her, she was in primary school with me -- fell ill two years ago, Madame Clauston fed little Charlie until she recovered."


    "Feeding me will not be a problem," Magic announced.


    Rose made an odd little sound, not quite a word, and then Everett felt an actuation. Seconds later, an oblong glass object winked into existence above her and floated down within easy reach of her hands.  After a couple of tries, she snared it and dragged the end with the rubber nipple down to her mouth and began to suck greedily.


    "There's milk in that, I hope?" Lessye asked.


    Pondering the significance of Magic/Rose's spell, he said in a distracted fashion, "Yes, it's a feeding bottle.  The apothecary in Kleinsvench, Monsieur Mindelsen, has them in his shop.  It's something new."


    "They come with the milk already inside?"


    "No.  As I understand it, normally cow's milk is warmed and poured in at need."


    He turned back to Magic/Rose.  "You're too young to have had an Epiphany.  How is it that you already have a spell and why isn't it affected by the reverberations?"


    "Might I remind you that you are not the ultimate authority on magic here?  For your information, while the vast majority of Epiphanies do indeed occur within a narrow age range, an Epiphany can occur at any age, even in the womb.  I have had this spell since I was three days old."


    "What about the feedback?  You were as close as I was to Destiny when she cast her spell."


    "I am immune to contrary magical effects.  Even in my current diminished state, I still have considerable advantages over other corporeal beings."


    "Then give yourself an Epiphany for a spell that will bring Sarah back."


    "That I cannot do.  I have no control over my normal non-corporeal sentient entity functions in my present diminished state."


    "But isn't part of you still in the non-corporal realm?  Isn't that how this corporeal realm slumming works?"


    "Under normal circumstances, that is true.  However, in this special case, the entirety of my existential sentience is present here."


    "So who's in charge of your 'normal non-corporeal sentient entity functions' right now?  Who's passing out spells?"


    "A non-sentient non-corporeal entity operating under a randomized functionality.  I suppose that you might call it an automatic pilot.  There is no need to concern yourself with that, however, as there is less than a twelve percent probability that my substitute will create an Epiphany for a spell that will cause the universe to implode."




     


     


     


     


    THREE


     


    Everett grumbled and grumped, but in the end, he had to agree to take not only Rose but Monsieur Haversack Poubelle as well.


    After about an hour, the fellow roused, partially sober but obviously suffering a hideous hangover, had a major fright when he saw Everett's gargantuan size but calmed down almost immediately when he was assured that this was just magic at work and not an alcohol fueled delusion, and then wanted to know where in the world he was.  After Everett explained at some length, repeating the key details a number of times, Monsieur Poubelle fell into an unfortunately not silent funk.


    "I was in Tymnermaog," he moaned, holding his head.


    Everett had never heard of the place.  "Where's that?"


    "Eh?  Ol' Tymnermaog?  Why, it's the biggest town inna demesne of Laest Sho."


    "Lost Shoe?"


    "No, Laest Sho."


    "Sounds just the same, but regardless, I've never heard of it either."


    "Doesn't surprise me.  The place's the size of an -- urrp -- 'scuse me -- postage stamp.  As big as you are now, I'd imagine that you could walk across it and never even know it was there.  It's just to the west of the Free Hold of Mont Sleuse.  You said I'm clear over to the eastern coast now?  Let's see, it's gotta be a couple thousand miles from 'ere. Urrp."


    "At least three thousand two hundred miles," Lessye corrected.  She had excelled at geography in school and had never been shy about displaying her knowledge.  "Strictly speaking, Everett, it could be argued that it's your fault that he's here.  Maybe you should take him with you and help him get home."


    Right away, Everett perceived the reason why his sister had reversed direction and gone from near ambivalence to outright sympathy for Monsieur Poubelle's plight.  If the drunkard did not go with Everett, then, her earlier sternness notwithstanding, she would not be hard-hearted enough to push him out the door when he faced a journey across the entire continent.  By default, Monsieur Poubelle would have to stay at the orchard.  Lessye was the most hospitable person that Everett knew, but there was no doubt but that she would not cherish the prospect of a long term guest with an unpredictable personal grooming regimen.


    "It's Destiny's fault that he's here," Everett countered.  "I'm just a victim in this debacle."


    The drunkard generated enough energy to plead, "'ere now! If you've spelled me 'ere, you've gotta send me right back!  Wizards 'ave to do that, right? It's part of the whatchamacallit -- the ethics or that other thing, you know, the morals or somethin' with a code in it.  I just 'ave to get back! For once in my measly life, I 'ad an unlimited tab goin'!"


    "I can't send you back, Monsieur," Everett replied testily.  "When my spells return to normal, I'll be able to transport you to anywhere you desire to go, but for now, the only means of travel available to me is my own feet.  If you like, you can accompany me as I travel west, but you can forget all about taverns or inns or any other place that sells ale, wine, or strong spirits. If you don't maintain yourself in a condition of complete sobriety, I'll abandon you by the side of the road and never look back."


    Though his father had been a strident teetotaler, Everett had been known to take an occasional cup or two himself, but he had never had any regard for individuals who -- as Poubelle obviously did -- spent the majority of their waking moments inebriated.


    Monsieur Poubelle nodded his head rapidly, slightly overbalancing himself.  "Certainly, Monsieur Wizard.  Anythin' you say."


    Having begun to fret over what might be befalling Sarah, Everett made up his mind to leave immediately.  With practically no preparations that needed to be made, there was no valid reason why he could not do so.  As a consequence of the faithful monthly remittances from Monsieurs Von Gylg and Mindelsen, he had plenty of money, both in coin and in banknotes, and would be able to purchase anything required along the way.  None of his other clothing would now fit, so he decided to leave the considerable luggage that he and Sarah had brought from Kleinsvench in his sister's care, asking her to fetch him only his money belt, some basic camping supplies, and an old worn pack from inside the house.  This she speedily did, but when she returned, he noticed that the pack seemed much fuller than he had expected.  Before he could ask, she explained that she had of course included clothing and other necessities for Rose.


    Both pack and money belt were almost one third their normal size, relatively speaking, so he simply stored the latter in his trouser's pocket and looped his belt through the straps of the pack and wore it on his hip like a pouch.  Because of his size, he could not, of course, make use of the pack's contents at present, but he felt confident that the spell would expire eventually.  The prospect of trying to find utensils and clothing to suit his present size was not an agreeable one.


      In order to bid them all goodbye, he waited until Wallace and the children, who were all ecstatic -- the younger ones squealed in delight -- to find Uncle Everett giant-sized, returned, but after discussing his planned route with Wallace, sharing awkwardly proportioned hugs all around, and promising Lessye that he would try to find a way to let her know as soon as he found Sarah, he tramped determinedly down the cart trail away from the house, covering close to ten feet with each stride.


    Rose had fallen asleep during the farewell and now rode bundled in a large basket tied with strong cord to the button hole of his left breast pocket.  He glanced down at her from time to time just to reassure himself that she was fine, but took great care not to disturb her.  He wanted to interrogate Magic further, but had learned early on in his new career as a parent that it was far better to let sleeping babies lie.


    Monsieur Poubelle, once pointed in the right direction by Wallace, scurried after, running frequently to make up the lag continually created by the vast difference in the length of their steps and then subsequently staggering to a halt to bend over with hands braced on knees as he gasped hoarsely to recover his breath.


    This routine became a constant hindrance and compelled Everett to stop completely on more than one occasion, lest Poubelle loose sight of him.  These delays reinforced Everett's already established conviction that the man from Tymnermaog would be no end of trouble, but Everett was not able to generate sufficient rancor to permit him, in good conscience, to simply leave the drunkard to his own devices, as much as he might feel inclined to do so.  Thus, after hardly a mile, he finally gave up and stopped one last time to allow Poubelle to catch up.


    "We're not going to make any kind of decent progress at this rate, Monsieur Poubelle.  I think I can carry you on my shoulders.  I used to give my nieces and nephews rides when they were smaller and you seem to be about the same size now."


    Poubelle straightened from gasping and looked relieved.  "That'd be a big help, Monsieur Wizard.  I can't say that I'm used to all this travelin'."


     "What do you weigh?"


    "Oh, I don't know. Maybe nearly thirteen stone."


    "That would be about four relative stone."  Everett bent down, clasped Poubelle around the waist, hoisted him up without difficulty, and placed him on his right shoulder.  "Hmm, doesn't seem to be even that much.  I'd say no more than two stone. Can you hang on there?"


    Poubelle wobbled a moment, then caught at Everett's giant-sized collar and epaulet and seemed to find his equilibrium.  "I think so.  Fear not, Monsieur Wizard, I'll not fall off."


    Everett had to glance up at a slight oblique angle to see Poubelle's face. "We're going to be together for a while, so we might as well get on a first name basis.  I'm Everett.  Should I call you Haversack?"


    "You can, but most folks just call me Poubelle and I prefer that, to tell the truth."


    "Poubelle it is then."


    After this, Everett settled comfortably into the unrelenting pace that he had learned as an impoverished Journeyman Magicker, and the miles began to fly by.   At first, Poubelle made a few desultory attempts to chat, but eventually nodded into a half doze which did not, somewhat uncannily, cause him to loosen his grip on Everett's jacket.


    Wandering southeast, the cart trail snaked around the slopes of the adjacent orchard and vineyard covered hills, cut through a large patch of white oak and hickory that sprouted along the banks of Boone's Creek, and then crossed the shale surfaced trade road that linked the coastal port of Malfvis and the agricultural market hub at Dhakt.


    Everett found himself quite comfortable in his new size, experiencing none of the innate difficulties that he had presupposed.  In actual fact, his body felt just the same as it always had, and if he had not known better, he would have sworn that it was the rest of the world that had been reduced rather than himself expanded.  Indeed, he thought that being a giant would prove to have a number of advantages.  One that was immediately evident was that his significant height gave him a much wider perspective of the world around him.  He could see over everything but the largest trees and spots that were normally hidden by the hedges, fence rows, and occasional buildings alongside the trail were now in plain sight. This grandly superior view emboldened his steps, and his speed increased to an almost trot.


    When he reached the crossroads, Everett felt his spirits begin to lift.  The junction was eight miles from his father's orchard and he had covered the distance in what had to be under half an hour, subtracting the delays engendered by Poubelle.  The jaunt had not taxed him at all, seeming hardly more strenuous than a casual stroll.  Even without his spells, he should be able to cover ground at a much accelerated pace.  With Poubelle and Rose still slumbering, he turned right with some enthusiasm in the direction of Old Caravan Camp and distant Dhakt.


    If it had not been for his still abiding worry for Sarah, he would almost have said that he was enjoying himself.


    This thought brought a fleeting frown to his face.  That, of course, did not mean that he had not been enjoying himself before the appearance of Destiny.  On the contrary, he had been quite happy with his settled and peaceful life.  He had had Sarah and Rose, plenty of silver, and no lunatics from another realm after him.  In point of fact, he had faced no substantial challenges or danger of any kind.


    But that also meant that his life had been somewhat staid.


    For the first thirty-one years of his life, he had been whipped by the overwhelming necessity to achieve success with his magic, with the rank of Wizard hanging ever before him as the surely unattainable prize.  He had always had that goal to push him on though the want, the deprivation, and the disappointment of his failures.  That vision of one day becoming something much more than he had been had carried him through the frigid nights, the days without food, and the jeers and laughter that he knew must have followed in his wake. 


    Now that he was indeed a wizard, and a Master one at that, he had, much to his surprise, begun to feel somehow bereft without his former obsession.  Yes, his spells were powerful and useful now, but there seemed little likelihood that he would gain another to fill out his full natural potential of thirteen and he thus had no further substantive magical goal to aspire to.  He was as potent a wizard now, today, as he would ever be.  Or, at least, he would be when his spells returned to normal.


    He had allowed his one other significant ambition -- to open his own magical enterprise -- to languish.  With the steady incomes from his interest in the explosive lances and medicinal potion, he had no desire or reason to pursue daily toil.  At first, this freedom had been a welcome windfall and he had devoted himself entirely to enjoying life, but of late he had grown restless -- not dissatisfied -- just restless.


    Once or twice, in moments of fleeting boredom, he had toyed with the idea of using his steadily growing savings to establish some other sort of business concern, but he had determined all of the possibilities that had occurred to him to be uninvitingly lacking in significant ways..


    By no means had he wanted some crazy woman to appear and kidnap Sarah, but since it had happened, he saw no reason why he should not embrace the -- he might as well call it what it was -- adventure of it all.


    He increased his pace.  After it climbed over the crest of the next ridge line, the trade road dropped down into the narrow valley of the Bayou Francine. The nearest town, Old Caravan Camp, was just thirty miles further.  He should be able to reach it in a couple of hours, just in time for lunch.  From there, rather than continue on to Dhakt, they would be able to get space on a flatboat that would take them down Bayou Francine to the Lyntha River and eventually to Lake Archambault and the lowlands.  Once across the vast lake, it was only eighty miles to the Green River landing at Vieux Ville.  A steamboat from there would get them to Eriis in just a few more days.  This was the same route that he had followed on his first journey to the Edzedahl, and was, as far as he knew, the quickest way to travel overland to reach it.


    Poubelle started to snore as Everett sped along, passing farms, sheepfolds, orchards, cider mills, and the occasional winery.  He encountered no wagons or riders on the way.  The trade road would not see its heaviest traffic for another month, when the produce of the highlands -- wool cloth, wine, apples, cider, and byproducts of those -- began to be freighted to the port for shipment to New Zindersberg and cities west.   It having finally occurred to him that strangers might not react positively to his gigantism, this suited him just fine.  If any of the numerous farmers, shepherds, orchardists, millworkers, and vintners that he saw took note of his improved stature, none of them felt moved to stop what they were doing to come investigate.


    Content with this solitude, he concentrated on covering ground.


    After about an hour, Rose stirred, opened her eyes, and began to watch the clouds overhead.


    "Magic, are you there?" Everett asked her without stopping.


    "Of course, I am here.  Where else would I be?"


    "You need to tell me everything there is to know about Destiny.  I want to know what I am up against."


    "I cannot tell you everything.  The parameters of the non-corporeal realm interdict the vast majority of the pertinent information, and I do not presently have the capacity to contravene those parameters, but I will tell you all that I am permitted to tell you.  Ask away."


    While walking, he had assembled a significant array of questions, but he decided to ask them in no particular order in hope of detecting any inconsistencies in Magic's story.


    "Why does she have my insignificant spell?"


    "She does not.  All spells are unique.  You were taught that your first day at Friar Albert's."


    "I know, but the terms of her spell are exactly the same as mine."


    "No, her spell is Fulfill Thy Destiny! and yours is Fulfill thy destiny!"


    "Just as I said.   Exactly the same."


    "Stop being thick, Everett.  You just cannot hear the thetametraticalonist majuscules."


    "You made that word up."


    "I did not.  It means capital letters."


    "I know what that means.  I meant the first one."


    "Thetametraticalonist?  It means garble garble garble garble."


    "Sorry, I didn't get that."


    "Garble garble garble garble?"


    "Yes, that part.  It just comes across as garble garble garble garble."


    "Hmmm, just a second."  Rose's eyes unfocused and then came almost immediately back.   "The definition has been reserved by Continuity.  It is not appropriate for this era."


    "I think you're feeding me a load of hooey."


    "Fine.  Have it your way, Everett.  Just take my word for it -- the two spells are different."


    Everett frowned, but let the issue pass for the moment.  "That book that she had, what is it?"


    "It is a corporeal realm representation of Destiny's Grand Scheme."


    "So what's in it?"


    "Destiny's conception of how corporeal biologics' lives should turn out."


    "That doesn't sound very malevolent."


    "But I assure you that it is.  Destiny has odd ideas about how people should live.  When she is around, everyone starts having vegetable-shaped skin blemishes, traveling the world for no sensible reason, finding hidden hoards of gold, learning dead languages so they can find forgotten mysteries in ancient texts, meeting their true loves, and all sorts of similar nastiness."


    "But --"


    "Stand by just a second, Everett."  Magic fell silent as Rose made a peculiar, easily recognized face.


    "Everett, the rest of your questions will have to wait.  I have soiled my nappy and you may change me now."




     


     


     


     


    FOUR


     


    "You'll have to do it, Poubelle," Everett insisted, splaying his left hand wide to demonstrate the size of his fingers.  "With fingers this big, I can't manage the pins."


    After sitting down in the shade of a stand of pines that was out of sight of the nearby habitations, he had placed Rose on a folded blanket supported by a thick bed of pine needles.  She appeared to be patiently waiting while also incidentally blowing spit bubbles.


    Poubelle, standing off a couple of paces, pinched his nose and flapped his free arm in an exaggerated manner.  "Bud shed dud de udder dink."


    "I didn't understand a word that you said."


    Poubelle released his nose.  "I said, she's done, you know, the other thing."


    "It's a perfectly natural process, Poubelle, not some heinous crime."


    "Yeah, I know, but it's the natural stink that bothers me.  Besides I 'aven't never done it before."


    "First time for everything. Now, the pins ..."


    After a few false starts, numerous complaints, more than one bitten off curse, two poked thumbs, one lacerated ring finger, and lots of exaggerated eye rolling, Poubelle managed to accomplish the task, including washing out the soiled garment with water from Everett's canteen.


    Holding the now wet white rectangle at arm's length with unconcealed distaste, Poubelle wanted to know what he should do with it.


    "Tie it to the back of my belt to dry as we walk," Everett told him, rising.  "That'll have to do for an improvised clothes line."


    Poubelle moved around to comply.  "On you, it looks no bigger than a handkerchief.  I've been meaning to ask you, what's it like being a giant?"


    Everett shrugged.  "It hasn't been a problem so far."


    "Kinda brings you up inna world, don't it?  Har har."


    Everett could not help but grin.  "I suppose you could say that."


    When both Rose and Poubelle were back in their riding positions, Everett resumed his march.  Poubelle seemed to have exhausted his shallow reservoir of small talk and now appeared content to simply watch the world pass by, so Everett decided to resume his interrupted interrogation of Magic.


    "I'd like to get back to my questions," he said to Rose.


    "Sorry, Everett," Magic deferred.  "Check back with me in a few.  It is lunch time."  Rose waggled fingers and toes and a bottle appeared.


    Everett sighed and walked faster.


    Poubelle, in violation of expectations, remained alert.  After a while, he started to fidget and move about slightly, seeming to have developed a difficulty in finding a comfortable seat on Everett's shoulder.


    When his squirming began to border on an annoyance, Everett asked, "Are you all right, Poubelle?"


    "Oh, fine, just fine.  But, you know, a body would think that a man ought to 'ave something to fortify himself after such an ordeal."


    "The nappy changing?"


    "Quite a challenge it was!  Such things'll drain a man!  Why --"


    "No spirits."


    "Oh, no, Everett, I wasn't suggestin' that at all!  Not even an 'int.  Just was thinkin' that we could stop in somewhere ... any tavern or inn we might come across ... for a bite to eat to, you know, fortify the spirit.  A man's got to keep food in him, especially walkin' a long distance."


    "I'm doing all the walking."


    "I was speakin' meta -- you know, whatchamacallit -- phorically."


    "We'll be in Old Caravan Camp in an hour.   We'll eat then."


    Poubelle rubbed a hand across his lips.  "I'll 'ave a serious thir -- I mean, hunger by then."


    "Fasting is good for the soul," Everett told him.  One of the monks at Friar Albert's, who had incidentally weighed better than twenty stone, had been fond of saying that.


    Poubelle fell silent once more, but his squirming increased, with a vibration from his shaking hands transmitted through his grips on Everett's jacket.


    Ten miles from the town, the trade road crossed one of the tributaries of the Bayou Francine, the Bayou L'Ami.  The watercourse was hardly more than a wide ditch, but it did stay full year round and when Everett had attended Friar Albert’s Advanced Academy of Magical Study, he had often slipped away on free afternoons to fish in the slow, deep pools for sun perch and big whiskered catfish.  The Matriarchy of Sillsbeck, a lapsed demesne that had once claimed suzerainty over the road, had built an elegant and somewhat ostentatious quarried-granite bridge, albeit just ten paces in length, where the trade road crossed the bayou.


    When they started down the gentle slope that approached this bridge, a boy about the size and age of Everett's nephew Charlie got up from a stool by the left guard wall and sidled across the flaring paved apron into the middle of the roadway.  It was evident that he had the intention of blocking their path.  With tousled black hair and a chubby face, he wore what looked to be a woman's flowered bathrobe tied about his neck as a cape.


    "Wow! Are you a giant?" the boy, staring at Everett with wide eyes, piped up as soon as he drew near, "I've never even seen a giant, 'cept in story books!  Whose baby is that?  Are you going to eat it?"


    "No, this is my daughter, and my size is only temporary," Everett assured him.  "It's a spell effect.  I'm the Wizard Everett de Schael.  What's your name?"


    "Percival Donegal Beauregard Mac Tavish the fourth."


    "That's a mouthful," Poubelle said with a chuckle.


    "My dad made me practice from since I was little.  What's it like to ride on a giant? Are you a wizard too?"


    "No, I'm a -- well, I'm kinda between jobs right now."


    "Percival," Everett asked, "would you mind telling me what you're doing out here?"


    "No, I don't mind."


    "Right, so what are you doing out here?"


    The boy beamed.  "Fulfilling my destiny, just like the lady said."


    "You've met Destiny?"


    "Of course," Magic inserted silently.  "Destiny is busy doing what she does best: ruining lives."


    "If you mean the lady with the hat, I guess so.  She didn't stay long enough to give her name.  She showed up three days ago while I was walking to school and asked me my name and looked in her book and said 'Fulfill Thy Destiny' and left right away.  Right after that, the idea came into my head about the Riddle and since then, I don't go to school anymore, I just come out to the bridge and wait to ask people the Riddle.  Don't tell my mom.  She thinks I'm still going to school everyday."


    "Once Destiny casts her spell," Magic explained, "the victim is forever constrained to adhere to his scripted fate."


    "I didn't manage to do it the last time," Percival told Everett and Poubelle in a conspiratorial tone, "but I'm going to get it right this time.  Are you ready?"


    "Ready for what?" Poubelle wanted to know.


    "For the part I'm supposed to say.  It's my destiny."


    Everett smiled in a placating fashion.  Percival seemed to be in no immediate danger from his brush with Destiny.  In fact, his inflicted fate seemed only a mild nuisance, rather than a perilous catastrophe.  Skipping school seemed unlikely to cause Percival any lasting injury -- it had never hurt Everett.  While he could see that there might be an implied social obligation for him to intervene, Everett had no idea how this compulsion might be removed and had no time to find out.  He decided that the best thing for him to do was to find Sarah and then the two of them could investigate what could be done to rein in Mademoiselle Petunia LaSalle.


    He made to move around the boy.  "Maybe next time.  Right now, we're in a hurry."


    "Sorry, Monsieur de Schael, but you won't be able to go by until you answer King Whigamont's Riddle."


    "Hey, I remember that!" Poubelle burst out.  "I know that story like the back of my hand. My mum started telling it to me when I was not more'n five.  King Whigamont's Riddle is in The Curmudgeon at the Crossing.  I always liked the part where the know-it-all farmer caught fire."


    Percival grinned from ear to ear and tapped his chest with a thumb.  "I'm the curmudgeon!"


    Poubelle pursed his lips.  "You look a little young to be a curmudgeon. 'ow old might you be?"


    "Ten.  Well, I will be next month."


    Picturing himself and his passengers becoming suddenly engulfed in a ball of flame, Everett stalled his advance in mid-step.  "Magic, how does this work?  Does Destiny's spell do more than just affect behavior?"


    "Your powers of deduction astound me," the non-corporeal sentient entity snarked.


    "I'll take that for a yes.  So that means that --"


    "Yes, there are supporting spell effects linked to each imprinted profile," she interrupted dryly.  "If you fail to fulfill the requirements of this encounter, you will suffer the associated consequences."


    "Who are you talking to, Monsieur de Schael?" Percival wondered with a fascinated look.  "Do you have an invisible friend too?"


    "Just a minute, Percival.  Poubelle, you said that you've heard this story?"


    "Oh, I can tell you all about it, Everett," Poubelle enthused.  "See, The Curmudgeon at the Crossing is this ancient, extremely powerful wizard who was punished by good King Whigamont for trying to sneak into the Everlasting Treasury to steal the Golden Lance of Khalmonech, which gave a person the ability to --"


    "Can I get the abbreviated version?"


    Poubelle's shoulders slumped.  "I'd 'ave to leave out all the good stuff.  There are eighty-two chapters."


    "Fine, just tell me what happens if I don't guess the riddle."


    "Oh, well, mostly I guess you'd be killed in some really neat way.  For instance, there was the Merchant of Pootah.  A rock the size of a cow fell on 'im --"


    "Does the story tell the answer to the riddle?"


    "Well, no, that's not the point, you see?  Nobody ever guesses the riddle."


    "Can you just not answer?"


    "No, that'd be the same as gettin' it wrong.  The Baron of La tried that and he drowned in a teacup."


    "You said that this is a story for children?"


    "That's right.  It's got morals and such in it."


    Percival, twirling around to watch the hems of his cape/bathrobe trail through the patina of scuffed dust on the pavement of the apron, asked in a lackadaisical fashion, "Are you ready to guess the riddle, Monsieur de Schael?"


    "Not yet, Percival.  Magic, what should I do here?"


    "Not get killed," she replied sagely.


    "You're no help at all."


    "Never said I would be.  As I told you, I do not have any significant powers or abilities at the moment.  You will have to figure this out on your own."


    "Does your invisible friend have purple polka dot feet and big yellow eyes too, Monsieur de Schael?"


    "No, Percival.  My invisible friend has a smart mouth and a nasty disposition."


    Percival giggled.  Magic said nothing, but Everett got the distinct impression that she had presented him with a disdainful glare.


    Everett thought a moment.  "Percival, how many people have guessed the riddle so far?"


    "Oh, none at all, but then you're the first one to try, 'cept for Monsieur Avery."


    "What happened with Monsieur Avery?"


    "Nothing.  My dad says that Monsieur Avery is 'as deaf as a post.'  Anyways, I don't think he heard me when I asked him the Riddle.  He just smiled and waved like he always does when he's going to town and rode his mule Cindy right over the bridge."


    Everett let his eyes drift over to Percival's stool.  A rumpled brown paper bag was tucked underneath, flattened under a rock so that it would not blow away.  "Percival, you've already eaten your lunch?"


    "Yes, sir.  My mom packs it every day for school.  A cucumber sandwich with apple slices, just like I like it."


    "You go home for supper, I take it?"


    "Oh, yes, I have to be home right after school.  No exceptions.  If I'm one minute late, I get extra Saturday chores and no deserts for a whole week.  Lots of times, my dad says my mom is a 'harsh taskmaster.'  This one time, she kicked him in the rear when --"


    "So you're not going to be here all the time?"


    The boy looked thoughtful.  "No, I guess not.  Weekends, I'll have to be home, o' course, and I don't want to come out here when it's raining or snowing or really hot.  On those days, I guess I'm just gonna go on to school."


    "Very lax interpretation of the story, then," Everett commented to no one in particular.


    "Not surprising," Magic said.  "Destiny is, to use a corporeal phrase, 'more than a few bricks short of a load.'  Everything that she does is going to be inherently dysfunctional."


    "You could have mentioned that earlier," Everett complained.


    "I am sure that I did so."


    "Mentioned what, Monsieur de Schael?"


    "Sorry, Percival, I was talking to my invisible friend."


    With a start, Poubelle smiled like he had just found that a barmaid had refilled his mug free of charge. 


    "You know, Everett, it occurs to me that young Percival 'ere 'as to take breaks, 'avin' to see a man about a dog kinda thing, if you know what I mean, leavin' the bridge, as it was, unguarded."


    Percival nodded.  "Oh, yeah, when I gotta go pee, I just go behind that big tree over there.  I carved my initials in it with my pocket knife.  Wanna see?"


    "Maybe another time," Everett assured him.  "Is there any chance that you might have to visit your tree soon?"


    "No, I just went."


    Everett sighed.


    Poubelle snapped his fingers.  "Everett, I just might 'ave a solution to our problem.  Bring me a pint!"


    Everett felt an actuation and judged by the strength of the jolt that Poubelle had just cast a minor spell.  "I cannot allow you to give ale to a child, Poubelle."


    "Oh, I'd never do that!  Don't worry, it's just a cherry fizz.  It'll show up any minute now."


    Poubelle held out his hand with fingers crooked and his lips moved as he began to count.  At twenty-seven seconds, give or take, a frosty mug evinced in his grip, a swirling ruby elixir of bubbles and crushed ice within.


    Six mugs later, Percival's expanded bladder forced him to abandon his post to scamper for his tree, riddle unsaid, and Everett marched on.




     


     


     


     


    FIVE


     


    Rose waited expectantly.


    Poubelle covered his eyes with his hands again and then snatched them away, "Peek-a-boo!"


    Laughter erupted from the baby's mouth as she writhed in delight, making her suspended basket rock slightly.


    Everett, cruising steadily to finish the last few miles to Old Caravan Camp as the two entertained themselves, mentioned, "So you're a magicker, Poubelle?  What rank?"


    "Oh, no rank at all.  I've 'ad that spell since I was a just a pup.  Made me more'n a bit popular at the old orphanage, it did."


    Not wishing to pry, Everett settled for a neutral, "Ah."


    "Oh, it ain't no big deal.  Poubelle means 'rubbish bin' in Laest Sho, did you know?  That's where they found me, just a day old, stuffed in an 'aversack in the garbage.  Old Mother Spinbustle always told me that if I 'adn't 'ad a strong set of lungs I'd 'ave been off to the dump for sure."


    Poubelle related this personal tragedy without inflection of any kind, as if passing off a casual remark on yesterday's weather.


    "Old Mother Spinbustle was a 'ard one, right enough.  No fancy stories from 'er to make a kid think better of 'imself than 'e really was.  She told me right off that I must be the product of some, you know, 'illicit sexual congress'."  He glanced for a significant second at Rose's still enraptured face.  "You know, a B-A-S-T-U-R-D."


    "Tell Poubelle that the second syllable is spelled with an 'a'," Magic griped with a clearly implied rolling of the eyes.  "And tell him to make faces again.  That was more fun."


    Everett ignored her.  His mother had died when he was fairly young, but he could still remember her soft hands and gentle voice.  His father had been the best father that a boy could possibly have.  He still missed them both and shied from even imagining what it might have been like to have had no parents at all.


     "That seems like quite a useful Minor," Everett said, steering the subject in a less uncomfortable direction.  "I'd think that you could make decent money with it at fairs and street markets."


    "Oh, I do make a little coin with it.  Not at markets, though.  There's too much competition there with every other bloke being able to make licorice floats or strawberry shushes or blackberry apple cider and customers all expectin' you to 'ave a nice stand with buntin' and napkins and suchlike.   Taverns'll pay a penny each for the glass mugs.  I just pour out the fizz in the gutter.  On good days, I can make as much as half a silver."


    And no doubt drink it all down in cheap, bottom of the barrel beer, Everett thought to himself and then instantly regretted the unkind -- but likely true -- characterization.


    After a few more steps, he said, just thinking out loud, "I think Destiny's spell must be a modified ensorcellment variant."


    Poubelle scratched the stubble on his right cheek.  "What's an en-whatchamacallit?"


    "It's a type of spell that affects a person's moods.  They're rare.  A verified incidence of an ensorcellment spell hasn't appeared in the literature in close to a hundred years.  None of the ensorcellment variants on record induce the sort of behavior that we saw with Percival, though."


    "Not really much fire in 'im for the curmudgeoning, was there?  I wouldn't hardly say that was a true destiny at all, to tell the truth."  


    Poubelle started to say something more, but with a start he cocked his head towards a dairy pasture that they were passing on the left.  "Did you 'ere that?"


    Everett slowed and followed the man's gaze.  "No.  What is it?"


    "Sounds like somebody callin' for 'elp."  Poubelle stuck out a meaty arm to point towards the back where a stand of half-grown trees formed a cul-de-sac on the right.  "Sounds like from over there."


    Everett hesitated.  They had already lost most of an hour of travel because of Percival.  "Are you sure?  I still don't hear anything."


    "Pretty sure. Oughtn't we take a look?"


    Everett let his lips press into a thin line.  Another delay would push their arrival at Old Caravan Camp well passed lunch and his stomach was beginning to notice that it was empty.  Still, he could hardly ignore the possibility that someone might be in dire straits.


    "I suppose that we must." 


    He turned, crossed the shallow ditch, and stepped carefully over the split-rail fence.  A few scattered black and white cows and their calves looked up from chewing their cud, considered him for a moment in a stoic bovine fashion, and then returned their attention to their own concerns.


    Taking great care with the placement of his boots to avoid the omnipresent agricultural deposits, he moved rapidly across the pasture.  Not wanting to stumble unprepared into some difficult situation, he swung out so that his path would give him a direct view into the mouth of the cul-de-sac.


    As soon as he did so, he found not some scene of imminent peril, but a placid one of an older man, two young men, and a mostly-grown girl standing around a pile of fresh manure that had to be at least ten feet tall.  The youngest of the men had a blackish brown, greasy substance smeared all over him. All four of the group shared dark hair and blockish features, though the girl had a less generous dose of prominent nose and sharp chin.  Dressed in work clothes -- black dungarees, blue flannel, and high boots -- the four turned about as they heard Everett approach, but none reacted inordinately to his size, to the sight Rose's basket, or to Poubelle perch upon his shoulder.


    "Good day!" Everett offered pleasantly.  "I'm Everett de Schael. I don't mean to intrude, but my friend Monsieur Poubelle thought he heard someone yelling for help."


    Poubelle sported a smile and waved.


    "Glad to meet you," the older man said.  "Name's Ian Fergus and these are my kids, Clarence, Irving, and Mattie.  Your friend probably heard Irving."


    Clarence cracked a grin.  "He fell in. We pulled him out though."


    Irving scowled.  "I could've gotten it."


    "Not unless you can learn to swim in poo," Mattie joked, mischievous eyes dancing.


    Clarence cocked his head and took a measure of Everett's height.  "You're a magicker?"


    "A wizard, yes."


    "Any chance that you'd have a spell to help us with this pile? It's blocking the trail that the cows use to get to the milking barn and cows, being cows, balk at going a different way.  We have to move it if we're going to get in the evening milking."


    Everett started to nod his head automatically and then hesitated.  Under normal circumstances, his fourth spell would be perfect for this application, but given what Magic had said it probably would not work properly.  After considering the pile for another moment, he decided that he had better not take the risk and shook his head. 


    "Not exactly, no.  Any chance that you have a really big shovel?  I don't mind pitching in."


    "Shovels don't seem to work," Ian remarked.  "We've tried to shovel it.  The manure just keeps crawling back."


    Everett frowned, suspecting Destiny's defective handiwork.  "Could any of you cast a spell on it inadvertently?"


    "Don't have any.  Mattie manifested a formula for a worming potion when she was eight, but that's the only extraordinary that we have.  The pile just gathered itself up day before yesterday and we've been trying to deal with it ever since."


    "There's somethin' stickin' outta the top of the cra -- uh, manure," Poubelle, peering interestedly, told Everett.  "Looks like the handle of somethin'."


    "Yeah," Irving grumped.  "That's what I was trying to get."


    "What is it?" Poubelle asked.


    "Haven't seen enough of it to tell," Ian replied.  "But the manure sure does seem awful attached to it, almost like the thing's drawing it in. For the one second that Irving had a hold on it, the whole pile tried to shift."


    "It could be a spell focus," Everett mused.  "Move it and the pile might move as well."


    "I think I can get a hold of it, Everett," Poubelle offered, "if you could hold me out over the pile."


    "What do you think, Monsieur Fergus?"


    "All right by me if you can get it out.  If the manure follows it, as you say, then that would solve the problem.  Even if that doesn't work, finding out what it is might help explain why the manure is acting all wonky and give us another idea.  You might want to let Mattie hold your baby, though, just in case you and Monsieur Poubelle wind up going for a swim like Irving."


    "Yes, Everett," Magic decreed.  "By all means let Mattie hold me."


    With his pack and money belt stowed in the branches of a nearby tree, Rose safely in the arms of the cooing Mattie, and both of them and the remaining three Ferguses standing at a respectable distance, Everett grasped Poubelle around the waist, extended him out to arm's length, and walked up to the odiferous mound.


    "It's not that I don't trust you, Everett," Poubelle said with a slight nervous hitch in his voice, "but if you don't mind, I'd appreciate you not stumblin'.  As it 'appens, I don't swim."


    "I'll do my best," Everett promised with a chuckle.


    He stopped for a moment to examine the mound.  As far as he could tell -- and he had both seen and created quite a few mounds of manure in his time -- it was just as it appeared to be, a heap of ripe and crumbly cow excreta with no detectable inclinations to self-animate.


    Setting his boots firmly on the adjacent trampled grass, he leaned out over the dark brown, lumpy, and slightly steaming slope to extend Poubelle towards the apex. The latter mirrored Everett's stance, throwing out his own arms to their furthest extension and for good measure wiggling his fingers in the apparent belief that this would somehow make them longer.  Unfortunately, the handle, a simple round iron tang wrapped in rawhide with a not quite round knob on the end, remained a good yard beyond Poubelle's fingertips.


    "Just a bit more, Everett.  I can almost get it."


    "I'll have to take a step into the pile to get you that bit," Everett judged, casting his eyes along the mound as he tried to determine whether disturbing it might cause a manure slide.


    "Ach!  Sorry 'bout that, Everett, but I 'ave to say that I'm glad that you're the giant and not me."


    "No problem.  I've had to do worse. I'm going to wade in just enough to get you to the handle.  I don't want it to overtop my boots."


    He drew Poubelle back to re-center his balance and then took half a step with his right leg, wincing slightly as his boot sole began to squish down into the pungent mass.  Happily, when his boot came firmly to rest on the solid ground underneath, the manure had reached only up to his calf.  He shifted his weight back and forth to test his footing and then brought his left leg forward to join his right.


    "It's not much worse than standing in mud," he told Poubelle, stretching him out towards the artifact once more.  "I want to back out before the polish on my boots is leeched away, so grab the handle as soon as you can."


    Without a bobble, Poubelle caught the protruding length of metal when it came within reach.  "I've got it!"


    "Do you have a good grip?"


    "The best that I'm able."


    "Alright, I'm going --"


    Everett felt something thick and sinewy twine about his right ankle and give it a tentative jerk.  Before he could warn Poubelle, this unidentified entity yanked his leg out from under him.


    The splash was stupendous, with the force of his fall transforming the entire mound into a flashflood the consistency and color of yesterday's moldy stew.  His grip on Poubelle broke and the last thing Everett saw of the unfortunate man before he went under was what appeared to be a fire iron held high in a gesture of triumph.  Flailing, Everett managed to keep his face free of the flood for the few seconds it took for the outflow to lose momentum and then he grounded sprawled on his back, arms and legs askew.  Manure continued to sluice around him for a bit more before subsiding, and for another half a minute after that the globules and patties squirmed about rather like a bunch of silly potatoes.  It seemed as if the manure was considering an attempt to rearrange itself into its original state, but then it simply slumped in defeat and became inert.  There was no sign of whatever it was that had tripped him.


    He sat up immediately and cast about for the drunkard.  To his right, a greenish-brown lump that was vaguely Poubelle-shaped moaned.  Scooting over to the lump, he scooped muck away from what he thought must be a head.


    "Poubelle!  Are you alright?"


    A hand rose out of the slime, still gripping the fire iron, and then Poubelle sat up as if physically drawn along with it.  A grin appeared as he began scraping manure away from his face with his free hand.


    "I'm still breathin' and I've got the sword too!"


    "It's not a sword."


    "What?  It's gotta be a fabulous sword."


    "No, sorry.  It looks like a fire iron -- a fireplace poker.  Some places they call it a tisonnier."


    "You sure?"


    "I'm sure."


    "Tisonnier sounds more, you know, adventurous."


    "Yes, I suppose so."


    "A tisonnier and not a sword encrusted with rare jewels and precious metals?"


    "Yes."


    "Oh."


    It took a good hour for the two of them to get cleaned up.  Following Irving's example, Poubelle bathed in a horse trough alongside the milking barn, giving the impression that he had used such improvised tubs for his ablutions on more than one occasion, though he did look in askance at the bar of soap that Irving presented him.  Ian Fergus demurred when Everett suggested that he could just wash in the cattle pond that he could see on the other side of the pasture.  The farmer insisted that that would foul the pond for a month.  Instead, he and his male progeny fetched buckets of water from their well and splashed them over a seated Everett until most of the filth was rinsed away.  Magic/Rose, ensconced in Mattie's arms and burbling in laughter all the while, contributed a number of pithy, manure-inspired puns that Everett completely disregarded.   The Ferguses donated a change of clothes for Poubelle, but Everett had to make do with stripping down inside a nearby hay barn, wringing out his mired clothing, and then putting all the damp and not quite clean articles back on.


    Though still downcast, Poubelle did not relinquish the poker during the cleansing process and the Ferguses, though they took time to examine it, gave no indication that they wanted to deprive him of his prize.  A few quick experiments proved that the blunt-tipped poker no longer possessed its former mysterious affinity for manure nor manure for it.


    The Ferguses did feed Everett and Poubelle for their trouble.  On the wide covered porch of the farmhouse, Poubelle had a sit down meal of roast chicken breast, turnip greens, boiled potatoes, and rye bread, while  Everett had to content himself with standing in the farm yard while he consumed four whole roast chickens, crunching bones and all, and two gallons of fresh milk.  The appreciative Ian also offered to put them up for the evening, but Everett, anxious to proceed, decided that they would continue on into Old Caravan Camp. After taking their leave, he, still damp but drying, Poubelle, well fed and napping, and Magic/Rose, content with another bottle, resumed their trek.




     


     


     


     


    SIX


     


    Standing with blacksmith thick arms crossed before the shuttered town gate, Constable Brooks shook his nearly bald head again.  "I'm sorry, Monsieur de Schael, but we have an ordinance against giants here."


    The gate itself was only a waist-high rolling barrier fashioned out of wooden lattice that had only recently replaced a more substantial structure of seasoned oak and iron.  Everett happened to know that the change had been inspired by the Tavern Owners and Innkeepers Association, which felt that the more solid portal had discouraged travelers from stopping.


    When the last bend in the trade road had revealed the small walled city, Everett had eagerly increased his pace to a near trot, but the gate watchman, a youth of no more than twenty, had dashed from the brick gatehouse to slide the new gate across the opening, effectively slamming the door in Everett's face.  Without a boo or a bah, the youth had then run off into the city.


    While there was no doubt  that Everett could have ducked under the arch and stepped right over the new gate, he had decided that to do so would only result in an unfriendly welcome from the inhabitants and had said as much to Poubelle and Magic/Rose.  Even so, after cooling his heels for a quarter of an hour, he had been on the verge of doing just that when the youth and Constable Brooks returned.


    Everett was flabbergasted.  "I've been to Old Caravan Camp dozens of times -- why I was just here last week -- and I've never heard of such an ordinance."


    "The Town Council issued it just five minutes ago."


    Everett made a face.  "Look, Constable Brooks, I have plenty of silver and I'm a Master Wizard of excellent reputation and I promise you that I will be on my very best behavior."


    "The Council has no problem with wizards and certainly has no problem at all with people with plenty of silver but as long as you're a giant, you can't come in.  There's a concern about the potential breakage, you see.  You being fifteen feet tall and close to six feet wide, some of the narrower streets just couldn't accommodate you without discomfiting the general population.  Now, as soon as your spell wears off -- with the understanding that you will not become giant-sized while you're within the confines of Old Caravan Camp -- you and your relations can come right on in."


    "Oh, Everett and me ain't related," Poubelle corrected.  The drunkard had dismounted while they waited for the constable.  "We're just traveling companions.  Friends of the road, sort of thin'."


    "Not a dissipated brother-in-law, then?"


    "Nope. Though I'm not sure what 'dissipated' means."


    Constable Brooks gave Poubelle a look that said clearly enough, I know your sort and I'm watching you. 


    "As that may be, you'll still have to wait out here with Monsieur de Schael.  Is that some sort of weapon hanging from your belt?"


    Poubelle glanced down at the poker, which he had holstered in a loop that he had plated from cord.  "No, it's a tisonnier.  I, uh, uhm...use it to stir, you know, fires..."


    "I am tired," Magic complained.  "And I am hungry.  Drop a ton of potatoes on this buffoon's head."


    Everett glanced down at Rose in her basket.  "So my spells are working properly now?"


    "I have no idea, but it does not matter to me if it is potatoes, turnips, or horseshoes that you summon."


    Brooks watched the apparently one-sided interplay with a constable's ingrained suspicion.   "Were you talking to the baby or your pocket?  If the pocket, who have you got hiding in there?"


    "Neither.  My daughter is currently inhabited by the non-corporeal sentient entity known as Magic.  I'm the only one that can hear her."


    "Just you, eh?  Hmmm.  I see. Hmmm. Non-corporeal sentient entity, was it?  Well, it just so happens that the Town Council just passed an ordinance against them too."


    Everett lost his patience and leaned down so that he could confront the constable eye to eye.  "Is that so?  And how in the world would you know that?"


    Brooks did not waver in the face of Everett's ire.  "It also just so happens that in my spare time I am President of the Town Council. Acting under the Special Emergency Ordinance, said emergency arising from the appearance of a giant, heretofore thought to be entirely mythological in nature, at the gates and you being said giant, I have enacted the new anti-non-corporeal sentient entity ordinance by fiat and will submit said ordinance to the full quorum for approval at the next regularly scheduled meeting, that being next Thursday at two in the afternoon.  You will be permitted to lodge any objections to the new ordinance at that time."


    A wicked fantasy of stepping on Constable Brooks briefly passed through Everett's mind, but he simply shrugged in defeat.


    "Is there any ordinance against us camping outside the walls?" 


    The sun had begun to slide down the sky in the west and with the shortened autumn days it would be dark in just a couple of hours.


    "Not as long as you have a permit."


    "Which you can issue, I suppose?  How much?"


    "Do you plan on having a fire?"


    "Of course."


    "Ten pence per adult and five pence per child under fifteen."


    With two fingers, Everett drew his money belt from his pocket and held it out to Poubelle.  "There are a few silver coins in the smallest pocket.  Pay the constable for our permit, if you please."


    When the constable saw the breadth and thickness of the money belt, he added quickly, "And a ten silver surcharge for the non-corporeal sentient entity."


    "Certainly," Everett said, smiling with gritted teeth.  "Would it be possible for Poubelle to enter the town to rent a tent for my daughter and purchase some other supplies?"


    "No, I can't say that I have the authority to permit that, him consorting with giants and all, but I do have a nephew that could be hired to act as your agent for a nominal fee."


    Everett paid the fee and a generous bonus to ensure the constable's whole-hearted cooperation in the acquisition of a sturdy, waterproof tent, thick blankets and a sleeping mat for Poubelle, a niece to change Rose and bed her down, a dozen bales of hay and a large canvas tarp for himself, laborers to dig a giant-sized latrine and erect the tent, and a wagon to fetch the forty course meal that he ordered for his and Poubelle's supper.  He also wearily submitted another surcharge to secure permission to have the camp set up within twenty feet of the town wall.


    After he had eaten and Constable Brooks' various relations had gathered up the fragments, stoked up a fire suitable for a giant, and departed, Everett, feeling much less put out, spread out the hay in the vague shape of a bed and lay down on his tarp across from the already snoring Poubelle.


    After resting without thinking for a bit, he rolled his head towards the open flap of the tent. He could not see Rose in her improvised apple box bed, but he could easily hear the low, gentle rhythm of her breathing.


    "Magic, are you still awake?"


    "No."


    "Can you sense Sarah?"


    "Yes."


    "What direction and how far?"


    "To the west and still very far.  I am going to sleep now.  Do not trouble me further this evening."


    As the stars began to come out, he tossed and turned for a while, realized that he was missing Sarah's comforting warmth, and then fell into a heavy sleep troubled by frightening dreams.


    During the night, he awoke with an oppressive, smothering weight covering his face, and thrashed about until he managed to fight his way clear of the tarp. The fire had burned down to coals, but enough starlight peeked through the half-clouded sky to see that the world had returned to its normal size.  Shrugging off a sharp pang of disappointment -- being a giant did have its advantages -- he pilfered one of Poubelle's blankets and went back to sleep.


    As arranged, Constable Brooks and his numerous relations returned an hour after dawn to strike the camp and Everett asked straight away whether there would be any further problem with his entrance to the town, considering that he was no longer a giant.


     "Well, there's still the matter of the prohibited non-corporeal sentient entity," Brooks indicated with a significant look.


    "Another permit?"


    "You wouldn't need a permit, but for fifty silver I can issue a temporary exemption."


    More than ready to quit Old Caravan Camp and its purse-draining constable, Everett did not attempt to haggle with Brooks over the obviously inflated charge.  After paying in full with crisp blue Alarsarian banknotes, he shouldered his pack, caught up the handle of Magic/Rose's basket, and rushed a groggy Poubelle through the gate.


    Old Caravan Camp, a slow-paced town of modest brick buildings and genial affluence, occupied a narrow strip of elevated, more or less level ground between the trade road and the banks of Bayou Francine.  All of its major streets ran parallel to the bayou and he was sufficiently familiar with the simple layout to navigate his way directly to the river docks. 


    He would have liked to have had a full breakfast at a cafe, but when they reached the winding riverside lane he instead stopped at a stand that catered to stevedores and boatmen and paid seventy-five pence each for two bacon, egg, and cheese sandwiches wrapped in waxed paper.  Poubelle, ostensively not a morning person, only nibbled in a confused fashion, but Everett found his own to be surprising appetizing, though slightly under salted, and bought a second.


    As they departed the busy stand and moved northwest, with the jetties on their left and shops, warehouses, and trading floors on their right, Poubelle started to show a bit more life and seemed to become more aware of his surroundings.  


    "You know, Everett," he mentioned as Everett turned towards a magasin that advertised slightly used clothing and sundries in its front window, "somethin' seems different about you today.  I don't know exactly what.  Just somethin' different."


    "I'm not a giant anymore. The spell expired."


    "Oh!  Right.  I remember now.  Huh, you know, for some reason, I was thinkin' that all that stuff yesterday was a dream."  He glanced down at the poker on his left hip.  "I charged through a ton of cow manure to get this, didn't I?"


    "In a manner of speaking."


    Poubelle took a grip on the handle and looked thoughtful.  "Wonder what it's for?"


    "Stirring coals in a fireplace."


    "No, I mean, don't you think that it 'as to be somethin' special?  Odd the way it was just stickin' there inna pile, like it wanted someone to take it.  Just maybe, it's some kinda, you know, talisman or birthright or maybe the key to some long lost treasure?"


    "There are no long lost treasures, Poubelle.  Believe me, long ago they were all found by someone else that probably didn't need the money at all."


    "Huh, yeah, suppose you're right."  Still, the drunkard walked a little straighter, as if gaining extra strength from the three foot length of iron.


    "You should watch that man carefully," Magic confided, speaking for the first time that morning.  Rose had been awake with the dawn, but had contented herself with just watching the world pass by.  "I have begun to suspect that he may also be under the insidious influence of Destiny."


    Everett pursed his lips.  "Poubelle, you haven't met Destiny, have you?"


    "Who?  That LaSalle woman that you're always goin' on about? No. Not ever.  Definitely not."


    "Good."


    "Well, leastways, not that I recollect.  Sometimes, my memory's not so good when I'm in my cups."


    Everett groaned.


    When he entered the magasin, a woman about his own age bustled up with an always-greet-the customer-with-a-smile smile.  After flashing a don't-dare-touch-anything glare at Poubelle, she asked in a desultory tone, "Hello, I'm Caroline.  May I help you?"


    "Yes, I was looking for something more sturdy than this basket for Rose.  We're going on a long journey and I was hoping to find something to carry her in that will leave my hands free."


    When the woman glanced down at Rose, her eyes lit up and a genuine smile appeared on her face.  "Oh!  Is that your daughter?  She's so cute!"  She beckoned to a younger woman that was stacking spools of green thread in a pyramid shaped display.  "Wendy, come here and see this adorable baby!"


    "You owe me for this one, Everett.  This is thoroughly undignified," Magic grumbled as the two women began tickling Rose, making goo-goo eyes, and asking her self-evident questions like, "Aren't you just the most beautiful girl ever?" 


    Thereafter, Everett received the solicitous and undivided attention of Caroline and Wendy, both daughters of the owner and both thus far unmarried but definitely interested should it happen to be that Everett and his wonderful daughter had been abandoned by a cruel, cold-hearted wench.  When he informed them kindly that this was indeed not the case, the intensity of their interest waned somewhat, but their enthusiasm did not diminish.  With their eager and flattering assistance, he bought several sets of clothing for himself, Rose, and Poubelle and an apparatus somewhat like a pocketed bib wherewith he could strap Rose upright to his chest.  The pattern had come all the way from Eriis, the sisters told him with some pride.


    While having his daughter fastened to his front made him feel somewhat self-conscious, it did give him considerable freedom of action.  Magic/Rose, granted an upright perspective of the world at large, immediately began clapping her hands in delight and making happy noises.  As they walked away from the magasin, purchases bulging in his pack, Everett did notice a few curious glances from dockside workers but no reaction that might actually give offense.


    Though it had been years, Everett sought out the same jetty from which he had first departed Old Caravan Camp to seek better fortune in the Edzedahl.  He had made a pleasant float downstream on a flatboat named Sylvia Ann #4, and, if at all possible, wanted to make this trip with the same amiable and accommodating captain.


    He grinned when he found the Sylvia Ann #23 tied up in practically the same spot and his grin widened even more when Captain Terrence, a tall, middle-aged man with a sun-bleached complexion and a competent but relaxed air, informed him that his vessel would cast off within the hour.  Straightaway, he paid the fare and an extra charge to cover their meals and herded Poubelle aboard.


    With her green timbers destined for the lumber mills on the east bank of Lake Archambault, the square prowed Sylvia Ann #23, like her twenty-two predecessors, was hardly more complex than a raft, with a draft of only two feet and a gunwale just knee high.  She had no superstructure at all.  At the stern, a heavy tarp had been suspended on poles above a small area with a wood stove that served as the galley.  Everett, Poubelle, and Magic/Rose, the only passengers, would be permitted to shelter there in the event of rain, but normally they and the crew would ride and sleep in the open atop the cargo, a mixed lot of casks of wine, unidentified crates, hogsheads of cider, and hardwood logs.  Lacking an engine, the Sylvia Ann #23 would depend on the push poles of the crew and the languid current of the Bayou Francine until they reached the swifter waters of the Lyntha River.  A steam tug from Lilleville at the mouth of the river would pull the flatboat across the lake to her final resting place in the breaking yards and then Captain Terrence and his men would tramp back up to Old Caravan Camp to begin construction of Sylvia Ann #24.


    After he trotted up the short ramp, Poubelle shied from the unrailed edge of the boat and scurried immediately as far inboard as he could get, stopping against a stack of wine barrels secured with rope netting.


    "I can't say that I'm all that fond of water travel," he told Everett.


    "Until I can use my spells again, it's all that's available."


    "Yeah, I know, but I'll be more than glad when we get off."  Poubelle glanced over the barrels in an interested fashion, then tapped one with a knuckle and drew in a chest expanding sniff.


    "Hmm. Three year old vintage.  Probably not a bad bouquet, but it could use a bit more aging."


    Everett had not smelled anything aside from the common fishy and moldy smell of the bayou, but he just nodded.


    "I bet he could smell alcohol a mile away," Magic said dryly.


    A breeze picked up from the south and Poubelle's head snapped up as if to take the sense of it and then his entire body pivoted around to allow him to stare north along the riverside lane.  Less than a hundred yards away, a small tavern could be seen wedged between a charcuterie and a chandlery.


    Poubelle's eyes brightened.  "Ah, hmm, Everett, you know, I appreciate you bearin' the full expense of our journey, but I think that I ought to do my part, communal budget wise.  What say I pop over to that little establishment and whip up some mugs to sell?  I could make a few pence before we 'ave to leave and would be proud to contribute the whole amount."


    "Not a chance."


    Magic smirked.  "See?  I told you so."




     


     


     


     


    SEVEN


     


    "Destiny," Magic explained, "has not been allowed to take a hands-on approach in two thousand eight hundred and thirteen corporeal realm years."


    As it would keep them out of the way of the crew and their five-yard long push poles and also provide an illusion of privacy, Everett had climbed up to lay claim to the level platform atop the tarp-shrouded crates.  The space was eight feet above the deck and twelve feet by fifteen, more or less.  The canvas provided some cushion from the rough wooden slats underneath and while not as comfortable as the hay that he had slept on the previous night, he expected that he could make a suitable bed on it with the blankets that Captain Terrence had provided.  Poubelle had decided to test out the theory right away, stretching out for a mid-morning nap, and Everett had taken Rose out of her bib and sat her and himself on his own spread blankets to enjoy the warming sun.  With Poubelle oblivious and the attention of the crew on their tasks, Magic/Rose had shed her happy baby demeanor and sat with an adult seeming upright posture  -- except for the fact that she had the soles of her feet flattened together so that the toes of the right could wiggle against those of the left -- as she conversed with him.


    "Why has she been allowed to do so now?"


    "She has not been allowed to do so.  She has found what you would call a loophole."


    "She's cheating?"


    "Not precisely, no.  Seriously, though, Everett, the whys and the whatfors are immaterial.  You just need to catch her and put an end to her shenanigans."


    "Kill her, you mean."


    "Of course.  Like Technology, she cannot actually be terminated from existence, but you can remove the corporeal biologic that she uses to access this realm."


    "I'll think about that after I've found Sarah, but just for information purposes, what is it that I'm going to have to do to find her?"


    "I have no idea."


    "Typical," he remarked, gaining the frown that inevitably attended his conversations with Magic.  "What do you expect me to do, circle the globe until I run into her?"


    "Not at all.  You are still a Prime Focus and I am confident that sooner or later she will have to come to you."


    "So that's the entire essence of your plan?  Wait till she shows up?  What if it takes twenty years?"


    "It will not.  Patience is not a primary component of Destiny's Grand Scheme."


    He made a disparaging noise.  "What about my spells?  Have they returned to normal yet?"


    "As I told you, I cannot access that information at present.  To determine whether they have, you will have to cast them and observe the result.  However, I would strongly advise against doing so on this boat, especially as the drunkard will probably go down without a trace if something goes wrong and you sink us."


    "And that would bother you?"


    "Certainly not, but I can foresee attendant complications that might divert you from your primary task."


    "My primary task is to find Sarah and has never been anything else.  Where is she now?"


    "Still very far to the west."


    He was silent for a moment.  Then, "You never said how you came to be here in the corporeal realm."


    "I did.  Early on."


    "You did no such thing."  After waiting for a few seconds for Magic to answer, Everett prompted, "Well?"


    "Well what?"


    "Why are you here?"


    "Not really important, Everett."


    "If you don't answer the question, I'm going right back to the orchard and leave you with Aunt Lessye.  I found Sarah on my own before and I can do it again."


    "That would be foolish."


    He stood up and moved towards the wine barrels up which he had climbed to reach the top of the crates.


    "Where are you going, Everett?" Magic demanded.


    "To ask Captain Terrence to put into the bank so that we can get off."


    "Oh, all right!  Come back here and stop all this nonsense."


    "You'll answer my questions?"


    "Yes."


    He resumed his seat.


    After simmering for a moment, Magic allowed, "Due to some -- I suppose that you could define it as it political maneuvering -- that failed to produce appropriate results, Technology and I have been excised from the non-corporeal realm for the duration of a punitive period."


    "You've been kicked out for something that you did," he translated.  "For how long?"


    "I cannot project that.  It depends on a number of factors whose outcomes I cannot extrapolate."


    "So I might be stuck with you for years?"


    "If you mean as far as the current status of our relationship, then that may be a high probability.  However, as with all things, other factors may intervene."


    "How is this going to affect Rose?"


    "You have falsely perceived a distinction between this corporeal biologic and myself.  There is none.  To make it simple for you, I am Rose and have been since she came into existence."


    Everett felt a hard knot develop in the pit of his stomach.  This was not news that he had wanted to hear.  "So what happens when you return to the non-corporeal realm?"


    "Nothing.  I will still be Rose.  I will not, however, be able to communicate directly to you as I do now, nor will Rose have a direct knowledge of my non-corporeal existence."


    "She won't remember you?"


    "In a manner of speaking."


    "She'll be a regular little girl?"


    "In a manner of speaking."


    That seemed to be the best answer that he was going to get and he decided that he did not want to press the issue for fear of learning that the situation was even worse than he feared.


     As he began to consider what else he might ask, he detected a tell-tale odor.  "Do you need to be changed?"


    "Yes, please."


    Afterwards, one of the deckhands brought up his and Poubelle's lunch, two filling if not exciting bowls of rice and beans with cornbread.  When both of them had finished eating and Rose had had a bottle, the sun, gentle wind, bucolic passing landscape, and calming serration of the dark waters of the bayou tempted him away from further attempts to pry information out of Magic.  Full and comfortable, he spent the rest of the afternoon playing with his daughter and not worrying about what lay ahead.  Magic, wisely, remained quiescent.


     In the late afternoon of the next day, the Sylvia Ann #23 reached the much swifter Lyntha River.  Here the terrain became more rugged with the river having to carve its path through sandstone hills.  Rather than brave the challenging passage through the Kimberly Gorge -- just two miles west of the junction -- in darkness, Captain Terrence ordered the boat to tie up against the high, rock strewn northern bank.


    Their mooring, the captain informed Everett, was no more than half a mile from the small farming village of L'Oiseau. 


    "Me and the crew are going to camp on the shore tonight, and you're welcome to sleep on the boat or join us, but there's a modest guesthouse in L'Oiseau.  There, you can get a nice clean room for the little lady and a meal that doesn't include beans for yourselves.  I've had passengers stay over in the village in the past and I've never heard one complaint."


    "I'd be nice to sleep inna decent bed," Poubelle contributed with a wistful tone.


    Everett, still feeling a few kinks in his back from sleeping on the crates the night before, gave a quick nod in agreement.  "What time will you leave in the morning, Captain?"


    "I'm in no great rush, so I'll say no later than nine o'clock.  Have no worries, I'll send a man for you."


    With pack on his shoulders, Rose in her bib, and Poubelle tagging along faithfully, Everett set out for the village.  For about fifty yards from the bank, a thicket of cane, blackberry, and willow saplings kept their pace slow as they wove through it with care, but after that a mature stand of water oaks, hickory, and wild pecan formed a tight canopy above that had kept the underbrush to a minimum.  Most of the leaves of the big trees had already begun to turn and each breeze brought down a shower of gold and maroon.  Shortly thereafter, they lucked upon a game trail that led them to the edge of a fallow field.  The white-washed buildings of L'Oiseau were now visible a hundred yards to the northwest across the field and the rising ground of a sheepfold beyond it.


    A single cottonwood grew along the otherwise well trimmed fieldstone wall of the sheepfold, the overarching white branches and orange and brown leaves casting a large island of shade.  The direct path to the village passed a few yards to the right of the tree and by default they drew near it as they advanced.


    Poubelle, who had started to pant and lag in spite of the casual pace that Everett had maintained, stopped and said, "There's a woman in that tree!"


    Everett continued walking. 


    "I'm serious, Everett!"  Poubelle pointed in an urgent fashion.


     Everett halted and turned to look.  There was indeed a young woman, full fleshed and sturdy, lounging in the lowest fork of the cottonwood, about ten or twelve feet off the ground.  With dirty blonde hair done up in a neat bun and a nose slightly too large for her face, she wore a thin, sleeveless blouse made of a white and pink paisley fabric that exposed fit, muscular arms, but had dressed her lower half in tree-sensible heavy cotton trousers and hiking shoes.  Though she had her gaze turned in their direction, she did not seem overly concerned with their presence.  A thick book, her place marked with an index finger, dangled from her right hand.


    Poubelle took a firm grip on the handle of his fire iron.  "She may be in distress!  We'd better see if we need to render aid." 


    "She doesn't look in distress to me."  Everett raised his hand and waved at the woman who returned the gesture in a friendly fashion and then turned her attention back to her book.


    "Still, it'd be, you know, unmanly not to make sure," Poubelle argued.


    This was not a phrase that Everett had actually ever expected to hear from the drunkard and he suspected that Poubelle just wanted a break from walking.  Still, he could not see that the slight detour would cause any appreciable delay.


    "Alright, Poubelle, we'll take a look."


    As soon as they drew near, the woman closed her book on her finger again and offered them an expectant look.


    "Help, save me?" she called down.


    Everett blinked for a moment.  Her words had been clearly a question rather than a request.  "Yes, mademoiselle, what seems to be the problem?"


    "I am trapped in this tower and cannot escape."  The woman related this calamity with a perfectly flat expression and no concern whatsoever.


    "You're in a tree," Everett challenged.


    She waved negligently with her free hand.  "Best I could do.  The only building that resembles a tower around here is the gristmill and the chief miller, Monsieur Cartlewaite, chased me off with a broom.  Well, how about it?"


    "What's that?"


    "Help, save me?"


    He pointed to what appeared to be a perfectly good ladder braced against the far side of the tree.  "Why don't you just use that?"


    "I can't do that.  I have to be saved."


    "Watch out, Everett," Magic confided, "Destiny's been at work here."


    Having finally accepted that telling others of Magic's current habitation within his daughter simply added unneeded complications to an already difficult situation, he had decided to conceal the fact and thus took care to show no reaction to her comment.


    "By any chance," he asked the woman, "have you recently been visited by a strange female named LaSalle who told you to fulfill your destiny?"


    "Exactly right.  A week ago last Tuesday, as it so happens.  Since then I've felt this silly compulsion to sit in this tree."


    "You've been in this tree for a week?"


    "No, just in the mornings and afternoons.  I go home for meals and other necessities.  And I sleep in my own bed, of course."


    Looking confused, Poubelle spoke up.  "Then you aren't a damsel in distress?"


    "Not really distress, no, in the actual sense of the word, but I'm pretty sure I can't get down by myself -- except for, you know, lunch and the like."


    Poubelle gave Everett a convinced look.  "I think she needs savin'."


    "Everett, do not get involved with this woman," Magic warned.  "I hope that you have realized by now that the magic of Destiny's spell will corrupt the life of anyone who interacts with her victims."


    He looked down at the top of Rose's head.  "The same could be said of you."


    Then he turned back to Poubelle.  "If you want to help her, I have no objection."


    Poubelle braced and snapped a sharp, "Right!", but then he looked uncertain.  "'ow should I go about it, do you think?"


    "The ladder might be the safest thing.  I wouldn't try to carry her down.  Escorting her should be good enough."


    "Yeah, that makes sense."  Poubelle hitched up his trousers and then marched around to the foot of the ladder.  "'aversack Poubelle 'ere, mademoiselle.  If you stand by, I'll be there in just a second!"


    Poubelle began to assault the rungs with some vigor, if with a total lack of agility.  Halfway up, the iron rod hanging from his belt snagged between two of the rungs and tripped him.  Wide-eyed, he teetered for a few seconds as the ladder rocked back and forth, and then emitted a horrified screech, flipped arse over pate, and landed flat of his back in the grass.  For good measure, the ladder fell on top of him.




     


     


     


     


     


    EIGHT


     


    As Everett bolted towards his fallen comrade, the woman in the tree shinnied down in a flash, displaying an agility and self-assurance that would have put any squirrel to shame, and rushed to Poubelle's side.


    Kneeling, she shoved the ladder off his head and demanded, "Monsieur, are you all right?"


    Poubelle remained motionless for a second or two and then shook himself and sat up, turning his head this way and that as if to judge whether his neck was operating properly. 


    "Oh, that I am.  That fall couldn't 'ave been more than six feet.  Why, once in Geyua, I fell down three flights of stairs.  Of course, I was, you know, inna manner of speakin', three sheets to the wind, but I woke up the next day with no broken bones and 'ardly a scrape."


    When Everett reached the two, he took Poubelle's arm and helped him to his feet.


    Rose clapped her hands in excitement and said, "mmagen!"


    "He is a drunkard," Magic denounced in a jaundiced tone.  "If he could not survive a fall, he would have been long dead."


    Poubelle, apparently indeed fine, started to pick up the ladder.  "Sorry about fallin', mademoiselle, but if you'd like to climb back up, I'll give it another go."


    "Let's just call me saved, shall we?  I don't feel the need to climb back up at all."


    "Ah?  Well, then, I'm proud to have been of service, mademoiselle."


     "Marshlight Gardendale Simpson.  Glad to meet you Monsieur ... Poubelle, is it?"


    "'aversack Poubelle of Laest Sho, mademoiselle.  And this is my friend, Master Wizard Everett de Schael and 'is daughter Rose."


    The woman stuck out her hand and Everett shook it briefly.  "If you're fine now, Mademoiselle Simpson, I'm afraid that we must continue on."  He explained about the Sylvia Ann #23 and the guesthouse in L'Oiseau.


    "Call me Marshlight, please.  The guesthouse is a very nice place and I'm sure that you'll enjoy your stay.  I live just two streets over.  I'll fetch my things and meet you there."


    Magic sighed.  "I keep telling you, Everett, but you just will not listen.  Now we are stuck with her."


    "Excuse me," he asked Marshlight quickly, "but what exactly do you mean?"


    "I should think that my meaning was obvious."


    "Not exactly."


    "I've got it!" Poubelle said with a grin.  "My brave deeds have won your 'eart?  Is that it?"


    Marshlight awarded him a steely glare.  "Certainly not!  Please do not presume that you have derived any sort of social obligation, relationship-wise, from your actions."


    "Then what did you mean?" Everett insisted.


    "It's quite simple.  I must accompany my gallant swain forthwith.  Everyone knows that that's how it's supposed to work."


    "To L'Oiseau?"


    "No, that would be silly."


    "Then to where?"


    "I couldn't say exactly."


    "Why not?"


    For the first time, Marshlight looked uncertain.  "Because I don't know."


    Poubelle drew his fire iron and pointed it skyward, unintentionally swatting at a passing butterfly.  The offended creature fluttered its wings in a huff and flitted away. 


    After a poorly timed dramatic pause, the drunkard expostulated in a grandiose fashion, "Have no fear, Everett, I shall assume full responsibility for the fair maid!"


    "Hold on.  You just used an 'h'," Everett accused.


    "Eh?"


    "Say Haversack."


    "'aversack?"


    "Say Harry Houses Hens in His Hovel."


    "'arry 'ouses 'ens in 'is 'ovel."


    Magic made a non-corporeal rude noise.  "Forget it, Everett.  That realignment of his speech pattern is an inevitable side effect of the Marshlight woman's inscribed destiny.  The magic will progressively mold him into the archetype defined by the applied scheme.  Now that the chain of events has been triggered, it cannot be stopped."


    He had not actually spared much thought for what Destiny's interference might entail in specific terms, but now he was beginning to get a glimmering.  "We'll sort all this out after we get to L'Oiseau.  Let's get going."


    Not surprisingly, everyone in the village knew Marshlight and her appearance on the main road with visitors engendered the formation of an instant crowd as the occupants of houses and courtyards emerged to offer greetings.  Everett found himself introduced to dozens upon dozens of individuals of every age and description.  Overwhelmed, he did not attempt to remember names and hardly glanced at faces.  Quite nearly all were identified as various near and far relations of Marshlight's, including an inordinate number who were generically dubbed "cousins."


    A large percentage of the village folk felt moved to comment on the unimpeachable quality of the guesthouse and its meals.  However, one wizened elderly man introduced as "mother's fourth cousin on her father's side twice removed" confided that all the beds were excellent save for the one in the right front room that had a spring poking through on the left side of the mattress.  He knew this because he frequently snuck in for naps.


    Since Rose immediately became the focus of attention, causing Magic to retreat into a bellicose silence, Everett rallied his flagging patience and tolerated the communal welcome with pretended good grace.  He had been looking forward to a full meal and an early bed, but it seemed impossible to prevent both being delayed indefinitely.


    Eventually, the crowd oozed into the small grass-covered commons at the center of the village.  Here, the guesthouse, also a plaster-walled, single-storey building like the other houses but with the singular distinguishing feature of dark blue trim, was pointed out by several helpful villagers.


    He endeavored to work his way towards it, but realized that he had lost Poubelle somewhere along the way and was forced to circulate until he found him in a detached corner space defined by flower beds and ornamental lemon trees.  Engaged in entertaining a growing coterie of children crowding nearby benches with a vigorous pantomime, Poubelle was alternately making swimming motions and waving his fire iron about, and Everett readily deduced that his companion must be reenacting its recovery from the manure pile.


    Submitting to the inevitable, he found an unoccupied spot on the corner a short wall surrounding a bed of begonias and settled down to rest.


    Not much later, a cheerful gang carried several barrels onto the far side of the commons and began passing out ale and wine to all comers.  Everett kept his eyes on Poubelle, but the man remained fully subsumed in his performance, now in its sixth or seventh curtain call, and gave no indication that he was aware of the nearby presence of free drinks.


    As the gathering began to threaten to turn into a civic and social event, with much ominous talk of a potluck and suspicious murmurings of a candlelight dance, Everett excused himself from a trio of elderly women who were inquiring not very subtly about his marital status and sought out Marshlight.  He found her sitting on a bench with a number of adolescents just a short distance from Poubelle, who had been swayed to present yet another encore.  Though Everett had not noticed her absence, the young woman had managed to slip away to take possession of her things.  These consisted of a large gray and blue carpetbag that sat on the ground at her feet, a folded long coat that lay atop the bag, a book on her lap -- evidently the same one that she had been reading in the tree -- and somewhat incongruently, a holstered pistol at her waist.


    "I take it that you're still determined to travel with us?" he asked her.


    "Yes, I am.  I hope that won't cause an inconvenience."


    It would, of course, do exactly that, but he saw nothing to be gained from saying so.  If she were under the influence of an enhanced ensorcellment variant as he believed, then it would in all likelihood be impossible to dissuade her.  Further, any attempt he might make to elude her might trigger the presumed incidental components of the spell and generate unpleasant complications.


    "Might I ask about the pistol?"


    "It's my granddad's.  Don't worry.  I'm quite the expert shot."


    "I meant, is there any particular reason that you feel led to bring it with you?  We'll be going downriver on a flatboat and unless something has changed since the last time I traveled this way, there are no pirates or bandits between here and Lake Archambault.  Travel in the Edzedahl is equally safe."


     She tapped her book.  "Enlightened Master Peachtree says in Meditations on Peace that the best way to prevent trouble is to be prepared for it."


    "Enlightened Master Peachtree is a philosopher?"


    "You say that as if it were some terrible affliction."


    "It's at least as bad as a case of the rickets."


    Her lips became a thin line.  "How droll."


    Everett shrugged with a grimace and returned to the reason that he had sought her out.  "How do I go about paying for the rooms?"


    "There's a community steward that oversees the guesthouse, but it's a rotating position."  She pointed at a tall man on the other side of the commons.  "This week I think that Cousin Bertrand is in charge."


    Cousin Bertrand, however, informed Everett that he had been steward last week and that he thought that this week's steward must be his sister-in-law, Marie Louise.  The latter, when found after a short search, professed that, no, she would be steward next week and that her daughter's neighbor's son Clarence was certain to be steward for this week.


    In all, he had to hunt down and confront twenty-eight people before he encountered a young woman named Madeleine who confessed that it was indeed her turn to act as steward, but that she was not sure what the rate would be and so would have to find her mother to ask.  This proved the most time consuming trial of all, as Madeleine's mother was nowhere to be found on the commons and only finally located when Madeleine thought to look in the guesthouse itself, where they discovered the older woman opening windows to air out the rooms.  Aggravatingly, when asked about the rate, the mother proclaimed that, as they were close friends of Marshlight, there would be no charge at all.


    Watching all this with large eyes and a rapt expression, Rose appeared to be fascinated by Everett's ordeal, but Magic continued to refrain from comment.


    Access to the rooms officially sanctioned and his question about supper answered with, "Oh, you're welcome to eat with everyone else at the potluck!", he returned to the vicinity of Marshlight's bench, accepted a folding chair from a man that was passing them out of a storage shed, and settled in to wait.


    Without warning, the thunder of an explosion blasted through the air of the commons, the accompanying shockwave fluttering the villager's clothing, cracking windows, and hurling dust into eyes, Everett's among them.  Over the rooftops of the houses to the north, a mushrooming cloud of charcoal colored smoke and glowing sparks surged skyward.


    "For Magic's sake!" Marshlight burst out.  "I think Uncle Theddrid has blown himself up again."




     


     


     


     


    NINE


     


    It was beginning to grow dark when the fire finally burned itself out.


    The captain of the fire brigade awarded Uncle Theddrid, be-speckled, besmirched, singed and soaked, a disapproving glower.  "This is the third time this month, Theddrid.  Could you give the experimenting a rest?  Me and the gang are getting tired of refilling the water carts."


    "Sorry, Winston, I was sure that I had the overheating problem solved this time."


    "That's what you said the first two times."


    After leaving Rose in the debatable care of Poubelle, Everett had run with Marshlight and a large portion of the crowd towards the site of the explosion, a stone cottage separated from the northern edge of the village by two hundred yards of recently plowed earth.  Roofless (which appeared to be its usual state), the cottage had contained a raging torrent of turquoise fire that had the shape and steadiness of a massive candle flame.  This the members of the volunteer brigade had ignored, concerning themselves solely with extinguishing secondary fires in the surrounding fields that had been ignited by flaming debris and monitoring any cinders that blew towards the village. 


    As soon as he had arrived, he had been given a long-handled shovel from a small storage building on the periphery of the firebreak.  The building, with solid brick walls and a heavy tile roof, looked as if it had only recently been constructed.  This and the business-as-usual attitude of the workers led him to believe that not only had such explosions happened in the past but that they were expected to occur with some frequency in future.


    Now, finally, the inferno in the cottage had exhausted itself and it had been close to an hour since any other spark had been detected.


    Leaning on his shovel, which he had actually had little opportunity to use, Everett could only smile as he watched the exchange from several yards away. 


    "Lately, Uncle Theddrid likes to tinker with engines and fuels to drive them," Marshlight said, coming up behind him.


    He swung around to face her.  "Chemistry and Technology?  Which is he, a chemist or a technician?"


    "Neither.  He's never manifested any formulas or schematics.  He does have an Insignificant spell that will turn a spoon into a bowl of caramel coated popped corn, which is why I always had to eat my soup with a fork when I was little."


    "So how does he manage all this?"  He swung his arm in an all-inclusive gesture.


    "He likes to tinker.  He takes formulas and schematics out of books that he has shipped to him from Eriis and other big cities and mixes and matches the components, ingredients, and processes.  Most of his experiments have just made minor messes, but a couple of years ago he came up with a small engine that he calls the Volatile Vapors Propulsion System but that everybody else calls the Arsonist.  He's been working on perfecting a fuel for it ever since."


    Wondering if Theddrid's discovery had had anything to do with Technology's efforts to eradicate magic from the world, which had occurred at approximately the same time, he asked, "You said that he didn't manifest a schematic for the engine?"


     "No, he just tried out different combinations until he came up with something that suited him.  I don't know much about the specifics.  If you really want to know all about it, just ask him.  He'll talk about it until your ears fall off.  Anyway, I've come to collect your shovel.  We have to make an accurate count, as they're paid for out of the civic budget."


    He surrendered the tool gladly and the young woman moved away towards the shed.  Stomach grumbling, he turned to head back into the village, but paused.  Rose would probably be all right with Poubelle for a few more minutes and he thought it might be wise to speak with Theddrid just to confirm that Technology was not somehow behind the tinkerer's efforts.


     A stocky man with quick eyes and graying hair, Theddrid immediately impressed Everett as straightforward and dependable.  An adolescent had brought him a folding chair and a sandwich, and he now sat eating in a desultory fashion as he brooded upon the shell of his cottage.


    When Everett approached, an amiable smile sprang easily to his lips. "Hello.  I don't know you.  You're not from the village?"


    "No, just spending the night in the guesthouse.  We're leaving in the morning on a flatboat.  I'm Everett de Schael."


    "Theddrid Laurent.  Happy to make your acquaintance.  Thanks for coming out to help."


    Everett nodded.  "I came with everyone else, but didn't do much.  Your engine blew up, I hear?"


    "No, the engine's fine.  It's over there." 


    Theddrid pointed at a low, half-buried and flat-roofed structure fifty yards behind the cottage.  To Everett, it looked very similar to the Alarsarian bunkers that he had seen during his brief experience with the Big War. 


    "While the fuel itself is not yet completely stable, this time it was the compression apparatus that failed.  I'm trying to force the fuel, a liquid bitumen extract, into a welded steel cylinder at twenty times ambient atmospheric pressure.  That would permit me to drastically reduce the space required for the fuel tanks.  Are you familiar at all with the writings of the ancient Alarsarian technologist Goddre de la Chaussette?"


    "No, I can't say that I am."


    "Well, I'll just give you a summary, highly abridged you understand, of Goddre's work.  When he was a very young man, Goddre manifested several schematics for a highly..."


    As Marshlight had said, Theddrid would talk a man's ears off.  In spite of the fact that Everett did not understand ninety-percent of the explanation, he listened attentively for a good three quarters of an hour as the tinkerer spoke of the esoterica of combustion chambers, proper proportions for fuel and air mixtures, exhaust nozzles, igniters, storage vessels, pumps, compressors, and sundry mechanisms.


    "... and of course you must realize that what I have told you is just a fraction of my research.  If you'd care to come over to my workshop, I can show you all my drawings and calculations --"


    "Perhaps some other time, Theddrid.  I must be getting back to the guesthouse, but I did want to ask how you intend to use your engine?  Are your experiments purely theoretical or do you have an application in mind?"


    "Oh, that's quite simple.  I want to use it to propel my balloon."


    Everett was suddenly very interested.  "You have a balloon?"


    "Yes, indeed.  Would you care to see it?  I have the vapor stored and it shouldn't take more than a couple of hours to inflate the envelope."


    Everett was sorely tempted.  He was curious to find out if Theddrid's balloon was in any way influenced by Baronet Rorche's design of the air carriage.  If it were, then that would suggest direct manipulation by Technology.  However, a nagging worry about Rose convinced him that he needed to return to the guesthouse.


    "I'd certainly like to see it, but I have to be getting back to my daughter.  We'll have a couple of hours in the morning before we have to leave, though.  We could come around then to have a look -- if that would be convenient.  You needn't go to the trouble of inflating the bag.  I'm sure that we can get the gist of it without seeing it in flight."


    "Certainly!  I'd be delighted to show it to you!  Why, amazing as it sounds, you'd be surprised to learn that my family and neighbors don't demonstrate much interest in experimentation."


    When Everett returned to their assigned rooms at the guesthouse, he found Poubelle sound asleep in a chair but Rose wide awake and pouting on her bed. 


    "That thick-fingered lout stuck me with a pin when he was changing my nappy!" Magic complained as soon as he had stepped through the door.  Rose burst instantly into tears.


    Making sympathetic daddy noises, he picked her up and rocked her until she fell asleep.


    At daylight, he got up, attended to his own toilet, woke Rose, gave her a bath in a large basin, put her in one of the flowery dresses that he had bought in Old Caravan Camp, waited until Magic became alert enough to cast a bottle, and then rousted Poubelle.


    "--wazzat?  Eh, sorry, Everett, I must 'ave fallen asleep in the chair.  Is it tomorrow already?"


    Everett assured him that it was indeed tomorrow and then herded the man into his own room and pointed out the soap, full pitcher, straight razor, basin, and towels, which Poubelle looked at with some trepidation.


    "Do you think that's really necessary?"  From his tone, it sounded as if Everett were asking him to amputate a leg.


    "We won't be able to wash or shave on the flatboat, Poubelle, so we need to make good use of this opportunity."


    "Well, I suppose I should then."


    As soon as Poubelle had splashed a little water about his face, scrapped ineffectually as his light whiskers, and changed clothes, Everett stowed their soiled garments in his pack, mounted Rose in her bib, and they stepped out onto the dew-glistening commons.


    He had once again been half-hoping that they could somehow avoid the insistent Mademoiselle Simmons, but she proved to be waiting once more on her bench, things, which this morning had the addition of a covered wicker basket, alongside her.  She had exchanged her light paisley blouse for a long-sleeved flannel one and her trousers for a long gabardine skirt, but had retained the hiking shoes.


    "I thought that you'd like to get an early start," she announced cheerily.  "I've brought along a breakfast that we can eat as we go."


    Poubelle rubbed his hands together.  "Excellent!  What did you bring?"


    "Summer sausage, boiled eggs, bread, jam, butter, and tea."


    "Sounds great!  Let's 'ave a taste."


    "We'll eat aboard the boat," Everett overruled.  "I told Theddrid that we'd stop by to see his balloon before we left and I don't want to run late getting back to the Sylvia Ann #23."


    A sudden scowl flashing across her face, Marshlight looked for a moment as if she were going to say something, but then just shook her head, gathered up her things and followed when he led the way.


    They found Theddrid out in the middle of the firebreak, staring up at a floating glossy-gray globe tethered to a stake by a taut, woven cord.  Enclosed in netting and pushed to the southwest by a steady breeze, the sealed balloon was a good fifty feet up but could not have been more than a yard in diameter.


    Everett was both relieved and disappointed.  After Theddrid and Marshlight exchanged quick hugs in the manner of close relatives that see each other every day, Everett introduced Poubelle and Rose, then said, "Very nice balloon.  I'd thought that you might have something larger."


    Theddrid grinned.  "I most certainly do!  I've only put this one up to judge wind speed and direction.  It's somewhat crowded in my workshop, so I've rolled my full-sized model out the back doors.  Please, come this way."


    The rear wall of the sunken workshop had a set of sheet metal sliding doors large enough to admit a freight wagon.  Currently open, these revealed a shadowed interior crammed with crowded tables and indistinct mechanisms.  From the doors, a brick paved apron extended into a ramp that rose up to a large circular pad at ground level.  Parked here, Theddrid's balloon looked more like a stripped-down version of Baronet Rorche's air carriage -- less the huge vapor cells -- than anything else. 


    Supported by four iron casters, the light-weight eight by twelve wooden construction supported six reclining frames with sagging canvas that Everett guessed to be seats, several woven-wire storage lockers stocked with brown paper wrapped packages, and a number of apparently identical brass and steel mechanisms situated along the longer sides.  At the rear end -- presuming the direction that the seats faced to be forward -- a custom sewn cover completely shrouded a bulky object with a number of odd-shaped protrusions.  The tiny air carriage did not have a solid deck but rather closely spaced wooden slats that covered only the areas where one might have to walk or stand.  From the four corners, varnished poles angled slightly inward to support a lathe-boxed trough that contained a packed and folded mass of the same glossy material as the test balloon.  The primary consideration in the overall design seemed to have been the reduction of weight.


    The mechanisms along the sides were connected by a network of piping to vessels of various sizes that were mounted under the deck.  Additionally, each of the corner poles had a one-inch diameter length of steel pipe strapped to it that emerged from the network and ran up to the trough.


    Theddrid sported a proprietary grin as they all gathered close around his creation.  "What do you think?  I've replaced the traditional balloon basket with this platform which I have named a bateau, after the flat-bottomed punt that they use in the swamps around Dhakt."


    "Where's the balloon?" Poubelle wanted to know.


    "The envelope is stored in the garret -- that's the upper part there -- presently.  If you want to see it, I could run it up in a jiff?"


    "No need," Everett said.  "I take it that you don't use hot air but some sort of lighter than air vapor?"


    "Indeed.  Quite perceptive of you, Everett."


    "Would it be flammable, by any chance?"


    "No, not at all.  The vapor that I use is totally inert.  I correspond with a number of rare book collectors and one in New Zindersberg who knew of my interest in esoteric vapors happened upon a formula in a nine hundred year old Middle West Phagaellean text.  After some negotiation, he dispatched the text to me.  Middle West Phagaellean is an exceedingly difficult language to translate, let me tell you.  The Phagaelleans were going through their allegorical period and frankly speaking they weren't very good allegorists.  The Phagaellean chemist named the vapor squeaky voice stuff, which is simply a literal designation, as it in fact does cause one to speak with a high-pitched voice if inhaled in sufficient quantities.  I'm going to give it an official modern name one of these days when I get around to publishing  -- something-onium, I imagine.  I've thought about naming it after my granddaughter Helen.  What do you think of helenonium?  Has a nice ring to it, don't you think?  Would you like to examine the vapor generators?  I think that you find them surprisingly small."


    Taking their agreement as a given, Theddrid unsnapped a brass chain that closed a gap in the upper rail of the bateau, gestured with both hands for them all to follow in experienced tour guide fashion, and stepped aboard.  A narrow aisle ran between the two lengthwise rows of seats.  When Poubelle, Everett with Rose, and Marshlight, who was bravely trying to look not bored by a presentation that Everett suspected that she had heard at least a hundred times, had assembled in a row on the aisle, Theddrid moved around to stand between the two mechanisms on the right side and swung his hands about to indicate the piping and the associated mechanisms.


    "I employ a method from a schematic discovered in the tombs at Lobenlahler to combine a powdered mineral with an acid under extremely high pressure.  This liberates a huge volume of helenonium in a very short time.  With the modifications -- unfortunately untested of yet -- to the piping system that I have recently completed, I am confident that it will be possible to inflate the entire envelope in as little as half an hour!"


    Rose clapped her hands and gurgled.  "aaglm!"


    Poubelle, who had followed the discourse faithfully but without apparent comprehension, nevertheless asked, "'ow do you, you know, start it up?"


    Theddrid pointed to a large red lever mounted without any sort of guard at all on a stanchion alongside Poubelle.  "That valve will flood the reaction chambers of all of the generators at once and send the full output to the envelope.  I added it for the capability of an emergency ascent, but haven't yet had the time to test it.  Under normal conditions, I would start each generator individually, manually adjust the mix, and slowly feed vapor into the envelope with hand valves in order to decrease stress on the fabric."


    Everett took Poubelle's elbow and gently eased him away from the red lever.


    "Would you like me to outline the full procedure?" Theddrid inquired with considerable eagerness.


    "Sure," Poubelle began.  "Why n--"


    "I'm positive that everyone would be glad to hear about that, Uncle Theddrid," Marshlight inserted quickly, "but we really must be going to make sure that we don't hold up the flatboat.  Isn't that right, Everett?"


    Actually, Everett had found Theddrid's work intellectually intriguing and would have liked to have seen the mechanism fly, but he knew he did not have the time to indulge this idle curiosity.  He had seen nothing to make him suspect a direct contribution from Technology in Theddrid's work and tarrying for no productive purpose in L'Oiseau would not get him any closer to Sarah.


    "Yes, I'm afraid that Marshlight is right.  We need to get back to the flatboat.  Thank you very much, Theddrid, for allowing us to see your balloon.  Perhaps one day when we have more time, we can return for a practical demonstration."


    Theddrid deflated.  "Ah, good journey to you all then.  Please feel free to return at any time."


    Marshlight hugged his neck briefly, warned him to be especially careful, and then turned to leave.


    Without thinking, Everett took a step to his left to allow her to precede him, inadvertently crowding Poubelle so that the other man was forced to take quick step to his own left to avoid being trod upon.


    As Everett swung his head around to offer an apology, he saw Poubelle catch the toe of his right boot between deck slats, stumble, and then have to dance to regain his balance.  In doing so, his left boot kicked out at the dangling tip of his fire iron, making it swing up and widdershins around to strike the red emergency ascent lever with a sharp clang.


    For just a second, the lever remained motionless and Everett clutched at the hope that Poubelle's unintended blow had caused no harm, but then the lever snapped horizontal, almost as it were spring loaded.  Immediately, gears and shafts began to spin on the vapor generators and the piping began to vibrate and emit a high-pitched whine.




     


     


     


     


     


    TEN


     


    Above them, the envelope fountained from the trough, expanding at a tremendous rate, and then the bateau surged upward.  The abrupt movement threw everyone from their feet.


    Acting on instinct, Everett circled his arms to protect Rose and thus could not prevent himself from striking the side of a seat frame and then landing heavily and painfully on his back.  Poubelle tumbled headfirst into one of the seats on the left, rolled out, and lodged on the flooring between it and the one in front of it, legs, arms, and fire iron entangled.  Marshlight, her carpetbag clutched protectively under one arm, landed on her generous rear, bounced off the slats of the aisle, and landed again sitting upright with legs splayed and eyes wide.  As the bateau began to whip around into a spin, Theddrid, who had caught himself on a seat back before he had gone completely down, dragged himself upright.


    "Don't worry, everyone," he proclaimed in a reassuring tone, freeing one hand to make an its-all-under-control wave.  "The anchor rope will stop our ascent.  We'll just winch ourselves back to the ground and everything will be fine!"


    Marshlight gasped, throwing out her free arm to point towards the front where the barrel of a hand winch remained full with a neatly wound rope.  An iron, corkscrew-tipped tether stake was fastened to clips beside it.  ""Uncle Theddrid!  You didn't set the anchor!"


    Shocked, Theddrid snapped his head about to look.  "Oh, that's not good.  I always set the anchor, but I didn't bother with it today because I wasn't supposed to fly..."


    After a startled, breath-holding moment, Rose decided that this state of affairs could be best dealt with by crying at the top of her lungs.


    Cradling her with one hand, Everett pulled himself up to a sitting position with the other, lurched to his knees, and then stretched out to reach the red lever.  With savage force, he threw it back vertical.  This, however, had no visible effect.


    "Theddrid!  How do you shut off the vapor?"


    "It can't be shut off!  The pressure is too great!  If I close the valves, the seals in the generators will blow out!"


    "So blow them out!"


    The tinkerer shook his head violently.  "The lubricating oil is so hot at this point that it has vaporized.  If air leaked in through the seals, the generators would explode!"


    Everett gritted his teeth as the spinning of the bateau began to make him dizzy.  "Can you at least slow our rise?"


    Again, Theddrid shook his head.  "I just received a schematic for a safety valve the other day, but I haven't had the time to build it.  There's nothing that I can do until the process runs its course.  Once the envelope fills completely, a backflow valve will divert the generator exhaust to a rear vent.  We'll keep rising until we reach maximum buoyancy and then we should level off."


    As if on cue, the fabric of the envelope rattled taut.  Though his impression was that the envelope extended up much further, the underside that was anchored to the garret had an ovoid shape that was at least three times the length of the bateau but only slightly wider.  A second latter the piping feeding upward hammered when the pressure dropped and the whine of the surging helenonium faded, only to be replaced almost immediately by a gushing sound from the rear of the bateau.  With an aborted wobble, the bateau lost its spin, but began to sway as it gained forward momentum due to the force of the venting vapor.


    Bracing his feet, Everett got up, patted Rose with one hand in an attempt to calm her, and extended his other to help Poubelle climb out from between the seats.


    Looking pale, Poubelle brought a hand to his mouth as if repressing a retch.  "Feels like we're still moving, Everett.  I think I'd better have a sit before I lose my stomach."


    Nodding, Everett spent a moment talking quietly to Rose, finally convinced her to stop crying, though she continued to emit an occasional sniffle, and moved to help Marshlight, but the young woman shook her head adamantly.


    "I've ridden in Uncle's balloon before.  It's safer down here."


    "mmagmmmmoomm!" Rose said in agreement.


    Meanwhile, Theddrid had worked his way forward to study a set of gauges mounted in a panel adjacent to the winch.


    Everett tucked an arm around Rose to make her feel secure, then moved up to join the tinkerer, timing his steps to match the rocking of the bateau.  As he did so, he glanced down through the slats to try to judge their altitude.  It was surely thousands of feet, but not as many as he had feared.  They were not, he thought, as high as Baronet Rorche's air carriage had routinely flown.  Thankfully, if they were continuing to rise, it was not rapidly.


    Seeing that Theddrid did not appear to be doing anything but studying the glass-faced instruments, Everett asked, "Are the controls working?"


    Distracted, the tinkerer glanced up.


    "Controls?  No, these aren't controls.  They're gauges that measure and log vapor output pressure from the generators.  I was trying to figure out the volume of the generated vapor.  We're venting much more surplus vapor than I originally calculated and that force is propelling us forward.  Of course, this vindicates the directional vane design of the envelope.  Have you noticed how we're traveling in a more or less in a straight line?  I purchased the schematic from a somewhat closemouthed jobber in New Zindersberg.  It's shaped very like a fish fin, you see, and the tall and thin profile --"


    "That's very interesting, Theddrid, but where are the controls?  We need to try to land."


    "Ah, about that.  You see -- well, I'm sorry, Everett, but there just aren't any controls."


    Magic, who had kept her peace all morning, finally decided to speak.  "It must be some special power that you have, Everett.  The ability to attract idiots."


    Though he could see some truth in that, Everett did not respond.


    "So the bateau was never designed for independent flight?" he asked Theddrid.


    "It was, yes, but it's not actually complete, you see.  I haven't begun work on most of the guidance components -- I'm still working the fuel system if you recall -- and hadn't planned to fly it without a tether for at least two more years."


    Remembering how Baronet Rorche's air carriage had been operated, Everett asked, "Can you vent vapor to cause us to descend?"


    "There's no provision for that in the piping system yet.  On my previous test flights, I have depended upon the winch to return to the ground and used a compressor to draw the helenonium out of the envelope through the evacuation port that's in the garret.  I've always stored the vapor in a pressure vessel in my workshop for reuse.  The mineral that the generators use is frightfully expensive, you see, and it takes at least three months to get a resupply.  It has to come all the way from New Zindersberg."


    "Why not open a valve and let it bleed off slowly?"


    "Once the generators shut down and the pressure equalizes, I could do that if I broke open a line.  A pipe union at one of the generators would be the best place for that -- oh, wait, that won't be possible.  I don't have any wrenches."


    "You aren't carrying any tools on board because you didn't expect to fly."


    "Exactly.  They're all in my workshop in their racks."


    Taking a deep breath to cool his looming anger, Everett swung his head around to locate the sun.  It was behind them, about ten degrees south of their midline, which meant that they were traveling in a general west-southwest direction.  Looking down at the terrain below, he saw fields, pastures, and stretches of autumn-hued forest that did not mean anything to him, then located a twisting, raw-edged gray ribbon a good distance to the north that must be the Lyntha River.


    "Do you have a compass?"  If he could take their exact heading, he could try to use his limited geographical knowledge to figure out what lay ahead of them.  It would be disastrous if they happened to come down in the Kimberly Gorge or the middle of Lake Archambault.


    "Yes, a very good one that I just ordered from Dhakt."


    "Where is it?"


    Theddrid frowned.  "In my workshop."


    "Because you didn't expect to fly."


    "Exactly."


    "Is there any danger that we might fall?"


    "Only if the envelope rips open."


    "How likely is that?"


    "Not very, I would think, but I've never kept the envelope inflated for more than three hours."


    Everett took another deep breath.  "I think I'll go back with the others."


    When he turned around, he found that Marshlight had recovered her wicker basket from wherever it had fallen and wedged it, her carpetbag, and herself in the seat behind the still under-the-weather Poubelle.


    He took the seat across from the queasy fellow.  "We might have a bit of a problem.  Theddrid can't bring the balloon down or steer it."


    "I should have known better than to let us board the bateau," Marshlight said.  "Uncle Theddrid is brilliant, but something always seems to go wrong."


    She sighed, then opened her basket and pullet out a baguette, a knife, and a jar of jam.  "Well, at least we can still eat breakfast."


    Gripping the seat frame in front of him with white-knuckled hands, Poubelle asked, "Is there any way to stop the spinnin'?"


    "nmoomum," Rose said, waving both her arms up and down.


    "The bateau isn't spinning any longer," Everett informed Poubelle.


    "Eh? Then I think I'm, you know, seasick."


    "I guess that'll be a no to breakfast for you," Marshlight interpreted.  "Everett?"


     "Might as well."


    "Would you like an egg?  I have an entire crock full."


    The thought of eggs apparently did not sit well with Poubelle, who had to grab his mouth as his stomach heaved, looking woefully tragicomedic in the best theatrical sense.


    In spite of their situation, Everett grinned.  "No, I'll just take some of the bread and jam, please."


    While he and Marshlight ate, Poubelle held his head and Theddrid began to putter about the deck of the bateau, tapping pipes, peering at couplings, and giving tentative twists to valves.  Once they had finished eating, Marshlight packed the wicker basket away again and wedged it down between a pipe rack and her seat to secure it.


    After a moment or two of looking around thoughtfully, she asked Theddrid, "Uncle, I could shoot a few holes in the envelope with my pistol.  That would let out the vapor gradually, wouldn't it?"


    The tinkerer rubbed his chin.  "That might work."  He sank down into the seat in front of Everett.  "Unless the holes caused the fabric to rip along the seams.  If that happened, the bateau would descend at what I'm afraid would be a terminal velocity."


    Poubelle raised his head long enough to say, "Everett's a great wizard.  He'll save us."


    Theddrid made a face.  "Magic's all well and good, of course -- I happen to have a nice little spell myself -- and I have the greatest esteem for all extraordinary professionals, but spells, by their very nature, tend to be of limited utility.  I hope that you understand that I mean no offense, Everett."


    "None taken, Theddrid," Everett replied honestly, but then, feeling the need to lend support to his own profession, he added, "However, odd as it may seem, I've been in a situation practically identical to this one before and in that instance it was magic that saved the day." 


    Marshlight raised her eyebrows.  "You were trapped in a runaway balloon?"


    "Yes."


    "How did you get down?"


    Without going into unnecessary detail or the exact associated circumstances, Everett described how he and Sarah had safely landed Baronet Rorche's air carriage.


    "The principles are the same," Theddrid said.  "If we could increase the weight of the bateau sufficiently, it would begin to descend.  Your Gross Vital Transportation variant, it only works with your wife?"


    Poubelle exclaimed in a weak voice, "Not any more.  It brought me all the way from Laest Sho."


    Everett told Theddrid and his niece about his own encounter with Destiny.


    "I haven't tested my eighth spell in a couple of days, so I can't say whether it's working properly now or not.  If it isn't working, then we would either have a stranger stranded here along with us or have to share the bateau with an animal.  If it were a wild animal -- a bear for instance -- I think that we'd have a very unpleasant time."


    "If the spell is now simply random, wouldn't it be as likely to get something inert like a stone or a piece of lumber?" Theddrid wondered.


    "I don't think so.  I've been giving it some thought, and it appears to me, admittedly based on very limited data, that the two spells that I have attempted to cast have conformed to their core function but have lost the precision dictated by their terms.  Both times that I cast my eighth spell, a living being was in fact transported to my locus -- Poubelle and then a goose.  When I cast my ninth spell, which is a Personal Physical Attribute Modification variant, instead of receiving great strength, I increased in size nearly threefold.  If that pattern holds true, then all of my spells will work as they should do in broad terms, but not in specifics."


    "Enlightened Master Peachtree says," Marshlight said, caressing her book almost as if it were a mystic talisman, "that a stale donut is better than no donut at all."


    Poubelle summoned enough strength to bark out a short laugh.  "I thought that you were reading, you know, a novel or something worthwhile."


    Marshlight's expression went frosty.  "Hardly."


    "We don't have any room to run up here," Everett interrupted before Poubelle could say something further to offend the young woman.  "Stale donut or not, I won't attempt my eighth spell here in the air unless I'm certain that it will work."


    Marshlight's eyes tightened, but she nodded.


    In the pause, the previously constant hum of the helenonium generators wound down and stopped.


    Theddrid turned to look towards the rear of the bateau.  "That's the last of the excess vapor.  We'll be totally subject to the wind, now, wherever it may take us."


    Everett looked for the sun again.  Their course looked more westerly now.  At least they were headed towards Sarah.
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    By brunch of the next day, the oblong shape of Lake Archambault spread out beneath them.


    "It's a hundred and eighty-nine miles from L'Oiseau to the mouth of the Lyntha River," Theddrid said, gesturing with his half-full mug of cherry fizz.  "That makes our average speed something on the order of seven and one half miles per hour.  Our altitude has put us, for good or ill, in one of the slower wind strata."


    Holding Rose on his bouncing knee while she made "mmhmm, mmhmm, mmhmm" sounds, Everett just listened as Marshlight and her uncle chatted.


    The voyage thus far had not been disagreeable, although it was certain that everyone would come to hate cherry fizz and boiled eggs.  Marshlight had readily confessed that she also had a single Insignificant that produced them a baker's dozen at a time.  Everett had warned her about the possible problem with feedback from Destiny's spell, paraphrasing Magic but not granting her credit, but when she had tried the spell, whose single word enunciation was Yum!, the thirteen hard boiled staples had come into existence without fault.  Unperturbed, Everett had dismissed this normal evincing with a remark that the single dose that the young woman had received had certainly already worn off.  


    Otherwise, they were well situated for an extended flight.  Among the items that Theddrid had thought to stock aboard had been ten large wool blankets with a waterproof canvas backing, a twenty-five gallon tank of water, and a collapsible privacy curtain that mounted around the "waterless" toilet -- just a seat with an opening underneath.


    "We must be between four and five thousand feet up," Marshlight said, looking due south.  "I can clearly see Poisson Mort from here, which is close to seventy miles from the lake."


    "Yes, I think you're right.  If we had gone east instead of west, we'd likely have run aground by now.  The great Phagaellean surveyor Pertwie measured the maximum elevation of the uplands ridge at five thousand two hundred and thirteen feet."


    "Wouldn't the bateau just rise with the hills?"


    "No, not at all.  The buoyancy of the helenonium in the envelope is actually created by air pressure.  As everyone knows, heavy things fall down, and air is heavy, relatively speaking, which means that there's more of it at low altitudes and less at higher ones, resulting in a differential in pressure according to altitude.  Do you see what I mean?"


    "Yes, I remember from the last four times you told me this.  Air pressure decreases with altitude."


    "Exactly.  So once equilibrium was achieved between the force of the air pushing the helenonium up and the heaviness of the bateau pushing it down, our altitude became fixed -- for a given definition of fixed -- regardless of the height of the terrain below.  If we had been going east, the ground would have risen up to meet us and we could have alighted without a scratch.  As it is, we will unfortunately continue unimpeded all the way to the Edzedahl, with our height above the ground increasing as the terrain slopes downward."


    Poubelle, still plagued with occasional bouts of seasickness, had taken a precautionary seat on the deck by the rail with his feet hanging out. "What's the name of the hills that are between the Edzedahl and the Kingdom of, whatchamacallit, Alarsaria?  Somethin' Somethin' 'ills -- you know the ones I'm talkin' about?  It's a shame that we're goin' south or we'd run right into them accordin' to what you say, Theddrid."


     Everett turned his head about sharply to locate the sun.  "Poubelle's right.  The wind must have changed direction."


    "We can only hope that it turns again to shift us to a more favorable course," the tinkerer said with a dour expression.  "The Edzedahl slopes all the way to the sea with no hill on the flood plain higher in elevation than a few hundred feet.  A pity that I was unable to complete my experiments with the fuel.  The directional nozzle on the engine would have permitted me to steer the bateau in a rough fashion."


    "Stop bouncing me, Everett," Magic told him.  "I can sense that we are moving away from Mommy -- Sarah, that is.  You must do something."


    "What, for instance?"


    "Sorry, Everett," Theddrid said, turning to look across the aisle.  "I didn't catch that."


    "Oh, it was nothing.  I was talking to Rose."


    "You are a wizard," Magic insisted.  "You must use your spells."


    He had been pondering just that all morning.  As he had already told the others, the intrinsic power of his Major spell -- Potatoes, come forth! -- and his three articulable Potent spells -- Beautiful Woman, come forth!, Give me strength!, and Take ye flight! -- made their use potentially hazardous in the confined space of the bateau should they evince in an unfavorable way.  His remaining two Potents -- the magic immunity and the gunfire suppressant -- were passive effects without terms and could not be cast.  He had used his three Insignificant spells during his short involvement in the Big War and knew that each could produce an effect of much greater magnitude than was normally associated with their rank.  Therefore, he also felt leery of attempting them.  That left only his Forth and Fifth spells, the two Liquid Transubstantiations.


    If his suppositions were correct, both would adhere to the liquid to liquid transformation paradigm.  Though he had examined every speculation, he had not discovered a consequence of evincing an alternate liquid that would present an inherent danger.  As neither spell had a Multiplicative Component, he would be able to limit the initial quantity of the liquid and even were the result toxic or poisonous, reasonable precautions should keep everyone from harm.


    "As it happens, I believe that I have devised a safe way to test one of my spells," he told the others.  He explained his reasoning.


    "That makes sense to me," Marshlight said.


    "I also can find no fault with the idea," Theddrid agreed.  "We can put a few ounces of water into one of the empty fizz mugs for your experiment.  The glass will protect you in case the new liquid is an acid or a caustic solution."


    Everett stood up.  "Poubelle, if you'll take charge of Rose for me?  I'd prefer that she and the rest of you wait as far from the experiment as the dimensions of the bateau permit."


     It took only a moment to draw an inch of water into one of the discarded mugs and not much longer than that for Everett to get in position at the front of the bateau.  Theddrid, Poubelle carrying Rose, and Marshlight retreated to the rear rail alongside the covered engine.


    Holding the handle of the mug between his thumb and the first two fingers of his right hand, Everett extended it out beyond the rail.


    Eyes fixed on the mug and ready to release it instantly, he established his focus and enunciated, “I bid cool water become sweet wine.”


    An apparently normal actuation of standard strength occurred without noticeable pause.  At the count of seventeen seconds, he saw the liquid swirl and change to have a hint of a yellowish hue, but remain transparent.  Slowly, he drew in his hand, sniffing to try to detect any odor.  A foot from his face, he caught an unpleasant whiff of the fumes wafting from the mug, and thrust it back out.


    "It's not wine," he called back to the others.  "My spells are still not working properly."


    Theddrid asked, "Is it safe to come up?"


    Everett looked back at them.  "I think so.  If it were going to explode or do anything else nasty, it probably would have already done so."


    Everyone came up to look, though Poubelle kept Rose back a couple of steps.


    Peering at the mug in evident curiosity, the tinkerer asked, "Do you have any idea what it might be?"


    "None.  It has a sharp odor, but not like ale or brandy.  If you look closely at the top where the sun reflects off the edge of the glass, you can see vapors coming off of it.  I suppose that I'll just pour it out."


    "Before you do, might I see it?"


    Everett nodded and passed the tinkerer the mug. 


    Theddrid took a cautious sniff, showed a look of recognition, then boldly dipped a finger in the liquid and rubbed the wet spot with his thumb.


    "I'd say that this is a bitumen extract or something very like it.  In fact, this is amazingly similar to the prototype fuel that I've developed.  I wish that you'd made a few gallons instead of just this sample.  I'd love to try it in the engine."


    "Save for our predicament and the fact that I'd want to be a mile away when you tried it," Everett replied with a grin, "I'd be happy to oblige you -- except it wouldn't work.  If I transubstantiated more water with the same spell it would be something else altogether."


    "I am not so sure of that," Magic advised.  "By now the disruptive feedback is almost certain to have moderated.  Based upon my superior understanding of the underlying principles of magic, I believe that your spells may have recovered to an intermediate state in which they have regained consistency, but do not yet conform to their specific nomenclature.  Tell fat-fingered boy to put me down.  I want a nap."


    Rose burbled.


    "But," Everett amended, "there's only one way to find out."


    An hour later, with Poubelle and Marshlight watching from their seats and Rose sleeping in hers, Everett held the funnel while Theddrid poured the last of the six mugs of maybe-fuel into the injection mechanism of the engine.


    "You're sure that it won't explode?" Everett asked again.


    "This little bit will hardly make it cough," the tinkerer promised.  "As I told you, I believe that the last explosion was caused by my attempts to compress the fuel, not by any fundamental instability in the fuel itself."


    Theddrid shook loose the last drop, nodded for Everett to remove the funnel, and replaced the threaded cap.  Then he unshipped a yard-long crank handle from its clamps and fitted it onto the square end of the shaft that protruded from a gearbox on the engine's lower left.


    "Now," he told Everett, "if your liquid has sufficient combustible properties, it should only take a few cranks to achieve a self-sustaining ignition."


    The tinkerer cranked industriously for a few moments.  The gearbox whirled and other unidentifiable sounds emerged from the mechanism, but aside from that no indication emerged that anything was happening.


    "Looks like it's a bust," Everett suggested.


    Though breathing heavily, Theddrid persisted.  "Just a few more cranks ought to do it."


    After a sudden burp of greasy black smoke, a surging jet of blue flame burst from the exhaust nozzle with a low-pitched roar, making the bateau surge with considerable force, then quickly sputtered and faded.


    "I'd better get to work," Everett said, matching Theddrid's triumphant expression.


    In short order, the engine was a full as it could be.  Only a two-gallon reserve tank was currently installed.  Theddrid had capped off the connection for the main supply pending the elusive successful trial of his compression system.


    "Which set of hills are we going to try to reach?" Marshlight wanted to know as the tinkerer prepared to again crank the engine to life.  "It would be closer going back to the east."


    "I'd like to request that we steer for the High Shadowed Hills if at all possible," Everett said in quick response. 


    Going east, the bateau would be almost to the coast when it drew close enough to the ground for the passengers to find a way to land it.  That would set he and Poubelle back beyond their starting point and nullify every bit of the progress that he had made in reaching Sarah.


    Shamelessly embracing his own selfish motivations, he did not hesitate to play on the sympathies of the young woman and her uncle.  "No matter what, you and your uncle will be far from home, but if we go west then at least we will be much closer to Rose's mother."


    "By all means, we should go west then," Theddrid agreed.  "I much better like the thought that this unintended first flight of my balloon will produce useful travel than to have it simply be an errant journey to nowhere."


    "Everett speaks for me," Poubelle said with brave determination.  "Where he leads, I will always follow."


    "That settles it then," Marshlight told her uncle.  "I cannot depart from my gallant swain."


    Everett only nodded as the tinkerer began to crank, but a concern began gnaw at him over this latest example of the clearly increasing influence of Destiny on both Poubelle and Marshlight.




     


     


     


     


    TWELVE


     


    Over what Everett thought must be the westernmost sheep holdings of the County Mac Toogln, the engine sputtered on the last drops of fuel, flared to full strength for a moment, and then died with a terminal drone.  It had taken the entire twenty-five gallons of water, converted to fuel a glass mug at a time, to come within sight of the lower slopes of the High Shadowed Hills.  They had crossed over the lower reaches of the Barony of Heimgelberg and the Edze River not long after dark and Everett had pointed out the distant lights of Eriis to Marshlight and Poubelle, both of whom had never visited the city.  Dawn had revealed the hilltop villages and towns of the small rural demesnes of the western bank and the fact that the rising ground had reduced their altitude to no more than twelve hundred feet.  Now, Everett thought that it could only be five hundred feet from the bottom of the bateau to the increasingly rocky and wild terrain below.


     According to Theddrid's mental calculations, they had covered nearly nine hundred miles at an approximate speed of fifty miles per hour.  For eighteen hours, the tinker had had to remain by his engine to make constant adjustments, navigating by the sun during the day and the stars after nightfall, to keep the balloon on track and thus had had to endure the full brunt of the wind.  With Everett emerging only as needed to transubstantiate fuel, the rest of them had hunkered down under wool blankets and a small waterproof tarp that had allowed them to sleep and eat in relative comfort.


    Theddrid, however, appeared none the worse for his ordeal, aside from a wind-scoured look to his cheeks and forehead.  He certainly had not lost any of his seemingly boundless energy and wasted no time in tackling the next challenge.


    "How far to the higher slopes, do you think?" the tinkerer asked Everett as the five of them stood gazing over the forward rail towards the approaching massifs.


    "Maybe ten miles.  Maybe less.  The wind seems to be carrying us to the northwest."


    Theddrid laid his hand on the winch rope.  "If we tie the anchor stake to the middle of this, it might snag in a tree or catch on a rock."


    "It's worth a try.  But I think that we're also going to have to try to deflate the balloon in order to loose altitude.  You should let Marshlight shoot holes in it.  When I flew over the High Shadowed Hills before, there were updrafts over the spine.  We gained altitude in the air carriage to avoid them, but we obviously don't have that option.  We're going to have to land before we get driven over." 


    Theddrid winced, obviously pained by the thought of willfully damaging the envelope, but he gave a short nod in agreement.  "Of course you're right, but we should wait until we're below a hundred feet.  That way we might be low enough to survive an uncontrolled descent."


    Through high clouds had begun to gather, crowding across the clear sky that had blessed the flight thus far and dropping the temperature, the sun, near its apex, was still intermittently visible. 


    "It's the noon hour, or close enough," Marshlight announced.  "Does anyone want any boiled eggs?"


    Her question prompted a unanimous chorus of "no," though Rose's contribution sounded more like "mgl."


    When Poubelle inquired unenthusiastically about cherry fizz, Everett also declined.  "I'm going to dress Rose for the weather."


     He returned to his seat and balanced Rose on his lap while he changed her into sturdier clothing of trousers, triple-weave socks, long-sleeved sweater, and jacket.  Satisfied, he then returned her to her bib and made sure that the straps were doubly tight.  She endured this with good-natured patience, mumbling "mmdaa" a couple of times but refusing to confirm that that she in fact meant Daddy.  Magic, who seemed to have developed less of an inclination to voice her opinion over the last two days, continued to hold her peace.


    With little other option, he and Rose would ride out the landing in his seat.  Theddrid and Marshlight would be taking the only actions needed, which left him with no job to do but to make sure that his daughter was safe.


    Meanwhile, the others, apparently of a like mind, fell silent and also busied themselves with preparations for the expected crash.


    Marshlight donned her long coat before tying the wicker basket to her carpetbag with a bit of twine, lodging both between the seats, and pressing her hiking shoes firmly down on top of them.  Then, with practiced proficiency, she took out her pistol, broke it open, loaded a cartridge, closed it, and then slid it back in its holster. 


    Theddrid stowed and latched the lockers, jettisoned all the loose glass mugs over the stern into the forest below, fastened the cover over the engine, and then took a ready position by the winch that would allow him to scan the approaching landscape.


    After looking indecisive for a few moments, Poubelle settled for tightening his belt, checking to make sure that the loop that held up his fire iron was secure, and then taking his own seat in front of Marshlight.


    Presently, the two started a desultory conversation that did not actually have a topic, but Everett remained content with his own thoughts, dwelling on Sarah and Rose.


    Two hours later, as splintered and black-streaked gray crags with spiny kilts of evergreen forest began to rise up towards the bateau, Theddrid held open the pawl on the winch and let the rope play all the way out.  The iron stake clanged off a projecting spire, scraped over a domed boulder, smashed through a small spruce, and then continued to bounce and skitter over similar impediments, whipping the rope back and forth with violent jerks.  Without delay, the tinkerer jumped into the seat in front of Everett, locked both of his hands around the frame, and turned his head to give his niece a nod.


    Marshlight raised her pistol, took a steady two-handed aim, and pulled the trigger.  The report was loud enough to make Rose, wrapped tightly in Everett's arms, jump, but she did not begin wailing as he had thought she might.


    The young woman had evidently put her shot between the diamonds of the diagonal lathe that formed the bottom of the garret, for none of the slats were damaged. Though having turned his head upward to watch, Everett could not discern a puncture in the envelope.  Nonetheless, after listening closely, he thought he did detect a light hissing sound above the normal low creaks and sighing of the fabric.


    "Again," Theddrid ordered. "At a different spot."


    In less than two seconds, the young woman reloaded and fired.


    When it was clear that the fabric of the envelope had slackened, Theddrid had her stop shooting.  She had put eight shots into the balloon and had not once struck any part of the garret.  The sounds of the escaping gas were quite audible now and sunlight reflecting off the inner surface of the envelope could be seen through punctures in several places.  


     The bateau dropped abruptly, causing everyone to flinch in instinctive panic, but then bounded upward slightly.


    "We'll loose vapor rapidly at first," Theddrid announced.  "It should slow when the -- "


    The winch rope snapped taut and the front of the bateau pitched downward to more than sixty degrees, forcing all of them to struggle to brace against the angle.


    "The stake caught on a tree!"  Poubelle, looking down between his feet, shouted.


    Held by the rope, the bateau spun all the way around, with the force of the sudden movement throwing Everett against the left side of his seat. Then something ripped loose above their heads and the craft plummeted.


    A shelf covered in low brush and slabs of brown stone rushed up to smash the underside of the bateau, splintering the wooden frame with a great racket and snapping off the iron castors.  The craft bounded upward briefly, then smacked down hard again.


    Holding to the seat back in font of him with his right hand and to Rose with his left, Everett was driven down into his seat and then thrown back and forth as the bateau slewed sideways, dug in along its right side, tilted up and almost over, banged back down more or less upright and level, and finally came to a jarring halt.


    Somewhat anticlimactically, the ripped and flapping fabric of the envelope settled, piled up on the now twisted garret, and then began to sluice off onto the ground.


    He checked Rose, found her unharmed, clapping her hands and laughing at the trick, and then turned his attention to the others. 


    Theddrid had been thrown from his seat, but proved that he was unharmed by climbing to his feet.


    Marshlight looked first to her uncle, then flashed Everett a smile to show that she was likewise uninjured.


    Poubelle, however, was stiff with pain.  Though his seat was still upright, a slab of rock had burst up through the floor underneath him, wrenching the frame loose and spinning it part of the way around.


    Everett jumped up, but Marshlight was already up and leaning over the seat to demand what was wrong.


    "It's my leg," Poubelle said through clenched teeth, gripping his left thigh.


    Reaching around the still strapped in Rose, Everett knelt and began carefully pulling away the broken slats that obscured the man's lower leg.  In just a few seconds, he had cleared enough wood to see the unnatural kink that lay just below Poubelle's calf.


    "It's broken, Poubelle.  Theddrid, Marshlight, I'm going to need your help to pick him up and carry him off the bateau.  Poubelle, this is probably going to hurt.  A lot."


    It did.  Poubelle screamed and went into a swoon as they extracted him from his seat and then moved him off onto the gravel and sand scattered bedrock a few yards clear of the wreck.


    "Your leg needs to be set as quickly as possible, Poubelle," Everett said as soon as the injured man became more alert.  "I've read about it, but never done it."


    "I would have utterly no conception of how to do it," Theddrid confessed.


    "I haven't done it either," Marshlight said. "But everyone in the fire brigade had to study the procedure."


     Poubelle swung his head and looked at Marshlight's unremarkable features with a soft expression that arranged the normally difficult lines of his face into an oddly softer -- and therefore unnatural seeming -- configuration.  "I want you to do it, mademoiselle."


    "I'm sorry that I can't spell up any wine to give, you," Everett said, holding Poubelle's shoulders as the young woman, grim but efficient, cut off the boot to begin her ministrations.


    "Funny, I haven't thought of drinking in days," Poubelle said just before a jolt of pain made him clamp his jaws shut.


    When the procedure was finished and Poubelle covered in blankets and resting, Everett, with Rose still in her bib, Marshlight, and Theddrid pushed aside the mountainous drapes of the envelope and began to sort through the wreckage.  Marshlight's carpet bag was undamaged but her wicker lunch basket had been crushed. She did manage to salvage a few utensils from it, but the egg and butter crocks, jar of jam, and teapot had all been smashed.   Everett's pack and its contents had also survived unscathed.  Aside from those, they recovered the small tarp, the rest of the blankets, and three of the seats that remained in decent shape.  The mangled and twisted piping and the mechanisms did not appear to offer any utility, but at Theddrid's suggestion they used a fish cleaning knife from Everett's pack to slash large rectangles from the balloon to use as ground cloths.


    By this time, the sky had clouded over completely and a stiff, cold wind had descended from the crags above them.


    "We can put up the tarp for shelter," Theddrid suggested, swinging about to gesture at the near vertical rock face that rose up for thirty or forty feet at the back of the shelf.  "There against the cliff.  That should give us good protection from the wind."


    "I have a tin of matches," Everett contributed.  "I always keep some in my pocket, just in case.  The broken frame of the bateau will burn just fine, I'd image and we have plenty of stones for a fire pit."


    The tinkerer nodded.  "We should get started then.  A fire will make the difference between an endurable night and a distressful one."


    Everett unshipped Rose from her bib and held her out to Marshlight.  "Could you take care of Rose while Theddrid and I erect the tarp and get a fire going?"


    The young woman snapped her head up in affront.  "Do you presume that just because I am female that I have some natural proficiency with infants?"


    "You don't?"


    "Well, as a matter of fact, I do.  My older sisters have thirteen children between them and Auntie Marshlight has had to do more than her share of babysitting.  However, I object to the paternalistic nature of your presumption.  Enlightened Master Peachtree says that the outside of a book is just the cover."


    "Sorry, that one went passed me."


    "When you buy a book, you're buying what's on the inside, not what's on the outside."


    "And that relates to babysitting how?"


    "While he does not specifically state so, it's clear that the Enlightened Master Peachtree is implying that the societal functions of an individual should not be determined by their intrinsic biological identity but rather by their demonstrated talents and inclinations."


    "So you won't watch Rose?  Poubelle can't do it.  I would be more than happy to sit with my daughter while you help your uncle, but the simple fact is that I am twice your size and twice as strong and can therefore do twice as much work."


    "I didn't say that, of course.  It's just that --"


    He pressed Rose into the young woman's hands.  "You can educate me later.  Right now we need a fire."


    By dark, the camp was complete, with a lean-to constructed from the tarp and lengths of top rail pulled from the wreck, sleeping pallets, a roaring fire surrounded by hefty stones, and a heap of firewood sufficient to last through the night.  No water source was anywhere about, but otherwise Everett thought that they were in good shape.


    Though still in some pain, while Everett and Theddrid had worked, Poubelle had roused and managed to sit up with Marshlight's help.  At first, the two had exchanged a few words, but had been unable to sustain a conversation of more than a few awkward sentences.  However, when Poubelle began to play peek-a-boo with Rose, he and the young woman had begun, as people will do when presented with the neutral common ground of playing with the baby, to swap unrelated comments, and this had led eventually to one or two extended dialogues.  It would have been impossible for Everett not to have overheard them and he had not bothered to try to do so. 


    Of note, one significant tête-à-tête had included an exuberant though clearly exaggerated profession by Poubelle that Marshlight had saved his life with her soft, gentle hands.   For some unspecified reason, this had brought a slight flush across the young woman's cheeks, and then she had jumped up, declared that Poubelle was fit enough to attend Rose on his own, and had begun helping her uncle and Everett.


    Two other facts were also unmistakable from their colloquy. Poubelle had permanently acquired a seventh and an eighth letter in his alphabet and Marshlight did not appear to realize that there had been an improvement in his manner of speaking.


    With nightfall, the temperature began to drop rapidly and they all finally settled in around the fire, with Everett, Marshlight, and Theddrid lounging in the liberated bateau seats and Poubelle once more reclining on his pallet.  When Rose, bundled in a pile of blankets on Everett's pallet, wiggled fingers to summon a bottle, the four adults submitted to the inevitable and filled up on boiled eggs and cherry fizzes.  Just shortly after, Rose began yawning and making sleepy eyes, so Everett awarded her a nappy change and a goodnight hug and kiss, and then wrapped her up once more in her insulated cocoon.


    Then, warm and at least not hungry, he turned his thoughts to their situation.


    Just before the light went, he had taken the time to look around.  The shelf upon which they had landed was nearly level but only about fifty yards wide.  Below it was a sharp drop of eight feet and then a steep slope of crumbled shale and sandstone for perhaps a hundred yards that ran down to an irregular line of trees.  Lower hills and crags extended beyond the trees and all the country within sight looked entirely wild, with no buildings or other indications of habitation.  The only thing of note that he had found on his abbreviated expedition had been the narrow mouth of a twisting ravine that pierced the cliff face at the northern end of the shelf.  Since the arroyo likely went nowhere, he had seen no reason to investigate it.


    "Poubelle, do you think that you'll be able to tolerate being carried?" he asked.  "If so, we can start walking out in the morning."


    "The leg scarcely bothers me at all now," Poubelle readily responded.  "I might be able to manage with a crutch."


    "No, the slopes are too steep for that.  We'll have to carry you, at least until we get down to more level ground.  We'll fashion a litter out of some of the envelope fabric and these pieces of rail.  Theddrid, I don't think that you and I will have any problem carrying Poubelle.  It'll be slow, but we ought to be able to find a farm of some sort in a few days."


    The tinkerer nodded.  "We have endless provisions, such as they are -- don't frown at me like that Marshlight -- you know that I've never been overly fond of boiled eggs -- so we shouldn't have any difficulties in that department."


    "I can take a turn on the litter," Marshlight offered.  "I'd only have to carry half his weight and I can manage that."


    Everett nodded.  "It may take all three of us to get him over the roughest ground."


    Poubelle, eyes drooping, gave a start and then began to squirm.


    "Stop moving about, Monsieur Poubelle," Marshlight scolded.  "You need to stay as still as much as you can."


    "I think something has bitten me," the man complained as he twisted his hip so that he could scratch at his haunch.


    "I'd better have a look at it," she said, rising.  "I don't want you to upset your splint."


    "I'm not going to let you have a peek at my backside!"


    "Stop being such a prude.  I've got three younger brothers and I've seen plenty of hairy arses in my time, let me tell you."


    "Well Rose hasn't seen any and I certainly don't think Everett wants her to see mine."


    "Drape a blanket over your lap and scoot your trousers down just far enough to uncover the spot.  No one but me will see anything."


    "Don't worry, Poubelle," Everett assured him with a laugh.  "I will avert Rose's eyes."


    This imminent danger moved Magic enough to demand, "Please do so!"


    Everett had to help Theddrid ease Poubelle around so that his newest injury would face the light of the fire, then the both of them moved to a spot that would insure the man's privacy.


    With Poubelle laying over on his right side, trousers lowered and blanket in place, Marshlight knelt behind him and took a look.  "It's a purplish splotch about half the size of my fist high up on your left cheek. I don't see any puncture wounds though.  To me, it looks like a birthmark."


    "What's the shape of it?" Poubelle questioned with some urgency.


    "Well, I don't know.  Something like a potato, I suppose."


    "That's not potatoe, with an 'e', is it?"


    "Potato is not spelled with an 'e'."


    "It is if you're the last hereditary prince of the Dominion of Dree and it refers to the birthmark of the ancient Lion d'Or dynasty!"  Poubelle's eyes went wide.  "Hey!  How did I know that?"


    "And so it begins," Magic intoned ominously."




     


     


     


     


    THIRTEEN


     


    "Mommy is not far now!" Magic squealed as soon as Everett awoke.


    Poking his head out from under his blanket into the chilly morning air, he glared at her beautiful, ecstatic face as she squirmed beneath her own covering.  "Why didn't you tell me this yesterday?"


    "Why, because -- Mommy! -- the stress of the -- Mommy! --"


    "Which way?"


    "Mommy is northwest."


    "How far?"


    "I cannot specify a distance to Mommy, but she seems to be relatively near.  Hurry, I want to see Mommy!"


    Grumbling, he got up.


    The fire still had a thick bed of coals under a light layer of ash.  He stirred them about with Poubelle's fire iron and added pieces of the bateau until he had a decent blaze.  Curiously, as he accomplished this, he saw that where he had expected three other blanket and envelope fabric bundled shapes on the other side of the fire, there were in actuality only two -- one definitely Theddrid shaped and a second that was twice as wide and had lumps sufficient for two people.


    As the fire blazed up, the seasoned wood began to crack and pop boisterously.  This minor noise set the smaller-lumped portion of the larger bundle to stirring and presently Marshlight's eyes emerged from beneath blankets and peeked blankly at Everett for a second.


    "Good morning," he told her as he added more wood to the fire.


    Cheeks flaming, Marshlight bolted to her feet and leapt away from the still slumbering Poubelle.  "I -- I -- I -- I mean -- he -- he -- uh -- shivering!  That's it!  The poor man was shivering during the night and I was simply using my body heat  -- fully clothed of course -- to keep him from falling ill!  That's basic wilderness survival!"


    Suppressing a smile, Everett shrugged.  "You're both of proper age and your private affairs are really none of my concern."


    "We are not having a private affair!"


    Her yelling woke Theddrid instantly and the older man sprang from his own pallet, throwing his head this way and that as if searching for possible danger.  "What's the matter?  What's going on?  Is something wrong?"


    Seeing the evident comedic potential of the situation, Everett could not resist the temptation to add to the young woman's discomfiture.  He gave the tinkerer one of those looks and cut his eyes at Poubelle and the intermingled bedding.


    Theddrid raised his eyebrows.  "Ah? Oh.  Yes, I see. Well, it's about time -- I mean, good for you, my dear."


    "There is absolutely nothing going on between me and Monsieur Poubelle!"


    That worthy, responding to his name but apparently oblivious to everything else, sat up, managed an extended yawn, and then rubbed his eyes with both hands. 


    "Good morning, everyone.  Who's ready for a cherry fizz?"


    When he became aware of the scowl on Marshlight's face, the smirk on Everett's, and the trying-not-to-smile expression on Theddrid's, Poubelle seemed to be struck by a recollection, threw his eyes to Marshlight, brought them back to stare at the vacated blankets crowded next to his, frowned, considered Marshlight again, looked panicked for a moment, and finally squared his shoulders.


    "Have no fear, mademoiselle.  I will, of course, do the honorable thing."


    Livid, Marshlight threw up her hands and stalked away.


    "Stop worrying with those two, Everett," Magic commanded.  "You cannot save them.  The magic of Destiny's spell has already bound them together and they will inevitably follow the we-pretend-that-we-cannot-stand-each-other-but-it-was-really-love-at-first-sight convention.  I want to see Mommy!"


    Rose scrunched up her face and began to fuss.


    He picked her up, cradled her in his arms, and began making comforting daddy noises.


    Theddrid glanced after his niece, shrugged, and then began stretching his arms above his head and twisting at the waist as if limbering up. 


    "This mountain air must be good for me," he mentioned.  "I injured my back a number of years ago and I thought for sure that it would give me trouble after sleeping on the ground, but it feels perfectly fine."


    A good while later, after Rose had been adequately comforted, Marshlight had returned still in a foul mood, and breakfast and other necessary tasks had been accomplished, Everett informed the others with a straight face that his "magical senses" had informed him that Sarah was now nearby.


    "None of you are under any obligation to accompany me, of course.  You can all wait here and as soon as I find her, we'll come back and help you get back to civilization.  I can't see that it will be more than another day or two."


    "I'm with you, Everett," Poubelle, as expected, affirmed.  "I'll always have your back!"


    "You're stuck with me too," Marshlight groused, throwing a glare at Poubelle.


    "Make that three," Theddrid agreed.  "I've come this far, I might as well see it to the end."


    "Toss me my sword -- I mean tisonnier, Everett," Poubelle said.  "My leg feels much better today and I think I might be able to walk on it."


    "Don't be an idiot," Marshlight charged.  "It'll be weeks before you can even think about standing on it."


    "No, really.  It doesn't hurt at all."  Poubelle hopped up suddenly on his good right leg and slowly began to lean onto his splinted left.  "See?"


    Marshlight charged to catch him around the waist before he could bring his full weight to bear.  "Stop that!"


    "I hate this part," Magic grumbled as the two began to bicker.


    "Which part is that?" Everett whispered.


    "The part where those two dance around trying to pretend that they are not already madly in love.  It is sickening.  When are we going to see Mommy?"


    The answer to that, as it happened, proved to be two hours.  In order not to be compelled to abandon any of their salvaged items -- the sections of balloon fabric that they had used for ground cloths, the blankets, and so on -- everything had to be bundled into improvised packs.  Also, after Poubelle finally proved to Marshlight's amazed satisfaction that he had indeed suffered some sort of as yet unexplained miraculous healing -- though Everett suspected that this too must have something to do with Destiny -- and could hobble along under his own power, the young woman insisted upon taking the time to craft him a crutch out of bateau scraps and twine.


    When they did set off at the sedate and unhurried pace that Poubelle could maintain, Everett ordered everyone to keep together and automatically took the lead.  Poubelle had started their journey in a subordinate role -- as an unwanted liability actually -- and though he now possessed a much greater clarity of thought than he had originally had, he had apparently accepted it as a given that Everett was in charge.  Neither Marshlight nor Theddrid had given any indication that they thought that it should be any other way.  Everett had never been the organizing type, not that he had ever had much opportunity, but the situation felt entirely natural and though it struck him as curious, he did not fret over it.


     It seemed just as natural that Poubelle and Marshlight should walk together, though the young woman informed one and all that this arrangement was necessitated solely by her desire to ensure that her patient did not stumble and fall. 


    Theddrid fell in behind the pair to bring up the rear and Everett knew that he could depend on the level-headed older man to keep an eye out for trouble.


    This last confidence also struck him as quite novel, but Everett let the observation pass through his mind without bothering to take note of it.


    Magic/Rose, strapped into her bib and fidgeting with excitement, steered him to the ravine and then directed him to enter. 


    The floor of the six-foot wide, snaking passage was initially strewn with boulders, loose sand, and the occasional tuft of browning grass, but was open enough so that they were not presented with any obstacle that they could not simply walk around.  The height of the scalloped and stratified walls varied but was never greater than thirty feet.  Straightway, these confining bluffs blocked out the warming light of the climbing sun and left them trudging in dim shadow.  Happily, this also provided a respite from the cold wind that had swept across the exposed shelf.  A few dozen paces into the tiny canyon, Everett felt warm enough to shed the blanket that he had wrapped about Rose and himself as extra insulation.  Not long after, the exertion of the walk had warmed him sufficiently that he felt moved to pause to doff his jacket. The others also gradually removed and stowed their extra outerwear, so that rather than a cold and rigorous mountain trek, their journey took the semblance of a casual stroll.


    Although it initially sloped gradually upward and went cumulatively west, after only a hundred and fifty yards the ravine made an abrupt turn to the north and began to descend.  Even after the change in direction, Magic assured him that they were still traveling towards Mommy.


    "This formation does not appear completely natural to me," Theddrid commented -in a thoughtful tone after another two hundred yards.  "Especially the part through which we are passing now.  Notice how level the floor has become?   And how straight the channel?  I've seen several places on the walls that I would swear are weathered chisel markings."


    "It does seem almost like a road," Marshlight agreed.


    "A road from nowhere to nowhere," Poubelle chimed in.  "Makes you wonder what might be ahead.  A cave full of treasure?  A lost diamond mine?  An ancient palace where scantily-clad maidens --"


    Everett heard a muted thud that sounded suspiciously like an elbow being driven forcefully into ribs.


    "-- ungh -- er, that is, an ancient palace where cannibals practice their bloodthirsty rites?"


    "I'll pass on all three," Everett said.  "I just want to find Sarah."


    After another mile, a gorge opened across their path and they came upon something that erased all doubts as to the artificial nature of their route: a finely constructed stone bridge.


    The single arch and guard walls were still solid, but the gateway arch that had overseen the center of the span had long ago fallen into the dry bottom of the gorge, leaving only a few base courses of stonework and a granite cornerstone upon which they found an almost obliterated inscription in curling, intertwined letters.


    "It's Ancient West Phagaellean," Theddrid declared with confidence after he had puzzled over the writing for a few minutes.  "It says that we approach the Holy City of Huhp-hnona-tup, the Royal Seat of the High Kings of Phagaellia!"


    "It's been lost for a thousand years," Poubelle alleged with evident awe, "and said to have buildings made of pure gold and streets cobbled with giant rubies and emeralds the size of your fist!"


    Everett snorted. "Which means that we'll probably find dusty mud-brick ruins and piles of broken pottery shards."


    "Huhp-hnona-tup is thought to mean City of the Clouds -- though the literal translation would be closer to The Secret High Place," the tinkerer supplied.  "But no authority that I have read has suggested that it might be here in the High Shadowed Hills.  If nothing else, we have made an incredible discovery."


    "Everett, why would your wife be in an ancient ruin?" Marshlight wondered.


    "I don't know and I'm afraid to find out," he replied.


    Beyond the bridge the path turned to the right and followed a ledge cut into solid rock around the base of a hump-backed peak.  The ledge slowly climbed and before long  the outside edge became a precipitous, one-hundred foot drop over a small valley covered in stunted pines.


    At regular intervals, they came across messages in the West Phagaellean script carved into the rock wall on their left.  Most of these were illegible, but Theddrid did manage to translate one as, "Beware all that seek the Holy city of the High Kings.  You will find only death and oblivion."


    Not far along from this encouraging missive, as he rounded a dogleg in the tail, Everett was brought up short by a break in the ledge.  A stretch a dozen yards long had been carried away in its entirely by an old rock slip.


    When the others crowded up alongside of him, Poubelle asked, "Where's the scrap of the ledge?"


    "What scrap?" a confused Everett rejoined.


    "You know, the bare scrap of the ledge, just a bit wider than a boot and sometimes not even that, which will almost certainly break unexpectedly under one of us and oblige a daring rescue and several thrilling moments of uncertainty, but that, in the end, will allow the intrepid party to make a perilous and heart clenching journey to the other side of the yawning chasm."


    "You read that in a book, didn't you?"


    Poubelle grinned sheepishly.  "Well, yeah."


    "You can read?" Marshlight asked with a flat, disbelieving manner but a twinkle in her eye.  "Amazing."


    Theddrid scanned the fractured overhang rising above them.  "I'd hate to try to climb that without gear."


    "Neither you nor Poubelle are in any shape to attempt to climb a mountain, uncle.  Enlightened Master Peachtree says that if you find your path blocked, you'll just have to go another way."


    Everett successfully resisted a strong urge to point out the obvious -- that she had pointed out the obvious.


    "No! Mommy is this way!" Magic wailed.  Putting the cutest little mad face on, Rose began to kick her legs.


    He, as well, did not relish backtracking to try to find a way around.  He began to unstrap his daughter.


    "I'd be willing to bet that this is the only way in to Huhp-hnona-tup.  I don't think even a goat could get over this cliff.  I'm going to try out my spells again." 


    "Mommy!" Magic cheered.  Instantly, Rose was clapping and laughing.


    Marshlight surprised Everett by immediately stepping forward to receive Rose.


    "I'm just assisting Poubelle," the young woman said to his odd look.  "Don't presume that some purported maternal instinct has kicked in due to any newfound appreciation of my matrimonial prospects."


    A thought crossed through his mind that even though Marshlight apparently recognized that she was under the influence of Destiny's magic, that she could not -- or perhaps did not want to -- escape the path that it had selected for her,   Nevertheless, he just shrugged and let her take possession of Rose.  As a further precaution, he shrugged out of his pack and put it on the ground.  After another thought, he unlatched the buckles of Rose's bib and placed it atop the pack.


    "I'm going to try my twelfth spell, which is ranked as a Potent.  I haven't been able to decide whether it's a Personal Physical Attribute Modification variant or a Vertical Motion Enhancement variant, but either way I might receive some sort of short term flight ability that will permit me to carry us across."


    "Should we retire a few paces?" Theddrid asked.


    "No, it should be safe.  The magic will only affect me and I don't think I will explode."


    This drew a quick, if a bit forced, laugh from the other three.


    "Take ye  flight!"


    The enunciation generated an immediate and strong actuation but no feeling of levitation followed.  He took a step to make sure and frowned when his boot landed normally.  A quick inventory of his arms, legs, and torso revealed no obvious magical alterations.


    Wondering why the Potent had not already evinced, he asked, "Do any of you see anything out of the ordinary about me?  The spell may not have worked."


    Before any of them could answer, a piercing pain beneath his shoulder blades made him wrench around in shock.  As he tried to reach his hands behind his back to locate the source of the agony, a large, writhing mass formed along his spine, engorged rapidly, and then erupted from his flesh with a great lancing pain.  Hardly a second later, the still expanding mass burst through his shirt with considerable violence, igniting a new burst of pain that drove him to his knees. 


    Horrified, he twisted his head about and saw two slimy, blood-slicked, and arm-thick tendrils waggling in the air behind him, lengthening and thickening as he watched.  When the tendrils snapped out to either side, stiffening as they extruded out to seven feet or more each way, spiny growths bristling with hair-like projections sprung from them and grew with a similar speed.  The unfamiliar weights of these new appendages tilted him back and forth as they finished forming, but the pain of their birth began to be replaced with the tingling of new nerves, the solidity of new bones, and the tightening of new muscles.  In seconds, the evincing was complete and he was able to climb, still shaking a bit, back to his feet.


    An urge to stretch that did not originate in arms or legs caused him to arch his back and point the tips of his...


    "Wings!" Poubelle burst out.


    "For Magic's sake, Everett," a clearly awestruck Marshlight gasped, "that has to be the most magnificent magic that I have ever seen!"


    "They do have an excellent shape to them and a very nice shimmering gold-tinged white hue, especially the pinion feathers," a wide-eyed Theddrid said, no doubt blurting the first thing that came to his mind.  "Of course, they're not large enough to be functional in a purely physical sense.  I'm sure that there is an additional magical effect.  Could you give them a go?  I'd like to see them in action."


    Rose wiggled in delight.


    "Fly me first, Daddy!"  Magic demanded.
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    Though at first he had a few balance problems, flying proved to be easy.  The wings themselves already knew how to do it and flying felt as perfectly normal as walking, at least in a physical sense.  As Theddrid had suggested, these physical implementations of the spell were not entirely practical in nature, as he could take off and hover by simply sculling his wings slowly, rather than flapping frenetically like a hummingbird.


    Not knowing the duration of the spell, he did not attempt any soaring test flights, but rather immediately prepared to ferry the party across the gap, people first, then baggage.  Staying low and gliding the last half, he carried Marshlight cradled in his arms without difficulty, then Rose in her bib.  When, in a similar fashion, he went to hoist Poubelle, who weighed a good four stone more than the young woman, repeated failures proved that he did not have the upper body strength to do so.  The wings themselves seemed to have no limits on their lifting capacity, but his own non-magically assisted arms were a different matter entirely.  After trying a few different grips, he settled on looping his arms underneath Poubelle's, clasping him tightly, and then locking his hands on the latter's breastbone.  After taking off, he hovered to test his hold, felt his hands slipping and immediately settled back to the ground.


    "I need something like the bib that I carry Rose in," he told Theddrid and Poubelle as the three of them stood considering the problem.  "A harness of some sort that will place the strain on my shoulders."


    "We can make one out of platted strips of balloon fabric," the tinkerer suggested.  "We'd have to sacrifice one or two of the ground cloths."


    No better idea presented itself, so while Theddrid and Poubelle began to work on the harness, Everett flew the packs, Marshlight's carpetbag, and an explanation over the break.  Magic did not deign to comment and Marshlight just nodded and sat down to play with Rose.


    It took a good hour to plat the straps, fasten them together, and fit the inelegant contraption to Everett.  They had no needle or thread and had to suffice with knots and Poubelle's belt, but presently Everett lifted off with Poubelle dangling from his chest.  The strain was well distributed on Everett's shoulders and hips, and though the straps creaked, they appeared sufficiently sturdy to survive the short flight.


    Still hurrying against the significant chance that the spell would expire in mid-flight, Everett whisked Poubelle across and dashed back to load up Theddrid.  Just as he reached the center of the gap on the return flight, one of the knots ripped loose and the tinkerer fell part way out of the harness.  Everett had a grip on Theddrid's upper arms, and he was never in danger of falling, but Everett landed as fast as he could.


    As Poubelle began to help him and Theddrid disentangle, Everett said, "We'll have to come up with something better if we have to do this again."


    Theddrid shrugged.  "Balloons or wings -- flying is a dangerous pastime."


    After picking up his crutch, Poubelle circled around behind Everett.  "I'll help you with the harness."


    Everett raised and spread his wings out of the way as the limping man began to work on the knots.


    "Your shirt is ripped from the hem to the collar," Poubelle informed Everett unnecessarily.  "Do you want to put on another before we continue?"


    "Not much point in that.  I'd have to split the new one just the same.  I'll wait till the spell expires."


    The question of where to hang his pack was not answered so easily, but after fussing a bit he hung it off one shoulder under his arm, similar to the way Marshlight carried her carpetbag.


    "How long will this spell last?" Marshlight wanted to know.  "It's not permanent, is it?"


    "Personal Enhancements are never permanent.  My actual twelfth spell is a Transient, but this replacement also appears to be a Persistent, like the spell that replaced my ninth.  If the experience I had with that one can be used as a guide, the wings will hang around for about twelve hours."


    Theddrid picked up his pack and slipped his arms through the straps.  "I've been meaning to ask you about the wings, Everett.  A number of years ago I read Turnbull's Complete Annotated Spells and, granted that the work is considerably outdated, I was under the impression that such hybrid body modifications were thought not magically possible."


    "That's true.  In all the history of magic, there is no record of a spell has that evinced cross-species hybridization and my instructors taught that such spells could not exist.  There has been growing support in the Alarsarian schools in the last five years for a proposal to codify a Fourth Fundamental Precept -- Magic can modify existing characteristics, but it cannot create characteristics that do not naturally exist."


    "You'll have to write them when we get back.  Sounds like you're going to make a lot of people unhappy."


    "When my spells return to normal, I won't be able to provide substantive proof, so most likely any claim that I made would be ignored."


    When everyone was finally ready, Marshlight offered to carry Rose, but Magic demanded to "stay with Daddy and his wings!", so he politely declined and asked her to help arrange the shoulder straps of the bib carrier so that he did not pinch any feathers.


    With him again in the lead, they resumed their march.  After a few minutes, having wondered about Magic's strange behavior of late, he lowered his voice to just above a whisper and asked Rose, "Magic, are you all right?  What's going on with you?  I'm not complaining, but you don't seem to be entirely yourself."


    A long moment passed before an answer came.


    "Rose's brain -- wings, wings, wings -- is not yet -- Daddy, Daddy, Daddy -- fully developed -- wings, wings, wings -- and it is -- Daddy, Daddy, Daddy -- not physiologically possible -- wings, wings, wings -- for her immature brain to continue to process complex rational thought -- -- Daddy, Daddy, Daddy -- I will eventually completely lose the capability to -- Daddy wings! -- communicate with you in this fashion.  Daddy wings!"


    "Can anything be done to slow this down?  I'm not unpleased that you're fading away, but until I get Sarah back, I'd like to keep you around to help."


    "No. Daddy wings!  This is not unexpected. Daddy wings!  I think.  Daddy wings!  That I can persevere.  Daddy wings!  Until we find Sarah.  Mommy!  But not a second longer.  Now, leave me alone so that I can focus on the little control that I continue to retain."


    Not much further along, a set of winding switchbacks began to lead them uphill into a rugged pass lined with splintered outcroppings of bare rock and flanked on either side by towering granite crags.  Here, Poubelle, whose supposedly miraculously healed leg once more caused him difficulty, began to struggle to keep up and had to stop to rest with greater and greater frequently.   Everett was forced to slow his pace accordingly.


    A rise of at least a hundred feet, the final ascent to the saddle of the pass was not much less than vertical and here the Ancient West Phagaelleans had constructed a fitted-stone stairway with treads and risers that looked much too narrow and much too high to be comfortable.


    For a brief moment, he considered flying up to the top and his wings twitched in anticipation, but decided not to do so.  While he, Rose, and even Marshlight could skip the arduous climb, this would leave Poubelle and Theddrid to toil up on their own and it did not look as if Poubelle could actually make it to the top without significant assistance. 


    Furling his wings firmly, Everett began to mount the steps.


    In the end, in order for Poubelle to reach the summit, it was necessary for both Marshlight and her uncle to each take an arm and drag while Everett got behind to push.


    After the final tug and boost over the penultimate step, they all had a sit by mutual unspoken consent, plopping down exactly where they happened to be standing.  After rubbing the burn in his thighs and catching his breath, he looked around.


      The sides of the pass were scrub-covered gravel and scree without feature of significant note.  Leading away to the west, the wind-scoured pavement on which they sat extended for a level hundred yards to a low wall above which only more hills and a cloudy sky could be seen.


    Poubelle, flushed and trembling, nevertheless remained still for only a few minutes, then grabbed his crutch and made to stand.  "We can't be far now.  I'm ready, Everett.  Let's find that lost city!"


    Marshlight took his arm to bring him up short.  "Not so fast!  It's egg and fizz time and we need to take a good rest before we go on."


    "She's right," Everett ruled.  "The rubies can wait.  Boiled eggs and cherry fizzes all around.  The first round's on me."


    Poubelle's expression gave excellent proof that he did not find Everett's comment amusing.


    After everyone had bravely consumed a meal of what Everett had begun to think of as a toxic combination, Marshlight, trying gamely to hide a grin, reached into a pocket and then held up a piece of flatware.


    "I've been saving this for a special occasion and reaching the top of the pass qualifies as far as I am concerned."


    "What good is a spoon?" Poubelle grumped.


    "Just you wait.  Uncle, will you do the honors?"


    Lunch redeemed by a generous helping of caramel coated popped corn, all of them were in a much better mood when they finally continued to the small walled terrace at the end of the lane.  The ground dropped away in easy stages below the terrace and the vantage at the wall provided an unobstructed view of the bowl-shaped valley beyond.


    "I knew it!" a suddenly energized Poubelle crowed. He started stumping towards a stairway on the left that led downward along a much gentler grade.  "Rubies as big as your fist!  Let's get going!"


    Everett could not keep a smile from his face.


    Surrounded by an unbroken ring of high peaks, the valley was divided into approximately equal parts.  The closer half was a near swamp, with a number of lakes, sloughs, and islands, but the higher ground of the farther half was covered from one side to the other with a mist shrouded white city of slender, alabaster towers, delicate, shaded arcades, and shinning, onion-shaped domes that glinted in the afternoon sun.


    A series of non-taxing stairs and gradual ramps, the descent to the valley floor, as expected, was much shorter than the long climb up to the saddle.  Only an hour later, they stood on the orphaned headwall of a vanished bridge, staring two hundred yards across an open stretch of water towards the matching headwall and the elevated earthen causeway behind it.  Denuded piers remained standing at thirty foot intervals in a neat line to indicate the scope of the missing spans.


    "The bridge did not fall in," Theddrid stated.  "There's no sign of rubble.  The headwalls and piers are still in good shape.  I believe that it must have been disassembled and removed.  The stones here are all weathered the same, so it must have been a long time ago."


    Poubelle waggled his crutch in a careless gesture.  "Well, it had to be this way, didn't it?  It's not like we're supposed to be able to walk right in."


    Marshlight shot him a look.  "What do you mean?"


    "In the stories, the bridge is always gone or it's on fire or it's about to collapse under an avalanche."


    "You think Destiny had something to do with this?" Everett asked him.


    "It makes sense, doesn't it?  Marshlight is a damsel in distress and I'm her gallant swain and we're on an adventure to find a lost treasure city.  There have to be challenges to overcome."


    Unable to deny the possibility, Everett took a look around.  The lake backed up against a sheer rock face to the south, but to the north the terrain sloped gradually down from the paved roadbed to the water. Small trees and brush grew amongst cattails and rushes for a good distance out into the shallows and a number of low, closely-spaced, islands sprouting saplings and clumps of wiry grass dotted the surface of the lake.


    "It doesn't look deep.  We might be able to wade and swim across."


    "I can't swim," Poubelle reminded him.


    "We can bundle some branches together with balloon fabric to make a raft and --"


    "What in Magic's name are those?" Marshlight demanded, pointing.


    Everett followed her arm towards an elongated sand spit stretching out from one of the piers.  Around a dozen olive-colored beasts, twenty foot long if they were an inch, were sunning themselves near the water's edge.  From this distance, they looked entirely motionless, their enormous mouths sprung open wide to reveal rows of truly impressive incisors.  Tiny, flitting birds swooped around and through these monster's jaws, landing apparently without fear to peck at dark bits among the cone-shaped, yellow teeth.


    "Oh, I know what those are!" Poubelle exclaimed, leaning sideways on his crutch.  "I saw a drawing of one in a book once.  It's right on the tip of my tongue."


    "Those are crocodiles," Theddrid said.


    "Crocodiles?  No, no, that can't be it.  The things that I'm thinking of are giant reptiles with all kinds of slashing teeth.  Nasty meat eaters.  Bite your leg off if given half a chance."


    Theddrid nodded. "Crocodiles."


    "Can't be," Poubelle insisted.  "Crocodiles live way down along the southern coast on the banks of the estuaries of the major rivers.  I remember at least that much from the orphanage school. They like the warm waters and couldn't possibly have found their way up here."


    The tinkerer started laughing.  "Tell you what.  We'll tie a rope around your waist and dangle you down.  If they don't bite your leg off, then we'll know that they're not crocodiles."


    Poubelle, looking uncertain now, turned to cast a look of appeal to Everett.


    "Crocodiles."


    "But... how did they get here and what do they eat?"


    "Fish, birds, small game, their own young.  Us, if we fall in," Everett told him in a matter-of-fact tone.  "I guess that eliminates wading and swimming."


    Marshlight pointed to the right and then to the left.  "There are a large number of mature adults, which indicates a long term stable population and that means that they've been here for a many years.  Regardless, they had to have been brought here by someone that doesn't want visitors."


    Theddrid nodded. "We should assume that the city is occupied and the welcome mat is definitely not out."


    "That's where Sarah has to be," Everett stated.  When Magic did not contradict him, he went on, "So that's where we're going whether the owners want us to or not."
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    After unstrapping Rose and passing her to Marshlight, he stepped back a few paces.


    "This still seems unwise," Theddrid said.  "You yourself said that you can't be sure what will happen."


    "There are three possibilities.  One, my ninth spell will work properly and I will become a winged man with short term enormous strength, in which case I can cast it sequentially and fly us all across.  Two, the spell will still be stuck in its new paradigm and I will become a giant with wings, in which case I will also be able to fly us all across.  Three, the spell will evince a new modification, in which case I will be a winged man with something else wrong with me that will hopefully allow me to get us across."


    Marshlight pursed her lips.  "Enlightened Master Peachtree says that there is always another possibility."


    "And that being?"


    "He doesn't specify that, of course."


    "Of course."


    "What about the possibility that you might turn into a giant purple and green caterpillar and bite all of our heads off with jaws that drip acid?" Poubelle asked.


    "You have nightmares, don't you Poubelle?"


    "Not often, but there was this one time in Clamaughstein when I thought a bottle of shoe polish was dark beer..."


    "Well, except for the fact that when Magic is involved, nothing can be taken for granted, I would promise you that I would not turn into a caterpillar."


    "Before I met you, Everett," Theddrid mused.  "I had the exact opposite view.  Then I believed that magic was nothing if not predictable."


    Everett wanted to reply that before he had met Magic, he had had the exact same opinion of magic, but he just nodded and cast his spell.


    "Give me strength!"


    The actuation followed immediately on the heels of the enunciation, and no discernable time passed before he experienced the familiar rush of vertigo as the world shrunk around him.


    Both Theddrid and Marshlight, neither of whom had previously witnessed his transformed size, looked considerably impressed, though not nearly as much so as when he had grown his wings.


    Poubelle said, "You look big enough to fight the crocodiles now, Everett."


    "Even if that were true, I wouldn't want to," he replied.  Feeling a bit odd, or at least more odd than he had expected, he turned his head.  His wings were gone.


    "They just seemed to dissolve into dust and blow away," Theddrid supplied.  "Didn't you say that the spell would last half a day?"


    "That's what I thought.  Well, I should be able to get them right back.  Take ye flight!"


    The intense pain struck as the forming wings once again grew from his back, but he also experienced another wave of vertigo as the world grew back to its normal size.


    Trembling a bit from the ordeal, he grimaced.  "That shouldn't have happened.  The Seventh Postulate of Accepted Magical Practice says that the magical product of spells can be safely layered one atop another.  Maybe it will work the other way."


    "Give me strength!"


    This time after the world shrank, he suffered a splitting headache.  A quick glance revealed that his wings had once again vanished.


    Poubelle, with a curious look, said, "It might just be me, but you seem a little bigger than you were in Old Caravan Camp."


    "I don't notice any difference."


    "It appears that the spell that makes you a giant cancels the wing spell and contrariwise," Theddrid proposed.  "But I would think that that should not be so, as I'm sure that I read somewhere that one spell cannot cancel another."


    "Apparently the normal rules do not apply to my disrupted spells," Everett replied, rubbing his thudding temples with both hands.  "I can fly or I can be a giant, but I cannot be both, which means I need a new plan to get us across the lake."


    Poubelle stuck a canny grin on his face.  "You could turn all the water into engine fuel with your transubstantiation spell and we could light it on fire and burn up all the crocodiles."


    "That's a little extreme," Marshlight said with a dramatic eye roll. "And not very helpful at all.  It would be much harder to get across a burning lake filled with very angry crocodiles."


    "Oh, I doubt that we would have to worry about the crocodiles," Theddrid opined.  "That much fuel would probably incinerate everything in the valley in a massive column of all consuming fire that would be visible at least as far as L'Oiseau."


    Everett chuckled. "Definitely no fuel, then." 


    He thought a moment.  "It's possible that my eighth spell has stabilized now as well.  If so -- and I'm convinced that it should be -- then it will also evince consistently.  We're not in a fundamentally dangerous location at the moment and even though the person transported might not be too happy about being whisked here, we could then, with his or her cooperation, transport to the other side using a procedure that Sarah and I figured out."


    Marshlight frowned.  "It'd be unfair to drag an innocent bystander into our mess."


    "Adventure," Poubelle corrected.


    "According to what Everett has said before, it could very well be an animal instead of a person, so the point has a fifty percent chance of being moot." Theddrid pointed out.  "Moreover, mess or adventure, we are currently in what I would characterize as dire straits.  All people have a social and moral obligation to assist one another in such times and I am content with the thought that any person brought here would likely have agreed to help if we had been able to request their assistance in advance."


    The young woman failed to look convinced.  "It's not my decision to make, but I still think that it's unfair."


    "One way or the other," Everett told them, his mind already made up, "I have to test out the spell and waiting won't make it any fairer to the person transported."


    He selected a locus to his right, and, just in case, he also took a second to establish a focus using a mental image of Sarah's face.


    "Beautiful woman, come forth!"


    Poubelle, in mid-gasp, appeared on the spot that Everett had chosen.


    "Hey!" the man exclaimed.  "That was --"


    For final verification, Everett turned and immediately established another locus.  "Beautiful woman, come forth!"


    "Hhhronk!"


    "A goose!" Marshlight and Poubelle, who had not budged, burst out almost simultaneously.


    Everett spun and chose a locus immediately beside the woman.  "Beautiful woman, come forth!"


    Poubelle appeared so close to the young woman that she gave him a reflexive shove, looked horrified when he overbalanced and started windmilling his crutch to remain upright, and then caught him in a fierce hug to steady him.


    While the two began sputtering overlapping apologies, but not stepping apart, Everett cast his eighth spell one final time to make sure that he had covered all the possibilities.


    Another -- different -- goose appeared and wandered over to join the first, which had begun to investigate the tall grass at the side of the pavement.


    "A binary spell," Theddrid said as he walked up to join him.  "Which postulate does that violate?"


    "All of them.  Regardless, we can use my eighth spell to cross the lake."


    After quickly explaining how it would work, as a final test Everett sent Poubelle to the opposite headwall with Marshlight's carpetbag, summoned another goose, and then brought the man back.


    "What will we do with the geese?" Marshlight asked.


    "They'll probably wind up as crocodile food," Poubelle said.  "Speaking of food, perhaps we should fetch one of them along with us for, as it were, supper."


    "I'm fine with goose for supper," Marshlight agreed.  "As long as you don't expect me to kill, clean, and cook it."


    Theddrid laughed at Poubelle's wounded expression.  "I could take care of all that, but not having a sharp knife and a big pot to loosen the feathers in, the task would likely prove so burdensome as to be impractical."


    At first, everything went smoothly.  Everett sent all the baggage, then Marshlight and Rose, and finally Theddrid, leaving only himself to be transported.


    With the gaggle of geese giving him the evil eye, Everett recalled Poubelle and extended his right index finger.  The dissimilarity in their sizes made it self-evident that the two of them could not simply clasp hands as Poubelle had done with the other adults.


    Poubelle obligingly took a grip, but his fingers did not quite fit all the way around the digit. 


    Everett fixed his gaze on the distant waiting Theddrid, Marshlight, and Rose.  "Beautiful woman, come forth!"


    Poubelle vanished, but Everett remained in place.


    "Oh for Magic's sake!"


    Poubelle appeared on the distant causeway alongside the others, then began jumping up and down and waving.  Everett waved back until Poubelle stopped jumping.


    For some reason, Poubelle's grip had not enabled the associative component of the spell.  Everett considered recreating his wings to fly across the lake but a leftover tenderness and ache in the muscles of his back discouraged him from casting the spell again.  Although the process left no scars or wounds, it was excruciating.


    He looked out at the level surface of the nearest pier. It presented a rectangle twenty feet by ten feet.  As big as he was, he should be able to jump from the headwall to the pier without difficulty and continue to the next until he reached the other side.  A normal sized man could readily make -- an admittedly running -- jump over a distance of twice his own height.  It followed that he would be able to jump a space of thirty feet while giant-sized.  As a child, he had been adroit at leaping from one stone to another across the running creek that lay on the far back side of his father's orchard.  This would be only different in scale. 


    And the crocodiles, of course.


    To tell the truth, he relished the thought of the physical activity and the brief moments of independence that crossing the lake under his own power would grant.  For the first time in a long time, he would not have to take into account anyone but himself.  


    Grinning, he backed up to give himself plenty of room.  After a deep breath, he sprinted towards the edge.  He timed his leap just a fraction of a second late and the toe of his right boot landed just off the edge as he bounded into the air.  The misstep kept him from gaining the full thrust of his leg and for the brief instant that he was airborne he feared that he would not reach the pier.


    He landed solidly on the stone and a good three feet clear of the edge.  Coming down onto the balls of his feet, he let his legs absorb the shock, threw his arms back as his momentum threatened to carry him into a fall, and settled back upright without having to extend a foot to brace himself.


    Thoroughly pleased, he waved again at the others, who were all watching intently.  Only Poubelle waved back.  They were too far away for Everett to read their expressions, but the stances of all three indicated tension.


    Everett lined up his next leap.  The width of the pier was little more than a full stride, so he placed his heels at the back edge, crouched, and dug in with short driving steps, making sure this time that his last one landed solidly.


    Even so, he had not been able to generate as much speed as he had on his first jump and again it looked as if he would come up short.  Panicking, he arched his upper body forward.   Unable to bring his feet up in time, he landed on his knees and arms, which folded under the impact and slammed him down flat onto the stone.  He skidded several relative feet as he scrabbled with his hands to gain purchase and when he lurched to a stop, his head and shoulders were hanging out over the forward edge and his boots off the rear.


    He lay there for a moment, staring twenty feet -- which looked like a whole lot less to him -- down the side of the pier at a small sandbar that sheltered in the lee of the stone construction.  The two medium-sized crocodiles -- both as long as he was tall now -- who had been resting there until disturbed by the noise of his arrival, bolted into the dark green water, flinging sand with their clawed feet.  The animals did not submerge completely, but rather kept their black eyes and snouts clear as they swam out with effortless, serpentine waves of their thick tails into the deeper water beyond the footing of the pier.  There, the two beasts came about to consider him with what he was sure was a hungry, calculating gaze.


    After an involuntary shudder, he climbed to his feet.


    Two piers down, eighteen to go.


    Once more, he thought about casting his twelfth spell, but he shoved the idea away.  He was not ready to give up.  He could do this.  He just needed to time his leaps correctly and produce a harder effort.


    When he lined up his next attempt, he moved to the extreme left corner of the pier and angled his line of attack towards the opposite corner of the next pier.  That would not gain him much additional running distance, but even another half of a step had to help. 


    He took several deep breaths and charged.


    He landed on his feet this time, but immediately had to drop to his knees and catch himself with his hands to keep from pitching headfirst off the right side of the pier.  Knees and hands scraped by the rough granite, he righted himself, got up, and backed up to the corner.


    This time, not as much angle. 


    Gaining confidence and finesse with each success, he made seven more jumps with only a bobble or two and reached the halfway point.  Here his heaving chest and rubbery limbs forced him to pause and as he stood there, hands on hips and heart racing, he became aware of his secondary audience.


    A large number of crocodiles floated with what he would have sworn was an expectant attitude around the pier upon which he rested and more could be seen swimming from the islands.  Apparently, the growing crowd had been pacing him as he moved from one pier to the next.


    "Looking for a giant lunch today, are you?" he asked them.  "Well, you're just going to be disappointed."


    He made the next pier and the one after that, but on the third pier, he came up short, hit the edge with enough force to knock the wind out of him, grabbed uselessly at the smooth stone as he gasped for breath, and toppled backwards into the lake.




     


     


     


     


    SIXTEEN


     


    The crocodiles were almost as surprised as he was when he landed on top of them, and his weight drove at least three below the surface and down into the soft mud.  That still left at least a dozen fighting against each other to bring their gaping jaws to bear.


    Waist deep in algae-thickened water and angry reptiles, he cast the first spell that came into his mind.


    "Sprout ye beans!"


    The actuation was so strong that pinpricks raced across his skin and spots danced in his vision.


    Gargantuan shapes sprang into being around him, throwing up fountains of water and knocking the reptiles aside. Flaring from amputated central stalks, the firm and tightly packed hemispheres of flower buds rapidly increased in size, pushing him upwards and pressing the crocodiles farther away.  From one heartbeat to the next, some of the buds blossomed into bright yellow flowers the size of wagon wheels.  Now completely clear of the water and still rising, he wound up sprawled in a reclined position on a bed of amazingly soft petals. This irrepressible vegetative force continued to carry him aloft as it formed an expanding heap.  When the magic of the spell finally subsided, he found himself resting on a giant green and yellow mound whose summit was just above the level of the piers and looking towards the rigid, shocked forms of his companions.


    While he was quite happy not to have become lunch, the evincing of the giant broccoli disproved his previous conclusions -- at least to some extent -- that the altered effect of his spells would follow their original variant categories.   Sprout ye beans! had normally evinced an effect that accelerated a natural process of growth.  The new effect summoned produce and gave it a much enhanced size.  While there might be some link between the two apparently dissimilar effects, there was nothing in his study of magic to suggest what that link might be.  Clearly, he would not be able predict the effects of his other untried spells.


    With great care, he crawled to the pier, stood up, and then took a step to bring him to the leading edge so that he could look down.  Displaced from the previous, the enraged crocodiles had swarmed into the next interstice, clawing over each other and frothing the water as they battled over the optimum feeding position.


    He grinned.  "Sprout ye beans!"


    As soon as the second floral mound had stabilized, he walked across to the next pier.  The crocodiles, having had enough of extra sized vegetables, had retreated out into the lake and continued to glare at him with unmitigated hatred.


    When he walked onto the headwall in front of the near dumbfounded group, Theddrid gestured at the line of green hills behind him.  "Broccoli?"


    "Yes, it goes great with potatoes.  I like it boiled rather than steamed, however."


    Marshlight laughed.  "Do you also have a spell that produces giant potatoes?"


    Old memories made him return her good humor with a scowl.  "Let's hope not.  All right everyone, the rest of the walk is on me."


    "Daddy, dirty nappy," Magic said. 


    After Rose had been tended to, had a bottle, and settled into Marshlight's arms for a nap, Everett mounted Theddrid on his left shoulder and Poubelle and Marshlight on his right, both of the latter grumbling so that no one would think that this arrangement suited them just fine, and sped along the causeway.


    Most often completely surrounded by sloughs and marsh, the causeway ran arrow-straight for more than a mile on a northwesterly course, made a series of hard rights and lefts as if forming a stylized lightning bolt, and then led due west to a stone-walled structure.  This edifice rested on a built-up mound at the center of a large, clearly artificial mere and there appeared to be no easy way around it.    


    "You probably should set us down, Everett," Theddrid suggested as they approached.  "Based on our experience thus far, whatever this is, it's probably going to require your spells and frankly I have no desire to be in the line of fire -- broccoli, potatoes, or otherwise."


    Everett quickly complied and resumed the lead, but stopped when he reached the threshold of an unblocked, arched gateway that pierced the ten-foot outer walls.  Through the opening, a short branching passage could be seen.


    The high walls were, of course, no hindrance to Everett.  "It's a maze."


    Poubelle perked up.  "You mean, a maze maze, with devious traps constructed of precisely balanced stones waiting to crush the unsuspecting, concealed pits filled with vipers whose poison has no known antidote, and evil, hideous beasts lying in wait to rend our entrails?"


    "You're going to have to start reading more intellectual fare if you expect to woo me," Marshlight told him.  As if only belatedly realizing the exact nature of the statement that had come from her mouth, she clamped both hands over it and went wide-eyed.  After shaking herself vigorously, she removed her hands.  "Ignore that.  I think the swamp vapors are getting to me."


    Or Destiny's magic, Everett amended to himself.  "To answer Poubelle's question, I doubt it, but I'll climb up and do a quick scout."


    He crouched and duckwalked through the gate.   Built of dry, smooth-faced interlocking stonework, the walls rose no higher than his chest and were three feet -- or a relative one foot -- thick at the top.   He flattened his hands on the surface of the upper course and raised his torso high enough to allow his boots to find purchase. Straightening, he swung his head back and forth.


    "Sorry, Poubelle.  No pits, teetering stones, or beasts.  The layout generally consists of right angles but there are a number of curved sections.  As far as I can see all of the passages are empty.  There are some dead ends, but most of the paths just double back.  Let's see.  The way to the exit at the far end is left, straight, left, leftish, right, right, right around the curve, left, right, right, all the way around, left, right, straight, straight, and right.  Everyone get that?"


    Poubelle furrowed his brow.  "Uh, that was left, straight, left, leftish, right, right, right around the curve, left, right, right, all the way around, left, right, straight, straight, and right?"


    Marshlight gave him a hard look.  "How in the world did you remember all of that?"


    The man tapped the side of his head with a finger. "Oh, I had a perfect memory when I was a kid.  I could memorize anything after I read or heard it but once and I always received excellent marks in the orphanage school.  When I was grown, it just sort of faded away, but I guess it's come back."


    Everett wondered if it were simply sobriety that had restored an exceptional skill that had been shrouded in the depths of perpetual intoxication, or whether this recovery was yet another symptom of Destiny's nefarious -- though thus far benign, at least in Poubelle's case -- magic.  Either way, aside from his questionable taste in literature, Poubelle had been transformed into the quintessential boon companion, and Everett could not deny that he had begun to take a liking to the man.


    Theddrid looked thoughtful.  "You know, Poubelle, once we finish our adventure, I think you and I should take a trip up to Dhakt.  There's a gambling establishment there that has this game involving..."


    Beyond the maze, the ground rose and the causeway became a narrow lane paved in weathered olive stone.  Within hardly five minutes, the towering walls of Huhp-hnona-tup, which glistened in the late afternoon sun almost like pearl, became visible over the intervening trees. 


    Theddrid tilted his head upward to scan the heights of the battlements.  "Doesn't look as if you'll be able to peek over those, Everett."


    "Perhaps now that we have proved our worth, so to speak, by overcoming the bridge and the maze, the inhabitants will be more neighborly," Marshlight suggested.  "I wouldn't be surprised if it turns out that all we will have to do is knock."


    "No, not going to happen," Poubelle countered.  "Trials always come in threes. There's some kind of rule."


    The young woman made a very unladylike comment.  "That's ridiculous."


    As the two broke into what Everett interpreted as flirting disguised as argument, he increased his pace.


    An idyllic glade surrounded the final sloping approach of the lane.  The moss on the stones in the trickling brook, the uniform grass, and the strategically positioned flowers all had a manicured look.   He was not surprised at all when he spied a hand-painted sign fastened to a stake driven into the ground that requested, Please stay on the path.


    "At least they have a nice lawn," Theddrid offered cheerfully.


    "That doesn't mean that they won't present us with an unpleasant welcome," Everett replied, stopping.  "All of you had better dismount."


    Rather than a splendid, grandiose entrance worthy of a city of ancient kings, the lane brought them to what appeared to be a simple wooden door of normal proportions.  Inset into the wall in an unadorned alcove a yard deep, the door itself looked new, with a still shinny coat of varnish on the joined planks.


    Marshlight stuck her tongue out at Poubelle.  "See, I told you so.  Go up and knock politely."


    "Oh, right!" Poubelle sniped.   "I'll just tell the fellow that answers the door that we've popped over to borrow a cup of sugar, if he has one handy.  And, by the way, would he happen to have Everett's wife imprisoned anywhere?  If so, would it be a bother to fetch her on out?  We'd like to run along home.  That's a good man."


    "It could just as well be a woman."


    "Or a green-painted savage who wants to simmer us over a slow fire."


    "I fail to see why you take it for granted that these people will automatically be villainous rouges.  Enlightened Master Peachtree says that people are just people."


    "And I agree with him completely!  However, most of the people that I know -- present company not included of course -- would stab a man in the knee over three drops of ale left in the bottom of a glass."


    As if to confirm that he knew this from his own personal experience, Poubelle leaned down to rub his left knee.


    Everett made a face and turned to Theddrid.  "The walls are too smooth to climb and there doesn't look to be any other way in.  I think I'll change to the wings and fly over to take a look."


    "You'll have to do that in any event, as you won't fit through the door with your current size," the tinkerer replied, "but I should point out that we haven't actually tried the door to see if it is, in fact, locked."


    Poubelle, who had hardly been limping at all of late, cavalierly pitched his crutch aside, drew his fire iron with a flourish, and advanced to the door.  "I'll check it!"


    Before Everett could stop him, Poubelle caught the latch, pulled it open, and stuck his head inside.


    "It's just a hallway.  A bit further in, there's an empty room."  Flinging open the door, he stepped inside.


    Marshlight, carrying Rose, boldly followed.  Theddrid shrugged and trailed after his niece.


    "Oh for Magic's sake.  Take ye flight!"


    He had to squat and wiggle to get his wings through the door, which ruffled his feathers both figuratively and literally.


    The hallway was only a little wider and taller than the door and but three steps long.  This led into a spacious chamber thirty feet in each dimension.  The only features of note here were the deep, rounded groves chiseled into the walls at the four corners and a large design carven into the central part of the floor.  Another short hallway and a door matching the first lay directly across the chamber.


    Theddrid, Poubelle, and Marshlight, with a wide awake Rose swinging her head around in big-eyed interest, had stopped just inside the room.  Theddrid, unlike the others, was staring up at the high ceiling.


    "That's a single, monolithic stone," the tinkerer said.  "It must weigh hundreds of tons.  I wonder if they used magic or technology to put it in place?"


    At Theddrid's words, Poubelle's eyes went wide and he threw out his arms to form a barrier.  "Don't anyone move!  This is a trap!"


    As Everett opened his mouth to second the caution, Marshlight stepped with a dismissive cast of her head around Poubelle's arm and swept towards the exit.  "Don't be absurd.  All that we have to do is go out that --"


    As she stepped blithely onto a two yard square section of the floor that had the intricate pattern, a loud thunk echoed through the chamber.


    "Run!" Everett yelled.


    Before he or any of the others had done more than surge forward, slabs slid down to cut off each hallway, striking with a great racket and sending blasts of dust flaring through the chamber.  Within seconds, the rumbling noise of stone grinding against stone sounded from above.


    "The ceiling is coming down!" Theddrid bellowed.


    "There's always a room with a whopping big stone that comes down to crush the adventurers!"  Poubelle screeched in accusation at Marshlight.


    "Give me strength!"  


    The spell cast was instinctive.  Everett threw up his hands as he grew to meet the descending stone and then locked his arms, back, and legs.  The ceiling pressed down on his palms, folding his arms at the elbows with frightening ease.


    "Get Rose to safety!"


    Marshlight clutched Rose to her chest and yelled stridently, "There's no way out!"


    "The hallway!" Theddrid barked, rushing to grab his niece's arm and haul her bodily to the other side.  When the two of them reached it, the tinkerer staggered to a halt.  "There's no room!  The gap is only three inches deep!"


    Everett's arms collapsed and he tucked his head as he took the weight on his shoulders.  As muscles burned and bones creaked, he realized that he had not slowed the steady descent of the stone at all.


    "Poubelle!  What happens in the stories?  How do the adventurers get out?"


    "uh...uh...there's always a hidden switch!!  The whopping big stone always stops with barely inches to spare!"


    "Find it!"


    Poubelle began racing about from side to side and peering at every joint and blemish. Theddrid and Marshlight immediately joined in the search. 


    But as the three cast about with increasing urgency, Everett saw that their efforts seemed doomed.  The smooth walls offered feature or protrusion in which to hide a switch. 


    The ceiling continued to trundle downwards, bowing his back, and he was forced to bend his head so that he could only stare straight down at the floor.  For the first time, he had a perpendicular view of the entire carving and recognized it for what it was.


    "Poubelle!  The carving is the maze!  The pattern is exactly the same!  Trace out the directions!  That's where the switch has to be!"


    Both Theddrid and Marshlight rushed with Poubelle to the carving, but they just stood by as he stood over it as his head twitched back and forth.


    "Where's the start, Everett?  I don't know where to begin!"


    Legs shaking from unbearable strain, Everett grated, "It's the side closest to the door!" 


    His knees gave way and the ceiling pressed him down into a crouch.  The relentless stone was now just inches above the heads of the others.  Theddrid raised his hands against it but Marshlight just covered Rose's eyes with her hand and cradled- her against her chest.


    Poubelle fell to his knees and started tracing lines with a shaking finger while he called out the directions.  "Left!  Straight! Left! Leftish!  Right!  Right!  Right!  Around the curve! Left!  Here it is!  Here it is!  It looks like a button!"


    "PUSH IT" the rest of them screamed together.
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    The first thing that Everett did when he emerged from the doorway was to take Rose in his arms and kiss her cheeks until she giggled herself silly.  Then, as his head continued to pound, he spread his newest set of wings to ease the fresh aches and jolts of pain in his back, shoulders, and neck.  Serially transforming his body with magic had definitely begun to take a toll.


    "I'm sorry everyone," Marshlight said.  "I don't understand what made me charge across the room without thinking.  I don't usually do that sort of thing."


    "I don't think that you could have prevented it," Theddrid reassured her.  "It's this spell that you've told me about.  I think in a subtle way that it's causing you to behave according to some fixed criteria."


    "She's the Damsel in Distress," Poubelle confirmed.  "She has to do something without thinking to put us all in peril.  Without that sort of mistake, we'd have much less danger in our adventure and who would want that?"


    "I, for one," Everett said straightaway.  Theddrid and Marshlight both nodded vigorously.


    "But -- wait!  I almost forgot!" Poubelle drew his tisonnier and started to stalk back and forth with deadly seriousness between the blank walls that defined the street.


    "Watch for ambushes," he warned.  "When they come, they'll be hundreds of them.  Painted green and screaming their heads off."


    Marshlight, rallying back to her contrary position, crossed her arms and tapped the toe of her shoe significantly on the cobblestones.  "Hmmph!  No ruby streets!  If you don't have ruby streets to guard, then there's nothing for green savages to protect."


    "I think we'd better err on the side of caution" Everett said, raising Rose above his head to wiggle her about and watch her laugh.  "I'm never going to doubt Poubelle's warnings again."


    "I agree," Theddrid said, not smiling.  "After nearly becoming a pancake, I think paranoia is certainly in order."


    "I'll take point," Poubelle declared as he moved forward.  Channeled by the unpierced stone to either side, the man followed the street towards an intersection that could be seen a few dozen yards away.


    Within only a few minutes, it was quite evident that Huhp-hnona-tup was a deserted city.  With all of them following a uniform flowing style, every building, every tower, and every arcade was empty and gave every indication that it had been so for a very long time.  The quarried granite and marble that gave the city its distinctive white shade from afar looked plain and denuded up close.  The place was not a ruin -- each beveled block, column lintel, and dome was in its proper place and none of the structures had suffered collapse -- but there was no wood, metal, or glass anywhere.  Except for dust and windblown wrack, the interiors were as empty as the trap chamber, without any sign of furnishings or fixtures.  A few had vestiges of plaster clinging to the walls in spots, but this crumbled at a touch.  A great number of the interior rooms gave the appearance of never having been completed, with rough quarried stone visible throughout.


    "If this was ever occupied," Theddrid said as they walked from the blank doorway of yet another hollow tower, "then when they left, they stripped every single item from the interior and scrubbed away every shoe scuff mark and every smoke stain."


    "These don't matter," Poubelle stated with firm conviction.  "It's the palace that we're looking for.  That's where the treasure will be."


    Marshlight made a rude noise and gestured around them at the dully similar rows of modest edifices   "What palace?"


    "There will be one. There always is.  We just have to find it."


    "That's where Sarah will be," Everett told them.  Magic had not spoken in some time and none of his whispered questions had elicited a response.  This purported palace seemed a reasonable place to begin his search.


    Following streets that led in the perceived direction of the center of the city, which Poubelle decreed would be the proper place to find a palace, they had been walking for half an hour when they rounded a corner and without warning came upon a man who had his back to them.  Industriously engaged in stirring a bucket that sat on a short step ladder, he did not immediately become aware of their arrival.  The wall of the building to his right had a still wet coat of mauve paint on its lower half and a damp brush lay propped on a stool immediately before it.


    Tall, thin, and barefoot, the fellow wore a floppy hat covering his shaven skull, a set of threadbare, baggy trousers held up by a length of rope, and a once white shirt that had a multitude of paint splotches all over it.  Suspiciously, a good many of these were green, in one shade or another.


    Poubelle instantly whipped out his fire iron and cried, "Stand and deliver!"


    Startled, the fellow whirled around, paint-covered stirring stick still in his hand and slinging tiny missiles of mauve, and very nearly upended the bucket.  Except for a truly hawkish nose, he had a common, unprepossessing face.


    "Good afternoon," Marshlight announced, interposing herself between the stranger and her swain, clearly to prevent Poubelle from taking a swing at the man. 


    "How are you today?  I'm Marshlight Gardendale Simpson.  These are Monsieurs Poubelle and de Schael, and my uncle Theddrid Laurent.  Our junior companion is mademoiselle Rose.  We've come to visit your wonderful city."


    After blinking rapidly for a moment, the painter shrugged.  "Happy to meet you.  I'm Brother Filbert of the Practical Brethren of the Mhysterburg Monastery.  You came through the front?" He gestured with a paint smudged hand back along the way that they had come.


    "Why yes, as a matter of fact we did."


    "How in the world did you get passed the -- it takes six hours to reset the -- that is, you didn't have any...er...trouble, did you?"


    "None at all," Everett replied in a bland tone.  It could not hurt to try to get in a bluff.


    "We didn't even break a sweat," Poubelle chimed in.  "The intrepid band of adventurers led by the great wizard Everett de Schael is nothing to be trifled with."


    For a second, Filbert seemed to be having trouble deciphering Poubelle's meaning, and finally settled for, "That's good then.  I'll go around and check on the...uh...I'll go around and check on the front entrance later."


    As he had spoken, Filbert had first thrown Everett a casual glance and then let his eyes be drawn to Poubelle.  Now he swung his head back to Marshlight, jumped slightly, and then snapped his eyes back to Everett.


    "Sorry, not intending to be nosy, but are those real?"


    Wordlessly, Everett tightened his hold upon Rose, spread his wings, flapped to take off, hovered for a few seconds, and then touched back down.


    "That's amazing!  I didn't even know that there were spells that would do such a thing! Hey, would you possibly be interested in some seasonal work?  You would make a great addition --"


    "Sorry, my schedule's all booked up.  I've come here looking for my wife, Sarah.   Is there any chance that you might know where she is?"


    "Sarah?  Oh!  Tall woman, bossy, really nice...uhm...figure?"


    "That's her. Where is she?"


     "Her Royal Highness, the Warrior Queen of Huhp-hnona-tup, an Untamed Temptress whose Unsurpassed Ravaging Beauty drives men insane and The Last Surviving Scion of the Ancient Phagaellean Kings resides in the Mysterious Palace of her Hallowed Forbearers, of course." 


    Oblivious to Everett's confounded look, Filbert picked up a rag and wiped his hands.  "Come along," he said to all of them.  "I'll show you the way."


    While Everett had not actually given it much thought, Filbert's naming Sarah as Warrior Queen could only mean that she was indeed likewise subjugated to the pernicious influence of Destiny's spell.  Destiny and the predetermined paths written -- at least according to Magic -- in her book had compelled Percival, Marshlight, and (very likely) Poubelle to disrupt their normal lives and engage in pursuits foreign to their natural inclinations, although in an imperfect and inconsistent way.  Percival had changed from schoolboy to burgeoning curmudgeon and had started spending his days by a bridge.  Marshlight had changed from bookworm to damsel in distress and had scampered off after Poubelle at the drop of a hat.  Poubelle himself had suffered the greatest manipulation, possibly because of his inclusion in Marshlight's supposed destiny, changing from a plebian drunkard into what Everett could only describe as a hero-in-training.


    Try as he might, Everett could think of no reason why Destiny's magic would not also have had a similar life altering effect on Sarah and he began to dread what he might find when he finally saw her again. 


    After a moment, he became aware of the eyes of the others upon him and realized that all of them, including to his surprise Marshlight, were looking to him for a decision on Filbert's offer.  After a few seconds of thought, he nodded.  The palace was where they had been heading and having a guide would save time.  Even in the unlikely event that Filbert was planning to lead them into an ambush or other compromised situation, at least they would be closer to Sarah.


    Marshlight, no doubt determined to demonstrate their friendliness, reiterated his agreement with, "That would be most kind of you." 


    When Filbert smiled and turned about to attend to his paint, she stuck out her tongue at Poubelle again.  See, I told you!


    After the monk put a lid on his bucket and submerged his brush in another bucket that gave off the smell of mineral spirits, he gestured up the street and started off at a brisk pace.


    Theddrid tilted his head at Filbert's back, raised his eyebrows to Everett, and mouthed, Question him?


     Everett readily nodded and the tinker sped up to come even with the monk.  "Are you the only one from your monastery here, Brother Filbert?"


    "Oh, no, everyone is in the city.  We've taken up residence at the Palace's former guard barracks.  It's very spacious and has its own garden -- or will when we finish replanting it."


    "I believe that I've read about the Mhysterburg Monastery.  I'd thought that it was more to the south."


    "Well, our campus is actually three valleys over to the north," Filbert replied in a genial tone.  "We've had to take more or less temporary lodgings here due to some difficulties with our plumbing.  To be frank, the old buildings on the slopes of the Mhysterburg have lousy drains.  Our cesspool has a distressing tendency to back up all over the place.  We've worked on it ourselves, but haven't been able to solve the problem and haven't been able to get a magicker with plumbing spells to come up to have a look at it without paying a substantial -- nonrefundable, mind you -- deposit.  Our budget being what it is, we've had to make do for some time.  It was quite a boon, let me tell you, when Brother Hickory discovered the tunnel that led to the rear of the city.  She was hunting for mushrooms, you see, and --"


    "Excuse me, Brother Filbert," Marshlight interrupted.  "But did you misspeak?  You used the feminine pronoun."


    "Feminine what?  Oh, you mean Brother Hickory.  Nice young woman from Alarsaria.  She joined our fraternity about a year ago.  Makes excellent left shoes."


    Poubelle shot the monk an odd look.  "Doesn't that violate the rules?  Monasteries being for men and all?"


    "Oh, well, I can see where you might think that, but we haven't worried about such theoretical details for a number of years now.  You might be surprised, but it's often quite difficult to convince people to come up to the side of a cold, windy, desolate mountain to meditate on the benefits of Practicality.  If someone expresses an interest, we don't quibble about what they keep under their cassock, we just sign them up.  Truth to be told, our co-educational stance has had the positive side effect of attracting more male applicants and we've been more than meeting our recruitment goals. We even have a waiting list for next year."


    "You've had to modify the communal bathing practices that I read about, I suppose," Theddrid suggested with a straight face.


    "Oh, no, not at all.  But we have had to make some adjustments with all the kids running around.  Special meditations only take place after bedtime."


    Before the conversation could continue further down that rabbit hole, Everett asked, "So there was no one here when you came?  You just moved right in?"


    "Oh, we're not squatters or vagrants or any of that sort of thing.  We have the official sanction of the Warrior Queen, effective retroactively of course, and we're paying -- in a manner of speaking -- for our lodging by using our practical skills to renovate some of the rundown buildings.  That's what I was doing back there.  That's going to be the main gift shop."


    "Did you say 'gift shop'?" Marshlight demanded.


    "Oh, yes, with handmade crafts and everything.  The Warrior Queen has said that the tourists will expect it."


    Wincing in anticipation, Marshlight wondered, "Tourists?"


    "Indeed.  The Warrior Queen has great plans for Huhp-hnona-tup.  As soon as we finish the renovations, we're going to start scheduling tours.  See the Fabulous Fabled Lost City of the Clouds! Enjoy Four Days and Three Nights in Luxury Accommodations once occupied by Kings! And such like.  We still have six months or so before we're open, but you can leave a deposit, if you're interested.  I might be able to wrangle you a discount."


    The Palace of the Kings was on the Grand Plaza, at least according to the informative signs that the monks had helpfully posted on the sides of buildings at sixty foot intervals. Filbert led them onto a boulevard that was comfortably wide, if not grand, and this went directly north.  From time to time, they passed a good number other monks, most in small groups.  About an equal number of men and women, these proselytes of Practicality were all dressed in working clothes and engaged in tasks related to sprucing up the ancient city's mediocre facade, at least where the potential tourists might be given to look.  All of the carpenters, glazers, plasterers, and painters waved at Filbert and his charges, but none looked perturbed at the appearance of the unexpected visitors, though much comment was made on Everett's wings.


    No more a few minutes passed until the Grand Plaza opened up before them.  Contrary to Everett's expectations, the space, mostly occupied by the palace at its center, was only approximately one hundred yards in diameter and none of the buildings surrounding it veered from the established pattern in any significant way.  The palace itself was a rather modest-sized building of no more than three storeys whose splendor was difficult to determine as it was currently shrouded by an impenetrable conglomeration of multi-storey, tarp-draped scaffolding.


     "We haven't finished the exterior paint as yet," Brother Filbert explained, "but you can get a general gist of what it will look like from the garderobe shed over there to the left.  Don't you think the yellow contrasts well with the purple?  We've discussed adding a couple of faux towers and a few flying buttresses for the sake of ambiance, but the Warrior Queen hasn't signed off on the idea yet."


    Made anxious by Sarah's professed proximity, Everett demanded, "Sarah is inside?"


    "Yes, she's in the Majestic Throne Room at this time of day."


    "Take me there."


    Filbert threw up his hands in shock. "You just can't rush right into the throne room! That would be a grave violation of Official Protocol and the Warrior Queen has been known to unleash her wrath on violators!  Why just last week she whacked Brother Anacardium with a broom.  You'll have to make an appointment with the Grand Vizier first."


    Everett ground his teeth.  "Alright, where's the Grand Vizier?"


    "Like all of our monastic offices, it's a rotating position among the senior monks.  I'm Grand Vizier on the third Thursday of every month, but I'm not sure who's doing it today."


    Filbert turned and called across the plaza to a middle-aged man playing catch with a boy of about six or seven.  "Brother Pecan!  Who's Grand Vizier today?"


    "Brother Peanut, if I'm not mistaken!"


    "Thank you!"


    Filbert turned back to the group.  "Before you ask -- I know, technically the peanut is a legume, but we try not to judge."


    "So you've all changed your names to nuts, is that it?" Poubelle demanded, trying not to smirk openly, but having little success.


    "When we join the order," Filbert replied candidly, showing no sign that he was offended by Poubelle's mirth, "we give up our worldly names for the serene practicality of a simple designation."


    "There are only a few dozen nut species," Theddrid pointed out.  "And there are by my count at least two hundred and forty-three of you, including the children."


    "Well, on paper, I'm actually Filbert Number Six Hundred and Thirty-Seven, but we only use our full names during group meditations."


    Everett's irritation with the inanity of the situation had reached its maximum.  His wings snapped out and he launched himself into the air.


    "Wait!" Brother Filbert cried, running after.  "We have to do the Ritual of the Elbow Washing before you enter the Antechamber!"


    Everett ignored the plea and abandoned the rest of the group to fend for themselves.  He looked down into Rose's animated face and said, "We're going to see Mommy!"


    "Mommy! Mommy! ...about time..." Magic said.


    The main entranceway was large enough to accommodate the full spread of his wings and he sailed right through to land on the ruby-glazed octagon tiles of the foyer.  Without delay, he marched towards a set of new double doors that stood in front of him.


    "You'll have to be announced!" the running Filbert, still a good twenty paces back, called urgently.


    Again Everett ignored the monk, thrusting out his arms to strike the doors and drive them open.


    Inside, lit by daylight reflected through hidden apertures, the Majestic Throne Room, in violation of expectations, lived up to its name.  Glistening, blue-veined marble columns ran the fifty foot length, supporting linked arches that formed arcades to either side.  Accented by ivory-inlaid moldings, the walls of the side alcoves were covered in smooth plaster and painted in a rich, cerulean hue.  An incredibly life-like and detailed mosaic covered the floor, depicting a series of tableaux in which muscular, square-jawed warriors contended against villainous looking opponents while surrounded by athletic, well-endowed women.  Perhaps predictably, each female figure's complete clothing allowance did not exceed four square inches of cloth, although there appeared to be no limitation on the quantity of sequins and bangles.


    Ensconced in a half-circular alcove, the throne, naturally, sat perched upon a raised dais at the far end.  The glossy, white wall of the alcove served to focus and concentrate light so that the throne and its occupant appeared to posses a golden glow.  Sarah, draped languidly on the high-backed, gold-leaf and jewel bedecked chair, which conveniently had a seat wide enough for at least two more people, had a book in one hand and a half-eaten apple in the other.


    Rather than her normal comfortable clothing and sensible shoes, she was dressed in an outlandish costume that Poubelle no doubt would have accepted as obligatory for a Warrior Queen.   Her abbreviated chainmail bodice left little to the imagination and could not possibly have offered the slightest protection from the blow of a sword.  Her exquisite midriff was bare, and so were most of her long, shapely legs, with a modicum of modesty being maintained by a long, draping, silk loincloth that was held up low on her hips by a tiny gold chain.


    When Sarah saw him burst in, she jumped immediately to her feet.  "Everett! Where have you been?  It's been almost a week! Where's Rose?"


    "Mommy!" Magic squealed.




     


     


     


     


     


    EIGHTEEN


     


    "WHAT DO YOU MEAN -- I HAVE TO EARN THE RIGHT TO WOO YOU?"


    Sarah pinned him with a disapproving glare.  "Calm down, Everett.  There's no need to shout."


    Standing in front of her throne, he took a breath, held it for a count of ten, and then let it out slowly.  "We're already married." 


    He pointed at Rose, who was currently snuggled happily in her mother's lap.  "We've procreated and everything.  And I've already served my time at wooing."


    Sarah's eyes tightened.  "So you're saying that being with me is like being sent to prison?"


    Still fuming, Everett snapped his mouth shut before he said anything else to get himself in trouble.


    Brother Peanut waved her hands in a placating fashion.  "Monsieur de Schael, it's not that big of a deal, really.  Just thirteen Heroic Labors."


    "Thirteen!"


    "There are an additional six auxiliary labors, but they're entirely optional, I assure you."


    Brother Peanut, today's designated Grand Vizier, was a middle-aged woman with a vigorous, rosy attitude, graying hair, and plump cheeks.  Apologizing profusely for her tardiness, she had rushed in from a side door with a napkin tucked into the collar of her cassock and a half-eaten sandwich in her right hand.


    "Stop wasting time, Everett," Sarah said a little snappishly.  "I'm stuck here as the last Warrior Queen of Huhp-hnona-tup by that Petunia LaSalle woman's spell.  Don't you understand?  I can't leave.  I've tried at least fifty times.  I get as far as the outer wall and I completely lose my bearings and wander back to the palace in a stupor."


    "I can fly you out."  His wings preened.


    "Won't work.  The second day, I asked some of the monks to carry me out through the back tunnel.  As soon as we reached the entrance, they all forgot what they were doing and wandered off.  LaSalle's spell has to be a Suprapotent with a suite of components like nothing that I've ever heard of.  No matter what sort of scheme you come up with, the spell will counter it.  The only way that I'm going to be able to leave this city is by fulfilling the conditions of my so-called destiny."


    Walking softly, Brother Filbert, Theddrid, Poubelle, and Marshlight came up behind Everett.  As would anyone who happens upon a family argument, all of them were looking about in various directions as they pretended to admire the architecture.


    He pressed his lips into a thin line.  "Fine.  What do I have to do?"


    "You'll have to ask the Grand Vizier.  The idiotic spell has put all the information in my head and I've explained it all to the monks, but I can't tell you.  It won't allow me to explain the Labors to potential suitors.  That would be a violation of protocol."


    "What do you mean, suitors? Is someone else attempting to woo you?"


    "Don't be silly.  Who else would be foolish enough to brave the Three Perilous Challenges of the Ancient Kings just to have the right to speak to Brother Peanut?"


    Poubelle whispered triumphantly to Marshlight, "Did you hear? Three!"


    Everett spun to Brother Peanut, who had plucked her napkin from her collar and was attempting to covertly signal Brother Filbert to take her sandwich. 


    When his eyes fell upon her, she froze, nervously swung the hand with the sandwich behind her back, and said, "Ah, uh...sorry, this is my first time." 


    "I understand.  Let's just get on with it."


    She took a deep breath and pronounced, "O courageous suitor for the hand of the Warrior Queen, thee have completed the Challenges of the Ancient Kings and are deemed worthy of craving a boon."


    She stopped and looked at Everett expectantly.


    He sighed.  "I want to woo my wife."


    Brother Peanut's brow wrinkled.  "You're supposed to say, 'O Grand Vizier, I beseech thee to reveal what I must do to be permitted to express my boundless love for the beauteous creature who occupies yon throne.'"


    "That's what I meant."


    "Oh, right!  Uh...O courageous suitor for the hand of the Warrior Queen, only when thee have accomplished the full thirteen Heroic Labors may thee speak the words that leap in your -- sorry, thy -- heart."


    After waiting a moment, Everett asked, "Is that it?"


    The woman nodded.  "That's all of the first part of the speech.  We have to go back to the doors to do the second part."


    Sarah got up.  "Everett, while you fiddle with all this, I'm going back to my bedroom to feed Rose.  She looks like she's lost weight."


    She stepped close to give him a quick kiss and then went out through a door behind the throne.


    Smack!


    "Ow!" Poubelle complained.  "What was that for?"


    "So that you'll remember that you shouldn't ogle the Warrior Queen's barely covered, swaying backside," Marshlight scolded.


    Suddenly energized, Everett told Brother Peanut, "Let's go.  I'm ready to get this over with."


    The woman smiled, walked down the steps of the dais, and waved everyone to follow her.  As she passed Brother Filbert, she not so unobtrusively shoved her sandwich into his hands.  He glanced at the sandwich, looked around as if searching for a waste receptacle, shrugged, and made it disappear in three quick bites.


    "I'll be glad to help you with this," Theddrid told Everett as they walked.  "I hate to say it, but balloon crash, crocodiles, and crushing stones notwithstanding, this is the most fun that I've had in years."


    "Us too!" Marshlight added immediately.


    "Since when do you speak for me?" Poubelle challenged.


    "Don't bother fighting it, Poubelle," Everett advised.  "It's all over but the invitations.  I appreciate the offers, but I won't know if I'm going to need the help of, in Poubelle's words, an intrepid band of adventurers until I find out what I have to do."


    Brother Peanut reached the still open doors, turned, and waited until everyone had gathered in a semi-circle before her.


    "O courageous suitor for the hand of the Warrior Queen, as thee have consented -- you have consented, haven't you?"


    Everett nodded.


    "O courageous suitor for the hand of the Warrior Queen, as thee have consented to eagerly risk thy blood I charge thee to look to the deeds of the Ancient Kings limned here before thee and perform them so that it may be evident to all the world that thee are a fit consort for Her Royal Highness."


    Everett swung his head back and forth. "Limned where?"


    She pointed at the floor under his feet.  "It's the mosaics."


    He looked down.  The border of each tableau did indeed have a ring of script included in its flowing design.  "What does it say?"


    "You're supposed to read it for yourself while striking a heroic pose."


    "Theddrid."


    "Right, I'm on it."  The tinkerer worked his way around the border, rotating as he went to stay at a ninety degree angle to the letters.  "Let's see...this says...uh...You see before you the glorious day that King Kyorm did outwit a sage on the road to Pylo-ki-nept."


    "So I have to outwit a sage?"


    Brother Peanut nodded her head.


    "Where's Pylo-whatever?"


    "The location isn't relevant."


    "Alright, anyone know where I can find a sage?"


    "Wait a minute, Everett," Poubelle said.  "I think you've already done this."


    "How's that?"


    "Remember Percival?  The Curmudgeon at the Crossing?"  Poubelle quickly explained to the others what had transpired.


    "How long ago was this?" Brother Peanut questioned.  "I think for them to actually count, these would have to be relatively new labors.  We have to stay within the spirit of the rules, after all."


    "That's right," Brother Filbert agreed.  "I wouldn't be comfortable with anything more than a week old."


    "It was just six days ago," Poubelle affirmed.


    "Works for me," Brother Peanut said.  "What do you think, Brother Filbert?"


    "Sure, why not."


    Everett held up his hand.  "So that's how this works?  I don't actually have to do a specific task, just one that's similar to what's depicted in the mosaic?"


    "We haven't been given any of what you would call actual guidelines as to what constitutes the Heroic Labors," Brother Peanut explained, "but the Warrior Queen did say that the Grand Vizier is the final arbiter.  The way that I see it, as long as it's something reasonably close and reasonably heroic, it should do just fine."


    "This won't be so bad then." He grinned.  "What's next?"


    Both monks pointed to the subsequent tableau, which showcased a hero standing atop the corpse of an outsize, horned being.


    Theddrid made his way around it.  "You see before you the glorious day that King Morgan did vanquish a giant in the fields before Sihl-nosh-plu."


    "I did this one at Old Caravan Camp five days ago," Everett claimed enthusiastically.   "When my spell expired and I returned to normal size, we were camping in the field by the gate.  In effect, I vanquished the giant in the field."


    "Well, I'd have to interpret the definition of vanquish very broadly," Brother Peanut hedged, "but I don't see why we can't accept that.  That's two."


    In short order, Everett traipsed through liberate a worthy maid (Marshlight from her tree), contend with a fiend before the gate (Constable Brooks at Old Caravan Camp), aide a scholar in a battle against the demon winds (Theddrid and his balloon), and overcome a multitude (the crowd at L'Oiseau.)  The two monks did not once attempt to quibble, even with the arguably questionable last claim.  Then, just as Everett had begun to think that he would finish all the so-called Heroic Labors before supper, Theddrid read the next.


    "You see before you the glorious day that King Sedgwick did resurrect a contrary heart from oblivion."


    The tableau showed said King Sedgwick single-handedly dragging a ship by its anchor chain from a raging sea.  The point of view of the illustration emphasized Sedgwick and reduced the ship in sharp perspective.


    Everett shook his head in confusion.  "Are you sure that you translated that correctly?"


    The tinkerer pondered the caption again.  "Well, it could be damaged instead of contrary, but I'm certain of the rest of it."


    "That doesn't make sense," Poubelle complained as the four of them stood staring down at the image while the monks waited to one side.  "What does pulling a ship from the water have to do with resurrecting a contrary heart?"


    "Perhaps contrary heart is the name of the ship?" Theddrid suggested.


    Poubelle, nearest the vessel, leaned down and peered close.  "No name on the bow."


    "There's two extra people," Everett said abruptly.


    "I take it that you mean someone other than the standard decorative bevy of odalisques?" Marshlight asked.


    "Yes.  See by the stern of the ship, that sprawled sailor?  He's tiny."


    "I see him now," Poubelle confirmed.  "He has his arm raised towards the king."


    "Not towards the king, towards the woman fainting in the lower right hand corner."


    Marshlight, who happened to be standing at that very spot, looked down at her feet.  "How can you tell that this one isn't just another odalisque?  She's just as practically naked as the others."


    "Not quite.  She has a crown in her hair."


    "So, the king is actually reuniting the sailor and the princess?  Right, I get it.  They're in love, blah, blah, blah, separated by some too convenient literary device, blah, blah, blah, king brings them together, blah, blah, blah, contrary heart resurrected.  So to complete this Labor, you just have to find two people and play matchmaker."


    "I already have.  I don't honestly think that I'm to blame, but I'm going to claim it anyway."


    Marshlight raised her eyebrows.  "Really?  Who?"


    "You and Poubelle."


    "You can't be serious.  Poubelle and I are not even remotely compatible."


    "There was the incident at the campfire," Theddrid reminded her.


    "Damsel in distress, gallant swain, it's almost a foregone conclusion," Everett said.


    The young woman threw up her hands.  "Oh, all right!  If that's what you want, we're a couple."


    Everett turned to Poubelle.  "How about it?"


    The man looked hesitant, then straightened resolutely.  "If it'll help, I'm game."


    "Hmmm, I think that we're going to need some proof on this one," Brother Peanut ruled.  "I haven't even seen the two of them hold hands."


    With a deep sigh, Marshlight stamped over to Poubelle, grabbed his hand, and waggled it at the monks.  Then, apparently for good measure, she reached up, pinched his ear to pull his head down, and planted a quick smooch directly on the startled man's lips.


    With Poubelle looking dazed, she asked the older woman, "Satisfied now?"


    "Yes, that'll do nicely.  That's seven Heroic Labors complete!"


    When they moved on, it was no surprise to Everett when Marshlight did not release Poubelle's hand.


    The remainder of the labors, however, were not so easily accomplished.


    The next read, "You see before you the glorious day that King Archibald did restore a fallen kingdom."


    "Can we interpret this to be metaphorical?" Poubelle asked.


    Brother Peanut shook her head.  "Not much wiggle room in this one, I'm afraid."


    Everett mused for a moment and then said, "I think I know how to take care of this one.  Let's move on to see what the rest are."


    The remainder of the tableaux leading up to the dais were defeat a foul beast, avert the day of doom, return a stolen treasure, bring peace to a savage land, and set free a frail captive,


    Restrained by the seven day time limit, Everett could not offer up his experiences with Technology and the Big War to satisfy any of these, though if he could have those incidents would very likely have taken care of the bulk of the requirements.  More distressingly, however, he could not figure out how to characterize any of his other recent experiences, even with creative semantics, in such a way as to complete even a single one of these final labors.


    "Where are the pictures of the six auxiliary labors?"


    The female monk pointed at the dais. "There are no mosaics for those, they're just written on the faces of the steps."


    Editing out the considerable extraneous detail, Theddrid read them off:  compose a sonnet to the beauty of the Warrior Queen, present a perfect flower to the Warrior Queen, sing a ballad of undying love to the Warrior Queen, confess the desires of a enraptured heart to the Warrior Queen, express eternal devotion to the Warrior Queen, swoon at the sound of a sigh from the lips of the Warrior Queen..


    "I choose those," Everett enthused.


    Brother Peanut smiled sadly.  "I'm sorry, but I think you've misunderstood.  You can't substitute.  You have to do the full thirteen Heroic Labors first.  The ones on the steps are for after the actual wooing has commenced and are, as I said, entirely optional should you want to get right to the, so to speak, reward phase."


    "Incidentally," Brother Filbert added after a moment, "I think Brother Peanut forgot to mention the time limit."


    Everett made a face.  "What time limit?"


    "Oh! Yes, sorry for the lapse, Brother Filbert is right.  I was supposed to repeat the final part when we reached the dais.  It goes: O courageous suitor for the hand of the Warrior Queen, know thee that thee must complete these labors within naught but a fortnight.  Should thee fail to perform each and every one within this span, then the horrible Bane of the Ancient Kings will fall upon thee as just punishment for thy audacity and knavishness."


    Poubelle just had to ask, "What exactly is this bane?"


    "Thee shall suffer pestilence, fire, and blood!  Thy innards will fain rot within! Thy flesh will become leprous! Thy wounds will swarm with maggots!  Thy --"


    "That's enough," Everett interrupted with a grimace.   "I get it." 




     


     


     


     


    NINETEEN


     


    "Any chance that we could get the balloon repaired?" Everett asked, though he already knew the answer.


    The four of them were sitting at a table on the sunny side of the plaza, just in front of the building that served as the monastic order's communal kitchen.  Brother Filbert had confided that the monks intended to convert it into a public cafe when the tourist business was up and running and had ushered them to their table in his best maître-d manner.  As guests of the Warrior Queen, the monk had further informed them, they were entitled to room and board on the house.  Supper had been spiced beans and rice with cornbread and had been palatable if unspectacular.  During the meal, shifts of chatty monks, including a significant number of family groups that included a large number of children and youths, had rotated through the tables around theirs, serving themselves and bussing and washing their own dishes at basins set up to one side.  Now, with the sun dropping below the western peaks, most of the monks had dispersed to whatever evening activities might beckon them.


    Theddrid shook his head.  "With the monks' help, we might be able to assemble a new envelope and repair the bateau in a few days, but I couldn't generate helenonium without the mineral from New Zindersberg."


    "You could fly out on your own," Marshlight suggested. "We could hike out though the back door tunnel and eventually try to meet up with you."


    "No, that wouldn't work.   To do the restore a fallen kingdom Labor, I need Poubelle.   He's the one with the birthmark."


    Poubelle frowned.  "I'm not sure I like the idea of being a king."


    "It wasn't my doing.  Like everything else, it's Destiny's fault.  But putting you on a throne will complete one of the Labors.  Since I don't have any idea about the others, that's were I intend to start.  Where is it, by the way?"


    "Just above my buttock."


    "No, I meant your kingdom.  What was it called?"


    "The Dominion of Dree."


    "Is it out by Laest Sho?"


    "Not that I know of."


    "Meaning that you don't know where it is?"


    "I've never heard of the place until the words came out of my mouth."


    Everett looked at the others.


    "I don't think that it's an existing demesne," Theddrid said.  "I'm quite well read in geography and I've never come across the name."


    "I can't say that I know anything about it either," Marshlight admitted.


    He thought for a moment.  "We'll strike out west towards Alarsaria first thing in the morning.  I'll use my eighth spell to leapfrog us across the hills until we get to the plains.  If we can hold to a straight course, we should be able to make good speed.  It won't be as fast as the bateau, since we'll only be able to travel in daylight, or as convenient, but it's the best that I can come up with.  When we reach the kingdom, we should be able to find someone that knows where it is, a historian, a geographer, or the like.  We might be able to look it up in a library."


    Brother Filbert, wearing an apron and a proprietor's smile, came out of the building and walked briskly to their table.  "Would you like anything else?"


    Full and tired, Everett shook his head.  "I'm ready to turn in.  Are any of your accommodations ready to use?"


    "Oh, yes!  We've prepared rooms in the palace that I hope will be acceptable.  Let me finish up inside and I'll be right out to show you the way."


    As they followed Filbert across the plaza, Poubelle slipped up alongside the monk and mentioned somewhat cagily, "So you keep the treasure in the palace too, I expect?"


    "Treasure?  No, sorry, we haven't gotten one of those yet.  We've talked about it, of course, but we're going to have to wait until the business is solidly in the black.  Brother Chestnut has a cousin who's in the costume jewelry business and he thinks that he can get us a job lot price on cut glass and gold plate by the pound."


    When Poubelle's face fell at this news, Marshlight laughed uproariously, drawing a curious look from the monk.


    With a standard conception of monastic life in mind, Everett was surprised to discover that the rooms that the monk brought them to would be what he would term a suite.  Connected by a common sitting room, the three large bedrooms were furnished in a rustic style, but the beds, chairs, and tables were well made and the linens were neat and clean.


    "We'll have battery lighting in future," Brother Filbert explained as they reentered the sitting room after looking around, "but for now we only have the oil lamps."


    "No problem at all," Theddrid assured him.  "I use oil lamps at home. The light from the electric lamps is a bit too sharp for me."


    "Brother Filbert, I think that there has been a misunderstanding," Marshlight said with a slight edge to her voice.  "There are only three bedrooms.  While Poubelle and I are together, we are not sharing sleeping arrangements until after the nuptials."


    Everett almost laughed at the hang dog look that sprang to Poubelle's face.


    "Of course, mademoiselle.  We did not make any assumptions.  The three rooms here are for yourself, Monsieur Poubelle, and Monsieur Laurent."


    "Where am I supposed to sleep?" Everett asked.


    The monk looked uncertain.  "The Warrior Queen informed the Grand Vizier that you would be sharing her chambers.  Was this not correct?"


    Everett paused and replayed what the monk had said in his head to make sure that it meant what he thought that it meant.  Then he raised his hand to his mouth to cover a feigned yawn. 


    "I'm bushed!  I think I'll call it a day.  Goodnight all!  Brother Filbert, if you'll show me the way?"


    When the monk unobtrusively escorted him through the door of the Royal Chambers and closed it behind him as he exited, Everett found Sarah sitting up on a huge divan under the light of a single lamp.  Reading, she was almost done with the same book that she had been perusing earlier.  Rose was in a crib to her right, sound asleep.


    Dressed in a skimpy, gossamer nightgown that reminded him very much of one of the reasons why he enjoyed being married, she put aside her book as soon as the door closed and gave him a sultry smile that could have but one meaning.


    "Is this allowed?" he asked as he hopped towards the bed, hurriedly dragging off one boot.  "Pre-wooing wise?"


    "Of course it is.  Destiny's spell hasn't altered the way that I think or feel, just restricted me to the city.  I've missed Rose and you terribly.  Besides, I think you deserve a little something for braving the crocodiles and I also want to provide you with some additional encouragement to complete the Labors as expeditiously as possible.  I don't want to stay here one second longer than I have to."


    She rose to her knees and began helping him with the buttons of his shirt.  "Oh by the way, the wings are enchanting."


    In just a little while, Everett felt very encouraged.


    In the morning, Rose, fussing to announce that she was hungry, woke him to the soft light of dawn coming through a bay window that he had not happened to notice the night before.


    Wrapped in his arms and snuggled deep beneath the covers, Sarah nudged him. "Get the baby, dear."


    He rolled away from her warmth and slid out from under the heavy quilts and comforter.  Instantly feeling the bite of the chill air on his skin, he twitched his shoulders to furl his wings around him, but the spell had expired during the night.  Disappointed and shivering, he danced around the foot of the bed, gathered up Rose, and raced back to dive under to his own still warm spot.


    Rolling over to face him, Sarah settled onto her side in a comfortable nursing position, took Rose, and cradled her against her breast. As soon as Rose had latched on, she gave Everett a hard look.


    "What has she been eating since I was abducted?"


    He quickly explained about Rose's spell and the bottles.


    "Cows' milk?  Hmmph."


    Knowing that Sarah's body was accustomed to feeding Rose six to seven times a day, he asked, "Was it difficult to manage without her?"


    "No.  I've been helping wet nurse all the babies here."


    "Never thought that I would hear someone say that about a monastery."


    "They do meditate on practicality."


    "That's true."


    "Everett, you don't have much time," Magic said.


    Sarah saw his look.  "What's wrong?"


    "It's Magic.  She's been quiet for a while and I thought that she might be gone, but she's speaking again."


     "So what is she saying?"


    "Seriously, she is."


    "I believe you, dear.  This business with Destiny has convinced me, but I shouldn't have doubted you before.  When something goes wonky with our lives, Magic is bound to be involved."


     "Being with Mommy! -- Sarah -- has pacified some of this corporeal biologic's deprivation reactions and reestablished my equilibrium somewhat," Magic explained, "but it won't last long.  Why are you still here and not hunting down Destiny?"


    Everett repeated Magic aloud.


    "Why does she want you to find that woman?" Sarah questioned.


    In concise sentences, he filled her in on all that had occurred.


    Sarah frowned.  "Are you going to kill her?"


    "Not if I can help it."


    "You have to, Everett," Magic insisted.  "There is no other way to put a stop to all this."


    Everett chose not to respond to that.  "Is there any way that you can make Sarah hear you?"


    "Just a second.  Done."


    Sarah nodded.  "I heard her say 'Done.'"


    Rather than waste time by rebuking Magic for not doing this sooner, he asked, "In the beginning, you said that Destiny will come to me."


    "She will, but I don't have enough time to wait.  In a week or two I will be completely subsumed in this corporeal biologic and won't be able to again assert my fully non-corporeal realm aware consciousness until she is nine or ten."


    "I never did believe that this was just an altruistic quest to stop Mademoiselle LaSalle from inflicting her twisted version of destiny on unsuspecting innocents, but how is her death going to stop you from fading away?"


    Magic took a long pause, then said, "I have not been exactly truthful with you."


    "No shock there."


    "When Destiny's corporeal biologic dies, her spell will revert to you.  Once it does, you will be able to cast it on me.  Without going into details that you cannot possibly comprehend, the magic will accelerate the maturation of this corporeal biologic's brain, in effect making her a prodigy.  This will allow me to maintain my clarity of thought and --"


    "So it is my spell!"


    "Yes."


    "How did she get it?"


    "I gave it to her.  I had no choice.  It would be impossible to explain the circumstances to you, as they pertain entirely to the non-corporeal realm, but they were entirely beyond my control."


    Everett failed to believe this, but an attempt to confront her without proof of her culpability would be another exercise in futility.


     "Why didn't Everett have a seizure when you took the spell away?" Sarah asked.


    "Because he still has it, though he cannot enunciate it.  I would have had to strip all of the spells above it from him and taking so many at once would have resulted in his death.  In order for Destiny to be able to enunciate the spell, I had to warp all of Everett's spell linkages through a purple nematode dimension with cauliflower garble, garble, garble."


    "That last part didn't make sense and you said garble, garble, garble again," Everett informed her.


    "Did I?  Let me try another wavelength.  With rosemary highlights and translate the cottage cheese oatmeal segment into butter toffee parfait.  Did you understand that time?"


    "No.  Regardless, you changed all my spells and that's why they evince strangely.  That crap about feedback was just another lie."


    "If I had told you the truth, you would have wasted valuable time in recriminations.  Besides, you are here with Sarah, are you not?  My methods, though perhaps distasteful to you, are effective."


    "At least I would have been able to use them from the beginning.  I could have used the wings to fly Rose and I directly here in just a day or so."


    "If you had tried that, it would have resulted in unnecessary delays in your interactions with the drunkard, the woman with the fixation on philosophy, and the tinkerer."


    "They wouldn't have been dragged into all of this at all.  I would have left Poubelle at the orchard and Marshlight and Theddrid would still be in L'Oiseau."


    "Incorrect.  All that has happened, at least in general terms, is written in Destiny's book -- in her Grand Scheme.  While you are indeed an accomplice to their destined paths, the primary sequence of events that brought you here is that inscribed in the Scheme for Everett de Schael.  You have not been following their destinies.  You have been following your own. "


    Sarah took a moment to swap Rose to her other breast.  "So when she cast her spell on Everett, it did evince.  If his tenth spell no longer gives him immunity from malevolent magic, what does it do?"


    "He is resistant to the venom of a rare species of sea snake that only inhabits a single coral reef in the southern hemisphere of this world."


    "Lot of good that will do me," he grumped.  "If Destiny's spell is working on me in the same way that it does on everyone else, why haven't I felt the urge to do anything stupid?"


    "Remember the crocodiles?  But aside from that incident, every choice that you have made during this entire trip has been subtly manipulated by magic."


    "Alright, if what I do is predetermined -- if I have no say in what happens -- how am I going to stop Destiny?  Logically, if what you say is true, I'll be compelled to complete the Heroic Labors and none of them say seek out another crazy non-corporeal sentient entity and slay her."


    "The Labors are part of Sarah's destiny, not yours.  You are the Hero, Everett.  That is how all of it links together.  You are the enabling character in all of the stock tales -- the Warrior Queen, the Damsel in Distress, and the Rightful Heir."


    "What about Theddrid?"


    "Collateral damage.  The magic roped him in as a supporting character.  He is the avuncular genius who can always supply esoteric information unknown to the rest of the group and occasionally assist with comedic relief."


    "I can easily see how the destinies of myself, Marshlight, and Poubelle's are conforming to the established tropes," Sarah said, "but what about Everett?  What's his destiny exactly?"


    "His is quite simple as well.  All that he has to do is to save the day."




     


     


     


     


    TWENTY


     


    As it turned out, Everett had been wrong.  Leapfrogging out of the hills proved to be much faster than flying in the balloon.   


    In the Grand Plaza just after breakfast, he shared one last lingering hug with Sarah and Rose in front of a small audience of monks of all ages, who had all -- including the toddlers -- turned out in pressed cassocks, turned to the waiting adventurers of his intrepid band, and asked, "Ready?"


    Poubelle, standing between Marshlight and Theddrid, raised his hands to demonstrate that he had a firm grip on the hands of both the tinkerer and the young woman.  "Ready."


     "Take ye flight!"


    Knowing that the pain was coming, Everett managed to remain upright as the wings burst forth, but he had to clamp his jaws tightly to suppress an outcry.  As soon as the spell had completely evinced, he exchanged a parting look with Sarah and then hurled himself into the sky, driving his wings to an eye blurring speed as he attempted to learn just how fast he could climb.  When he could see above the mountains that circled the valley, he slowed and began to hover.  The flight had taken only a couple of seconds and he felt as if he still had not reached his maximum acceleration.


    He could still make out the people far below, though he was too high to readily identify anyone.   Sculling about to face what he thought was due west, he searched along the distant mountainsides until he found a locus that appeared ostensively level and clear, a treeless notch on the southern face of a rust-colored massif.  Without delay, he began flying towards it


    "Beautiful woman, come forth!"


    The tiny figures of his three companions appeared on his locus and he locked his boots together, snapped his arms and hands to his sides, and soared.  At the fastest speed that he could tolerate, he covered what must have been a good ten miles to the bare gneiss outcrop in little more than five minutes.  Slowing just enough to select another locus in the foothills ahead of him, he cast his eighth spell twice in rapid succession.


    By midday, they had reached the plains, leaving a trail of unhappy geese behind them.  When he flew up to the plowed field to which he had last transported Poubelle, Marshlight, and Theddrid, he decided to land for a rest.  While his wings were tireless, he was not, and as soon as his boots touched he sank into a cross-legged sit, spreading his wings out behind him.  The constant strain of holding his body in the rigid stance that most easily pierced the air had exhausted him. 


    "Your face is blistered, Everett," Marshlight informed him.  "You should wrap a scarf around it before we continue.  I have one in my bag that you can borrow."


    "I doubt that I could keep it on at the speed that I am going.  My clothes are taking a beating from the wind."


    Poubelle doffed the pack that had been a gift from the monks, put it on the grass and opened it, then pulled out bread, cheese, and a small smoked ham wrapped in waxed paper.  "Who's for a sandwich?"


    "I'll have one," Theddrid said.  "And a cherry fizz, when you have a moment.  Sadly, I must admit that I've developed a yen for them."


    "What's our destination?" Marshlight, taking a knife from her carpetbag to slice the ham, asked.  "I don't really know much about the Kingdom."


    "From the layout of the terrain that I saw while flying, I think that we're not much south of the border with the Republic.  I've been through this area quite a bit and there's a good sized town named Bayou Dorking in this general vicinity," Everett replied.  "It took a beating during the first days of the Big War, but the Alarsarian Crown has poured in reconstruction money and the last time I passed through the library was open again.  We can probably find out about the Dominion of Dree there."


     "Sandwich, Everett?" Poubelle asked.


    "Might as well.  I'll pass on the cherry fizz, though."


    Having no way to determine his precise location, Everett had to scout around a bit to pinpoint the town.  Within half an hour, though, they were standing on the crest of a wooded hillock that gave them a good view of the lightly fortified southern edge of the town just three miles away.  In order to reduce their conspicuousness as much as possible, he had decided to wait until his wings faded before entering Bayou Dorking.  They would camp in the relative concealment of the secluded spot and walk down in the morning.


    "Doesn't look too welcoming," Theddrid commented. sweeping his head back and forth to take in the bunkers, trenches, and entangled barbed wire.


    "The Republicans didn't complete their withdrawal until ten months ago and only a small fraction of the civilian population has returned.  The Royal Army garrison and its support units try to pretend that the town is not just a military base, but the common expectation is that Bayou Dorking will be right in the middle of the fighting again -- just like it was the first time -- if a peace treaty can't be signed."


    "The last news that we had in L'Oiseau was that another conference was to be held in Gainsfield-Schloss," Marshlight said.


    Everett let his own doubt show.  "That was two months ago.  The only thing the Alarsarians and the Zherians managed to find agreement on was what color the carpet on the floor of the conference room should be."


    "Is it certain that there'll be war again then?" Poubelle asked.


    "I don't know.  The Kingdom was just barely able to fight the Republic to a stalemate in the Big War, and at that they had some help that they cannot count on in future.  If it hadn't been for the unrest in the heavily industrial western Republican states, the Zherians would never have withdrawn from the areas they overran during their initial attack.  Now that the unrest has been quelled -- rumor had it in Kleinsvench that the ringleaders were all arrested and shot -- the Alarsarian broadsheets are reporting that the Republic is turning out smas -- their steam driven artillery -- as fast as they can."


    Theddrid tightened his lips.  "War is not something that I want to be caught in the middle of if we can possibly help it."


    "We'll find out the current situation tomorrow, but I doubt that it will be much worse than it was a few weeks ago.  I'm hoping that the Dominion of Dree will be in the western demesnes or on the southern coast or anywhere else but northern Alarsaria."


    As a fire would undoubtedly have revealed their location to anyone within a mile or more of the hillock, which they all agreed would be potentially dangerous considering that the Alarsarians were bound to be jittery, they kept a cold camp that night, subsisting on sandwiches and bedding down early.


    At daybreak, Everett got up quietly so as not to disturb the other three, rolled up his blankets and ground cloth, and strapped the roll to his pack.  As before, his wings had vanished during the night.  He considered his tattered shirt for a moment and then, seeing no need to change into another since he would have to shed the good one before he retrieved his wings, just tucked the ends into the waistband of his trousers.  There had been no time to wash it in Huhp-hnona-tup so his jacket was dusty and wrinkled, but he pulled it from his pack and put it on to hide the rent in his shirt.


    The others, rousing at about the same time, grumbled in concert about the cool air, and then set about gathering up their own bedding.  Like Everett, they had all taken it for granted that a hot breakfast or brunch would be had in town.


    At the bottom of the hillock, they crossed through the browned stalks of a ten acre corn field to reach the road that led to Bayou Dorking and proceeded along it.  Very few of the farm houses that they passed had any sign of life about them and the area had a generally deserted look about it, with even the livestock missing from the pastures and feedlots.


    The significant exception to that appeared after they had made about half a mile up the winding, gravel-topped lane.


    Two young men, both yellow-haired and strapping, were seated on buckets and leaning back against a well-weathered split-rail fence.  Their posture had a decided tenseness, as if they were restricting their actions so as to preclude any inadvertent backwards looks.


     The probable reason for this was blatantly clear.  Just behind the fence in a shallow cattle pond less than twenty feet across, a buxom, similarly yellow-haired young woman wearing a set of water wings -- and nothing else -- sculled about in lazy circles as she floated on her back.  When her slow swimming brought her around to face along the road in the direction from which the four of them approached, she raised one arm and waved cheerfully, but otherwise did not react, continuing her unhurried laps.  The two men, however, stood up immediately and stepped up to the edge of the road.


    "Good morning," the one of the left said.  This close, it was evident that two had identical builds and features.


    "How are you?" the twin on the right said.


    There was nothing to do but stop.  Everett would have liked to have just continued on, but could find no excuse for rudeness that would not sound self-serving.  "We're all fine.  How are you?"


    "Good," the twin of the left said.  He hooked his thumb over his shoulder.  "That's our sister, Jocelyn."


    "I'm fine as well," the one on the right said.  "I'm Jeb, this is Tom." 


    Everett pasted a smile he did not feel on his face.  "Everett de Schael, Theddrid Laurent, Haversack Poubelle, and Mademoiselle Marshlight Simpson.  Pleased to meet you."


    Poubelle, who was making a heroic effort not to stare passed the two brothers at the charms, which could only be characterized as truly spectacular at this range, of the young woman, cleared his throat and mentioned, "We haven't seen many people as we've passed through here.  Has there been an evacuation of some sort?"


    "Not official, no," Tom replied.


    "But most folks have packed up and gone south," Jeb clarified.


    "Everyone is looking for the Zheries to come barreling through here just like they did two years ago," Tom supplied.


    "Any day now," Jeb affirmed.


    "We're going to Bayou Dorking," Everett said.  "Will we have any trouble getting into the town?"


    Tom scratched his head.  "If you don't have identity papers, you will."


    Jeb rubbed his left eye.  "Unless you have someone in town that can vouch for you."


    "Army's getting awful nervous."


    "Lots of talk of saboteurs."


    "Sorry, I just have to ask," Theddrid said.  "What are the three of you doing out here?"


    "Tom and me, we're here to make sure that Jocelyn there isn't molested or bothered while she's swimming."


    "Dad sent us, Jeb and me, seeing as how she's naked and all."


    Marshlight gave a disapproving sniff.  "Have you ever thought about just telling her to swim somewhere more private or just keep on her clothes?"


    "Ma threatened to take a switch after her for prancing around in her birthday suit, but it didn't do no good."


    "Dad sent us in to drag her out of the pond a couple of times, but she just snuck back in."


    "He also paid a doctor to come out from town and he said that there was a new magic fever going around."


    "Said people just do strange things but mostly they don't hurt themselves nor anybody else."


    "Ain't no cure."


    "Just have to let it run its course kind of thing."


    Feeling as if he had just bitten into a rotten apple, Everett tucked back one side of his mouth in half a frown.  "Has she been visited by a woman name Petunia LaSalle?"  He described Destiny.


    "Not that I know of."


    "Can't say."


    "Dad just caught her swimming out here one day last week when he was moving the bull to the back pasture."


    "She says she has to float in the pond until a fellow named Trashcan comes along."


    "Says she's the Lass in a Loch."


    "Even though it's just a muddy pond no more than three feet deep."


    "Says she has a message for him."


    "Won't say what it is though."


    Poubelle looked startled. "Why, that's what my name means -- Poubelle that is."


    "What's that?"


    "You're Trashcan?"


    "Well, yes."


    The two brothers looked at each other, then fixed their gazes on Poubelle with heightened interest.


    "Sis might be a little bit too young for you," Tom said, not smiling.


    "Dad said that there would have to be a wedding before any kind of message gets passed," Jeb said, expression darkening.


    As Everett opened his mouth to intervene, Marshlight stepped close to the gaping Poubelle and looped her arm around his in a clearly proprietary manner.  Poubelle stiffened nervously at first, but then relaxed. 


    "You've got the wrong idea," she told the two young men with a sunny smile.  "Haversack is already spoken for."


    The brothers exchanged glances again and then relaxed.


    "It was just that with Jocelyn being naked, and all, Dad was thinking that the word message..."


    "...had to be what you would call innuendo.  Sorry, for the mistake."


    "Er, uh, ah..." Poubelle muttered.


    "No harm done," Marshlight said.  "As Poubelle's designated representative, I'll just pop over and have a chat with Jocelyn to clear this all up.  Would that be all right?  Poubelle and my other friends would love to see something interesting over that way."  She waved in a vague fashion across the road in the opposite direction of the pond.


    "Good idea.  We'll show them our new water well pump."


    "It's not far.  We just put it in last week."


    "Just a second."  She unbuckled the belt that held up her holster, rolled it neatly and handed it to her uncle.  "Store that in your pack for me, will you?  I don't want to get it wet." 


    Everett found himself escorted with Theddrid and Poubelle across the road to a wind powered beam balance pump where the twins explained, with considerable eagerness and still in their alternating fashion, how the mechanism, whose schematic had been imported all the way from New Zindersberg, could bring up twice as much water as their old pump.


    Not surprisingly, Theddrid showed genuine interest in the mechanism while Poubelle seemed oblivious to everything in front of his face.


    Though it was slightly amusing to watch Poubelle's head continually twitch as he visibly suppressed the temptation to look back over his shoulder towards the two women at the pond, Everett was too wrapped up in his own unpleasant thoughts to enjoy the man's discomfort overmuch.


    Once again, it seemed that Destiny's Grand Scheme had intersected with his own plans and it also seemed that he must accept that regardless of what he did, as Magic had intimated, he could not avoid following Mademoiselle LaSalle's script.


    If that was the case, then the end of this entire affair was already written.


    And if that was so, then he wanted to jump to the end and skip all of the filler in the middle, regardless of what that end might be.


    As he pondered, the only solace that came to him was the thought that, thus far at least, none of Destiny's victims had been cursed with a strict adherence to a lockstep pattern of behavior, but had only had to play their parts in what he would deem to be a token or lackadaisical manner.


    Marshlight, wet from the waist down, trotted up as the twins were pointing out in ennui-inducing detail the self-lubricating bearing system for the main shaft. 


    "Tom, Jeb, Jocelyn has run on home.  You won't have any more trouble with her floating around without her clothes on."


    "We'd better follow on to make sure that she gets home," Tom said.


    "Pleasant journey to all of you," Jeb said as the twins hurried across the road.


    "Well?" Poubelle demanded. "What was the message?"


    Marshlight let the smile slide from her face.  "I know where we need to go.  It's not good."




     


     


     


     


    TWENTY-ONE


     


    The press of the time limit on the Labors notwithstanding, Everett had said that he was going to eat breakfast in Bayou Dorking, and he was not about to let a little thing like the fact that the town was now in the wrong direction stop him from doing so.


    The Royal Alarsarian Army, on the other hand, was a different story.


    Unawares, they came upon the first guard post a hundred yards from the outskirts of the town.  Both of the dug-out bunkers that squatted to either side of the road were well concealed in stands of trees and constructed to appear as part of the landscape, with bushes and weeds planted atop them.  Only when they had walked to within a few yards of the fortifications did Everett recognize the black muzzles of the rifles protruding from the firing slits for what they were.


    "Stop where you are!"


    He did so immediately and the others, showing varying degrees of surprise, also obeyed the order that had sprung from the bunker on their right.


    "Poubelle, take Marshlight's hand and stick close to Theddrid," he whispered out of the side of his mouth.  "If we have to leave quickly, I'll use my eighth spell."


    Marshlight let Poubelle clasp her hand and then shifted closer to him so that she could take a grip on his upper arm with her free hand.  This time, Poubelle did not react to the intimate contact, and Everett knew that Destiny's magic was once again at work, further molding the two into the roles of the Gallant Swain and the Damsel in Distress.


    He raised a hand to wave in a friendly fashion and called out, "We were headed into Bayou Dorking, but if it's interdicted, we'll turn back."


    "Just stand there and don't move!"


    After a minute or two, a sergeant and two rankers appeared around the side of the bunker.  All three carried rifles at the ready and wore mottled brown field uniforms of heavy cloth, with long jackets and canvas leggings strapped over boots and trouser cuffs.  The rifles were not quite pointed in Everett and the others' direction, but it would only take a twitch to bring them to bear.


    The sergeant, who had the name Newell stitched above his left breast pocket, peered at the four of them from his six feet six height, his expression one of professional suspicion.  "I don't recognize you and I know everyone that lives south of town."


    His two men spread out a bit to give themselves clear lines of fire.  Both were older and had the hard eyed look of front line infantry.


    "We've just come from the Shadowed Hills and we're traveling to Kleinsvench," Everett said, smiling broadly to suggest that they were harmless.  He knew that he did not under any circumstances want to reveal their just discovered destination to these jumpy Alarsarians.  "We thought that we'd stop in to Bayou Dorking for a meal and some supplies."


    "This entire territory is under martial law as of last week," Newell announced.  His expression suggesting that he was making judgments as he went, the soldier examined all four of them closely, evidently found nothing alarming, and then relaxed slightly.  "I've orders to question everyone that comes along this road.  We've had reports that saboteurs might be coming down from the north."


    "We'll be glad to answer any questions that you have."


    Newell took a pad and a pencil from his pocket.  "First, I'll need your names and demesnes of origin."


    "This is Mademoiselle Marshlight Simpson and her uncle Monsieur Theddrid Laurent from L'Oiseau in the Lyntha River Association, Monsieur Haversack Poubelle from Laest Sho, and I'm Everett de Schael of Kleinsvench and the Crimson Free State."


    Scribbling unhurriedly, Sergeant Newell's eyes shot up from his pad when Everett identified himself.  "Did I hear correctly?  You said Everett de Schael?  That would be the Wizard Everett de Schael?"


    "Yes," Everett said, tensing.  "Is there a problem?"


    Newell made a quick gesture and the two rankers aimed their rifles squarely at him.  "I'm going to have to take you into custody."


    "What? Why?"


    "I don't know and it's not my concern.  A general order was issued two days ago that you're to be brought to headquarters and that's what's going to happen."


    Under normal circumstances, Everett would have ignored the guns and used his spells to allow himself and the others to escape.  Now, however, while he did not know what his eleventh spell currently evinced -- somehow it had not occurred to him to ask Magic -- it was almost certain that it no longer protected him from gunfire.  He slowly raised his hands.  Further considering the black bores of the rifles and the fact that any spell enunciation on his part might jar the two soldiers into opening fire, he decided against immediately sending the others away with his eighth spell. 


    "I won't resist, but whatever this is about, my companions can't have had anything to do with it as we only met in the last week.  You should leave them out of it."


    "An officer will have to sort that out.  That's what they're for."


    Within fifteen minutes, Sergeant Newell had dispatched the four of them in a big clanking steam lorry whose iron wheels cut deep gouges in the soil as it crawled out of a concealing revetment and trundled down the road towards the town.  Under the watchful gaze of four silent guards, they rode unrestrained in the open-topped crew compartment forward of the smoke-belching engine.  Everett and Theddrid, with a quick exchange of significant glances, had tarried to allow Marshlight and then Poubelle to mount the projecting steps into the mechanism before following themselves.  This arrangement placed the other three together should he get an opportunity to cast his eighth spell.


    The guards had not prohibited conversation, so after they were on the road, Everett told the others, "I'll get this sorted out, one way or the other."


    "I'm sure that you will," Poubelle agreed with serene confidence.  "Then we'll get started for -- oof!"


    Grinning, Marshlight retracted her elbow.


    "I take it that you've had dealings with these Alarsarians before, Everett?" Theddrid said before Poubelle could blurt out something that might get them all shot.


    "Some." 


    Theddrid's question had brought to mind a recollection of his encounter with Grand Master Wizard Haddrack and Field Marshal Kantenoy at the border during the Big War. Surely the Alarsarians could not hold a grievance over his roughshod treatment of their officers?  He had, after all, erected the bean stalk wall that still interdicted a huge segment of their northern frontier.  And, while they might not realize it, he was also the source of the schematic for the explosive lances that had allowed them to stop the Republican smas.  Whatever hard feelings they might have, that additional fact alone should prove sufficient to alleviate them.


    He relaxed slightly.  All this might wind up being just a silly inconvenience.


    Just beyond the fully manned line of artillery revetments, bunkers, and communications trenches that warded the southern side of the town, the lorry stopped in front of a solid brick building that had Llewellyn & Sons Boulangerie - Fine Breads and Buns painted in peeling red letters above the second storey windows.


    Without ceremony, the four of them were herded from the lorry and through the front doors into a large room that must have once been the retail outlet of the boulangerie.  The walls and floor had pock marks, dust outlines, and scrapes where the counter, bread racks, and price boards had been removed.  Now, the room contained only a desk with a name board that said Sgt. Hotchkiss, a burly sergeant with a professional scowl behind it, two soldiers with holstered sidearms sitting in the corners, and a long pew against the opposite wall which had but a single occupant, a thin young man with a worried expression.


    The corporal leading the guard detail went straight up to the desk.  "Sarge, this is the Wizard Everett de Schael and his accomplices."


    "Is that right, Corporal Lawrence?" the sergeant asked with the required sour look.  "And who in Magic's name is the Wizard Everett de Schael and what am I supposed to do with him?"


    "It's General Order No. 92-zed, Sarge."


    Sergeant Hotchkiss leaned to one side, making his chair emit a slow creek, and took a stack of flimsies from one corner of his desk. With exacting precision, he centered this on his blotter, then with thumb and finger sorted through it, pulled one out, and let his eyes run over it.  After a few seconds, he looked up at Everett and the rest in a way that clearly acknowledged that they were now his problem.


    "Alright, you lot have a seat over there with the other offender," Hotchkiss growled in a manner that had to have been practiced, pointing with a pencil.  "I'll send a report up the line and someone will come around sooner or later to collect you."  He scribbled on a note and beckoned to one of the other soldiers.


    As the corporal, the soldiers with him, and the messenger filed out, Everett meekly obeyed, waving Theddrid, Poubelle, and Marshlight ahead of him.  Once again, Theddrid made sure that Poubelle sat between himself and Marshlight.   Just in case, Everett took a seat to the tinkerer's right that would allow him a line of sight out the doors when they opened.  This coincidentally placed him adjacent to the "other offender."


     The young man smiled amiably as Everett sat down and then, confirming Everett's quick determination that he looked like the sort of person that felt a compulsion to chat inanely no matter what his circumstance, said, "How are you?  I'm Wilfred Stubble.  It's a nice day outside."


    Not really interested in polite conversation at that moment, Everett just nodded.


    "You're a wizard then?  I've never met one before.  Is the pay pretty good?"


    Everett sighed and submitted to the inevitable.  "It's not bad."


    "What did they put the pinch on you for?"


    Marshlight, frowning, announced, "We are not criminals.  This is all just a misunderstanding."


    "Oh, yeah, that's what I keep telling them too."


    Sergeant Hotchkiss looked over form his desk.  "And I suppose that it was just a misunderstanding last month when you were caught pilfering a shirt from the mayor's clothesline?"


    Wilfred looked wounded.   "That's exactly what it was.  I was just trying to help him out by hanging it in a sunnier spot."


    Clearly amused, Theddrid asked, "And what was your misunderstanding this time?'"


    "They're accusing me of unlawful merchandising."  Wilfred picked up a small canvas sack that had been sitting on the pew at his side.  "I was just standing on the corner trying to trade this corn."


    "Do you have to have a permit for that, or something?" Poubelle asked.


    "No, or anyway not in Bayou Dorking."


    "Surely there's more to the story," Marshlight prompted with evident mistrust.


    Wilfred looked hesitant.


    "Go on," the sergeant prodded with a snicker.  "Tell the lady."


    "Well, the thing is -- this is special corn."


    "How so?" Everett asked.


    "Uhm, it's you know...well...just in a manner of speaking...magical."


    "That's impossible," Everett said automatically.  "Items cannot possess inherent magical properties.  Only spells evince magic."


    Poubelle snorted.  "And you've been trying to sell this stuff as magical?  That's the oldest swindle in the book!  Every warden in the world knows about that one."


    Wilfred nodded sadly.  "Which is why I'm in here. Only, this is really magical corn.  Like I've been trying to tell Sergeant Hotchkiss, this woman -- she must have been some kind of magicker -- showed up on my doorstep four days ago --"


    "Hold on," Everett interrupted.  "Petunia LaSalle, right?"


    "That's her!  You've met her too?"


    "We have.  She told you to fulfill your destiny."


    "That's right!  Then this bag appeared right in my hand and ever since I've wanted to hawk it on the corner of Pudding Street and Leyster Avenue."


    Everett thought for a moment.  "I'll purchase your corn, Irving.  How much do you want for it?"


    "Funny thing about that, I don't think I'm actually supposed to take money for it."


    "What then?"


    "Livestock."


    "Sorry?"


    "You know, a cow or a pig or a chicken.  Like that."


    "A goose?"


    Wilfred rubbed his chin.  "I suppose that would do. 


    "Beautiful woman, come forth!"


    "Hronk!"


    Sergeant Hotchkiss tapped his pencil on the desktop smartly. "Here now!  There'll be no more of that!  Benchley, confiscate that goose!"


    The goose, however, had no intention of being confiscated, and as Benchley moved to catch it, it began flapping around the room, honking in complaint.


    Just then the doors swung open and four senior officers marched in.  While the three to the rear were all colonels, the one in the lead wore the pips of a second tier general.


    Hotchkiss jumped to his feet and Benchley also snapped to attention.  The goose left off his dodging and ran under the pew, from where he commenced to glare at everyone with unrelenting avian suspicion.


    The leading officer, who Everett recognized immediately, had the gold and turquoise mobius of the Alarsarian Magical Corps on his sleeve.   Ignoring the sergeant and the soldier, the wizard strode directly up to Everett.


    "Terribly sorry about all this, my good fellow," Grand Master Wizard Thomas Haddrack explained.  "I am afraid that there was a miscommunication in our chain of command.  I issued an invitation, not an arrest warrant."


    Everett stood up.  "No harm done.  We'll just be going --"


    "Certainly, monsieur.  However, I would like a moment of your time, if you could spare it."  Without waiting for an answer, Haddrack turned about, let his eyes flick over the sergeant's nametag, and ordered, "Sergeant Hotchkiss, if you and your man would give us privacy for a few moments."


    Both soldiers left so fast that it almost seemed that they evaporated.


    The tall Alarsarian wizard swung back around and considered the other occupants of the pew.  "Master de Schael, these others are with you?"


    A happy smile bursting upon his face, Wilfred popped to his feet.  "I'm not, sir!  I'll just be going!"  He shoved the bag of corn into Everett's hands, scurried around the Alarsarian officers, and bolted out the door.


    More confident in his position, Everett prompted, "General Haddrack, we're operating on a tight schedule."


    "I entirely understand.  I will of course be brief.  Quite simply, the Kingdom of Alarsaria would like to engage your services.  In particular, we would like to contract with you to construct a bean stalk wall along the entire frontier with the Republic."


    Everett pinched his lips together.  "I'm not currently working actively as a magicker."


    "The Crown would be willing to pay a very substantial fee."


    "Money isn't the problem.  The plain truth is that right now I can't use my spells in a normal manner.  I understand it that you here in Alarsaria have had experience with a new malady that appears to have a magical source?"


    "Some incidents of mental instability are currently under investigation, yes."


    "Whatever it is, I've caught it too.  My spells no longer evince properly."


    "The reports that I have read do not indicate anything of that nature."


    "I can demonstrate."


    "That would be helpful."


    "I'll need some room."


    "Colonel Beneford, clear the street if you please."


    Ten minutes later, General Haddrack and his aides departed in consternation, leaving Sergeant Hotchkiss to deal with a hill of gargantuan broccoli.
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    Theddrid put down his teacup.  "What do you intend to do with the corn?  Do you believe that it does actually evince some magical effect?"


    "I'm not sure," Everett said in answer to both questions, using his fork to chase the last bit of grits on his plate onto his last morsel of toast.  "I have to believe that we did not meet Wilfred by accident."


    "But how can you be sure that it's part of Destiny's scheme for us?" Marshlight asked.  She had inhaled her small breakfast and had settled back to sip a small glass of cider while the others finished.  "It may have been a trap lying in wait for some unsuspecting bystander."


    "It doesn't work like that," Poubelle said, waving a sausage speared on his fork for emphasis. "It's all written down, isn't it?  That means that everything has to fit into the story.  Everett has the magic corn because it's on the page.  In good time he'll use it to save someone's life or turn back a terrible beast or find great riches or something else equally glorious."


    Theddrid steepled his hands.  "Perhaps, but thus far none of the purported destiny scenarios that we have seen have quite achieved their implied grandeur.  All of them, from that schoolboy that you told me about down to this last young woman in the pond, have been meager shadows of the grandiose fictions that they obviously have been designed to emulate.  Moreover, based upon the empirical evidence alone, I would theorize that everyone who has had an encounter with this woman has been saddled with a destiny that must be considered third rate.  If this is the best that she can do, then I'm afraid that everyone is getting short-changed."


    "I have to agree," Marshlight said.  "If this woman Petunia LaSalle is truly some omnipotent being from an otherworldly realm, you'd think that she could manage to actually deliver a proper destiny."


    Poubelle patted her hand.  "Well, we're together.  That must count for something."


    Marshlight pursed her lips.  "In point of fact, Monsieur Poubelle, I'd have to disagree.  If this were a ten penny novel, you'd have already professed your undying love for me at least twice and I would have swooned at least four or five times.  Why, we're hardly even on a first name basis.  If it weren't for the sheer expediency of our situation, we almost certainly wouldn't have any relationship at all."


    "But...but...but all of that is understood."


    "All of what?"


    "The undying love and the swooning and the so forth."


    The young woman sighed.  "That reply proves my point exactly."


    As Poubelle made a valiant but doomed attempt to defend his deficiencies as a swain to the smirking young damsel, Everett thought about what Marshlight and her uncle had said.  He had to admit that their points were valid.  Something was fundamentally wrong with Magic's explanations as to what was actually going on, but he did not have enough unimpeachable information to figure out what that something possibly might be.


    He shoved his plate into the crowd of emptied dishes at the center of the table and signaled the waitress for the bill. 


    Poubelle instantly relinquished his protestations, slid back from the table, and stood up, a look of sheer relief on his face.  "I'm ready!  Are we off to the Republic of Zheria now?"


    "Yes," Everett said, ignoring the suddenly suspicious look that the waitress shot Poubelle.  He dropped a wad of banknotes on the table that was more than enough to cover both the charges and an exorbitant tip.


    Theddrid and Marshlight got up as well and began gathering up packs and bags.


    "We'll have to go several miles out of town I suppose?" the tinkerer asked.


    "No, we only have thirteen days left to complete the Labors and we can't waste any more time with the Alarsarians.  Besides, I feel like showing off."  He looked around.


    They had taken an outside table at The Blue Cockerel as it had been the first cafe that they had encountered.  The elevated terrace projected slightly into the boulevard, which had been nearly empty when they had sat down but now boasted a decent level of foot traffic, albeit most of it was off-duty soldiers.  The spot would be a perfect stage to demonstrate to the Alarsarians that he was still a wizard to be reckoned with.


    He removed his jacket and passed it to Poubelle, who accepted it helpfully, then moved into an adjacent open space between unoccupied tables.


    While he had not allowed it to show, the arrest and detention had rankled.  After the last time that Magic had interfered in his life, he had been left with a new appreciation of the power of his own capabilities.  That appreciation had awarded him a sense of independence -- deserved, in his estimation -- that the Royal Alarsarian Army had just attacked.


    He could not do anything at the moment about the control that Destiny's spell evidently exerted over his life, but he could certainly send a message to General Grand Master Wizard Thomas Haddrack.


    "At one time," he commented in a casual tone while the other patrons began to look his way in curiosity, "I was the most powerful wizard in the world.  For the last two years, I have been just a very powerful wizard, though perhaps still one of the most powerful living magicians.  Nevertheless, I have stayed out of the way, tended to my own affairs, and let the rest of the world fend for itself."


    Theddrid and Marshlight moved to Poubelle's side and all three clasped hands in preparation.  The two men just waited, but the young woman responded, "Enlightened Master Peachtree says that the key to the universal peace is "Shut up, mind your own business, and leave other people alone."


    "On that then, I must say that I agree with Master Peachtree.   However, I also believe that at times one must convince people that they would be much better off if they just left you alone."


    "Take ye flight!"


    Screams and shouts erupted all about as his wings took form and just as soon as they were fully feathered, he took off and made a swift circle around the boulevard.  He did not know whether it was Destiny's magic guiding him or his own intuition, but as a number of the soldiers started to bring their rifles to bear, he enunciated, "Ding dong!"


    Every single firearm within sight gave off a sharp ping and then transformed into a dark brown goo that held its former shape for just a second before dribbling and splattering to the pavement like runny mud.  This ignited further confusion and panic among the civilians and soldiers whose day he had just thoroughly ruined.


    He hovered until he spotted the officer that he had suspected would be shadowing him and the others.  The man, one of the colonels that had been with Haddrack, had evidently been concealed behind a set of sun blinds on a covered third floor balcony opposite The Blue Cockerel.  Now, field glasses hanging forgotten on the strap around his neck, he stood at the open end of the balcony staring at the glob of goo in his hand that had replaced his pistol.  Everett flew close enough so that the colonel could hear him above the hubbub that still rose from the running populace.


    "Tell Haddrack that Alarsaria can only make an enemy by continuing to annoy me."


    The colonel nodded stiffly and Everett soared away into the sky. After selecting a distant northern locus, he transported Poubelle and the others out of the cafe.


    When he crossed over the heavily fortified border between the Kingdom and the Republic, Everett flew very high and very fast, staying well out of rifle range of the entrenched soldiery.   Twenty miles inside Republican territory, he spied a wooded area around a creek bottom that was a good distance from any road, circled until he identified a small clearing, and then spiraled rapidly down to land in the tall grass and brambles that covered it.


    After backing up against the bordering trees, he enunciated, "Beautiful woman, come forth!"


    Unperturbed, the goose looked at him and calmly sat down, and he had to throw a stick shoo it away.


    "Beautiful woman, come forth!"


    His three companions appeared immediately on his locus, relaxed when they saw him, and let go of each other.


    "I was beginning to wonder if something untoward had occurred," Theddrid said.  "It's been almost half an hour.  Glad to see that all is well."


    "I never doubted you, Everett," Poubelle, ever the staunch follower, affirmed.


    "How far are we into the Republic?" Marshlight asked, looking around.


    "At least twenty miles."


    "So we still have nine hundred miles to go to Mrysberg."


    The Lass in the Loch had told Marshlight, To gain his throne, the orphan must mount the Biscuit Garderobe.


    She, as indeed they all had, had immediately known what that meant. 


    Three hundred years previously, Colonel Aldophus Claus Michael Bonnet had drowned the last monarch of the Mrys Conglomerate in the waters of the Biscuit Garderobe and had gone on shortly thereafter to carve the Republic of Zheria out of the Conglomerate's domains.  While the royal garderobe itself had been destroyed along with the Mrys Palace in the subsequent frenzy of anti-conglomerate violence, the seat had been famously preserved and incorporated into the massive monument at the center of the Plaza of Liberty in Mrysberg.  The Republicans even used a silhouette of the seat on some of their battle flags


    Twenty years previously, Theddrid had actually visited the city to examine ancient schematics in the Republican Archives, had seen the garderobe seat with his own eyes, and had professed that he would be able to guide them right to it once they reached Mrysberg.


    "How soon shall we depart?" Theddrid asked.


    "Right away," Everett replied.  "I'm going to extend the distance of our transports as much as possible.  We need to try to reach the city before dark."


    "I'd better have my pistol then," Marshlight said.  "Uncle?"


    Theddrid opened his pack and lifted out the holster and wrapped belt.  The expression on his face revealed the bad news instantly.


    "Sorry about that," Everett told her sincerely.


    Marshlight shrugged.  "It wasn't an heirloom, just a spare.  Your spell doesn't have a visibility component then, I suppose."


    He nodded.  "Obviously it has a range component instead."


    Holding the holster carefully, she opened the flap.  As expected, inside was a gob of the brown goo.  She sniffed it, then poked it with the tip of her index finger.


    "You know," Poubelle warned, "that looks like --"


    She put the end of her finger in her mouth to taste. "Chocolate pudding."


    Theddrid laughed.  "Guns into pudding.  You might have the secret to universal peace after all, Everett.  You could shut down the next war by just turning the Alarsarian and Zherian weapons into desert."


    "It wouldn't work.  By the time I made it to one end of the border, they'd have made new guns for the other end.  Everyone ready?"


    From his brief foray into the demesne during the Big War, Everett was sufficiently familiar with the landmarks of the border provinces of the Republic that he was able to navigate a more or less direct course to Mrysberg, while also avoiding the numerous roadblocks, constable stations, and military encampments that peppered the area.


    Thus he managed to meet his own self-imposed schedule, though only barely, transporting Theddrid, Marshlight, and Poubelle to the middle of a thicket along the banks of the Mrys River just as the twilight set in. The slow moving river was a garbage clogged cesspool, more or less, and all of the buildings that backed up to it had had their windows and rear exits bricked over, making the location reasonably secluded.


    Everett's wings faded within minutes of their arrival and after a short discussion they hid their baggage beneath some brush and worked their way up to mouth of an alley.  According to Theddrid, the Plaza of Liberty was on the northern side of the city, about three miles away.  Once clandestine observation indicated that the alley was deserted, they slipped over a dilapidated board fence and made their way along it.  The alley was narrow and filled with refuse and forgotten junk, but a number of solid doors let onto it from the multi-storey brick buildings to either side.


    They had not gone twenty paces when one of the doors approaching to their right swung open. Instantly, all of them jarred to a halt.


    As Everett was preparing to brazen his way by the fellow who came out, he abruptly recognized the man.


    It was Edwin Van Kelder and he was holding a magazine fed pistol in his right hand


    Everett was so shocked that for a moment he did nothing, then with mental lurch spat out, "Ding dong!"


    The pistol did not, however, transubstantiate into pudding, chocolate or otherwise.


    "Now, now, Everett!" Edwin scolded, waggling the index finger of his free hand.  "There will be none of that!"


    Using his free hand, the chemist tugged a gold chain from beneath the cloth of his blue and gray patterned vest.  At the end of the chain hung one of the magic dampening mechanisms.


    "This is one of only a handful left in existence, did you know?" Edwin said breezily.  "Oddly, all copies of the schematic vanished when poor Minister de Grosivna perished and no technician in Zheria has succeeded in recreating it.  This would not have been a complete disaster had not the magicker partisans taken it upon themselves to systematically destroy the remaining mechanisms.  They have proven quite efficient in blowing them up, not incidentally including of course, any loyal Esati who happened to be in possession of one."


    The sound of scuffing shoes made Everett glance back.  Six other men, all wearing black uniforms and holding leveled pistols, had entered the alley.


    "Yes, you're trapped," Edwin warned.  "So let's not have any futile heroics."


    "You're supposed to be dead," Everett told him dryly.


    "Funny thing, that.  However unlikely it may seem, did you know that is possible -- without magic mind -- for a man to tumble several thousand feet, crash through the limbs of a large persimmon tree and land in an ornamental fish pond without suffering more than a few scrapes and bruises?"


    "Snakes are pretty resilient I suppose."


    The chemist made a face.  "I'm afraid that I would have to give that only a three on the verbal riposte scale, Everett.  Now, you're going to ask -- even though with a little thought you could surely figure it out -- how I discovered you.  There are two elements to that.  Lieutenant Girard!"


    A few paces further down the alley, a featureless door opened and a maroon uniformed Esati emerged holding a leash. As the tail of the leash followed the man out, a small, brown and white nanny goat came into view.


    "I am terribly sorry about this, Everett," Technology said from the goat.  "But I assure you that it is quite necessary to achieve progress in this realm."


    Wondering if this situation could become any more strange, Everett could not keep from asking, "Why are you a goat instead of a person?"


    The goat gave a disagreeable shake of its head.  "My entry into this corporal biologic was not of my own volition, I assure you."


    Edwin smiled.  "You are, of course, not overly surprised at the presence of my patron Technology.  This, however, might indeed cause you some consternation."  Without allowing the aim of his pistol to waver, the chemist reached his hand into the side pocket of his black suit, withdrew Destiny's book, and held it up.  "I see that you recognize this.  Interesting tome.  It details the life of everyone that currently lives, that has ever lived, and that will ever live."


    Everett started to open his mouth to speak, but Edwin cut him off.


    "Next, you were going to try to engage me in an extended conversation in an attempt to give yourself a chance to think of a way out of all this.  Unfortunately, you are not necessary to my plans and I think the safest thing to do is to end this now.  I can't have you mucking up everything this time, can I?"


    Letting his smile drop, Edwin pulled the trigger three times in rapid succession.


    Everett's felt the bullets rip through his chest and he collapsed to the pavement.
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    Everett was dead.


    But, then again, he was not entirely dead.


    Taking stock of his situation took some time, though he thought that the passage of time had no actual consequence in his present state.


    Sprawled on his side with arms and legs splayed, he was not breathing, his heart and lungs had gaping big holes in them, and near all of his blood had flooded onto the cobblestones on which he lay, but he was still aware of himself and of his surroundings, at least in general terms. Though he could not move or feel any of his body at all, he could still hear and see, apparently with his own ears and immovable eyes.  A difficult horizontal perspective, the angle at which he had come to rest defined his view.  Though his left side cut off part of it, he could still see most of the alley in front of him, including Edwin and his own three companions. 


    Rather than the subjective moments that he had seemed to have experienced, no appreciable time had evidently passed between his own murder and the point at which he again began to pay attention to what was going on.


    With a curse, Poubelle snatched his fire iron from his belt.  "Have at thee knave!"


    Edwin did not hesitate.  He turned his pistol and shot Poubelle through the chest once.  The charging man crashed to the pavement instantly, twitched feebly, and lay still.  Edwin then trained his weapon on the white-faced Marshlight and her enraged uncle, both of whom were struggling with the Esatis that had rushed up to seize them from behind.


    "Monsieur Laurent, I need you in good shape," Edwin cautioned in a level tone, "but I do not need your niece in an uninjured condition.  If you don't come quietly, I will have one of my men begin breaking her fingers."


     Theddrid's reply was so caustic that it would have burned holes in the page if it had been printed on paper.  He did, however, straightaway relinquish his resistance.


    "Mademoiselle Simpson, I can see that you're likewise thinking of doing something rash like using what I am sure is a quite formidable knee on Tomkins' or Flaubert's groin.  Please be aware that I shall certainly shoot you in that very same knee and that the caliber of this weapon is large enough to destroy the joint, necessitating an amputation."


    Eyes filled with utter hatred, the young woman became still.


    Edwin smiled.  "Good.  Destiny's book does indicate you have a better than average intelligent.  Move along then, the both of you. We have much to do."  He gestured back along the alley and the Esatis began hustling the two captives forward.


    Rather than following, Lieutenant Girard passed Technology's leash off to another man and the goat trotted away placidly.   "What should we do with the bodies, sir?"


     "Dump them in the river," Edwin tossed off as he turned to leave.  "I don't want the constables to have a reason to start an inconvenient investigation."


    "Yes, sir.  Blevins, Koch, with me."


    In spite of being dead, Everett could still experience frustration.  As Lieutenant Girard's men each grabbed one of his feet and began to drag him back along the alley, he cursed his helplessness.


    "What about the blood trail, Lieutenant?" one of the men, who had a blunt face and a raspy voice, asked.


    "People don't worry about such things in this part of town, Blevins.  Throat-cutting is a way of life with the scum who live here.  Anyway, come next rain, it'll be mixed into the rest of this crap."


    Everett's limp neck allowed his head to loll sideways and his vision bounced as his face jolted across the cobblestones.


    "Lieutenant, do you mind if we check him for money before we chuck him?" the other man, by default Koch, asked.  Koch was shorter and had the rugged sort of features and muscular build of someone who had grown up doing farm work.   "Everyone always has something on them, even if it's only a few pence."


    "I don't mind, as long as you don't mention it to the rest of the unit.  Go ahead and do it now, though.  I don't want to stay out in the open any longer than necessary when we get to the riverbank.  If we loiter there, someone might pay attention long enough to remember our faces."


    Right away, Koch and Blevins stopped dragging Everett and chucked his feet down.  His head came to rest face up and while the three Esatis were now centered in his view, they were in the peripheral bottom of his vision.


    "Funny," Blevins said, "he looks like he's still bleeding."


    "Fresh bodies will sometimes ooze for hours," Koch said.   "I wonder where he kept his money.  Jacket or trousers?"


    "Five silver on the jacket," Girard said.


    "I'll take that bet, Lieutenant.  Blevins?"


    "If it's in the jacket, it's going a mess, so I hope it's in coin.  At least then we could just wash it off.  Still, I'm with the lieutenant."


     Koch squatted down and began rifling through Everett's trousers pockets, which were empty save for a match tin, which the Esati tossed down.  Then, avoiding the blood, he patted his hands along Everett's waist.


    "Jackpot!  Money belt!  That would have to qualify as trousers, wouldn't it Lieutenant?"


    Girard laughed. "I would have to rule that to be underneath the jacket, or we could just call off the bet."


    "Better just call it off then," Koch said.  He opened the money belt.  "My grandmother's Technology!  There must be ten thousand silver here!"


    "Most of those are Alarsarian banknotes," Lieutenant Girard warned.  "We'll be lucky to get anything better than ten to one on the black market."


    "Still, that's a minimum of three hundred each!" Blevins crowed.  "This is our lucky day!"


    Blevins staggered as if struck, looked down in disbelief at the bullet hole in his chest, and then the light in his eyes went out and he toppled sideways.  Girard and Koch did not have time to react before they also were shot from behind.  Girard dropped next to Blevins, but Koch fell across Everett's lower body.


    Everett had not heard any gunshots, but he did hear several pairs of footsteps approach from both directions. Two men, one tall and one short and both dressed in workman's clothes, came into view.  At least three more were out of Everett's line of sight.


    The shorter man kicked Girard's corpse.  "Good shooting, Pauly."  He had a rumbling, raspy voice.


    In a way that suggested professional confidence, the taller man carried a big magazine pistol that had a large metal tube screwed onto the end of it.  "You know I never miss."


    "Hey, Giuseppe!" called one of the men that Everett could not see.  "This one here is still breathing!"


    "Can't be," the shorter man countered.  "I saw the fat Esati shoot him clean through the heart."


    Everett heard coughing and then Poubelle exclaimed, "For Magic's sake!"


    "You must have seen wrong, then," the man said.


    Looking confused, Giuseppe hurried by Everett.  Pauly remained where he was, observing the corpses with a keen, dispassionate gaze.


    Everett had a sudden surge of pain, as if a thousand needles had pricked him all over, then his body shivered, sucked in a breath of lung searing air, and he found that he could move.  With his entire body feeling as if it had been slept on wrong, he sat up.


    Pauly watched him without expression, then said amiably, "You know, if I was the kind of person that was frightened by people coming back from the dead, I would have just peed my pants."


    Not smiling, Everett shoved Koch off of his legs and got to his feet with a minor struggle.  While constantly improving, his balance was off and all of his movements were delayed and somewhat jerky.    He ignored Pauly's pistol, which had swung almost of its own accord to point at him, and turned around.  Surrounded by Giuseppe and the three other men, Poubelle was standing, wide-eyed but apparently in good shape.


    "Poubelle, are you all right?"


    At the sound of his voice, Poubelle turned, then shouldered the men aside and rushed over to clasp him in an ecstatic hug.  "Everett! You aren't dead!"


    Everett patted Poubelle on the back a couple of times and then disengaged.  "Not any longer, at any rate.  Could you still see and hear while you were dead?"


    "I was dead?  I thought I was just, you know, badly wounded."


    Everett pointed to the hole in Poubelle shirt that was centered on his breastbone. Undamaged flesh showed through.  "Edwin shot you point blank in the heart."


    Poubelle blinked rapidly for a moment.  "I'm not dead."


    "No."


    "And you're not dead."


    "No."


     "But -- wait!  They have Marshlight and Theddrid!" He patted his belt.  "Where's my sword?  I mean, tisonnier?"


    Giuseppe bent over and picked up the length of iron.  "So, you like bashing heads in, is that it?"


    Poubelle straightened.  "If necessary."


    Marshlight's swain held out his hand for the poker and Giuseppe surrendered it with a grin, then asked, "Well, before you rush off to get shot again, would the two of you mind answering a few questions just to satisfy my curiosity?"


    Everett thought for a moment.  Based upon what Edwin had said, it did not seem that Marshlight and Theddrid were under any immediate danger.  Rushing after them without knowing what he and Poubelle might be rushing into was not, as Giuseppe had implied, probably the smartest thing to do.


    He said as much to Poubelle and then told Giuseppe, "Sure, as long as you answer mine first."


    "Fire away."


    "You're all partisans?"


    One of the others, a young man with a thick mustache, said in a snide tone, "Oh, yeah, we're all partisans right enough."


    This must have struck all of the men as hilarious, for they all laughed.


    "Well, jokes aside," Giuseppe amended, "Two of us actually are partisans.  I happen to be the part time chief coordinator of partisan activity in this section of Mrysberg."  He addressed the taller of the other three.  "Fred, aren't you still a member of the Agrarian Collectivist Insurgency?"


    "Not since last week," Fred admitted.  "Me and Beatrice had a falling out, so we disbanded the AGI.  I've been talking to my neighbor's sister, though, and we might form the Oppressed Manufacturing Workers Union, but I won't know for another week or two."


    Giuseppe turned back to Everett.  "Sorry, make that one."


    "If not partisans, then what?"


    "Stephan, Fred, and David are business associates of mine.  We're engaged in the unregulated duty-free import-export trade.  Pauly is a freelance conflict resolution specialist."


    "So, why did you shoot Lieutenant Girard, Blevins, and Koch?"


    "The Esatis?  In Mrysberg, you have to take advantage of your partisan activity opportunities when they appear, if you know what I mean."


    "My standard fee is a hundred per conflict resolution," Pauly mentioned with a smile.  "Payment is due when services are rendered."


    Everett looked over at the bodies of Girard, Blevins, and Koch.  "Do you take Alarsarian banknotes?"


    "Of course.  I'll even give you a ten percent discount if they don't have blood on them."


    Without comment, Everett stooped over to pick up and pocket his match tin, then retrieved his money belt from Koch, whose hands had begun to twitch feebly, and counted out two hundred and seventy silver into the conflict resolution specialist's extended palm.


    Looking anxious, Poubelle asked, "Everett, shouldn't we get started before that fellow that shot us has time to bring his evil plot to fruition?"


    "Evil plot, eh?" Giuseppe asked with a grin.  "Well, I don't want to hold up any evil plot thwarting, so shall I go ahead and take my turn at the questions?"


    Everett indicated his assent with an impatient wave of his hand.


    "This coming back from the dead is magic, right?  Not technology?"


    "Yes."


    "So, which one of you has a spell that brings people back from the dead?"


    "It's my spell and I actually think that it only heals extremely fast.  It's so fast that I think it prevents anyone from getting completely dead." 


    Although it might be argued that he should have figured it our prior to now, he had no doubt that this was the new effect of his eleventh spell.  Instead of Destiny's magic working some miracle through Marshlight, it had been Everett's screwed up spell that had healed Poubelle's broken leg. 


    "I've never heard of a spell like that."  Giuseppe pointed at the bodies of the Esatis.  "Could I trouble you for a demonstration?"


    "I can't cast it.  It's a passive spell and it's working on them even now."


    "There is no such thing as a passive spell."


    "I used to think the same thing."


    "Well, in my younger days, I trained as a Journeyman Magicker and I know a thing or two about spells," Giuseppe declared in just the same self-assured way that Everett had once had, "and I've never heard of a passive spell."


    "Yes, but Everett is a wizard!"  Poubelle bragged.


    "Wizard, did you say?  Then would you be the Wizard Everett de Schael that's from Kleinsvench?"


    "Yes, that's right," Everett admitted.  "How do you know me?"


    "I overhear the Esatis talking about you from time to time.  They hate your guts."


    "The feeling is mutual."


    Girard chose that moment to groan and stir, prompting Pauly to cock his pistol and take aim at the Esati's head.


    "Please don't shoot the Lieutenant again!" Everett said with some force.  "I'm in a hurry and I don't want to have to wait around until he revives again."


    "No extra charge," Pauly promised.  "You've already paid for them to be resolved."


    "Thanks, but he knows where Edwin has taken my friends and I want him to be able to tell me."


    "We could probably find that out for you," Giuseppe offered.  "For a small, purely nominal donation to the Equal Rights for Magickers Movement."


    "I'd be glad to engage your services, but I'm not in the mood to see anyone else shot, now and for the rest of my life."


    "I guess I can understand that," Giuseppe said, glancing at the bullet holes in Everett's clothes.  "Still, we can't just leave them here."


    "Truss them up.  You said that you're a smuggler, right?"


    "That's unregulated duty-free import-export trade expeditor."


    "I understand.  How much to ship them unregulated and duty-free -- and alive and in decent shape -- to Kleinsvench?  I have relatives and friends there who will make sure they stay locked up and don't cause any more trouble."


    After a quick bit of haggling, Everett got Giuseppe down to three silver sixpence per pound while the smuggler's associates bound and gagged the three reviving Esatis, all of whom exhibited considerable signs of shock and distress, and then began carting them through a doorway that was back along towards the river.


    Giuseppe gestured for Everett and Poubelle to precede him as he trailed his associates into the dark hallway.  When he closed the four inch thick panel on the gathering night, the hallway fell into complete gloom.  Everett heard Giuseppe latch and bolt the door, then drop a crossbar in place.


    "Get the curtain, will you?" the smuggler urged. 


    Everett felt his way forward and found a heavy black curtain, which when pulled aside let in enough light for the three of them to see to enter the huge room beyond.  Lit by a single oil lamp on a table near the entrance, the space had clearly been hollowed out to encompass the entire building by wrecking out most of the interior partitions and the core of the upper two floors.  Extending into the darkness away from the lamp, loads of freight, some consisting of but a single small box and others of high stacks of large crates, had been placed inside colored lines painted on the brick floor.  Giuseppe's associates had dumped the three Esatis on the brick alongside the table and were apparently waiting for further instructions.


    "You said that you want to question them before we put them in transit?" Giuseppe asked, clearly just to confirm.  "Will you need any tools for that?  Hammers, saws, stuff like that?"


    "No, thank you. I think I can manage with just magic."


    "When do you want to get started?"


    "Now.  I'm operating under a deadline and I have to attend to my business here and get going."


    "Yes," Poubelle announced.  "I have to sit on the Biscuit Garderobe to claim my birthright."


    "You mean the old toilet seat that's on the hand of the big statue of The Colonel right in front of the Government Building?" Pauly asked.


    Everett, not desirous of trying to explain his implausible story, tried to signal Poubelle to be quiet, but the man rushed on, oblivious.


    "Exactly!  I'm the last heir to the throne of the Dominion of Dree and Everett's going to help me regain my kingdom!  By the way, would any of you happen to know where the Dominion of Dree is located?  I'd like to take charge just as soon as is convenient."


    "I thought everyone knew where it was," Fred said. 


    "Yeah," Pauly agreed.  "You've never heard the nursery rhyme?   I don't remember all of the verses, but the chorus is And the crown gets nailed to the tree!  Who would be the next king of the Dominion of Dree? Fi-ferry-derry-o-dee!"


    "Where -- ?"


    "The Dominion of Dree was a one of the first demesnes that came into existence during the Lost Age after the fall of the West Phagaellean Imperium," David said in a pedantic tone.  "I had to do a paper on it in school.  It didn't last long -- maybe a hundred, hundred and fifty years.  The last king was hanged by his own innards.  There has never been an association between the Biscuit Garderobe and the Dominion of Dree however.  The two are entirely different milieus."


    "Yes, but where exactly is it?" Poubelle insisted.


    "Right here," Pauly said.  "It covered everything between the High Shadowed Hills in the east and the Harpoon River in the west.  Every school child in the Republic of Zheria knows that."
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    Poubelle was aghast.  "You mean that I would be king of Alarsaria and Zheria?"


    "Don't know about that," Pauly allowed, "but I wouldn't go around saying that I was the rightful king of the Dominion of Dree, if I were you.  One, no one would believe you, and two, if they did believe you, then you'd become universally unpopular."


    "Ain't that the truth," Stephen said.  "Neither the Republican government nor the Alarsarian king would appreciate someone that wanted to put the Dominion back together."


    "It isn't going to come to that," Everett interrupted.  "No one ever needs to find out."


    Poubelle looked scandalized.  "But --"


    "But nothing.  I'm fairly certain that I don't actually have to give you rule over your kingdom to satisfy Brother Peanut or whoever is Grand Vizier when we get back.  I only have to restore a fallen kingdom.  In a technical sense, once you plant your backside on the Biscuit Garderobe, you'll be the king and therefore the kingdom will exist, even if no other demesne recognizes it.  That will have to be good enough."


    "Seems like there's a flaw in your logic somewhere," Giuseppe suggested. 


     "Logic doesn't have to be logical when Magic is involved."


    Not looking as if he understood what Everett was actually talking about, the smuggler lifted his shoulders.  "This room has very thick walls.  Which one of the Esatis do you want to do first?  If there's going to be much blood, I'd like to get a tarp spread out before you get started."


    Poubelle jumped as if he had been struck physically by a thought.  "Hold on a minute, Everett!  I know where Theddrid and Marshlight have been taken.  They're at the castle!  The damsel in distress is always whisked away to the castle by the sneering villain."


    Giuseppe shook his head.  "No castles around Mrysberg."


    Poubelle's face fell.  "How about an impenetrable fortress?"


    "Lots of fortresses, but none of them that would be what you would call strictly impenetrable, as long as you have enough artillery."


    "This one would be on windswept crag and the mere sight of it would drain all hope from the hearts of those carried there."


    "No crags around Mrysberg.  The best thing that we could maybe do would be one of the low hills north of the city."


    "Do any of them have fortresses?"


    "There's one that had a dairy at the top when I was a kid."


    "It would at least have to have a terror-inspiring name."


    "Might be able to help you there.  The family that owned the dairy was named Grimmweald."


    Poubelle brightened.  "That's it!"


    Everett frowned.  Poubelle's flights of fancy had provided vaguely accurate information thus far, either through dumb luck or as some peripheral effect of Destiny's spell. Also, accepting as a given that he and the others were continuing to follow Destiny's script, then it seemed logical that the first place to present itself would be the one they needed.  Thus far, at every point along the way, solutions to their problems had appeared in a very convenient manner.


    "What's there now?"


    "I couldn't say.  After the dairy closed, the place was abandoned, but I haven't been that way in a number of years.  I could send someone up there to find out."


    "How much?"


    "A man with your bankroll wouldn't mind paying two hundred silver, I suppose?"


    "I wouldn't mind paying two hundred silver if I had the answer in two hours."


    Giuseppe gave a quick nod to David and Stephan and the two vanished through the curtain.  He then cast his eyes on the bound Esatis.  "Do you still need to question the freight?"


    Everett considered Lieutenant Girard.  If past experience was any guide, then anyone closely associated with Edwin was almost certainly a full bore fanatic.  Girard was unlikely to reveal anything unless subjected to physical coercion, which Everett had been quite prepared to do, but if Giuseppe's men located Edwin as he expected, then torturing the lieutenant would be an unwarranted waste of effort.


    "No.  I think Poubelle's right.  The dairy is where our friends will be.  Time is one thing I don't have much of, so I'm going to take care of Poubelle's chore while we're waiting for your men to return."


    "You know that the monument in the Plaza of Liberty is guarded around the clock by an honor guard of twenty Republican Hussars, right?"


    "I didn't, but we'll figure something out."


    "Mind if I come along?  Just based upon our short acquaintance, I have a feeling that whatever you figure out is bound to be interesting."


    Everett turned out hands in an uncaring gesture.  "Lead the way."


    With Pauly and Fred left to guard the bound Esatis, Giuseppe guided the two of them along a circuitous path that avoided the battery-lit main thoroughfares and their evening crowds and embraced dark byways and alleys that smelled of old urine and rat droppings.   


    All of the buildings surrounding the one hundred by two hundred yard Plaza of Liberty were in the austere architectural style favored by the bureaucrats of the early Republic, with high-powered battery lighting positioned to emphasize the lifeless regularity of the structures.  The monument itself was in front of the largest and most mind-numbing of the lot, which had Government Building helpfully chiseled into the architrave above its main portico.


    In the shelter of a dank alcove between one massive pile and its equally ugly neighbor, Giuseppe pointed towards the twenty foot statue and its associated granite dolphins, geese, donkeys, and unclothed buxom maidens who were all -- donkeys included -- depicted crouching at the feet of the hero in adoring awe.  A thirty foot wide moat-like pool surrounded the conglomeration of sculptures and an eight foot black iron fence with battery lamps spaced at regular intervals bordered the pool.


    "Before they added the pool, the fence, and the guards, miscreants regularly scrawled scatological comments on the monument.  When I was a lad, my mates and I had a running contest to see who could scrawl the best comment.  Scores were based on vulgarity, style, and height above the pavement.  You can't see it from here, but there's an eight letter West Phagaellean word scratched into the Colonel's right cheek. I got nine and a half points for that one and was champion for a whole week."


    As he did not really want to know, Everett did not ask which of the four cheeks Giuseppe was speaking of.   A brace of guards were posted at each of the three outside corners of the fence within sight. "Where are the rest of the guards?"


    "Besides the pair at each exterior corner, there are six at the main gate that faces the Government Building and six inside at a guard shed.  The guards change every two hours.  A patrol marches in from the east side, changes the outside guards first in clockwise order and moves to the gate to change the rest.  The patrol marches back out the way it came in."


    "How long before the changing of the guard?"


    The smuggler took out a pocket watch and opened it.  "It's twenty after eight.  The guards changed at eight.  Say an hour and a half."


    Poubelle took a firm grip on his fire iron. "What will it be, Everett?  Frontal assault or infiltration?  Maybe I should create a diversion and draw all the guards away?"


     "That's an excellent idea, but instead, I think we should just stroll up, transform their guns into pudding, and then improvise.  What do you think?"


    He had begun to formulate the idea that Magic had specifically engineered his new bastardized spells to deal with the obstacles that he would encounter and he yet had three that he had not tried, his forth, Manure, gather ye into a pile!, his sixth, Wine make ye oil anon!, and his eighth, Potatoes, come forth!  He thought that there was a high possibility that one of those had been designed to help with this situation.


    "Sound plan.  I'm ready!"


    Everett looked to Giuseppe.  "How about you?"


    "Pudding, eh?  I'd better go with you.  I wouldn't want to have to say that I missed a chance to deface the statue one more time."


    With a quick grin, Everett stepped out into the plaza and the other two men moved out to flank him.  Away from the buildings, the octagon flagstones of the pavement fell into gloom, but there was still sufficient light to move with confidence.  Aiming for the gate on the far side, he set a purposeful pace to make it appear as if the three of them had every right to be there.  He chose the shortest possible route, which made them pass within a few dozen feet of the two guards stationed at the northeast corner.  Except to watch them pass, neither of the antique armor-clad soldiers reacted and he just waved with a smile as he went by, taking note of their armament out of the side of his eyes.  Each had a rifle at shoulder arms, a holstered long pistol of an old design on a cross shoulder cartridge belt, and a three foot sword in a polished black scabbard.


    After another few paces, he whispered to Giuseppe, "You forgot to mention that they carried swords."


    "They're sabers, actually," the smuggler whispered back.  "I did say hussars, right? Hussars are light cavalry."


    "So where are their horses?"  Poubelle wanted to know.


    "Some bureaucrat stepped in a pile of manure, so the horses got banned from the Plaza."


    "Don't worry, Everett," Poubelle said, patting the handle of his fire iron.  "We can handle them.  Besides, your spell will bring us back to life if we die."


    "One death a day is my limit.  Like I said, we'll improvise."


    As they approached the gate, a corporal snapped to attention and marched out towards them in an awkward-looking heel stamping gait.  He stopped after six paces and stuck out a hand.  "The monument is off limits after sunset.  You'll have to come back tomorrow."


    Smiling broadly, Everett stopped several paces from the man and enunciated, "Ding dong!"


    Given what Edwin had said about the scarcity of the magic dampening mechanisms, he had taken if for granted that his spell would activate and he was not disappointed.  Curses and shouts sprang out from all about the monument.


    Whipping his head about, the corporal reached reflexively for the handle of his pistol and then gaped at the wad of brown mush in his hand.


    Giuseppe laughed.  "Chocolate pudding!  I thought you were joking!"


    Scowling, the corporal shook the pudding from his hand and snatched out his saber, the blade making a wicked snick as it slid from its scabbard.


    Poubelle instantly tried to drag out his fire iron, but it hung up in the cord loops and he began to fumble with it as the corporal began to advance.


    Everett improvised.  "Give me strength!"


    As he grew in size, he swept out his arms to push both the still struggling Poubelle and the goggling Giuseppe out of harm's way.  Though registering shock, the corporal did not flinch, holding his blade steady in a high guard and calling for his men to come to his aid.  He did, however, withdrew a few steps as Everett began to tower over him.


    Thinking quickly, Everett considered the saber, had a notion about simply rushing the man with the assumption that his healing spell would repair any damage he took, discarded that idea as painful and stupid, and then tried a spell, casting the one that felt right. 


    "Manure, gather ye into a pile!"


    The spell actuated immediately and evinced within a second.  Suddenly finding himself in a compact ball of several score housecats who all appeared to believe that he was the source of their sudden discomfiture, the corporal dropped his sword to swat at the swarming felines, screamed as claws and teeth took hold, and then fled across the plaza, a number of the enraged tabbies still attached.  Those dislodged by his panicked flight landed gracefully on the pavement and then took a moment to either glare at the world in general, arch their backs and hiss, pause to scratch, or bound off as was their want.


     Everett ran towards the other hussars at the gates. Two more received gifts of cats, one he cuffed on the side of his silvered helmet so forcefully that the man fell stunned, but the remainder, yelling imprecations about giants, lost heart and fled in various directions.  Not pausing, he threw open the unlocked gates and en-catted the six soldiers who were just now emerging from the interior guard shack.  With mewling and squalling, both feline and human, erupting all about, he stopped and made a sharp gesture for Poubelle and Giuseppe to follow as he trotted down the narrow causeway that crossed the decorative pond.


    "For Magic's sake, Everett!" Giuseppe enthused as he ran alongside.  "I'd give both my arms to have your spells!"


    "You haven't seen the half of it!" Poubelle, who was keeping up surprisingly well, bellowed.


    Not bothering to reply, Everett stepped over the genuflecting maidens, dolphins, donkeys, and geese to stand on a slightly sloped esplanade that ran around the base of the pedestal.  He was immediately confronted with the frozen heroic visage of the Colonel.  In spite of the admittedly exquisite realism of the sculpture, the equally revered and reviled A. C. M. Bonnet proved much less impressive when one was standing eye to eye with him.  It was clear that the sculptor had been going for a great man vibe but there also seemed to be a bit of an anxious I'm doing the best that I can please don't have me strangled energy in the style of the lines.


    "Everett," Poubelle, breathing heavily, gasped as he came up, "you're bigger this time.  I'm sure of it. You're the same height as the statue."


    Dismissing this as immaterial to the moment, Everett scanned the posed figure.  The Colonel, dressed in uniform and combed helmet, had both hands out before him as if playing to an adoring crowd.  There was, however, no toilet seat in evidence.


    "Where's the Garderobe?" he demanded of Giuseppe who had a comment scrawling gleam in his eye as he began to climb up onto the wide pedestal base.


    "The right hand!  It's the pinky ring!"


    Looking down, Everett found that indeed The Colonel wore a polished torus of dark red stone on the indicated finger.  He reached out his own left hand to pluck it off, but it would not budge.  Grabbing the statue's wrist with his free hand, he tugged harder and when that also proved to no avail, strained with both hands.  The only thing this accomplished was to cause the entire statue to rock slightly.  Frustrated, he gave the stone forearm and hand a savage wrench, snapping both off cleanly with a resounding crack!


    Giuseppe, who had scrambled back off the pedestal when the statue shifted, laughed.  "I'd have to give you a full ten on that one, Everett!"


    Across the Plaza towards the Government Building, a piercing siren began to shriek and flood lights came on all around.


    Ignoring the rising commotion, Everett squatted near Poubelle and began methodically breaking off pieces of the pinky until he got down to the Garderobe.  A quick twist finally won it free and he tossed the remains of the hand onto the back of a rearing donkey.  With two fingers, he placed the torus on the pavement in front of Poubelle.


    "Have a seat, your majesty!"


    Grinning, Poubelle plopped down, sat perfectly still for a moment, then looked around expectantly.  "Nothing happened!"


    "But now you're the king of the Dominion of Dree because you've sat on the ancient toilet seat!" Giuseppe boasted with a twinkle in his eye.


    "And that will have to do," Everett told them both.  "Let's get out of here."


    Poubelle jumped up straightaway, but then bent over to retrieve the Garderobe and clasp it to his chest.  "Which way?"


    Gunfire cracked and Everett heard bullets whizz by his head.  A quick look around showed that scores of soldiers in olive and butternut field uniforms were charging across the plaza from different directions.  To the right, an officer was trying to form a line to render a volley.  In front of the Government Building, an artillery crew had dismounted their horses and was in the process of unlimbering a light field gun.


    "Lock arms," he ordered the other two.  "We'll use my spell to get out."


    As the two men obeyed, he turned again to the statue on a whim and shoved it violently so that it pitched all the way over and crashed onto a conglomeration of maidens, geese, donkeys, and dolphins, shattering them and itself. 


    With fragments still skittering across the esplanade and plunging into the pool, he cast, "Take ye flight!"


    The transformation was again agonizing and headache inducing, but he endured and hurtled skyward with feathers still half formed.  At a hundred feet, he fixed a quick locus atop the gabled tile roof of the Government Building and instantly cast to transport Poubelle and Giuseppe there.


    Below, the cannon roared and half a dozen dolphins, two geese, one donkey, and four maidens paid the ultimate price for their service to the glory of the Republic.
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    "You have struck a great blow for magicker freedom in the Republic of Zheria, Monsieur de Schael," the woman who had identified herself only as Madame Blanche intimated. 


    With an aristocratic bearing, an indeterminate age, and a figure that bordered on the voluptuous, Madame Blanche appeared to be the energetic heart of the Committee.  She and the five other members of what Giuseppe had described as the real leaders of partisan activity in and around Mrysberg had entered the smuggler's warehouse just at dawn as Everett and Poubelle were preparing to depart for the Grimmweald dairy.  In a clearly prearranged fashion, the other Committee members, the monolithically stern visaged Monsieurs Rouge, Brun, and Orange, all of whom by their looks could have been carpenters or brick masons rather than magicians, and the elderly and diminutive Mademoiselle Gris who smiled a lot and did not really look at all like a person who was capable of blowing up an Esati, had left it to Madame Blanche to present their case.  All of them, of course, could not keep their eyes from straying to his wings, which still had a good three hours left before their expiration.


    Everett made a face.  "Not by design, I assure you."


    "With the sort of power that you can wield with your magnificent spells, you could topple the current regime in mere days.  The oppressed peoples of the Republic would rise up immediately in support of a great wizard of your incredible power and heroism."


    Everett glared at Giuseppe, who had clearly revealed everything that he had seen of Everett's magic to these intense conspirators.  The smuggler just smiled and turned out his hands in mute but unrepentant apology.


    "I'm sorry," Everett told the group with a patently fake smile.  "I'm all booked up for at least another fortnight and I can't possibly make room on my agenda for overthrowing the Republic, so I'll have to recommend that you check with another incredibly powerful and heroic wizard for your evil regime overthrowing needs."


    Madame Blanche produced a frown that made her fine-featured face pinch in an unpleasant way.  "We are prepared to acclaim your candidate, King Poubelle, as chief of a new interim government."


    Everett gave Giuseppe another hard look.  "So you told them every single thing?"


    "They pay me a monthly stipend for information and I get a bonus for anything really good."


    "Monsieur Giuseppe is a valued servant of the cause," Madame Blanche clarified, "and the Committee does not mind reimbursing him for expenses."


    "I for one would be happy to serve as head of state in the new government," Poubelle injected in a self-sacrificing tone.


    "Poubelle," Everett told him with a frown, "what you do with your kingship is your own affair.  You can come with me or stay with these people.  I'd be happy either way."


    "I'd never abandon you, Everett!" the other claimed in a slightly wounded tone.


    Everett turned an implacable look back to the color aliased group.  "I have only twelve days to finish a set of tasks that are necessary to free my wife from an ensorcellment.  Bringing down the Republic isn't one of those tasks, so, if you'll excuse me, I have some dairy storming to do."


    Madame Blanche did not budge.  "What of your moral obligation to lift the harsh oppression of your fellow magickers?  Surely you cannot in good conscience leave us under the merciless and cruel rule of the technocrats and the Esatis?"


    "My dad used to tell me quite often, 'Son, I'd do it for you, but if I did, you wouldn't learn how to do it for yourself."


    "Marshlight said that Enlightened Master Peachtree said that the only truly effective taskmaster is oneself," Poubelle chimed in, apparently feeling -- in light of a possible misimpression that his offer to the Committee had indicated disloyalty -- that he should say something to demonstrate that he was in fact totally committed to Everett's cause.


    As Madame Blanche drew in breath for another plea salvo, Everett grasped Poubelle and Giuseppe by the arms and urged them towards the open hatch through which the Committee had entered.  Initially concealed beneath a large crate and opened by Giuseppe at a coded knock, the hatch let down into a dry, brick-walled tunnel that the smuggler had said he only used for emergencies.  Everett had no doubt but that it would allow the three of them to pass unnoticed beneath the bands of soldiers that had been deployed throughout the city in the wake of the previous evening's statue smashing. Pauly and the other smugglers had reported that roadblocks had been set up at every major intersection and that the President had declared marshal law, placing the entire city under the authority of the Command Council of the Republican Army.


    "Hate to be going, but you know how it is!" he cast over his shoulder.  "Hope we can get together the next time I'm in town!"


    He hustled Poubelle and Giuseppe down the ladder and then gave the humorless Committee a final wave before dropping through.


    As soon as he reached the bottom, he asked the waiting Giuseppe, "Which way to the dairy?"


    The smuggler pointed along the battery-lit passage towards the east and then began moving in that direction.  "The river's this way.  There's a rowboat that we can use to get to the other side.  From there, it's just a matter of heading north.  Madame Blanche usually gets what she wants, you know."


    Following along with Poubelle, Everett said, "I'm happy for her, but I'm not interested in starting a revolution in the Republic or anywhere else.


    "Me neither.  They're bad for business," Giuseppe agreed.


    "Good to hear."


    A few paces further, Giuseppe said, "Still, I wouldn't mind seeing the maroon jackets get trimmed back, if you know what I mean."  He made a line across his throat with an index finger.  "Things were pretty bad for magickers right before and during the war, what with the anti-magic laws and the so-called work camps.  The Esatis were everywhere and a lot of magickers just plain disappeared.  I've never worked openly as a magicker so the Esatis didn't bother me, but a lot of people I knew had trouble.  A lady magicker that I used to see about had a small shop two streets over from here.  She had spells that would clean old grease off pots and make tableware.  I think she could also darn socks, but I don't exactly remember.  People warned her to close up and move away, but she thought that she was safe because her spells were all harmless and none of them put her in direct competition with any technician.   One night, her shop burned to the ground.  Nothing was left.  The next day, the constables charged her with arson and she was carted off in the back of an Esati wagon.  She didn't come back after the armistice.  To be fair, it's gotten some better since then, but people still don't dare cast spells openly.  The parents of magicker kids won't let them out to play because they're afraid that they might have an Epiphany and a First Enunciation in front of the wrong people."


    "What this demesne needs is a bill of privileges!" Poubelle proclaimed all of a sudden.


    "What's that?" Giuseppe asked.


    "It's where you have a...let's see, uh, hmmm...well, sorry, I don't actually know.  It's something that sort of just came to me out of the blue.  I do know that we'll have one in my kingdom though."


    "Maybe you just imagined it.  Stuff that doesn't make any sense pops into my head all the time."


    "No, I don't think so," Everett countered.  "These previously unknown bits of information that just appear out of nowhere must be a side effect of Destiny's magic.  I've experienced it and Theddrid and Marshlight must have too.  It has to be some sort of Epiphany, but with an idea instead of a spell.  Once Destiny is gone, I'm hoping that all of these unnatural thoughts and impulses will stop and that we'll all revert back to normal."


    Poubelle gave a start.  "Normal as in back to the way it was before you transported me from Laest Sho?"


    Everett realized belatedly that this would not necessarily be a good thing in Poubelle's case, but he made no effort to soften the blow.   "Yes.  Once the ensorcellment of the spell is gone, everyone who has encountered Destiny will stop trying to follow her version of their lives."


    "So I won't be a swain or a king anymore and will go back to being a -- what I was before."


    "You'll go back to making your own decisions as to how you want to live your life, whatever those decisions may be."


    Poubelle fell silent, clearly not pleased with this revelation.


    Giuseppe stopped before an iron bound door and turned a crank to withdraw heavy bolts.  "Who is this woman that you're talking about?"


    Although he expected that Giuseppe would certainly market the information to the Committee at his first opportunity, Everett saw no fundamental harm in that and so took the time to explain in general terms all about Mademoiselle Petunia LaSalle and her Grand Scheme.  This prompted Poubelle to launch into a thrill-packed account of their journey thus far, a glorious epic that continued as they slipped through the doorway into the brightening day, snuck along the overgrown bank, and stopped to retrieve the hidden baggage.  Poubelle only concluded the story when they reached the short wooden jetty and the moored rowboat, where Giuseppe gestured for silence.


    While Everett, his unmistakable wings, and Poubelle remained concealed in the chaparral, Giuseppe walked to the end of the jetty, took a long look up and downstream, and then waved them towards the boat.


    "That's an amazing story," the smuggler declared as he worked the oars to scull the boat across the polluted but otherwise empty brown water.  "If I hadn't seen the two of you come back from the dead, Everett turn into a giant, and then also grow wings, I might be tempted to call both of you liars.  As it is, I'm wondering if I wouldn't be better off staying as far from you as I can get."


    "We can get to the dairy on our own," Everett assured him.  "There's no need for you to come along."


    "No, no, I'd better come with you.  I'd hate myself if I missed seeing what you do next."


    Once on the opposite bank, they moved away from the river into a copse of isolated cottonwoods behind a dilapidated barn.  Without delay, Everett flew straight up, not worrying if anyone in the city might see him, and transported the two men to a pasture several miles to the north.  From there, it took only minutes to reach the top of a boulder strewn, pine covered hill that gave them a view across pastures that had grown wild for some years towards the freshly white-washed outer walls of the dairy compound.  On the steep forward slope of the hill, they found a spot about fifty feet down from the crest where the trees were thin enough to provide them a clear view of the dairy but still thick enough to offer concealment.


    Before dawn, David and Stephan had reported to Giuseppe that the buildings had definitely been taken over by maroon uniformed Esatis, with patrols entering and exiting the gates all through the night.


    "The Security is tight," Giuseppe went on.  "There's just the one gate and it's kept shut except to let the patrols pass.  David snuck close enough to see magazine fed heavy guns emplaced in trenches to either side of it."


    Poubelle drew his tisonnier part way out of its loops and then shoved it back home with some force.  "We can swing on ropes to crash through the big front windows, effortlessly battle our way through thirty or forty evil minions, confront the evil overlord in his lair just as he is about to ravish the princess, defeat him after a long vicious contest, and then kiss the princess on the battlements as fires burn in the background."


    "Great idea," Everett replied, "but since I don't see any big front windows, I think instead we'll just slip in, find Marshlight and Theddrid, do what we have to do to get them out, and then use my spells to escape."


    "Sound plan," Giuseppe approved.  "Except for the specifics of how you're going to do all that, which in my experience are always harder to come up with."


    Everett considered the compound.  "I'll use my transport spell to get all of us to the roof of that big building to the right.  From there, we should be able to figure out what to do next.  We'll just have to play it by ear.  At the very least, we'll be able to see what's going on inside."


    "It's a start."  Giuseppe linked arms with Poubelle.  "I'm ready."


    Poubelle stuck out his other elbow.  "Me too."


    Everett looped his arm through Poubelle's, then established a locus on a portion of the rooftop that he hoped would leave them unobserved and enunciated, "Beautiful woman, come forth!"


    After a few seconds, it became clear to him that the spell was not going to actuate and he grimaced.  "Edwin must have the entire compound covered with magic dampeners."


    "Which means that we won't be able to use spells inside, if we do find a way in," Giuseppe warned.  "Will your passive spells work?"


    "Yes, they don't need to actuate and that's what the dampeners prevent."


    "Shouldn't there be an unlocked door, or a secret passage, or a part of the wall that isn't watched that we could slip over?" Poubelle asked hopefully.


    "The maroon coats might be raving fanatics, but they're not stupid.  If they're worried about people trying to get in or out -- and from the looks of the front gate they are -- then they'll have a proper guard all around.  We'll not be able to get over the walls without being seen, day or night.  David and Stephan said that they have the entire perimeter covered with battery lights."


    "We have to get in some way," Everett said, frowning. "I wonder how many armed Esatis are actually in the compound?"


    "I'd guess a full section.  At least a hundred, not counting the gun crews."


    "What would it take to draw them all out?"


    "I don't think that you could. They're holding a fixed fortification.  Their military training would --"


    "Hey, Everett," Poubelle interrupted.  "There's a great big balloon coming in from the north." 


    He turned to look.  "That's an air carriage.  It's twice as big as Baronet Rorche's, but except for the additional engines, it looks exactly the same to me."


    Giuseppe raised his eyebrows.  "Who's Baronet Rorche?"


    "I'll tell you later.  If that thing lands inside the compound, I think that we might be able to get Edwin to bring Theddrid and Marshlight to us."


    "How?" Giuseppe wanted to know.


    "If you were in the compound, and it came under bombardment, what would you do?"


    "Dive in the deepest hole that I could find."


    "Yes, but you're thinking like someone that can't fly and also like someone who isn't sitting next to hundreds of cubic feet of flammable vapor.  Unlike Theddrid's, the vapor in those cells isn't inert.  I think that Edwin will put the air carriage in the air where he and it will be safe from ground attack."


    "But how are you going to bombard the compound?" Poubelle asked.  "Do you have a spell for that?"


    Everett gestured all around.  "I'm going to become a giant and throw rocks."


    "They might do some minor damage, but they won't explode," Giuseppe pointed out.


    Feeling the tug of an intuition no doubt generated by Destiny's magic, Everett let the thought mature.  "I have a spell that might help with that."


    The air carriage did indeed circle the compound once, move directly above it, and finally settle so that only the upper half of the vapor cells was visible above the walls.


    Wasting no time, Everett cast his ninth spell.  When the transformation was complete, he moved around between the trees, kneeling to scratch dirt away from likely looking boulders --  all of which were only the size of his fist in relative terms -- and pry them loose.  When he had a score piled in a pyramid near the opening in the foliage through which he intended to throw them, he took the topmost and gestured to Giuseppe."


    "There's a canteen in my pack.  Bring it please."


    Tilting his head way back, Poubelle said, "You're bigger this time too.  Are you going to continue to grow each time you cast your spell?"


    "I don't know."  Even though this fact had indeed begun to trouble him -- a spell's effect should be constant -- he dismissed the problem once more.  He held the rock out to

    Giuseppe.  "Pour the water on it.  Make sure that you don't get any on me."


    Using both hands, the smuggler began to dribble water.  "How much?"


    "That's enough.  I just want to dampen part of the surface.  Both of you had better stand back a bit."


    He waited until the two men had moved off about twenty paces, then focused on the darker stain on the rust-colored sandstone. 


    “I bid cool water become sweet wine."


    A quick sniff confirmed that the water had been transubstantiated into the highly volatile engine fuel.


    "Wine make ye oil anon!”


    His sixth spell, also a liquid transubstantiation variant, had been a part of an associative pair with his fifth.  It had seemed logical that the altered effect of the sixth could mirror that pairing and, even though he knew that he could not depend upon it to follow its original variant category, he had a feeling that it would provide a solution to the current problem.


    After a few seconds, he took another sniff.  The sharp, nostril-burning scent of the fuel had been replaced with something distinctly different that had suggestions of oil, sulfur, and other things that he could not identify.


    Hefting the rock, he looked through the trees towards the dairy.  He had originally judged the range at five hundred yards.  Now it looked not much more than a relative hundred and fifty.  He would not be able to throw one of the rocks that far, of course, but then he only wanted to get it reasonably close.   He drew back his arm and let it fly.


    Too fast to follow, the rock zipped across the intervening space, sailed high over the walls of the compound, and struck the next hill over.  The resulting explosion blasted a huge crater in a saw briar thicket, sent an orange and red fireball skyward, and generated a shockwave in the ground that Everett felt a few seconds later.  Just after the shockwave, a siren began to sound inside the compound.


    "That was some throw," Giuseppe called.  "Ready for the next one?"


    Apparently, there was more magic going on than just a simple size transformation.  The spell must also have a strength multiplier component.  "Yes. We'll do a dozen in a row.  I'm going to try to ring the hill with a barrage."


    In quick succession, he lofted the twelve rocks in high arcs and then watched as they came down in a neat circle fifty yards outside the walls of the dairy.  His accuracy was nothing short of amazing and he attributed this also to the magic of his perverted ninth spell.  The explosions left the air rumbling like thunder.


    After the smoke cleared, Everett saw muzzle flashes wink to either side of the gate.  "Get down!"


    As Poubelle and the smuggler dove for the ground, Everett dropped prone, then cast his twelfth spell to make himself into a smaller target.


    For a few minutes, he writhed on the ground as the appendages took shape, then crawled towards the others.  With it now obvious that no bullets were coming their way, both men had raised up enough to peer through the surrounding underbrush at the dairy.


    "They're just shooting down slope," Giuseppe said.  "They must think that the barrage is cover for a ground assault."


    "It doesn't look as if the air carriage is taking off," Poubelle added.


    Everett climbed to his feet.  "I'm going to give them four rocks right in front of the gate.  Once I take out the gun emplacements, they might get more concerned."
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    Everett's prediction proved correct.  With the gates blasted into kindling, smoke beginning to rise from one of the interior buildings, and the siren cut off in mid-wail, the big air carriage nosed up out of the compound and began a steep climb as it gained speed towards the south.


    He cast his twelfth spell again to resume his normal size -- as well as his wings.  "Giuseppe, I need Poubelle's help, but you'd be better off here."


    The smuggler laughed as he linked arms with Poubelle.  "Not a chance."


    Everett hooked Poubelle's other arm.  "Beautiful woman, come forth!"


    In spite of knowing that it would be guarded, he had had to choose a locus at the aft end of the upper deck.  The rear cargo doors were closed and the upper deck presented the only clear and level spot that he could see.  Just as soon as the world steadied with the slats of the deck under him, he enunciated, "Ding dong!" 


    Their pivot mounted multi-firing guns, pistols, and rifles transformed into pudding, the four maroon uniformed men stationed at the bow nevertheless turned about and charged.


    He cast "Manure, gather ye into a pile!" four times in quick succession.


    The lookouts, now embedded in panicked cats, were easy pray for Everett's hard right cross, Giuseppe's groin kicks, and Poubelle's inexpertly but enthusiastically swung tisonnier.  With cats mewling in complaint and dodging about, Giuseppe immediately set about binding the hands of the stunned and bleeding men with their own boot laces.


    "Wait here!" Everett ordered as he ran for the hatchway.  Without bothering with the rungs, he dropped through the opening to land upright with a heavy thud.  Two Esatis advancing towards the ladder received pudding, cats, and hard kicks to the abdomen for the sake of their curiosity.  When both went down, he vaulted over their groaning, clawed, and writhing forms and raced up the passage.  At the first door that he came to, he stopped.


    If the suppositions that he had been formulating were correct, Destiny's spell would insure that this was easy.  To him, that meant Theddrid and Marshlight would be in the first place that he looked.


    When he tried the latch, he found it locked and took this as confirmation of his theory.  Jumping back, he delivered a lunging kick that splintered the jamb and made the thin panel spring inward.


    He was not surprised at all to find the goggle-eyed tinkerer and his equally astonished niece but the third captive gave him pause for a moment. 


    It was none other than Mademoiselle Petunia LaSalle -- Destiny herself -- cowering behind the other two as if she were actually frightened.


    The sound of running boots echoed down the passage and spurred him to shout, "Let's go!"


    He added a sharp chop of his hand to point Theddrid and Marshlight back the way that he had come.  Abruptly lurching into motion, both rushed through the door.


    When Destiny moved a bit tardily to scurry after the trailing Marshlight, Everett threw out his hand to block her.  "Not you!"


    Flinching as if she expected him to strike her, she seemed nothing more than a frightened woman adrift in events that she did not really understand.


    Two steps down the corridor, Marshlight stopped dead and spun about with a shocked expression.  "You can't leave Petunia, Everett!  She's a prisoner of that horrid man just like us!  He captured her with that pendant and has been threatening to do awful things to her!"


    Gritting his teeth to suppress a curse, he dropped his arm.  "Get a move on then!"


    Pale and shaking, Destiny scurried to Marshlight, who took her arm gently and urged her after Theddrid.


    Out of the corner of his eye, Everett caught sight of an Esati poking his head around a cross corridor about twenty feet forward, paused long enough to en-cat the man, and then ran after the two women.


    Cats of all colors streaked passed as they sprinted aft and the now unencumbered Esatis near the ladder were in the process of getting to their feet.  At full speed, Theddrid barreled into them, knocking both flat again.  For good measure, the tinkerer planted his boots on tender spots to keep the men down and then grabbed Marshlight by the waist to swing her over the struggling obstacles to the ladder.  The young woman went up the rungs like a squirrel and then Theddrid swung Destiny across as well.  She grasped the ladder automatically, but then just seemed to freeze in place and the tinkerer had to apply an energetic shove to her backside to get her to head on up.


    As soon as the way was clear, Theddrid jumped to the ladder.  Freed of his restraining weight, one of the Esatis tried to stand up again, but Everett discouraged him with another bundle of cats.  With no perceptible interval between them, the report of a pistol sounded to his rear and a bullet whizzed by his shoulder to smash into the bulkhead behind the ladder.  Jolted, he instantly hurtled the screaming man and his coat of furry claws, leapt upward with a strength enhanced by fear, caught the highest rung in a spastic grip, and hoisted himself through just as other bullets began to strike the ladder and the bulkhead.


    Incongruently, when he rolled out onto the deck and onto his feet, he found Marshlight and Poubelle enfolded in a passionate kiss while Giuseppe grinned, Theddrid pretended not to notice, and Destiny just watched with unabashed curiosity.


    "There's no time for that!" he yelled, rushing to the rail.  "Poubelle, get the two women first!"


     Knowing that he did not have time to make sure that Poubelle was ready, he set a locus on the first thing that he could identify on the brown and green terrain passing two thousand feet below, the intersection of a paved highway and a dirt road.  "Beautiful woman, come forth!"


    "That was a goose!" Poubelle shouted from behind him.


    "Beautiful woman, come forth!  Beautiful woman, come forth!"  He whipped around and set his locus between Theddrid and Giuseppe.  "Beautiful woman, come forth!"


    As soon as he saw Poubelle come into being and hurriedly link arms with Theddrid and Giuseppe, he turned back to fix the same crossroads.  "Beautiful woman, come forth!  Beautiful woman, come forth!"


    A line of bullets from a multi-firing gun burst up through the skin of the carriage and the slats of the deck above it alongside the ladder.  Without pause, a second burst chopped though just a few steps away and moved in a wavering line towards him.  Hearing the lead zip through the vapor cells above his head and fearing that he was about to be engulfed in a ball of fire, he leapt head first over the rail.


    The side of the air carriage flew by in a single blink and then he was falling free in chill, moist air towards the patchwork of fields, forests, and roads below.  He kept his wings tucked until he judged that he had fallen over a thousand feet, then snapped them open and pitched into a steep glide to gradually bleed off his speed, finally pulling up no more than a hundred feet above the bleached brown earth of a plowed field. 


    Hovering for a moment, he searched until he located the air carriage high above.  Unfortunately not on fire, it appeared to be continuing on its way to the south without slowing, so he banked about, pinpointed the crossroads where he had sent his friends, and flew at top speed back towards it.


    Theddrid rushed up to clasp his hand in a firm grip as soon as he landed.  "I'm glad to see that you're not dead, Everett!  When we have more time, you'll have to explain to me how you managed that."


    "I will," he promised as he took in the rest of the group.


    Marshlight and Poubelle were once again wrapped up in each other and oblivious to everyone else, the three geese looked entirely put out, Giuseppe was grinning from ear to ear, and Destiny had a thoroughly confused expression.


    "Poubelle, if you and Marshlight could find a moment, we need to get out of here before Edwin figures out what happened and comes looking for us."


    Destiny shook herself slightly for a moment, seemed to gather strength, and then straightened her spine and approached him.  "Monsieur de Schael, I'll need your assistance to recover my book."


    Only by an act of supreme will was he able to resist a reflexive urge to en-cat her.  "After all the trouble that you've caused me, the only help that you can expect from me is not finding out if you can breathe potato."


    She blinked rapidly as her confusion returned.  "I don't understand what that means."


    "And you'd better hope that you never find out."


    Marshlight momentarily disengaged from a besotted and swirly-eyed Poubelle.  "You should help her, Everett.  If you'll let her explain, you'll see that all of this isn't really her fault.  She told us all about Magic and Technology and she's just as much a victim as the rest of us."


    He made an off-color remark.


    "Please, I must have my book," Destiny pleaded.


    "I'm not going back for it.  Go get it yourself."


    "I can't!  My spells are linked to the book.  Without it, I can't use them."


    "Spells don't work that way."


    "I know that that's the way it normally is, but you know this isn't a normal situation!  You of all people should know that Magic can change the rules."


    He made a rude noise in lieu of another curse.  "Alright, I'll concede the possibility, but to my mind that just solves one of my problems.  Without spells, you can't continue to generate havoc.  You've been defanged and I don't see any difficulty with that."


    "You don't understand.  The book isn't just a book and that fiend Edwin can't be allowed to keep it.  My book is a corporeal representation of the incidence alignment methodologies that I use in the non-corporeal realm. It will give him power that no corporeal biologic should have."


    "He'll read it and know what's going to happen.  I'll grant that he'll have a significant advantage, but it won't be an insurmountable one.  It certainly didn't stop us from freeing the three of you."


    "The ability to peruse the course of lives is only a minor adjunct and he won't be able to take full advantage of that facility until he has learned the mental procedure for page navigation.  There's no index and one must --"


    "So how did he find me the first time?"


    Destiny shivered slightly.  "He subjected me to threats of bodily injury and I indicated the pages that were of interest to him.  Without my help, he shouldn't be able to make use of the facility in the short term --"


    "So he won't be able to use it to track me down."


    "Not right away.  But with sufficient time, it's inevitable that he'll be able to make full use of the book on his own.  I had to make the book accessible by corporeal biologics or I couldn't have used it as I am now.  But none of that is important!  With enough time, he'll be able to learn to write coincidences and that will be a complete disaster!"


    He sighed.  Of course, it could not all be easy.  "Explain."


    "Have you ever wondered why it often is that two strangers will somehow both make wrong turns that will cause them to meet each other, and the next thing you know there's a wedding?  Or why a man will stoop to tie a shoelace and thus be saved from being struck by a runaway horse?  Or why a thousand equally improbable occurrences happen each and every day in the lives of corporeal biologics?"


    "You're saying it's not sheer chance."


    "Hardly.  Those are coincidences."


    "Isn't that the same thing?  Coincidences are random intersections of unrelated events."


    "Coincidences aren't random!  I make them.  That's my sphere of influence in the non-corporeal realm.  I write the unlikely intersections that permit the course of lives to advance in a non-random fashion.  If Edwin keeps my book, he'll gain that power.  He'll be able to decide which events coincide and which do not.  He can stop things that should happen from happening and make things happen that shouldn't happen.  Everett, you have to help me!  If you don't get my book back, utter disaster will befall the corporeal realm!"


    "Right.  It's always me.  I'm the hero.  I have to avert doom.'"


    "Yes!  You've always been the Prime Focus!"


     "I have to agree with her, Everett," Theddrid said.  "That Edwin is a monster.  I've never met anyone before that I could truly say exuded pure evil, but he does.  He can't be left with that sort of power.  With a stroke of a pen he could bring about the defeat of Alarsaria and subject the entire world to the Esati scourge."


    "Or keep a man from becoming a better man," Poubelle contributed.


    "Or stop people from meeting and falling in love," Marshlight said.


    "They're right, Everett," Giuseppe confirmed.  "The Esatis are bad enough with just technology.  If they could do the sorts of things this woman says, they'd be no stopping them."


    Everett blew out a puff of exasperated air and then raised his hands in surrender.  "Enough!  I'll think about an attempt to recover the book, but right now we need to get out of here before Edwin decides to come looking for us."


    Returning to Mrysberg was marginally more difficult with five people to transport, but in only an hour and a half, having followed the same route south as Everett, Poubelle, and Giuseppe had north, they were all safely in the smuggler's tunnel below the warehouse.


    Just as soon as Giuseppe started up the ladder to lift the hatch, it popped open and Fred poked his head over to burst out, "Everyone is at the demonstrations!"


    The smuggler waited until all of the group had climbed up into the warehouse to ask what in Magic's name Fred was talking about.


    "They started just after you left!  At first, the Army tried to hold the roadblocks but the crowds got too big.  Last I heard from Pauly, the main thrust had broken through to take over the Plaza of Liberty."


    "The Esatis would just shoot down magickers," Giuseppe argued.


    "It's not just magickers.  It's everybody!  When the rumor got around that the monument had been destroyed and that the rightful king of the Dominion of Dree had sat on the Biscuit Garderobe, people just went crazy!  Every shop, school, and manufactory is closed. The Army doesn't dare open fire because they would be shooting their own families and neighbors.  A lot of the rankers and some of the officers have joined the crowds. It's amazing!"


    "How did the word about Poubelle get out?" Everett demanded.


    Fred looked blank.  "I didn't know that it was supposed to be a secret."


    "So what are the Esatis doing?" Giuseppe pressed.


    "They've bunkered up in the Government Building with the President and the Ministers.   You know that lots of people have grievances against the Enlightened Society because of missing relatives.  None of them dare show their faces right now.  They'd get beaten to death, guns or no guns."


    Giuseppe turned to Everett.  "I'd better go out to check on this."


    "Right.  I appreciate all your help."


    "I'll be back.  Just don't go off to do anything exciting without me."


    Leaving Fred to hold the fort and find something for breakfast, Giuseppe departed immediately through the alley entrance.


    Poubelle cleared his throat.  "Everett, perhaps I should go to speak to these people in my capacity as rightful king of the Dominion.  I might be able to convince them to return calmly to their homes."


    "Let's avoid letting everyone know that you're the king at all costs.  Do you remember what Pauly said about unpopularity?  And that I'm facing a dead line?  I need to get this business with the book sorted out and then figure out and finish the Labors in only twelve more days.  With you being the key to my eighth spell, I'm certain that I'm going to need your help."


    Poubelle looked chagrinned.  "Of course, Everett.  I'm your man.  You know that you can count on me.  Without you I'd still be a useless drunk."


    Just then Fred brought in their food, saving Everett from having to make an uncomfortable reply, and they all fell to with considerable appetite.  Though it was only bread, boiled potatoes, and baked chicken, when Fred gathered up the fragments there were hardly enough scraps to satisfy one well fed puppy. 


    During the meal, Everett contented himself with just listening as Poubelle regaled Theddrid, Marshlight, and the quiescent Mademoiselle Petunia with a much embellished and exaggerated tale of the retrieval of the Biscuit Garderobe and the toppling of The Colonel's statue.  While Poubelle actually presented his own contribution in self-depreciating terms, his descriptions of Everett's feats were nothing less than awe-inspiring.  Everett thought to speak up to moderate some of Poubelle's more egregious excesses, but since the man seemed to be having such a good time in the telling, he just let it all pass.


    When Poubelle finally wound down, Everett seized the opportunity to find out from Theddrid what Edwin had wanted from him.


    "The formula for helenonium, the formula for the fuel, and the source of the engine schematic.  He knows that the Kingdom is building its own air carriages.  Mademoiselle Petunia's book told him about my experiments and he is convinced that using my designs will give his carriages an advantage in the next war."


    "Did you give them to him?"


    "He put a pistol in Marshlight's mouth and cocked the hammer."


    "Right."


    "Uncle gave Edwin his formula for the fuel," Marshlight amended.  "He didn't say anything about the fuel that you made with your spell."


     "You mean the one that explodes?"


    "That won't hold him up long, though," Theddrid cautioned.   "He's a proper chemist, not an amateur like me, and, insanity notwithstanding, he's very intelligent.  He'll perfect the fuel in short order."


    Just then, Pauly, David, Stephan, and Giuseppe rushed in from the alley.  All four had yellow cloths, apparently torn from curtains, tied about their upper right arms and the former two sported yellow berets that smelled of fresh dye.


    "Everett!" the smuggler burst out.  "You must bring Poubelle at once!  The people are demanding their king!"
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    Furious, Everett whirled upon LaSalle.  "Put a stop to this. Now."


    Shrinking slightly and seeming like nothing more than a small and vulnerable woman who had found herself entirely out of her element, Destiny made a helpless gesture with her hands.  "I can't do that!  I don't have the power."


    "You're Destiny.  Just change Poubelle's destiny."


    "That isn't how it works!  I don't dictate the course of a person's life.  Each person does that for her or himself.  I just provide the enabling coincidences."


    "That's crap.  You cast your pilfered spell on me, my wife, Poubelle, Marshlight, several people that we have met along the way, and who knows how many others.  Since then we've all been locked into this ridiculous, bizarre, and simplistic adaptation of a bad ten pence novel.  None of the idiocy that has happened to us would have happened without your magic.  I don't care what it takes, just undo it."


    "Oh!  You're talking about that spell.  I didn't have anything to do with that, except the casting, of course, and I only did that as part of the agreement that I made with Magic."


    Everett was silent for a moment while he put it all together.   Naturally Magic had been lying all along.  Why had he ever thought that she could possibly tell the truth?   "She gave you the spell and told you who to cast it on."


    "Well, yes, it didn't seem to be such a big deal at the time, just an exchange of favors."


    "She convinced you to come to the corporeal realm."


    "Actually, she just came up with the suggestion that I would have a greater understanding of corporeal biologics if I had experience as one.  And, of course, she agreed to provide spells so that I could keep up with my work while I was here.  All that I had to do in exchange was help her out with one of her little projects.  I thought that it was a perfectly harmless, mutually beneficial bargain."


    "Everett," Giuseppe interrupted, "all that may be very important, but Poubelle must come to the Plaza of Liberty at once.  Everyone has gotten it into their heads that the Esatis have imprisoned him -- the king that is -- in the Government Building and there's a lot of haranguing going on about storming the place."


    "Esatis with heavy caliber multi-firing guns on the steps I suppose?"


    "Yes, it'll be a blood bath."


    Everett looked back at Destiny.  "You stay here.  Theddrid, you make sure that she stays here.   Poubelle, get your fancy red toilet seat and let's go."


    Marshlight jumped up from the crate that she had shared with Poubelle.  "I'm going too!"


    "Yes," Poubelle agreed.  "My fiancé should be at my side!"


    Everett just beckoned wearily to the both of them as he passed out through the curtain.


    When he saw the jam of people in the street at the end of the alley, he thought that he would be forced to use his spells to get them to the plaza, but at the sight of him, the swirling and jabbering crowd grew still and then parted by some unspoken agreement to present a two yard wide clear aisle.  When Giuseppe indicated that the aisle went in the direction that they needed to go, Everett trotted along it.  The others fell in close behind him.


    Almost immediately, the people along the route, many also bearing improvised yellow armbands and berets, began to cheer.  Children were put on shoulders to see and old men began to weep.  Thrown daisies began to sprinkle the pavement in front of Everett as shouts and calls of The Forbearer began to rise up and precede them down the street.


    Without stopping, he turned his head to demand of Giuseppe, "What's that all about?"


    "The Forbearer?  That's in the nursery rhyme.  I thought that I had told you about that.  He's the one that brings about the restoration of the Royal House of the Dominion of Dree.  With candles and strings, you'll know him by his white wings.  I always pictured them kind of like...well, yours."


    "Isn't Forbearer a little trite?"


    "Little kids don't tend to be literary critics."


    "What about the daisies and all the yellow?"


    "Daisies yellow, all calm and mellow, the king will bring peace to every gal and fellow," Pauly, David, and Stephan enthusiastically sang together in unison.  It was clear that this was not the first time today that they had sung the rhyme.


    "People grow them in their window boxes," Fred said.  "It's good luck."


    "It was all just spontaneous," the smuggler expanded.  "It not just for magickers that the Republic has been a sorry place to live for the last decade or so, Everett.  After the last war, money and jobs started getting scarce.  The government has made a lot of promises and kept none of them.  A lot of the people that originally supported the Esatis lost brothers, sons, and fathers in the war and they're not willing to lose any in the next one.  Everyone in the Republic was primed and ready for a change, and you provided the spark."


    Everett began walking faster.  A little fire might not be bad for the Republic, but he certainly did not want to see an explosion.


    Half a mile from the Plaza of Liberty, he began to hear the chanting crowd.  At first it was Death to Tyrants!  But as they drew closer it became The Forbearer!


    When he strode into the plaza itself, which was packed from one end to the other, a great deafening roar went up that echoed off the buildings and the mass of people began leaping and waving ecstatically.


    Ignoring this reaction, he sprang into the air and flew towards the Government Building to deal with the problem that had brought him here -- Esatis with guns.


    The sight of him flying sent the crowd to even greater heights of ecstasy but he only had eyes for the sandbags bristling with the muzzles of multi-firing guns that filled the spaces between the great columns of the portico of the Government Building.  Several hundred maroon coats were wedged in behind the sandbags.  The crowd had left a clear space of close to twenty yards between its forwardmost ranks and the bottom of the white marble steps, but when he sailed over the tumbled statue of The Colonel and the dozens of yellow beret wearing and yellow flag waving demonstrators who were rooting upon it, the leading edge began to tighten about the entrenched defenders.


    As he swept nearer the portico, he saw officers gesticulating frantically and the gun crews began elevating their weapons to take aim at him.  He knew that his altered first spell had a range of at least fifty yards.  Jinking back and forth to give the gunners a difficult target, he decided to wait until he was within forty to enunciate.


    The Esati officers, however, gave the order to fire at sixty.


    The biggest target, his wings, took the most hits and the hollow bones in them snapped like kindling, but his right shoulder and left calf also burst into searing pain.  The impacts jerked his body, twisting him about, and he fell, wings fluttering and shedding feathers, and dropped onto the steps of the portico.  Having fallen out of the line of fire, he managed to land on his feet, but collapsed instantly to his knees as blood poured from a dozen wounds.  Above him, the Esati gunners had already begun to depress their weapons.  Below him, the enraged crowd had already reached the bottom step.


    "Ding dong!  Give me strength!"


    As the second spell actuated, his wings vanished and the pain of their injury with them.  Shifting his feet to find purchase as the steps became a rough slope, a sharp pain stabbed him directly between his eyes as the world shrunk and when he gained his final size, his head felt as if it had been rung like a bell.  It took a moment or two for his vision to clear and then it was immediately obvious that he was indeed much larger this time.  The demonstrators on the steps, who had recoiled when he had begun to transform, were no taller than his knee.  Happily, for whatever reason, the bullet holes in his calf and shoulder had not increased proportionally in size and now felt no worse than a thorn puncture.


    He raised both hands to wave the miniature demonstrators back.  "Yes, that's right all the way to the bottom of the steps.  Thank you."


    With the steps once more clear and every eye in the now hushed crowd upon him, he turned about and leaned down to poke his head between two of the columns.


    The Esatis, now armed only with pudding, looked thoroughly frightened as they crouched behind their now pitifully inadequate barricades.


    Speaking so that his voice would carry, he announced to their upturned faces, "In a few minutes, I'm going to come back up here and step on anyone that I see in a maroon coat."


    Without waiting for a reaction, he turned around and took a long, slightly awkward stride over the much too small steps to stand on the level pavement of the plaza. The crowd edged back to give him plenty of room.  Utter silence had fallen as every man, woman and child waited to hear what he had to say.


    His first thought was to tell them all to go home and stop acting stupid, but he knew that this perfectly sensible advice was certain to be ignored.


    His second thought was to proclaim that basing political aspirations on a nursery rhyme was unmitigated lunacy, but he also discarded this notion as a waste of breath.


    Finally, he just asked, pitching his voice to carry, "What do you want?"


    For a few seconds, the sea of tiny people just looked at each other, but then a flag waver perched on the coiled ringlets of The Colonel's fractured head shouted out, "We want a king!"


    This of course ignited a massive cheer.


    Everett raised a hand and the cheer slowly faded.  "One man cannot make everything better.  Regardless if he is a king or a drunk, he will not by himself be able to fix all that is wrong in Zheria."


    "Yes, but it will be different!" the flag waver responded.  "That's enough!"


    Again, the crowd registered its agreement.


    With a sigh and a shrug, he extended his right hand, palm up and level, and enunciated, "Beautiful woman, come forth!"


    Standing together as he expected them to be, Poubelle and Marshlight appeared on his palm.


    "This is Monsieur Haversack Poubelle and his fiancé Mademoiselle Marshlight Simpson," he broadcast.  "He has the potatoe -- with an e -- shaped birthmark and has sat upon the Biscuit Garderobe.  According to what everyone tells me, that makes him the king of the Dominion of Dree."


     The cheers were the loudest yet and they went on until he raised his free hand to again gain silence.  "Poubelle, you'd probably better say a few words."


    Poubelle cleared his throat and fidgeted nervously for a moment, but then Everett saw Marshlight squeeze his arm and he steadied. 


    "I...am a man who was thrown away at birth -- discarded in the trash.  You might expect me to say that I then rose above my mean beginnings and made something of myself -- that I became a man of worth -- but that is not what I did.  I became a wastrel and a sot.  I do not deserve to be a king and I do not know how to be a king, but Destiny has made me one all the same.  I am not, however, the king of Zheria."


    Consternation and shouts of "No!" swept across the plaza and Poubelle waved his hands until the negative reaction quieted.


    "I am the king of the Dominion of Dree, a place that no longer exits in the physical world.  Now, it is a place that truly exists only in the heart.  I cannot rule Zheria, but I will rule the Dominion of Dree and anyone who wishes to remain loyal to that place of hope will obey my decrees."


    "In the Dominion of Dree, the freedoms of all people shall be guaranteed by a bill of privileges."


    "The first of these is that no one shall be persecuted for their extraordinary gifts.  Magic, Technology, Chemistry and all other extraordinary professions shall be equal under the eyes of the law."


    "The second of these is that it shall be lawful for any person to publish freely.  News and opinion will not be limited in any way."


    "The third of these..."
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    At sunset, the demonstrations ended and the party began.


    After Poubelle had finished his speech, the crowd had started dancing, singing, cheering, carousing, and all other manner of celebratory activity.  As it had been obvious that the king of the Dominion of Dree was no longer required, Everett had used his spells to spirit himself, Poubelle, and Marshlight back to Giuseppe's warehouse.  The smuggler and Pauly had shown up after a while, but Fred, David, and Stephan had elected to join in the festivities and the three were not expected to return until the ale ran out.


    Not everyone, of course, was pleased.


    "You left the President and his crony ministers in power," Madame Blanche accused.


    Everett gave her and the other members of the Committee a hard look.  They had come up through the tunnel hatch just as Giuseppe and Pauly had returned from a nearby cafe with a supper of fried fish and all the trimmings.  Having missed lunch, he was more than hungry and this additional delay had made him cross.


    "What I did was give the people of Mrysberg what they asked for -- an imaginary king."


    "You could have annihilated the corrupt government and freed Zheria with one stroke!" Monsieur Rouge burst out.  "You had them in your grip and let them go!"


    "Even if I did have that sort of power -- and I most assuredly don't -- I wouldn't have done that.  Decapitating the government of the Republic would have left the demesne in chaos.  Bureaucrats, constables, and armies exist for a reason.  I may not have much use for them, but most people want their mail delivered on time, they want the things that their taxes pay for like roads and security, and they want to get up in the morning knowing that the world will operate in pretty much the same way it did when they went to bed."


    "I did promise to return from time to time," Poubelle pointed out.  "And I did explain to everyone that I had to help Everett complete his Heroic Labors."


    "Enlightened Master Peachtree says that --" Marshlight began.


    Madame Blanche made a very unladylike comment.


    "Alright, that's enough," Everett said.  "If you recall, I am a wizard with some very interesting spells.  If you don't leave right now, I'm going to start using them."


    Madame Blanche glared.  "You'll regret this!"


    "I already do."


    With an abrupt turn that was clearly designed to be a irreverent flounce, Madame Blanche gathered her compatriots with her eyes and they all filed down into the tunnel.


    As Everett and the others adjourned to the tables and chairs that Giuseppe had dragged out from a back corner of the warehouse and sat down to eat, Pauly, still wearing his yellow beret, walked over and closed the hatch behind the departed partisans.


    "Everett, I could resolve this conflict for you at half price.  Just say the word."


    "Thanks," he replied, "but that bunch has to stay around to hold the Esatis in check.  Tomorrow, while everyone's hung over, the Esatis will begin to regroup.  The partisans will have to deal with that."


    Mademoiselle LaSalle,  sitting to Everett's right on the end of the table as she nibbled delicately at a bit of fish speared on her fork, asked, "Will you be able to recover my book now that you've completed your business here in Mrysberg?"


    Before replying, he took a large bite of a fried corn dodger, chewed slowly to relish the flavor of onion and celery, and then drank a long draught of tea.


    "Yes.  As Marshlight said, it'll complete another of the Heroic Labors, so I don't really have a choice.


    Across the table, Theddrid dipped a fried potato finger into a small paper cup of tartar sauce and then waved it about for emphasis.  "If you look at it the right way, Everett, you've already completed another Labor.  I think that it could be argued successfully that your actions today constitute bringing peace to a savage land, at least in potential terms."


    Giuseppe had taken a seat to Everett's left.  "I would agree.  There's no doubt in my mind that you brought a peace to the savage land of the plaza."


    "I think that the remaining Labors are all wrapped up together," Marshlight said from Theddrid's right as she placed a generous helping of coleslaw on her plate.  "Hasn't that how it's been up to now?  The Labors that you've already completed were all conveniently placed along the path of your adventure and it seems to me that the last ones would be so as well.  If you vanquish Edwin to recover Petunia's book, then that should work not only for return a stolen treasure but for defeat a foul beast and avert the day of doom as well."


    "Possibly," Everett allowed, "but that still leaves free a frail captive and I can't see how dealing with Edwin could satisfy that one."


    "Your rescue of Mademoiselle LaSalle from Edwin should take care of that, shouldn't it?" Poubelle asked.


    Without knowing how the knowledge came to him, he knew that Destiny's release would not qualify.  He shook his head.  "It's going to be something else."


    He focused on his plate after that and only abandoned it when there was nothing left in the takeout boxes but a dusting of cornmeal.  As the others chatted in a desultory fashion of cake and where it might be found, he turned with a feeling of inevitability to once more address Destiny.


    Except to respond briefly to a remark from Marshlight, the glum woman had said nothing while she picked at her own food.  Though Everett had seen her send furtive glances his way, she had not attempted to catch his eye or otherwise engage him.  Now, she just waited attentively for him to speak.


    "Do you have a mystical connection to your book?"


    "If you're asking if I know where it is, the answer is no, but I can tell you in which direction Technology is."


    She stood up, stuck her right arm straight out from her body with index finger pointed, and rotated about thirty degrees widdershins.  "He's that way."


    "That's southeast," Giuseppe supplied.  "There's an Esati encampment about thirty miles in that direction."


    "I saw an air carriage there a few weeks ago," Pauly said.  "It was staked out on the big parade ground."


    "Did Edwin take you there while you were his prisoner?" Everett asked the woman.


    "No, he only caught me three days ago.  I had only seen the inside of a few rooms at the place that they all called the Grimmweald until they put us on the air carriage."


    "How exactly did he capture you?"


    "I used a spell to transport to Technology's location because I wanted to ask him a question about corporeal life.  Being the boor that his is, Technology had told Edwin all about me.  The magic dampeners kept me from leaving and the soldiers took my book.  I'm sorry, I couldn't help it.  My experience with treachery is limited."


    "I'm afraid that I would call Technology more than a 'boor.'  Giuseppe, I guess this Esati encampment is a fortress?"


    "If you mean barbed wire, trenches, heavy guns, bunkers, and a couple of thousand ravening Esatis, then you'd be right."


    He looked around the table.  It was necessary that Destiny come along to pinpoint Technology and by extension Edwin and the book.  He needed Poubelle for the ability to use his Gross Vital Transportation spell to bypass the defenses.  It went without saying that Marshlight would insist upon accompanying Poubelle.  Theddrid would not let the rest of them go without him.  Giuseppe and Pauly would come just for the lark.


    There was not really any need to ask.


    Both the Inner Moon and the Outer Moon had been slivers the night before.  Tonight they should both be in their dark phase, the perfect condition if one wanted to sneak into an Esati encampment.


    "Let's start getting ready.  We should be able to get there in about an hour."


    As a precaution, they carried no lights when they exited the tunnel and just as soon as his eyes adjusted to the nearly complete darkness, Everett took off.  He did not bother to give instructions; Poubelle and the others were well accustomed by now to the routine.  Across the river, he found and hovered above the familiar sheltered spot adjacent to the barn. With a volley of fireworks beginning to flash above the city in multi-colored starbursts, he used his eighth spell to bring the group across.  Following their established practice, Poubelle fetched the passengers in pairs: Theddrid and Giuseppe first, then the two women, and finally Pauly coming last as the odd man out.


    This process, though quick, still struck Everett as needlessly cumbersome and as he fluttered down to join them, he considered how he might adapt the method in order to transport everyone at once, which would reduce the thirty mile trip to a single hop.  Sarah had been able to transport three by riding piggyback on his back, so it might be possible, with the correct holds to enable the associative component, to transport more.


    After landing, he explained what he wanted to try.


    Without much ado, Marshlight readily clambered on Poubelle's back, Destiny and Theddrid linked arms with the latter on either side, and Giuseppe and Pauly stood in front of the group to each clasp one of Poubelle's hands.


    It did not work on the first try.  While Poubelle, Marshlight, Destiny, and Pauly appeared on the locus that Everett had set a few feet away, Theddrid and Giuseppe remained in their original spot.  With Poubelle cautioned to keep a firm and snug grip on everyone, something of a contortion to be sure, it did work on the second attempt however.


    Satisfied, he borrowed Theddrid's pocket watch, checked to make sure that he could read the hands by starlight, adjusted it to match Giuseppe's exactly, told them all to be ready in forty minutes, and then took to the air.


    Flying in the starlit dark far above the brightly lit towns and villages of the Republic provided a very welcome break from the constant activity that had consumed the last few days and he found the jaunt pleasurable and soothing.  It seemed likely that Magic would return all of his altered spells to their proper function at some point, and that he would therefore lose his ability to call the wings into existence, but he hoped that he would have at least one opportunity to fly just for the fun of it before that happened.


    Hopefully, he would be able to put an end to all the non-corporeal shenanigans -- Magic's, Destiny's, and whatever Technology might have started with Edwin -- very soon.  At first, to some extent, all of this had provided a certain amount of mild entertainment, but now he was simply exhausted by the labyrinth of deceit, conflict, and danger that the so-called adventure had revealed itself to be.


    Now, he just wanted it all to be over so that he could rejoin Sarah and Rose and go home.


    The Esati encampment, which actually had a large number of permanent wood frame buildings that looked to be offices, barracks, and storage depots, was brightly lit and he caught sight of it when he was still five miles out.  After checking Theddrid's watch, he decided that he did not have enough time to scout the entire place and began looking about for a safe place to transport the others.  The area immediately around the encampment was a several hundred acre field covered in what he took to be the stubble of harvested wheat and there were no buildings or trees anywhere close.  Making sure not to stray towards the perimeter of the installation, he soared about until he located the black snaking line of a creek about a mile to the east.  Thinking that it would provide some concealment, he dove rapidly towards it.


    The gloom was even deeper in the bottom of the creek bed.  Not really able to discern much, he picked out a spot that he thought was dry, fluttered his wings to kill most of his speed, and dropped the last few feet.  When he plunged instead into knee deep water, he bit off a curse.  Clothing and wings soaked, he sloshed angrily over to the head-high bank, grabbed handholds in some thick tufts of grass, and then pulled himself up to get a look.


    A slight roll in the terrain rose between the creek and the encampment, and all that he could see was the glow of its lights against the night sky.  After listening and watching for a moment, he judged that there was no one about and climbed the rest of the way out of the creek.   Opening the pocket watch to keep track of the time, he walked a short distance into the crusty soil of the wheat rows.


    "Beautiful woman, come forth!"


    The six of them appeared, released each other quietly, glanced about, and then gathered around him.


    "We'll creep up as close as we can get and let Mademoiselle LaSalle locate Edwin," he told them.


    "Then we'll crash through the front gate, roll over any of the fiendish cohorts that get in our way, and destroy the despised overlord?" Poubelle asked with some enthusiasm.


    "That might work," Everett said, "but instead I think we'll just do our best not to be noticed."


    The closest that they could get proved to be three hundred yards.  Alert and armed soldiers were readily visible in the trenches and bunkers that ringed the encampment and large foot patrols with dogs regularly swept the area beyond the outermost wire.  However, this vantage proved sufficient, as it was easy to see the vapor cells of a large air carriage sticking up in the middle of the installation and when Everett asked Destiny where Technology was, she pointed right at it.


    As they crouched peering at their objective, Theddrid said, "It has to be the same one from the dairy.  Edwin must have flown it directly here."


    "They probably had to make repairs," Everett suggested.  He explained about the gunfire that had preceded his leap from the upper deck.  "And he would have wanted a safe place to do that."


    Marshlight looked at Destiny.  "Petunia, can you tell if Technology is on board, or can you only indicate a direction?  That would mean that he might not be on the air carriage itself, just in its vicinity."


    Destiny shook her head.  "At this distance, I get both a range and a direction.  He's on the air carriage.  If we could get closer, I could give you a location to within a few feet."


    A thought occurred to Everett.  "Can he sense where you're at as well?"


    "No.  He's being...well, punished, I suppose you would say.  Did you know that?  He's been deprived of many of the non-corporal enhancements that I have."


    "Then we have a decided advantage," Theddrid proposed.  "As long as we can escape detection by the soldiers in the encampment, we should be able to sneak up on Technology and therefore Edwin, presuming that the goat is with him."


    Everett studied the air carriage.  The only locus that he would be able to fix on the craft was atop the vapor cells; everything else was hidden from view by intervening buildings.


    "Since I can't see the body of the air carriage from here," he told them, "we'll have to transport onto the top of one of the buildings so that I fix a locus on the upper deck."


    "What about the magic dampeners?" Marshlight asked.


    "We'll have to take the chance that the only one nearby will be the necklace that Edwin himself carries.  It didn't stop us from getting aboard before and shouldn't now."


    "There won't be many guards this time and the one up top will be asleep," Poubelle counseled with utter conviction.  "That's how it always is in the stories."


    This Everett did not automatically disregard.  Unlike the harebrained plans that Poubelle had been coming up with of late, this had the sense of something that would fit into the scope of Destiny's -- Magic's -- spell.


    "I think Poubelle's right.  There would be no need for a heavy guard on the air carriage in the middle the encampment."


    "Even if there are only a few guards on the air carriage, if one of them manages to give an alarm, the entire place will turn out," Pauly pointed out.  "We'll be facing hundreds of Esatis within minutes."


    "If I understand correctly," Giuseppe asked, "the air carriage will rise up on its own if the mooring ropes are cut?"


    "Yes," Theddrid confirmed.  "The air carriage is actually in a state of restrained flight at this very moment.  For that to be so, the buoyancy of the envelope -- the vapor cells in this case -- must always be sufficiently greater than the weight of the entire mechanism to keep it afloat."


    "So if all the mooring ropes were cut at once, it would just shoot up into the air?"


    "It would take off, yes, but the rate of climb would probably not be dramatic.  I'd imagine that the lift of the vapor is kept as close to equilibrium as is practical when the craft is moored."


     Giuseppe grinned.  "So let's just steal the air carriage.  First thing we do when we get aboard, we cut all the mooring ropes and up it goes.  Then, we'll just have to deal with the Esatis that are on board and we'll have Edwin in the bag, so to speak."


    Everett shook his head.  "There are emergency release levers for the cables -- anyway there were on Baron Rorche's original air carriage -- but I doubt that we could activate them all without being discovered."


    "Don't worry about the ropes.  I can take care of them.  I'll use my fourth spell."


    "You have a spell that cuts ropes?" Marshlight asked.


    "Yeah, ropes, strings, or twines as long as they're hemp or something else natural.  It's little more than a nuisance, really.  Played a few tricks on folks when I was a lad, but using a spell to cut rope when a pocket knife would do it quicker never seemed to make much sense.  Then, too, when the Esatis started to have more influence with the government of the Republic, I decided that it would be better for my health to get out of the habit of using magic for little things."


    As it had not come up before, Everett had not made much of the smuggler's original admission that he was a Journeyman Magicker.  Without giving it much thought, he had taken it for granted that a magicker who did not use his spells did not have spells worthy of use.  In that case, at least to Everett's way of thinking, asking about them would have been not only rude but most probably insulting.


    "What components does the spell have?" he asked the smuggler.  "Will you be able to cut all the ropes at once?"


    "It has multiple focus capability and does not require line of sight after acquisition.  From the upper deck, I should be able to see all the anchors from one side or the other.  It evinces in just over a minute and a half."


    "Then it looks like we steal the air carriage."


    As a waypoint, Everett chose a semi-isolated two story structure just to the right of a direct line to the air carriage.   It had the look of an office building and had no lights shinning through its windows, making him believe that it would be unoccupied.  Additionally, its roof was not directly lit by any of the pole mounted battery lights.  While he thought that it would be safe, as a precaution, he nevertheless first transported just himself and Poubelle.


    Having warned Poubelle in advance to do so, the other man went to crouch down immediately along with him when they appeared on the shingled slope.


    Poubelle, however, did not manage to compensate completely for the abrupt change in the angle of his footing, and instead tilted over, lost his balance, and rolled straight off the eave of the roof before Everett could catch him.




     


     


     


     


    TWENTY-NINE


     


     "Beautiful woman, come forth!"


    Everett grabbed hold of Poubelle as soon as he transported, pulled back hard to dampen his momentum, and then held the half-sprawled man down to keep him from sliding.


    When the belated realization showed on his face that he was not, in fact, falling to serious injury or death, Poubelle grinned.  "Thanks, Everett!"


    "No problem.  Anyway, it saves me the trouble of waiting until you come back to life.  You sit still while I take a look around."


    Poubelle sat up, but kept his hands and feet braced.  "You can count on that!"


    Conscious of how white his wings looked in spite of the low light, Everett tucked them tight against his body as he crawled up to the peak of the roof. 


    There was much less activity here in the center of the encampment.  The road immediately in front of the building, which made an oval around the parade ground, was empty, as was most of the well-mowed lawn of the field itself.  A few guards marched post around what looked like ammunition bunkers on the left end of the open area and on a brightly lighted group of buildings that might have been a headquarters on the right end, but otherwise most of the nearby buildings and lanes were quiet.  He thought it most likely that the majority of garrison was asleep.


    Likewise, though there were a few lights shinning through portholes in the forward end of the air carriage, most of it was dark.  As far as he could tell, there were no guards on the ground around it and no lights on the upper deck.  He crawled back down to Poubelle, told him to bring the others one at a time, and cast his spell.


    After they had reassembled, Everett, thinking that it would be better to be together than to be separated if something went wrong, transported the entire group to the upper deck of the air carriage in one go.


    As Poubelle had predicted, there was but a single guard present and though not actually sleeping, the maroon jacketed sergeant was only half-awake and nodding as he slumped in a chair at the center of the deck, his rifle lying on the slats beside him.


    After the seven of them separated as quietly as possible, though with some awkwardness, from the complex entanglement that had been necessary for the transport, Giuseppe caught Everett's eye and then tilted his head towards the sergeant, a clear offer to take care of the problem.


    He nodded, but mouthed no guns.


    With calm deliberation, Giuseppe walked up behind the Esati's chair, snaked his hand around to cover the man's mouth, and then enunciated in a whisper, "Extra starch!"


    With a slight crackling sound, the sergeant's uniform became pasty white in color.  Giuseppe's palm muffled the Esati's startled outcry and his now rigid uniform pinned him in place.


    With Pauly holding his cocked pistol against the man's sweating forehead, the sergeant was as still and as quiet as a dead man while Theddrid and Poubelle bound and gagged him.  At the same time, Everett and Marshlight kept watch while the smuggler circled the deck to fix his focus points.


    When Giuseppe indicated that he was ready, Everett gave him another nod.


     "Be severed in twain, ye hemp!"


    The release of tension made the air carriage jump upward several feet, staggering everyone, and then air coursed across the deck as the ground fell rapidly away.


    With no need now for stealth, Everett ran to the hatch and dropped through, prepared to begin liberally applying cats and pudding.  All the rest were not far behind him.


    Headed for the bow, he ran forward along the corridor, feeling a steady sense of lifting as the air carriage continued to rise.  When the corridor ended unexpectedly at a bulkhead, he took the available left, passing a number of closed doors, then went right at the intersection with a central corridor.  This brought him into the window fronted and mechanism crowded control compartment.  Here he found two men in dark gray coveralls with maroon epaulets who were in the process of frantically spinning valves.  He en-catted both to halt their obvious efforts to stall the rise of the air carriage.


    Giuseppe, following no more than a few seconds behind, starched both Esatis for good measure, freezing the men in comic cringing positions.  The felines, deprived of the encouragement of the cries of anger and pain of their victims, desisted in their efforts to flay them alive and darted into hiding in convenient dark cavities or perched on counters to groom themselves in disdainful disregard.


    Theddrid and Pauly piled in immediately, but Poubelle and the two women were not behind them.


    Everett gestured at the banks of valves and knife-switches, which were much more elaborate that those he had seen in Baronet Rorche's prototype. "Theddrid, can you figure enough of this out to get the engines started and to get us enough altitude to be safe from gunfire?"


    The tinkerer nodded.  "The principles are the same as with my balloon.  It would be much faster if I knew what each control did, however."


    Everett pointed at the two pilots, glaring as they struggled against the rigor of their clothing.  "We'll will convince them to cooperate."


    With a start, he realized that Poubelle, Marshlight, and Destiny were not with them.  "Where are the others?"


     Pauly turned around in surprise.  "I thought they were behind me."


    A single, not-close gunshot rang up the corridor and Everett immediately raced aft, leading a general rush.  Using the echoing sounds of muted blows to guide him, he made a right at the first intersection, then a left at the port corridor to find Marshlight standing tight-lipped in front a closed door while she repeatedly kicked a prostrate and clearly unconscious Esati lieutenant in the head.  Poubelle, bleeding profusely, but still holding his tisonnier in a determined grip, lay slumped against the outside wall.  Destiny, white-faced, knelt beside him to press a cloth ripped from her blouse into the gaping wound in his arm.


    "That's arterial blood!" Pauly warned.  "He's bleeding out!"


    As Theddrid pulled his enraged niece away from the Esati, who was obviously no longer capable of presenting a threat, Everett sank down by Poubelle.


    The man made a feeble gesture with his fire iron as his face went pale.  "I had to give the cretin what for, Everett..."


    Poubelle's eyes lost focus and he became very still.  Still restrained by her uncle, Marshlight began to sob.


    "Everett, press your primary hand onto his skin!" Destiny urged.  "He'll heal faster!"


    Trusting that as the corporeal biologic of a non-corporeal sentient entity that she knew what she was talking about, he obeyed immediately, laying his palm on Poubelle's cooling and clammy forehead.


    For several tense moments, there was no response.


    Then, with a wheezing gasp, Poubelle opened his eyes, rapidly regained his color, and sat up straight.


    Relieved, Everett took away his hand and stood up.


    Poubelle looked around at everyone.  "I was dead again, wasn't I?"


    "Haversack Poubelle!" Marshlight snapped furiously, tears still glistening on her cheeks.  "If you get killed right in front of me one more time, the marriage is off!"


    "But, honey dumpling --"


    "But nothing!  One more death and our relationship is over!  Over, do you hear me?"


    In spite of her furor, when Theddrid released her, she fell on Poubelle's neck and began to smother him with kisses.


    "Theddrid, Giuseppe, you two get back to the bow, make sure the starched pilots haven't managed to get loose, and then start figuring out the controls.  Pauly, drag the lieutenant somewhere else."


    The conflict resolution specialist hooked a thumb towards a porthole.  "Over the side?"


    "No, just somewhere besides in the way."  As the men, Pauly dutifully dragging the unconscious Esati by one leg,  moved away, he caught Destiny's eye.  "Where's Technology?"


    She pointed to the door.  "He's in there."


    Everett frowned.  Edwin should have made an appearance as soon as Poubelle accosted the guard at the door.  "Marshlight, let Poubelle breathe for a moment.  I want him to try to make a cherry fizz."


    A moment later, Poubelle handed him the frosted glass and he knew that his suspicion was true.  "Edwin isn't here.  If he was in that cabin, his magic dampener would cover this corridor.


    "But I'm sure that Technology is in there, no more than twelve feet directly in front of me!" Destiny claimed.


    "The three of you stand back down the corridor.  I'm going to take a look."


    Staying to the side out of the potential line of fire, he tried the knob, found it unlocked, and turned it to swing the door out into the corridor.  When no bullets ripped through the space, he poked his head around the door frame.


    With sawdust covering the floor, the small cabin was empty save for the goat, Technology's corporeal biologic, which was lying atop a wooden crate and chewing its cud.


    "I was wondering what was going on," Technology said without emotion.  "I should have know that it would be you, Everett."


    "Where's Edwin?"


    "That is information that I choose not to divulge."


    He turned to the others.  "Anyone in the mood for barbequed goat?"


    "Surely you cannot contemplate something so barbaric," Technology reproved.


    "I like goat if it's marinated well," Poubelle said with enthusiasm.  "And slow-cooked over an open fire."


    "I know a recipe for a sauce that my mother uses on gamey meat to make it taste wonderful," Marshlight said, smiling as she joined in.  While neither she nor Poubelle could hear Technology's side of the conversation, she, at least, had caught on.  "I also know how to butcher a goat properly."


    Destiny, who stood with Marshlight and Poubelle out of Technology's sight in the corridor, looked concerned, but said nothing.


    Technology leapt up to all fours.  "Please desist from this nonsense."


    "I suppose that you have to bleed them out first, like a chicken?" Everett asked Marshlight.


    "After you shoot them in the head, you hang them up on hooks by their back legs and slit their throats. Then --"


    "I submit!" Technology said hurried.


    Everett signaled Marshlight to wait.  "Where is Edwin?"


    "At the moment, he is in headed east in a small air carriage."


    "Is he preparing an attack on Alarsaria?"


    "No.  He is going to the city of Huhp-hnona-tup.  He is going to kill Magic."




     


     


     


     


    THIRTY


     


    No more than an hour after daybreak, Everett caught up to the sleek air carriage over what he thought was the Patriarchy of Smych, only twenty miles from the lower slopes of the High Shadowed Hills. With only two engines, the craft was half the size of Baronet Rorche's original design, but twice as fast.


    It also bristled with multi-firing guns extending through slots in enclosed protruding blisters. At two thirds of a mile, the two blisters on the rear of the carriage opened up.


    Flying at a speed that he thought must be over a hundred miles per hour, he darted upward out of the possible path of the bullets and began to zip from side to side as he overflew the mechanism.


    Too late to avoid it, he saw the small, circular platform that extended up through the center of the vapor cells.  The gunners there whipped their pivot mounted gun to spray fire across his path.


    "Ding dong!"


    After the enunciation, he pitched into a vertical climb, but the force of an impact in his left leg threw him over into a tumbling fall and he plummeted passed the starboard side of the air carriage.  As the blisters on that side took aim at him, he cast his first spell again but the gun barrels did not become pudding and blasted at him from near point blank range.


    As he dropped through the slash of whizzing lead, he took multiple hits in the chest, abdomen, and jaw that killed him outright.  As incidental damage, his left wing was also blown completely off and his right shredded.


    A hundred feet from the ground, his heart thudded back to life and he used his first breath to enunciate, "Give me strength!"


    The transformation was almost complete when he struck a scuffed earth yard between a farmhouse and a large barn.  He wasn't killed again, but could not crawl out of the crater that he had made because nearly every bone in his body was broken.  He could fractionally move the fingers of his right hand, however, and even though every bit of him was screaming in pain, he pressed his fingertips, wrist unnaturally fractured double, against the attached forearm and willed himself to heal faster.  When he could move his entire arm, he laid his palm against his collapsed throat and crushed jaw until they had recovered enough to whisper the words, "Take ye flight!"


    As it had during his fall, the transformation erased all of his injuries and just as soon as he had feathers enough to catch air, he rocketed out of the crater, zoomed passed the astounded farm family lined up along its edge, and chased after the air carriage.


    Edwin was flying to kill his little girl and that would not be allowed to happen.


    With the entire craft evidently covered in magic dampeners, he would have to stop it the hard way.


    This time, he approached the fleeing air carriage from directly above it, dropping out of the clouds with his wings swept back to dive at the greatest possible speed.  The topside gunners did not register him until he was almost on top of them and were unable to bring their gun to bear in time.


    Not worrying with anything fancy, he just crashed through.


    The gunners.


    Their gun.


    The wood deck of the platform.


    The ladder and supporting frame underneath.


    A hatchway.


    The spars and varnished canvas of the roof.


    A thin wall partition.


    The wood planks of the deck.


    The under floor structure, conduits, and cables.


    And finally the lower skin.


    Of course, the initial impact killed him, but he was breathing again not a minute after his remains burst out the bottom of the craft.


    Sequential casts of his ninth and twelfth spells put him to rights again and kept him from crashing into the ground a second time.  Soaring upward, he gained altitude and closed with the air carriage once more. 


    With both engines stopped, the mechanism had lost headway and was scudding abeam of the wind.  Staying directly above the mass of the vapor cells to allow them to blind the side guns to his approach, he descended to the scraps of the shattered gun platform, landed on a clinging fringe of decking without allowing his boots to make a sound, then furled his wings into a snug, compact bundle and began to climb down through the mostly intact supporting frame.  When he reached the bottom of the vapor cells, he hung upside down from a horizontal brace to take a peek.   While mostly obscured by the body of the air carriage, none of the gun blisters appeared to have ports in their rear surfaces that would allow the gunners to spy him.  Convinced that he would remain unobserved, he began to climb down the last fifteen feet.


    He could have simply continued to crash through the craft until it disintegrated, however many suicides that took, but he needed to verify that Edwin was aboard and, if not impossible, retrieve Destiny's book to make sure that it did not again fall into the hands of a psychotic killer.


    When he reached the roof, he paused to try to listen through the ragged hole for sounds of movement within the carriage, detected none, and started to climb down into the ruptured cabin. 


    Having a thought, he stopped and took his match tin from his pocket, cupped his body to block the inconsistent wind, pulled out one of the waxed long headed matches, struck it on the side of the tin.  When he applied the dancing azure flame to the rent canvas around his entrance hole, the material caught immediately and blazed up, burning with an energetic, sooty yellow flame that moved slowly but steadily.


    Within seconds, the splintered ends of the some of the cured spruce spars had begun to smolder.  The fire would not spread fast, but it would spread.  He looked at the vapor cells above.  Edwin would not have had time to manufacture Theddrid's helenonium, so the cells had to still be filled with the chemist's original highly flammable vapor.


    Catching hold of a thick cross strut, he swung through the rupture in the roof and over into a corner to land on a part of the deck that still looked solid.


    The small cabin was hardly six feet square and much of that was now occupied by the exit hole.  Some parts of a wall-mounted bunk remained, but nearly everything else that the space had contained had been carried away.  One odd survivor was a small, gold- framed portrait of the deceased Chief Minister of the Republican Directorate of Security and Technology, Donald de Grosivna.


    A narrow door in the forward wall was still intact, but the decking had been sheered off nearly flush in front of it and there was no place to stand to turn the knob.


    Just then, quite conveniently, a maroon uniformed Esati snatched open the door.


    Everett launched himself across the gap and slammed into the shocked soldier before he could draw his sidearm, knocking the man back against the opposite wall of the narrow corridor.  Wind driven from him, the Esati resisted only feebly as Everett took his magazine pistol and pounded up the corridor.  It was less than thirty feet to the control compartment, and when he burst into it, he found it occupied by only a curiously unsurprised Edwin, who instantly raised his own pistol.


    The chemist did not get a chance to make the shot.


    An explosion burst through the compartment, shrapnel shattering the thin walls, shredding battery cabinets and consoles, and knocking out the forward windows, frames and all, to leave a gaping hole open to the sky. 


    The force of the blast threw Everett flat on a deck that was now canted at thirty degrees.


    Edwin had also been knocked down, losing his pistol, which had tumbled under a pipe manifold to the right.


    Everett, however, still had a firm grip on his own and he rose up on an elbow and pulled the trigger as the chemist lunged after his weapon.  With the air carriage beginning to whip about as it plunged, he did not hit anything, but Edwin immediately drew back.


    Taking a hold on a stanchion, Everett braced his feet and stood up.  Something had raked a bloody furrow across his back, but he ignored the wound.


    "Where's the book?"


    Looping his right hand around a length of piping, the chemist shifted his bulk around to get his feet under him, but remained in a crouch, his back just inches from the blown-out bow.  The jagged hole gave a spinning view of the approaching ground.


    "I presume that your patron has made you impossible to kill, Everett.  I must admit that I find that not quite sporting."


    Taking a quick aim, Everett pulled the trigger again, and a large dial dangling on a length of copper tubing adjacent to Edwin's left ear shattered.


    The chemist did not flinch.  "One of the bombs must have gone off.  It's truly lucky that they all did not or we would have to have had this conversation in our next life."


    "We're not having a conversation.  Where is the book?"


    "Since I can see through the holes behind you that that section of the air carriage is gone, there is no reason that I should not tell you that it was locked in a cigar box in my cabin."


    A wave of heat and the roar of flames washed over Everett.


    "That's the vapor cells," Edwin commented with a bland expression.  "Now, if you don't mind, I would rather fall than burn."


    The chemist released his hold and pitched backwards into space.


    Another explosion tore through the compartment, engulfing Everett in fire and flinging him outward.


    He searched for hours, but did not find Edwin's body.


    There was not enough left of the air carriage to even think about searching for the book.




     


     


     


     


    THIRTY-ONE


     


    Everett had told Theddrid to fix a course on a line due east of the Esati base and he found the stolen air carriage without difficulty.  When he landed on the upper deck, he found Pauly acting as lookout.


    The conflict resolution specialist gave him a quirky smile and asked, "Did you get your problem resolved?"


    "Yes, but I didn't find the book.  I think it was destroyed."


    "Probably just a well."


    "Looks like there's hasn't been any trouble while I've been gone."


    "Haven't seen any other air carriages and we're way too high for anyone on the ground to bother us."


    When he went below, he found the others gathered in the control compartment and provided a brief, sanitized accounting.  Destiny, somewhat to his surprise, accepted the news of the destruction of her book with a tight-lipped smile but no other comment.


    "Where to now?" Theddrid asked, voicing the question that was no doubt on all of their minds.


    "Huhp-hnona-tup.  I want to check on Sarah and Rose and talk to the monks.  They might be able to point me in the right direction to complete the last Labor."


    While he did not say so, he felt that he should also bring Magic, Technology, and Destiny together.  A face to face confrontation might provoke disclosures that would help him sort out the truth in all of this.


    The only stop they made was to ground in the middle of a cow pasture to order to boot the two Esatis out the door.  Everett had already made up his mind to keep Technology under guard and Destiny under close watch.   Giuseppe and Pauly indicated that they would be happy to make a leisurely flight to the fabled city of the West Phagaellean kings.


    For three days, Everett did not cast a single spell and he was all the happier for it.  He ate, slept, and played cards from time to time, but otherwise did little but relax.


    Except for occasionally acting as air carriage crew under Theddrid's direction, the others did much the same.


    Fed hay from the stock that had been discovered aboard, Technology was kept locked in his cabin, though Marshlight and Destiny did walk him around the corridors once per day.


    The huge air carriage was much too large to land in the city or its environs.  When they arrived at Huhp-hnona-tup, Giuseppe and Pauly stayed aboard to pilot the craft in a slow orbit of the city while Everett used his eighth spell to transport himself, Theddrid, Poubelle, Marshlight, Destiny, and Technology down to the Grand Plaza.


    A number of monks and children had gathered to watch the air carriage, almost certainly the first that they had ever seen, as it flew high above and one of former ran to fetch Brother Filbert and Brother Peanut.


    "Have you finished the Labors?" Brother Peanut asked cheerfully when the two walked up.  "Brother Cashew is on duty today as Grand Vizier, but she has stomach trouble and is indisposed."


    "I have one left," Everett told her.  "But I would like to get the others accounted for while we're here."


    "Brother Peanut and I could stand in for Brother Cashew," Brother Filbert proposed.  "I'm sure that the Warrior Queen wouldn't mind."


    He nodded and gestured for them to lead the way.


    As they proceeded towards the Palace entrance, Brother Peanut looked back at Technology, who was being led on a leash by Marshlight.  "Will the goat be coming into the Palace then?"


    "That's Technology," Everett explained.  "The goat is the corporeal biologic of the non-corporeal sentient entity.  He has to stay with us."


    "You do realize that that is a doe and not a buck?" Brother Filbert asked, raising his eyebrows.


    "I don't think that that matters to non-corporeal sentient entities."


    Brother Peanut laughed.  "Well, life is stranger than fiction, isn't it?  Should I find a broom and a scoop?"


    Marshlight snorted.  "Don't worry.  He's house trained."


    Once again, Everett deferred to the Ritual of Elbow Washing and the two monks obligingly escorted them straight into the throne room.


    Sarah was wearing her scantily-clad Warrior Queen garb when they arrived in the throne room, but she had substituted a rocking chair for her golden throne and was in the process of rocking a napping Rose.  She smiled and gave them a wave, but did not get up.


    Seeing her again, Everett felt a sense of optimism that lifted his spirits.  Cheered, he advanced with a spring in his step to the mosaic that required him to restore a fallen kingdom.


    He pointed to Poubelle. "I have assisted the rightful heir to the throne of the Dominion of Dree in the reestablishment of his kingdom."


    The two monks looked at the lopsidedly smiling king, shared a glance, and then nodded.


    "That's eight Labors completed!" Brother Peanut declared firmly.


    Everett moved to the next, defeat a foul beast.  He described his battle with the Esati air carriage and the exit of Edwin.


    "But you don't know for certain that he's dead," Brother Filbert pointed out.


    "It says defeat, not kill," Theddrid reminded.


    "That's true," Brother Peanut agreed.  "That's nine Labors completed!"


    When informed of Destiny's book and the powers she claimed for it, the monks also accepted the downing of the air carriage as fulfilling avert the day of doom.


    However, Brother Peanut ruled that the same incident would not satisfy return a stolen treasure since Everett had not actually returned the book to Mademoiselle LaSalle.


    After thinking for a moment, Everett asked Destiny, "When your book was destroyed, what happened to its powers?"


    "The functions would have reverted to their primary state."


    "So they returned to the non-corporeal realm?"


    She smiled helpfully.  "In a manner of speaking, yes."


    This was good enough for Brother Peanut.  "That's eleven Labors completed!"


    At bring peace to a savage land, Everett recounted the events in the Plaza of Liberty on the day that Poubelle had proclaimed his bill of privileges and was immediately awarded his twelfth completion.


    At set free a frail captive, Everett paused and looked at Sarah, who was waiting with serene patience.   He needed to finish this mess and get back to his life.  In spite of still not feeling that it was appropriate, he reconsidered claiming his rescue of Theddrid, Marshlight, and Destiny as the final Labor.  On the face of it, the connection had only to be plausible for the monks to accept it.


    "Pardon me, but I am afraid that I am going to have to interrupt," Destiny announced before he could make his decision.


    Rose stirred in her mother's grasp. 


    "Watch her, Everett," Magic warned.  "I think that she is up to something."


    As all eyes turned upon her, Destiny moved a quick dozen paces back towards the entrance, and then spun about.  Rather than the hesitant vulnerability that had been her demeanor up to this point, she now projected unshakable confidence. 


    She did not keep them waiting.  "Give me strength!"


    Stunned, Everett felt the actuation of his spell immediately on the heels of Destiny's enunciation and could only watch agape as the woman began to grow in size.  In seconds she reached the vaulted ceiling and raised her hands to press against the stone and then as she continued to grow she began to push the mitered blocks apart.  Raining dust, the vault broke apart and all about her the fitted stones tumbled to crash and shatter.


    "Get back!" Everett shouted at the others as the building began to collapse.  With the young woman still holding Technology's leash, he caught Marshlight and Poubelle by the arm and urged them up the dais.  Bouncing rubble chased the monks and Theddrid after them.


    Backing up, he enunciated, "Manure, gather ye into a pile!"


    Being proportionally little larger than fleas, the cats decided immediately that they wanted to be somewhere else than the gigantic, still growing, and impervious to claws ankle of Destiny and sprinted away out the entrance, nimbly dodging falling chunks of stone.


    Everett tried, "Give me strength!"


    When the expected actuation did not occur, he cursed.


    "It will not work!" Magic blared.  "Only one instance of the spell can be active at a time!"


    "Everyone out through the door behind my throne!" Sarah ordered.  "Come on, Everett!"


    With sounds of destruction growing behind them, they all fled into the short corridor and continued to reach a much wider main hallway.


    "The quickest way out is left!" Brother Filbert shouted, turning to follow his own advice. 


    At the end of the hallway, a single door let out into the bright sunshine of the Grand Plaza and all of them ran through and raced for the possible safety of the surrounding buildings.


    Destiny, who now stood head and shoulders above the palace roof, saw them running, pushed through the damaged side walls, and took a single step to cut off their escape. 


    Forced to skid to a halt with the others, Everett waved to signal them not to try to flee in a different direction.  In the open, there would be no way to outrun Destiny. 


    With hands planted on hips, Destiny declared, her voice thundering, "I will refrain from further violence if Magic and Technology are handed over to me at once."


    Everett stepped out towards her. "What is it that you want with them?" 


    He made a furtive gesture for Sarah and the rest to edge back.


    "It is quite simple.  I wish to have complete freedom of action while I am in the corporeal realm.  Their presence would be a hindrance in too many ways, so I am going to eliminate them."


    When Sarah cast, there was no doubt that she had also interpreted "eliminate" to mean kill.


    “Flammables, ignite anon!”


    Destiny's clothing, gigantic like the rest of her, flared in massive sheets of fire.  The giantess did not, however, crumple in pain, but rather simply winced as she patted out the flames with her hands.


    "No, Mommy, that will not work either!" Magic exclaimed.  "Destiny has access to all of Everett's spells, including the healing spell!  And she knows how to tweak her own aura in order to achieve maximum efficiency."


    "Everyone run while she's distracted!" Everett barked,


    As Marshlight turned to obey, Technology, perhaps submitting to some ungulate instinct to cut behind a predator that could easily run him down, dug in his hooves and jerked his head until he had broken the woman's grip on his leash.  Marshlight reflexively turned back to grab him, but Poubelle caught her struggling form up in his arms and ran after the others. With a leap that made it look as if he had springs in his legs, Technology bounced into a sprint and darted off on an angle that would take him around Destiny's left shoe.


    His spells impotent, Everett could only stand and watch as the goat fled towards its doom.  Sarah, with a furious look on her face and still holding Rose, moved up beside him.  He knew that she was too hardheaded to leave, so he just clamped his jaw shut.


    With a laugh, Destiny raised her left foot, shifted her weight sideways, and brought her wagon-sized shoe down solidly atop the sprinting goat.  Technology did not manage even a single bleat.  Apparently to make sure of him, Destiny ground in her sole and then dragged it across the pavement to scrape off the muck.


    "Magic, it's your turn!" the woman boomed.  "Come to me and let's get this over with."  She shifted her feet in preparation of making a forward step.  "Everett, it's Magic or all of you!"


    "Everett!  You have to use your thirteenth spell!" Magic practically screamed.


    "I don't have one!"


    "Yes, you do! I gave you the Epiphany while you were asleep months ago!  Just enunciate the spell!"


    "I don't know the terms!"


    "Just say, Magic, Unfettered!"


    "Magic, Unfettered?"


    The actuation was magnificent and Everett's entire body vibrated with the intensity of it.


    A beam of blinding blue light sprang out from Rose, who burst into a tickled giggle.  The light flared into a cloud of glinting motes that filled nearly all of the space between them and Destiny and then began to solidify.


    "Let's get Rose out of here!" he told Sarah.


    Hugging her daughter tightly, this time she complied, turning and breaking into a run.


    The monks, Theddrid, Marshlight, and Poubelle waved energetically at them from the front of an unrenovated building to the left and he and Sarah swung towards them.  Behind, a hideous, non-human screeching smote the air.


    Flushed from running, Brother Filbert pointed at the dark opening of an empty doorframe as soon as they came up.  "There's an entrance to the catacombs in there!"


    All of the others were standing about in various poses of amazement, gaping back towards Destiny.


    Poubelle said, "That's a -- what do you call it?  Seriously, I know this one."


    "It's a dragon!" Magic gasped.


    "No, no, those are mythological.  That's a --"


    "It's a dragon!"


    "No, it can't be.  Dragons are just something in story books.  They don't really exist."


    "They do now!"


    Everett whipped around.


    Whatever it was that his spell had summoned, it was certainly aquamarine, shiny, scaled, clawed, fanged, tailed, and sixty feet tall.


    And it had locked its front claws on the giantess' upper arms as it tried to bring a maw full of spiky teeth to bear. 


    Destiny, kicking and punching, seemed no less ferocious and in their struggle they staggered about over the remains of the Palace, smashing everything that had been left standing and throwing off a great racket.


    "If they fight for very long," Theddrid said, "they might bring down the entire city!"


    It was irrelevant whether it was a tardy deduction or an inspiration generated by the perverted magic of his own second spell that told him, but Everett suddenly knew what to do.  He had one other articulable spell that he had not tested to discover its altered effect.  He set a focus on the struggling giants.


    "Potatoes, come forth!"


    The actuation brought him to his knees and made his vision spiral.  In the same instant, the roars of Destiny and the dragon were cut off with a sudden finality.


    When he could see straight, he found that Magic and Destiny had become rigid and taken on a color like the finest polished granite.


    His spell had turned them to stone.




     


     


     


     


    THIRTY-TWO


     


    "Oh, no!  We'll leave them just as they are," Brother Peanut said.  "Just think of it!  The Colossi of Huhp-hnona-tup!  And what with the flames and the claws of the dragon, the giantess is properly scantily-clad in a true heroic fashion!"


    "Yes," Brother Filbert enthused.  "The city will become one of the greatest tourist destinations in the world!"


    Everett finished his grits and piled his bowl with the rest of his vanquished breakfast dishes.  He, Sarah, and Rose were enjoying a leisurely extended breakfast at the newly dubbed Grand View Cafe.  After helping transport Theddrid up to the air carriage to join Giuseppe and Pauly, Poubelle and Marshlight had let the monks talk them into trying a Breathtaking, Romantic Stroll Atop the Battlements of the Ancient City!  Everett did not know if the two would remain a couple, but for the moment at least they appeared still infatuated with one another.


    Baring any unforeseen event, Everett planned to leave for L'Oiseau at midday.


    Their table at the cafe provided an excellent view in profile of the two massive antagonists, and Everett did have to admit that the juxtaposition of the sixty foot dragon and fifty foot woman locked in apparently eternal strife, hand to claw and screaming snout to snarling face, made an impressive sight above the ruins of the palace.


    Sarah drained the last swallow of her tea and pushed back her chair.  "Everett, watch Rose while I finish packing.  That's a dear."


    Smart enough not to ask how she could possibly have anything to pack, considering that she had arrived here with only the clothes on her back -- the ones that she was now wearing -- and that her Warrior Queen costumes, which had no more material than a couple of handkerchiefs, could have been stuffed in a trouser pocket, he just nodded.


    "We'll help," Brother Peanut quickly offered.  "We wanted to talk to you about the possibility of making guest appearances as the Warrior Queen.  We'd pay all expenses, of course, and..."


    As Sarah and the two monks moved off, Everett heard Rose, laying in a bassinet on the chair adjacent to him, make a burbling sound.


    As far as he could tell, his thirteenth spell had separated Magic from her with no ill effect.  The non-corporeal sentient entity had not spoken in the two days since, and he hoped that she was gone for good.  He did have a lingering worry about whether Magic's association with his daughter would have any long term repercussions, but for now, at least, she seemed fine.


    He had known immediately that Magic's release had accomplished the final Labor and so informed the monks.  With Brother Peanut's declaration that the Labors were completed, Sarah had simply said in a matter-of-fact way that the ensorcellment was gone and had excused herself to change her clothes.


    There remained many unknowns, but with all three non-corporeal sentient entities supposedly gone from the corporeal realm and Magic's nightmarish escapade finally over, he did not really need to know the rest.


    "mhmmda da da," Rose said, raising her hands to reach for him.


    He laughed and picked her up to squeeze her in a hug that made her squeal.


    "Rose," he told her, holding her out to arm's length in order to gaze into her wide eyes, "you're the best baby girl in the whole world because you said Daddy first.  Your Mommy said that you would say Mommy first, because that's how it has always worked in her family, and we won't tell her because it would get Daddy in trouble but --"


    A glint of sunlight flashed off a water glass on the table and sparkled across his vision for an instant.  When he blinked this away, he found three figures standing across the table from him.  Behind them, the rest of the world had been fixed in place, even down to the dust moats dancing in the sunbeams looping through the giant statues.


    "Good morning, Everett!" Magic offered with a broad smile.


    He made a face.  "I thought that I was done with the three of you."


    Rather than a dragon and a goat, Magic and Technology had the human forms in which he had first seen them, she a dumpy woman in a house dress and he the impeccably attired Donald de Grosivna.  Destiny once again had the semblance of Mademoiselle Petunia LaSalle, albeit at her normal size.


    "You know that as non-corporeal sentient entities that we cannot cease to exist," Destiny pointed out.


    "So what was all this about, really?" he asked.  "That's why you're here, isn't it?  To explain?"


    "Yes, indeed," Technology agreed.  "Operational parameters require a dénouement, as it were.  Although in my case, I am participating under protest."


    "Still mad about the barbeque, I suppose.  Let me see if I can save us all some time by summing up the few bits of truth that poke up through all of the crap.  I'll put this in corporeal realm terms, so you'll just have to interpret them as you see fit.  The way I have it figured, you, Magic, and, you, Technology, were sent to the corporeal realm so that you'd have time to think about your bad behavior and learn to play nice with the other kids.  Both of you were exiled to corporeal biologics that had physical limitations that restricted their ability to directly interfere in the corporeal realm -- which nevertheless did not stop you from doing so.  Magic came up with a way to get herself out of her punishment and conned Destiny into making it happen, but Destiny decided to change the game mid-play in order to increase her own influence in the corporeal realm.  Magic, knowing that all non-corporeal sentient entities can't be trusted, had made the expected double-cross a part of her plan, so Huhp-hnona-tup winds up with two giant statues that will make the monks lots of money.  And, of course, it goes without saying that all of you lied to me throughout the process."


    "In point of fact," Technology corrected, "I did not lie to you."


    "That's only because you didn't get the opportunity."


    "All of this is correct in extremely basic terms," Magic said.  "However the ramifications --"


    "You can skip the rest," he interrupted.  "My life is back to normal, my friends are all safe, the ensorcellments are gone, and I don't really care about any of you or your conflicts at all.  I'd appreciate it if you made your next visit a very long time coming."


    "There are event sequences that were not completed," Destiny stated.


    "Not interested."


    "Are you certain about that, Everett?" Magic inquired sweetly.  "We have been authorized to facilitate resolution."


    "I'd rather not be resolved, if you don't mind.  It hurts."


    "We can provide answers," Technology proposed.


    "I have all the answers I need.  Goodbye."


    Magic shrugged, Technology remained unperturbed, and Destiny, for some unknown reason, looked pleased.  Between one heartbeat and the nest, the three non-corporeal sentient entities faded away while the world surged back into motion.


    It was only after the three disappeared that he remembered the only question that he had really wanted answered.


    "Hey, wait a minute!  What about my spells?  When are they going to return to normal?"


    "Magic?"


    "MAGIC!"
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