
        
            
                
            
        

    The Incidental Battle for the Universe(s)



PART 1
Introducing the Chief Executive of Destruction, Her Evil Highness the Dark Sorceress, Queen of the Twisted Coven
By
Patrick A. Feron
Smashwords Edition
Copyright 2010 Patrick A. Feron
This ebook is licensed for your personal enjoyment only. This ebook may not be re-sold or given away to other people. If you would like to share this book with another person, please purchase an additional copy for each recipient. If you’re reading this book and did not purchase it, or it was not purchased for your use only, then please return to Smashwords.com and purchase your own copy. Thank you for respecting the hard work of this author.
 

 

Table of Contents

Chapter 1 The Lady Stephaenie
Chapter 2 The Prism
Chapter 3 Noel and George
Chapter 4 Tree
Chapter 5 Underground
Chapter 6 Flying the Kite
Chapter 7 Swamp Station
Chapter 8 Sailing
Chapter 9 S.O.S.H.Q.
Chapter 10 The Stuff of the Universe(s)
Chapter 11 Return to Phlogiston
Chapter 12 The City of Fate
Chapter 13 Journey to the Jagged Heights
Chapter 14 The Dark Temple
Chapter 15 The Wicked Apotheosis
 

 




Chapter 1 The Lady Stephaenie
 A rickety carriage rattled precariously atop the bony cliffs. Embattled by the elements, fours steeds – two like obsidian, the others blanket snow – dragged it through the buffeting winds. Rain rendered the road like the slippery back of a sea serpent. By the stabbing electricity of the ravaged night its coiled, twisted, turning and writhing body was revealed. Resolute coachmen upon the rattletrap eyed the way ahead, keenly anticipating each burst of illumination, bracing themselves anxiously as thunderous reverberations accompanied the fiery assault. Senses pummelled by the elemental bombardment, the horses instinctively punished the road.
Caught in the cauldron, the carriage maintained a veil of sanctuary for its occupants. A young woman, Yohanna, was accompanied by her father and mother, and a pasty and fragile looking accountant. James L. Besterby, Accountant, presently considered their sanctuary a prison, an oasis in a desert so hostile that to abandon it would surely be the final act of one’s life. Besterby leapt out his seat with the crash clinging to each blistering flash’s tail. Yohanna’s mother was bemused by this jumpy gentleman. Never had they seen a more timid mouse. Yohanna and her parents peered into the turbulent night.
There was something peculiar behind the storm. Strange heavenly lights glowed gently over a shimmering bright purple-ness. Erratic puffs of grey cotton wool metamorphosed in the wind, sizzling with hot blue lightning wrapped in shades of cream. The reddish pink afterglow piqued the travellers’ interest. Electric crocodile teeth raked the sky, and their eyes locked on the spectacle. James L. Besterby Accountant and timid mouse shifted his focus to the struggle at sea. Like balancing the books, as one eye widened the other closed. Yohanna’s father yawned against his will as the struggle for life played out before the captive witnesses. It was a grim fascination, but a welcome break from the monotonous journey. They dared not rip themselves away for more than a deep breath’s interlude. Mr Besterby’s fascination was spiced up with a peppering of terror. His racing heart ensured it flowed to every quarter of his frame.
Mother Nature’s gladiators wore their colours about them, relentlessly charging the Lady Stephaenie. Their intentions were unambiguous. The sea threw the Lady Stephaenie mercilessly. Under the wind every plank was strained. The twisting terrors spun their dreadful dance. Gurgling greedily they sought to splinter the ship into toothpicks before the coral-toothed monsters could have their feed. Thunder drummed resoundingly, crashing in and beating upon every fibre of every living thing. Besterby sprang out of his seat. He swallowed on what saliva he could produce under the circumstances. Fear had dried him up inside while nevertheless dampening his brow on the outside. Everything was balanced. Upon their departure his placid demeanour had forewarned of a quiet and boring trip. However, circumstances had balanced things out.
Yohanna looked out the window. Lightning scythed high over the carriage briefly illuminating the Lady Stephaenie’s ineluctable destiny. She gazed from that instant, transfixed like her parents, eyes as sharp as a healthy owl’s. Besterby’s one open eye was as sharp as an eagle’s. Occasionally the carriage slipped on the muddy serpent before steadying. The road veered dangerously near the cliff. Sensing it perilously nearby the horses dragged the coach back from the edge. Inside the passengers rocked to and fro. Every so often the pasty bookkeeper leapt out of his skin no sooner than he had settled back into it. Yohanna’s mother took to reassuring the poor man they would be fine. She could not say the same about the crew of the ship. The carriage skidded momentarily. They wouldn’t have been surprised to see the drivers go past had they leapt to save themselves.
Another volley of lightning punctuated the onslaught. The steeds neighed loudly. A hot white streak scorched the granite night. Its very fingertip touched the main mast blasting solid timber into seared fragmented shards. The smell of burnt wood was instantly in the air. The crew could smell the disaster. The lightning found a path upon which to conduct itself to the vessel’s heart. The main sails went over with remnants of the mast. So much damage inflicted in a single terrible blow, the fate of ship and crew was all but signed, stamped and sealed. That’s how James L. Besterby tallied the present ledger. Yohanna could see the cogs ticking away, doing the sums, working the percentages. She paused for a moment to wonder if his business had to do with cargo on the ship.
The rain had struck a million times at once yet hadn’t delivered such a catastrophic blow. Neither could it undo it, unable to douse the voracious offspring of the lightning fanning forth. Whipping winds endeavoured to wreak what destruction they could, second fiddle to the lightning. The sea surged, pressing its late claim to be the capital force of nature. From the carriage they saw the insatiable appetite of the flames. Yohanna and her parents barely breathed. Foremost in their minds was the fate of those amid the grievous turmoil. Besterby’s heart was held in anxious suspension soundly testing the wall of his chest with every beat. The accountant let out a gasp, inaudible in such conditions. Stealing another glimpse to sea the coach drivers careered along the treacherous road. They cringed as one is prone to do at the sight of an eerie shadow approaching. A menacing wave arose, a solid, curving dark phantom it bore down upon the Lady Stephaenie. Before the sailors had time to consider the new danger the seabed and reefs brought the beast down before reaching the ship. The rage stored within the wave was set free. A torrent greeted and engulfed the vessel in the vicious caress of swirling foam.
Yohanna blinked hard and focussed, fully anticipating Lady Stephaenie’s fate. The vengeful sea bared its merciless coral teeth for that moment. It awaited the surge’s delivery of the ship. The keel broke as if it were a twig and echoed on the stormy winds. Even the drivers heard. For a split second they threw caution to the wind. They witnessed the curtains fall on Lady Stephaenie’s final performance. Out of compassion the idea that someone might survive was fleetingly entertained.
Yohanna and her parents sank in their seats, their carriage pushing through the storm. Sadness for the crew pervaded. They felt a sense of helplessness. Mr Besterby sat still, appearing slightly shocked. His world was books and the surety of the numbers within their bound covers. He found it very inconvenient that one’s number might unexpectedly come up. It made it difficult to balance one’s life he often thought. A commercially oriented mathematical approach served to confound him only that much more.
Unbeknownst to these witnesses of Lady Stephaenie’s dash, struggle, and demise, the crew had managed to deploy the life boats. They were carried over the same reef by the surge that rendered their ship, much heavier, upon the coral. Past the reef and propelled towards the harbour they paddled furiously in the darkness. The strange lights in the night sky suddenly sparkled.
Behind them the waterspouts shrieked and wailed. Last to the feast they would still have their bite. Descending upon the remnants of the vessel they gorged upon whatever cargo had been stored in the ship’s hold. Sated, they departed in separate directions to the crew’s relief.
The mariners turned their efforts towards reaching the shore, eying the odd night sky superstitiously. It sparkled pinkish-red. What strange omen did this portend? Unfortunately the Lascowedian soothsayer had got off at the last port. They would have to guess. One of the sailors pulled out a lucky charm, the small foot of a hopping rodent. It was easy to see how the paw could house all the luck of the animal if this was its fate.
The carriage rambled along the cliff road, riding the back of the slippery snake down towards the town. Flickering yellowy orange lamp-flames revealed the community that had sprung up and thrived in this harbour. The clouds pulled back for a few strangely peaceful moments. The lunar companion, looking wise and old, reflected gentle beams of soothing light. Yohanna glanced outside, opening the window she shouted out. The drivers checked over their shoulders, fancying misfortune had befallen them …as might well do in such unruly oppressive weather.
Yohanna pointed at the moonlit water and exclaimed, ‘Look! There, life boats!’
Her parents sat astonished. All alike quietly hoped the crew would make it safely. The clouds closed again threateningly. The strange shimmering purple, flowing like a ribbon, entwined the angry clouds. The horses sensed that this journey’s end was approaching. They hastened to reach their destination, somehow knowing that warm shelter, food and rest awaited them.
Precisely then the spirit of tragedy rushed from its flawed accomplishment in the harbour and struck devilishly upon the cliffs… as might well do in such unruly oppressive weather. Charging in flailing and screaming, appearing spectacularly in the form of a bolt of bone white blistering lightning surrounded in an unusual red glow it scorched the earth. Roots an’ all, a massive tree was blasted out of the smouldering and shaken ground. Sparks flew as stones popped and fizzled. A shower of seeds and leaves rained down. A huge wad of sizzling bark hurtled past the ducking drivers. The smoke trail fogged their view for an instant. Then the wind wiped it away. The ear splitting blast rocked the rickety carriage.
Both of Besterby’s eyes were wide open, and then both shut so tight. The mousey accountant hugged his books for dear life. He crunched the numbers, calculating the odds of survival. The steeds swerved violently to avoid the tree dropping like a hammer out of the sky. Besterby opened one eye and peered around. The passengers were heaved about frightfully. The carriage accelerated. A strange look passed across their faces. Besterby’s face took on a new expression of dire complexion. Yohanna stood and wrenched the door handle, opened the door and looked back along the slippery road. The wind whipped her hair. The drivers, shaken violently from their perch by the careering horses, were now just coming to a halt. They looked up, covered in mud, at the carriage. Yohanna waved, sort of. There wasn’t anything else to do. She ducked inside, closed the door and sat down.
Her father asked, ‘So, drivers, gone?’
‘Yes Father. Alive though.’
‘Oh my, OH MY!’ Besterby flustered. This changed the odds significantly. Yohanna’s mother thought he was about to genuflect before his fate, ready to give self-witness before the death blow was issued.
‘There, there Mr Besterby,’ she said nicely.
‘Huh? What? Madam! Please! I’m in the middle of a difficult calculation. The odds of survival are…’
‘Alive, did you say Yohanna? Well, that is good news, then,’ Mother chirped in cheerily, forever the optimist.
‘What now?’ Father inquired, looking around, and peering outside as they bounced around. He sniffed loudly, and then played with his grey moustache. It had been going white in one corner for a while now. Mother joked that was because twirling it all the time was wearing it out.
‘We seem to be going a bit faster. I fear we might even crash,’ Mother said in a concerned voice. ‘Who will fetch those poor fellows then?’
‘Oh dear, OH DEAR! Factoring in acceleration and adjusting for the gradient, with the moisture content of… er er… and how many horses?’
‘Four Mr Besterby,’ Yohanna stated helpfully. She was intrigued by his behaviour. He found solace and comfort in reducing everything to a mathematical understanding.
‘You were saying my dear, those poor fellows,’ Yohanna’s father said, keeping the rare and valued conversation on the journey alive.
‘I was wondering, simply, if we don’t make it, who will fetch those poor fellows?’
‘Yes Mother… who then?’ Yohanna asked, seeing into the very near future. ‘Shall I go?’
‘Go? Where?’ Besterby asked, momentarily broken from his computational trance.
‘Be careful,’ Father cautioned.
‘But of course, Father,’ Yohanna said calmly, reassuring her parents. Yohanna’s parents had given up trying to wrap her in cotton wool a long time ago. They cut the apron strings as soon as Yohanna’s uncle had begun training her and her cousins to hunt on horseback. It was a time-honoured family skill. It was one of those peculiar things that set them apart from regular folk. Yohanna fixed her hair back, and donned her leather gloves. She pushed open the hinged window, twisted the door handle and kicked. The door swung open and the rain blew in. Mr Besterby shielded his books. The carriage skidded and slipped sideways. Yohanna grabbed the top edge of the door as she lost her balance. She looked back inside and Mother gave her ‘the look’. Yohanna smiled feebly and quickly averted her gaze from her mother’s piercing stare. She briefly met the pasty accountant’s astonished face.
Father rolled his eyes and shook his head. ‘Is that what your uncle taught you? Mind yourself now.’
Yohanna hopped a boot up to the open window, said ‘Yes Father,’ hauled herself up the door, threw herself over the roof rack and became part of the stowed luggage. The wind screamed past her and the rain had begun to fall like frozen peas again. She squinted and her eyes began to water in the fierce cold. Crawling forward she edged closer to the drivers’ former place of perch. The horses neighed loudly and raced on, eyes wide and wild. The carriage slid precariously, but steadied. It threatened to roll over, but didn’t. It edged close to the cliff, but avoided it. Besterby’s brain was working in high gear crunching out the dynamic odds of survival.
‘You said the odds Mr Besterby,’ Mother commented. ‘Have you ever worked in evens?’
‘Evens? No… I er um… I’m afraid I’ve never had the er privilege of evens… I think. What exactly are evens?’
Yohanna had only just breathed a sigh of relief. There was a pothole ahead. Before Mother could reply to Besterby’s question the carriage hit it in a surprisingly solid manner. That is to say, despite the hard impact which could have torn a wheel off it didn’t. The energy was transferred straight through the axles into the frame and directly to the discomfort of the passengers’ own undercarriage. Yohanna was jolted airborne to one side. In a blur of skill and sheer luck she grabbed the roof rack in the nick of time. Hanging on, she stared down at the slushy ground whizzing past.
Her father leaned over, opened a window and yelled, ‘Good golly young lady. What the fluffy feathered winter goose are you playing at?’ Before she could reply he shut the window. Mother wagged her head.
‘Sorry,’ Yohanna muttered, clambered across the roof and down to where the drivers had formerly been seated. Not so bad, she thought. She peered around. ‘Uh-huh, reins, oh, over there.’
‘Evens?’ James L. Besterby asked. In all his years as a quill wielding registered accountant he had never heard of ‘evens’.
‘Yes. We always hear of odds. How you look at it, these are a measure of chance stacked against you. But what about the other chance sir, the ‘evens’ so to speak.’ Yohanna’s mother had never heard of evens. She just figured it was a good way to keep the jittery accountant distracted.
‘Yes, quite. I can see now what you mean.’ He suddenly bubbled with enthusiasm. ‘The even reflection of odds could be calculated in a similar manner. Using an inverse translation equation concept of perspective you would get your evens.’
‘Oh,’ Mother said, looking at Father whose left eyebrow had risen slightly. ‘That’s… fascinating Mr Besterby. Truly… fascinating.’ Besterby nodded agreeably, and with genuine fascination.
The black satin and snow white steeds snorted rhythmically, pounding the tortuous road with a steady beat. Thunder dropped a deep resounding boom crashing into the mix. The wheels slipped in and out of the well-worn road’s grooves while the pelting rain solidly drummed the carriage. It was chancy to climb down between running horses in a raging storm on a slippery road, retrieve the reins and return. So the young woman crawled along the slender beam by which the horses were yoked to the carriage. She made her way to one of the frightened horses in the lead. Rather than risking a return trip, she athletically clambered onto the beast and took control of the team. Going back would have been like climbing down is to climbing up. Always seems more difficult. Yohanna slowed the pace. She knew the accountant would be slightly more relaxed for it. Only slightly, though.
The team responded to her colourful banter about the latest fashions. She even thoughtfully made something up about stylish new horseshoes. Her uncle had said no matter how silly it seems, talk to the horse! How or why the horse might listen, well… but it worked. He’d said horses were bright, like him. In his life, the sooner the problem was solved, the less nagging he would suffer. And so it was with the horse. He thought horse-whisperers were people who had found a niche market for their talent. Folk capable of such ear chewing they whipped other species into submission. Yohanna smiled over her uncle’s logic, steered the horse, though not by its ears, and set about returning for the drivers. As it would be, the squishy mud pool saved them from any real harm.
The spirit of tragedy had struck twice that night and uncharacteristically come up short on both counts. No one was complaining. As events played out, Mr Besterby was thoroughly overjoyed at the result despite the odds which were pitted against the evens. Counting his blessings, the accountant offered the family accommodation overnight, should it be useful, in his modest but charming coastal villa. Battered sufficiently by salt spray, its exterior fitted neatly into the landscape. Inside it was warm and simply decorated, much like Besterby who lived alone. The long-serving housekeeper and her family lived in a small detached cottage. They supplemented Besterby’s cosy but embalmed existence with a vicarious life, breaching the invisible walls of his sanctuary.
‘We thank you good sir,’ Yohanna’s father accepted for his family. ‘We appreciate your generosity. We’ve obtained a cottage near town, and we’ll see the lawyer to obtain the keys tomorrow. We’ll avail ourselves of your kindness but only for tonight.’
As fate would have it, that would suffice. What are the odds Fate and Destiny were just a little mischievous. One storm and one broken ship was what had been required. The little intervention on the cliff tops was bonus… and why not? The accountant would add that little extra zing to the whole affair. It was a little naughty though, sending him this time when he was scheduled for something special another time.



Chapter 2 The Prism
 The celestial generator radiated over the azure canvas. Weather of the previous night had run over the coastline and marched inland without serious opposition. A few small hills proved no obstacle, and the storm summarily delivered them a lashing in passing. Today, sweet warmth embraced the coastline. The sun gently pressed its heat like fine silk upon everything bare to the sky.
The front door of James L. Besterby’s villa stood open. Yohanna’s father paused in the doorway. He’d thanked Besterby for the accountant’s generosity, while stirring some commerce into morning tea. The bustle of business in the harbour was but a briny walk along the splendorous coast. Mother stopped Father momentarily, his first transaction of the day a small kiss exchanged for a beaming smile.
Yohanna was eager to greet the day, a refreshing contrast to the coach ride. For some reason she remembered another coach trip, when they were scandalously interrupted by highwaymen. During the criminal enterprise the rustic bandits had received a lecture on grammar from Mother. Despite the ordeal, the highwaymen were grateful someone had paused to broaden their minds. Most people wanted to lengthen their necks. Mother diplomatically declined to receive payment for the lesson. It would have amounted to a transfer of wealth within the carriage. Who to return it to and what share could have been problematic. The thieves made off sure they would, at least, never be caught by the dangling participle.
Before Father could say ‘Bye... yes, remember me… your old Father… bye,’ Yohanna sidestepped. She exited, a particle freed by the centrifugal force of a robustly executed pirouette-like manoeuvre. Yohanna’s interest in life splashed over the multifarious world, adhering to everything perceived, from the finest detail to the largest object. Her mother’s voice caught up with her. Words loaded with care and concern advised they were off to the market, implying Yohanna had better not get bitten by curiosity... or something poisonous, again. Beautiful sunshine melted the meaning of whatever mother had said. Yohanna simply waved a hand in the air as a last moment sort of thing.
A faint tingling sensation, the hint of a cool furry feeling brushed smoothly Yohanna’s arms and face. The warmth of the morning rays largely camouflaged it. Nevertheless, it quietly made the hair on her neck lightly bristle as she jogged along. Yohanna had an inclination to forge her path. The kaleidoscope of her inquisitiveness surprised. Nothing was too sacred. Yohanna punched her way through the foliage. A strange duck quacked frightfully.
‘Yohanna,’ Mother called out again. She placed her suitcase down, sighed with a wry smile, and walked after her daughter. There was time enough to enjoy the hot salty breeze. Later today Yohanna would help her with the accounting. Mother handled the network. Father shrewdly negotiated. Over breakfast Besterby agreed to a deal freeing up Mother’s creative genius. A new concept was cooking. The pasty accountant had crunched some numbers and was confident in the venture. Besterby said the evens were good. He looked fragile, but the accountant’s business acumen was precise and solid.
Like a hawk Yohanna watched her parents work. They stubbornly wanted to handle every detail of life and live it. Yohanna could be stubborn, too, especially, when her curiosity focussed.
Underfoot the dampness squished lightly. Lingering evidence of the storm evaporated at the sun’s touch, thickening the warm air. Adventure and excitement often played hide and seek with Yohanna. The gravity of the game usually overwhelmed caution, taking hold firmly and dragging it down. Yohanna was gifted with an uncanny insight, intensifying her curiosity for the different, weird, and splendiferous. An item of such character, smoothly reflecting the solar artistry, infused the air with a cool tingle. It had an unusual knack. It tended to be where it needed to be.
Besterby was wandering. The accountant strolled along a short cut to the seaside. He liked the sand, imagining every particle of sand had a number. He had a strange sense for the shifting sand. He never thought about why it relaxed him. The only thing he crunched here were shells underfoot.
 

***
 

In a distant place patience was being exercised, deliberately and coldly, with calculated intent. Eyes set in cold sockets watched ceaselessly for the signs. The whereabouts of any Key was wrapped in speculation, superstition and mystery, with few clues.
The Key could not be pursued. But it could be returned by someone who found it; or, as the case may be, someone who was found by the Key. Activating it required only sheer inquisitive nature. It was there because it needed to be in that precise spot, at exactly that time. It needed to be where the right person could find it. Everything, and everyone, has a purpose.
 

***
 

Yohanna speared through the vegetation, emerging before a wall of sand. Over the windswept dunes the blue sea could be heard lapping the shore. The bright sand reflected sunlight into her eyes. She squinted as she climbed to the top of the sandy ridgeline, drawing her breath and absorbing the brilliance of nature. Way off, dot-like figures scurrying around the beach salvaged the remnants of the Lady Stephaenie and her cargo. Yohanna started walking down, mesmerised by the sparkling blue water. It was with surprise she tripped over a large piece of wood. Yohanna pitched forward falling face-first into the sandy decline. Lifting her head she snorted, with a shake, a little speckled crab off the end of her nose. She heard something. Looking along the beach she sighted Besterby.
‘Oh goodness. OH…’
Yohanna cut him off, ‘It’s alright Mr Besterby, no harm done. I’ll live another day.’
‘Well. Thank… goodness for that. Must be careful, you know. Seashells… they can be sharp. The odds of…’ His voice trailed off with the flap and squawk of gulls taking wing upon Yohanna’s ungainly arrival. She eyed the chunk of wood she’d tripped over and spied a little metal nameplate.
‘Lady Stephaenie,’ Yohanna noted, slightly higher than usual with a hint of curiosity. Her jaw set to the side a tad and her brow narrowed.
‘Oh, I say’ Besterby exclaimed in a very proper but reserved and meek fashion. ‘Did you know the ship coming in last night was the Lady Stephaenie?’
‘Really,’ Yohanna mused with intrigue. Way above the high tide mark, up the sand dune, and there was no evidence otherwise of the ship. Yohanna thought for a moment, her quizzical expression changing to a smile, ‘the waterspouts.’
‘Golly, that’s probably it,’ Besterby agreed with vigour. He craned his neck forward enthusiastically while the rest of him remained thoroughly restrained.
Yohanna mechanically cranked herself up onto her hands and knees. The glare off the baking hot sand forced her to squint as a weird sensation coursed over her. It was tingly cold. She felt as if being brushed by long soft dog’s fur. Yohanna squinted. Something reddish pink lay in the sand ahead of her. She crabbed forwards on all fours. The little speckled crab scuttled backwards in a harried sideways fashion on two-times-all-fours.
‘Dear lady, are you sure you’re alright?’ As always, at a moment’s notice, Besterby was ready… to run for help. He gripped his shield of books tight. These were never far from him.
Yohanna could see the glasslike thing embedded in the sand. The reddish pink was a glow emanating from inside it. The unusual sensation on her face and arms intensified. A wobbly thought turned into voice, ‘Diamond?’
‘A diamond, did you say diamond?’ The pasty accountant peered over the firm spine of a solid ledger.
‘If it is,’ she raised her eyebrows, ‘it’s a pretty hefty one.’
‘Well, goodness surprise, what,’ Besterby muttered as he let his guard down a fraction.
‘I’ll bet someone, somewhere, is rather unhappy about not having this in their possession right now.’ Yohanna was partly correct. It wasn’t diamond at all. She stretched out her arm, and the cool tingly feeling enveloped her hand like a glove. It made the skin on her arm crawl nervously. Eyes wide, Yohanna made out the shape of a flawless three-sided pyramid. Besterby stared. He was rapidly becoming worried. The reddish pink glow was becoming brighter and it turned orange as her hand neared. The ball of light within the object was changing shape, turning into a recognizable figure…
‘A duck, surely not?’ Besterby uttered.
Yohanna could only see possibilities as her hand closed in on the mystery. ‘Why’s that, Mr Besterby?’
‘Oh dear’ he muttered, realising that like the proverbial feline curiosity had kept him close to the action. His concern was prompted by a feeling in his stomach. He’d had it before, when some knowledgeable fellow had said by the fire…
Reddish-pink turned into orange and became bright yellow as light poured out of the prism. Yohanna gingerly gripped the prism, carefully with light fingers. The cold tingly feeling suddenly locked her hand, almost painfully. Yohanna grimaced slightly. She shook it but couldn’t let go. ‘Er, Mr Besterby. Um, slight problem.’
‘Oh goodness, OH GOODNESS. Be careful… I’m not sure… can you put it down?’ The accountant closed his eyes and began crunching numbers aloud. His thoughts collapsed upon a solitary memory of an odd tale woven by a strange scholar. He focussed back some years to an inn, sitting near the flames. ‘The odds of this object being a multi-dimensional trans-galactic inter-universal means of leaping through space and time are…’
Ribbons of red, pink, orange and yellow light streamed between her fingers and her arm muscles locked as the cold moved up from her hand. Her hair was drawn up by some strange force now abundant in the air. The accountant cringed.
‘Yohanna, young lady, where are you?’ she heard Mother call out from behind the sandy ridge.
Yohanna looked up at the sea. She blinked hard, lost her balance and fell up. The sea was not quite where it should have been. The sky was upside down. She was sure she was the right way up. She felt dizziness rushing up on her. The sea and sky were turning like a picture on a plate in front, spinning around with greater speed with each revolution. The sandy foreground blurred. Where was the crab? Her mind reeled and she lost her balance and fell in some direction. She couldn’t tell which. Nothing provided a point of orientation. There was a bright reddish pinkish yellowish flash. She couldn’t see the sea or the sky at all. It was all now just a composition of reddish-pink, white, and blue hurtling around. Yohanna felt weightless for a moment. Was it a moment? She was unsure of the time. It just seemed like almost as if time had temporarily taken a break and wasn’t there.
Gravity returned. She was on hands and knees still in the sand. She could feel it. It was still hot. Her head was spinning and her eyes couldn’t focus. She felt the prism in her hand but there was something missing. She couldn’t hear the sea. Her vision returned. She blinked hard then raised her eyebrows to ensure that she was maximising her field of …visions. Her eyelids were about as open as they could ever be. She had trouble reconciling her optical sensory input with very recent history.
‘It’s hot,’ Yohanna said to herself. ‘Mirages, maybe, perhaps?’ she added merely for the sake of getting some cognitive traction on the perceived dilemma. Her own voice had the useful effect of making her feel like she was reasserting control over the, for want of a more accurate description, events. The crab was skittish. Its legs were steady but its eyes wobbled on their stems. It scrambled sideways onto Yohanna’s hand.
‘There wasn’t … ah, isn’t anyone around to have mass hallucinations with…,’ apart from Mr Besterby Yohanna thought, ‘…so, am I having a massive one on my own? Maybe it works that way. The less people around, the more mass my own personal hallucination would have to hold because I couldn’t share it as much.’ That would fit nicely into one of Besterby’s ledgers.
‘Are you alright?’ said a voice.
‘I think so,’ offered another.
‘Not you, them!’
‘Dumbstruck… actually,’ added Yohanna. Her own voice wasn’t enough to drag the current predicament forcibly back to the realm of manageable situations. The crab clung firmly to her sleeve.
‘…oh dear… it appears the odds are pretty good,’ noted Besterby, completing his thoughts. Yohanna was momentarily surprised by the calmness the fragile accountant seemed to possess. Then she realised he was hanging onto his books with a white knuckled grip.



Chapter 3 Noel and George
 ‘Can we… assist?’
‘Not too sure we can… but?’
The current state of confusion was exacerbated by the fact that Yohanna and Mr Besterby were being addressed by two voices. One of the sources clearly appeared to be a creature resembling an ostrich in construction. Yet it was obviously a very large two-legged camel. The humanoid standing beside this creature wasn’t exactly even nearly human. She studied the faces studying her face. This was clearly a case of the owner resembling the pet. That is if the biped-camel was indeed a pet. After all, it talked. This was disconcerting.
‘Are … you … lost?’ The humanoid figure tried on a smile and presented his good side. Arguably that was easy, as both sides were equally as beautiful as the camel-like personality beside him. It was actually a very good smile, disarming even. The bipedal-camel creature had been easing gently forward, stretching out his neck, craning down for a close up of Yohanna. Yohanna was reasonably attached to the spot. The crab wasn’t letting go, either. The snout drew level with her face eyeball to eyeball, as close as snout to nose would permit. The creature’s jaw opened slightly and his teeth came into view. Yohanna jumped back suddenly with a yelp. The accountant’s heart nearly exploded as he jumped out of his skin. The creature let out his own sound of fear and backed off rapidly. Besterby fumbled his books but managed to juggle them. The others watched for a moment as the small framed man caught them before they hit the ground. He was actually somewhat nimble.
‘Who are you?’ Yohanna demanded. ‘Where are we? What’s going on here?’ She stood up and looked around. ‘This can’t be real? Is it?’ Yohanna gingerly approached the biped-camel, and glanced at Mr Besterby.
‘I’m afraid,’ he said peering over the firm spine once more, ‘my rough calculations adopting an open field reference allowing for novel spontaneous events in almost any place in any time suggest that it is quite real.’
‘Hmmmm,’ the humanoid character mused scratching his chin thoughtfully. He wondered how that applied in reverse. Did this permit an explanation for two people popping out of nowhere in a blazing lightshow.
Besterby looked at the tall humanoid meekly. ‘Of course,’ he said in a conciliatory tone, ‘this is based purely on a discussion I had once with an interesting and strange scholar. I concede I could be mistaken.’
Now it was Yohanna’s turn to extend her arm towards the concerned character in front of her. His snout held still, more in fear than resolve. His eyes followed her hand until he was staring down along his snout. Courage was being passed around but it would seem that only one person, assuming that all involved were indeed classifiable as personalities of sorts, could hold it at any one time. She pressed her finger onto the end of his snout. The crab clung to her sleeve instinctively hoping that its ride would not be bitten off by the reasonably large mouth beneath the nose.
The creature sneezed in a most unhygienic manner on Yohanna. Not that there is a hygienic way for any creature to sneeze on another. Besterby cringed and then proffered his silk handkerchief to Yohanna. He held it by the very tips of his fingers, maintaining distance while eying the two strangers before him. He retracted his arm before there was any further sneezing in the vicinity.
‘Thank you Mr Besterby,’ Yohanna said in a firm tone, wiping her hand. The fragile gentleman indicated she should keep it.
‘Um, ah, don’t do that,’ the humanoid individual politely requested. ‘He’s kinda sensitive in the nose. Nearly anything will make him sneeze.’
‘Oh. I see. Sorry,’ she said looking at the snout in disdain. ‘Eeeeuck.’
Turning towards the humanoid individual she walked towards him with the calm sense of purpose exhibited by a person who is hired for her or his ability to provide ‘permanent fixes’ with minimum of fuss.
Besterby was worried. The last time he saw that look he was visiting the offices of another firm. A major client had disagreed with something, if not the firm’s miserly cheese and cracker proffering. It had comes to blows. The accountant involved was led away bruised with a stamp on his forehead declaring him Account Overdue. The client was eventually dragged away looking every bit like a pin cushion. Besterby had seen the accountant stand his ground, fiercely challenging the rubber stamp with a boldly darting quill.
Armed only with a skittish crab she suddenly grabbed the humanoid. She eyeballed him nose to snout. Very coolly with a hint of imminent menace brought on by a change in tone she asked purposefully, ‘Where (pause) am (pause) I?!’
‘We,’ the pasty fellow added quickly.
‘We. Sorry Mr Besterby. Where, are, we?’
The sheer level of worry in the humanoid’s face was directly correspondent to ‘the look’ in Yohanna’s. She’d inherited her mother’s intense stare. A personalised scrutiny that’d make someone feel he or she was in a Petri dish, and about to be prodded. It wasn’t for naught either. Yohanna could sense her worry had rapidly churned itself into frustration and it was beginning to show. There was a bit of fire in her words. She remembered to breath.
‘Well,’ the humanoid with the camel-like face said sheepishly, ‘you’re here, aren’t you?’ letting out a little laugh, trying to soften the moment. He smiled and turned the other cheek. Maybe that side would work better. Owing to excellent symmetry of bone structure, it didn’t.
‘Ahem. I see, this could be difficult,’ Yohanna muttered to herself. ‘Ohhh I tried to be nice… WHERE IS HERE?!’ she fired out.
It must be a trick it was so simple the humanoid thought. He was trying to assess what the purpose of the trick was. What was the reason for this person’s cunning device of confusion known as the simple question? Cautiously he replied with a question. Naturally he was hoping to pass it off as the answer if it was correct, ‘Er, where you are?’
‘Grrr!’ Yohanna scowled. Frustration had overflowed. ‘I may as well be talking to a camel.’ she said with exasperation.
The biped camel-like individual interjected quickly to raise a point of order. His voice rose towards the end of the statement. ‘I’m not a camel.’ The creature sounded like he needed to convince himself more of this than anyone else.
Yohanna looked at the biped-camel. She looked back at the humanoid who, arching backwards in her grasp, uttered another light laugh. He had the smile going in tandem with the desperate look. He had run out of cheeks to turn, anxiously desiring to step out of the walls that had closed in on him. Yohanna released the lanky humanoid and stared at the biped-camel. ‘And pray tell what exactly are you if you are not any sort of … camel?’
‘Well… I’m a… er, horse. That’s right, a horse.’
Yohanna snapped back, ‘You’re not a horse!’
‘Um, I’m not?’
‘Funny. I always thought he was,’ added the humanoid individual.
‘Really?’ Besterby asked with a genuine curiosity. ‘Why?’
‘Nitwit,’ Yohanna muttered under a rising storm cloud that was forming over her head. Besterby appeared taken aback. ‘Not you Mr Besterby,’ she said, nodding at the lanky individual.
‘Noel,’ said the humanoid, interrupting as politely as he could so as to minimise the risk of demotion from nitwit, whatever that may have meant.
‘George,’ contributed the biped-camel, introducing himself with a cheesy grin that was easily achieved on such a well-toothed snout.
Yohanna crossed her arms, closed her eyes, and sucked in a deep breath. She suddenly flung her arms straight downwards with clenched fists.
‘Arrrgggh! Enough! Right, you two, take me to… er, how did we get here.’
Yohanna was trying to take control of events. But the large looming unanswered question was preventing her from wrestling her predicament back to a manageable situation. ‘I mean… how, can we, get home from wherever here is?’ she added in a tone that lacked all the fire of a few moments ago. She was mentally processing the complexity of the predicament and her crossed brow reflected the trouble she was having. The baking sun didn’t help her think as heat radiated off the ground. It was like standing in a large wok.
Noel and George stared, a bit astonished by the gentle voice that was being issued by the scariest person they had met. They knew of some scary locals, but conscientiously avoided attracting the kind of interest that ends in bad things. Nasty things could happen and it was especially so in Phlogiston.
Of course, there was the fauna, not to be confused with persons like George. The fauna and some of the flora generally growled or hissed before consuming hapless victims. One of the better documented crimes involved someone who sent an unsuspecting victim a bunch of flowers. When the victim signed for them it was effectively signing a death warrant. The deceased had placed his nose over the colourful petals which had been sprayed with a deviously alluring perfume, and inhaled. This triggered an explosive response as the plant rammed the equivalent of hollow knitting needles up his nasal passages. The Siphon-Needled Shafting Sucker plant choked shortly after its siphons were clogged by unusually dense cerebral matter. The deadly Sucker plant, a species of creeper, was supposed to crawl away from the murder scene once it had fed. The lure, a signed card which should have disappeared with the transient-killer, was found at the scene of the crime and led to a serial femme fatale.
Generally, Noel and George were clever at dodging thugs and wildlife. They looked at each other searching for an answer to Yohanna’s question. How could they answer if they didn’t know where she and her frail fellow traveller came from? They looked back at her and then at Besterby. He took a step back. Only Yohanna or Besterby could provide that information.
Yohanna continued, ‘One moment I’m looking at a… a bird, I think it was. Mr Besterby?’
‘I couldn’t say with utmost confidence.’ He motioned apologetically with one hand. ‘I was blinded by the light.’
‘Anyways, in a glassy sort of crystal prism,’ she continued. ‘And then, we’re, here, which is according to you two, apparently, wait for it Mr Besterby, where we are. We’re going in circles. You’re no help at all.’ She flicked them a look of exasperation. But she caught something in that instant. The expressions on their snouts had been warped by an amalgam of various levels of excitement into the open mouthed resemblance of any dead fish.
‘What is it? What do you know?’ she quickly questioned.
‘The Bird,’ George whispered loudly.
‘The Fantastic Crystal Prism,’ Noel replied, looking like a bundle of coiled springs.
‘What?’ Yohanna asked in the same high pressure whisper without realising it, sensing Noel had important information and that he wanted to really, really let it out. Besterby leaned over his books to get a closer ear.
‘It’s true,’ blurted George.
‘What’s true?’
‘The… the… thingee, you know,’ Noel announced very knowledgably without actually providing an answer, meanwhile gesturing almost regally in the air as if Yohanna and Mr Besterby should have known this at least.
‘The Sages’ Stories,’ George explained. ‘The Fantastic Crystal Prism is… is…’ stammered George as his thoughts leapt and bounded ahead. Everyone knew the Sages’ Stories well, but it was rare that anyone ever acquired evidence of them being true - and also lived to verify the words.
Just as this hazardous point of interest began to dawn upon them Yohanna fortuitously cut their train of thought short and refocused the duo. ‘What? What about it? How does this help me? I mean ‘us’ Mr Besterby,’ she added before the words could escape him. The accountant’s jaw closed and his eyebrows settled a fraction.
‘Well…’ George started.
And Noel took over, ‘It has been written many, many…’
‘Many,’ added George, nodding profoundly as only a person with a very long neck can, holding his head low at the end of the bow.
‘…years ago, that there was a beautiful bird of unsurpassed…’
‘Unsurpassed,’ interjected George, raising his head high and then solemnly nodding in agreement. This would continue whenever he butted in as the story was recounted.
‘…beauty, and its magical powers brought happiness and bounty to the lands as far as the eye could see. There was green grass and trees, and plentiful friendly animals that the unfriendly animals could eat instead of us. So much so, there was food for all. I remember when I was very small, it was like that. Wonderful.’
‘Wonderful,’ George said supportively with the nod.
‘But what happened? Where are all the trees, the grass and the food?’ Yohanna quizzed them in disbelief. She looked around at the desolate desert surrounding them as far as the eye could see.
‘Ahhhh, little one…’ George began.
‘Yohanna,’ she blurted out, almost taking offence at being called ‘little one’ of all things. She was always infuriated by how the older generation who wouldn’t or couldn’t answer her questions dismissed her with ‘child, go play.’ She was as little as George was a horse. Then it suddenly occurred to her, she was in fact little standing next to them. They were large. If George wanted to be a horse, whatever the reason, he was allowed to be a horse she thought. ‘George, I’m sorry. I think I was wrong. You could well be a horse. Things are different where I am from, but I think here you probably are a horse. Noel, you’re not a nitwit, either. Sorry.’
George smiled a great big cheesy camel faced smile!
‘Yohanna, nice name,’ said Noel. ‘Unusual, in this place, but nice.’
‘Exotic,’ exclaimed a beaming biped-camel.
‘Oh, and this is Mr Besterby,’ Yohanna said very politely.
‘James L. Besterby, Accountant, at your service.’ Besterby reached into a pocket and withdrew a business card. He extended an arm towards Noel who took the card and looked at it. He showed it to George who eyed it closely then nodded enthusiastically. They smiled. Yohanna blinked hard. She could have sworn Mr Besterby smiled. However, being a lady she never did really swear, curse, or pronounce oaths, often. The card was as the manufacturer had explained coloured calculus-cream, with a border of abacus-avocado, with text in standard bookkeeper-black, embossed.
‘But, the bird…,’ interrupted Yohanna, rescuing the derailed train of conversation.
‘Yes, the Bird, whose magic brought these things in abundance…’ began George.
‘Abundance…’ Noel put in, now adding a ceremonious nod as George took over the story telling.
‘…was tracked down, hunted by evil…’
‘Eeveel!’ Noel loudly reinforced, shaking his head from side to side.
‘…witches. These witches, they set a trap and lured the Bird into it. The trap was an invisible…’
‘Invisible,’ Noel said, his voice reflecting the eeveel cunning of the witches.
‘…pyramid built entirely of crystal. The origins of which we are sure are in Darkness.’
‘And,’ Noel said taking up the line, ‘inside this pyramid, the Bird’s magic can no longer reach Phlogiston.’
‘The witches, the Twisted Coven, wreaked destruction upon the food bearing lands.’ George sadly informed Yohanna and Besterby.
‘They enslaved many Phlogiston peoples.’ Noel lamented.
Besterby was nodding sympathetically over the firm spine of a book. He had a serious yet unhappy furrowed brow. He could finely appreciate through his acute numerical perception of worldly balance that various concepts equating with justice and decency had been harshly unbalanced by the cruelty of the Twisted Coven.
‘That’s so terrible,’ Yohanna managed as Noel and George nodded despairingly. ‘Why hasn’t anyone stopped this evil?’ she asked, stunned.
Noel looked at Yohanna, tilting his head slightly to one side and focussing his eyes upon hers. ‘The Prophecy,’ he replied. His words carried the weight of those born into the time known as the Eclipse of the Twisted Coven. They also knew the Sage Story involving a facilitator of restitution, or a heroic figure some might say, from somewhere far and distant. Yohanna looked at George who nodded solemnly towards her, then faced Noel as a cue for the story to continue. Yohanna returned her attention to Noel. He stared at her intensely and spoke on. ‘The Sage Story tells of The One from another world. The One would come to our world after finding the Key known as the Fantastic Crystal Prism.’
Yohanna and the pasty accountant had appeared in rather dramatic, and to say the least, absolutely surprising fashion. It was a spectacular lightshow and brilliant extravaganza rolled into one. However, the lingering evidence of that eye-popping occasion was a faint reddish glow in the sand. Yohanna followed Noel’s shifting gaze to the ground and the glow. She looked at the light and spoke almost reluctantly, ‘The Fantastic Crystal Prism, I presume.’
‘It can only be so Yohanna,’ said Noel. Yohanna looked at the accountant. The inconvenient crystal was not reducing the distance between their current predicament and any possible solution.
‘But,’ Yohanna said with some uncertainty, ‘I found the, er, Key by accident. Isn’t that correct Mr Besterby?’ Besterby shrugged in time with raised eyebrows. Before he could begin exploring the odds Yohanna continued, ‘I don’t think it was meant for me to find. I fell over, and there it was. I’m sorry, but I think I found it when someone else should have.’ Then a look crossed her face. ‘Mr Besterby was there too.’ They all looked at the small frame hiding behind the books. ‘Perhaps Mr Besterby is The One?’ A look of dread crossed his face.
‘Er no! Absolutely Not! Not possible! I can’t even b’b’b’b’begin to imagine h’h’h’how I could be… you could think…’ The flustered accountant juggled his books and caught them again.
Noel and George glanced at each other. The look said it all. There was no way Mr Besterby was The One. That left the strong and forceful one, Yohanna. They looked back at her. Yohanna’s face was a mixture of apology and confusion. George spoke up. ‘We don’t know for sure. But, there are those who do, the Sages.’
‘Yohanna, a Sage will know,’ Noel confidently asserted.
 

***
 

The secretive Society Of Sages has amassed through time, investigation and perseverance a comprehensive understanding and record of many things. Whatever the Society is a bit thin on however, the Sages more than make up for with colourful opinion. A liberty Besterby could liken to creative accounting. The Society Of Sages maintains a long tradition of not revealing what it is that they have yet to understand, preserving the assumption that they have a good handle on most things. They’re quite happy to dispense knowledge like an informational-pharmacy. That is, if one finds a Sage. The secrecy surrounding their society is legend. Their mysteriousness has raised the organisation to mythic status - not a bad situation.
Not knowing the limits of the Society’s reach worries the Evil Witches. Their Spies, too, take excessive precautions which constrain their clandestine activities. The Spies fear discovery by the Society, which could have lethal repercussions. Their keepers, the Evil Witches of the Twisted Coven, are ruthless and unforgiving. If compromised it’s not unheard of for a Witch to liquidate the failed Spy. Whatever, the extremely secretive society remains underground, literally. It has done so to put itself beyond the reach, for now, of the highest Evil Witch.
 

***
 

George nodded and added, ‘It stands to reason that if the Sages know how you got here then they’ll know how it is you can get back, so long as it doesn’t involve getting into the Dark Temple.’
‘It’s a fortress protected by strange devices, they say…,’ Noel began.
‘Not to mention the fierce haggardly Twisted Witches inside it,’ George interrupted.
‘Encircled by an icy river teeming with really very small sharks with razor sharp teeth, so it is said,’ Noel finished.
‘Very, small, sharks?’ Yohanna repeated, surprised. She had reasonable doubts as to whether such things could be really that small. Noel went on describing the phenomenon of deadly little sharks. They had little paddle fins, little glittery scales, little hungry eyes, and little razor teeth. Demise at the hands of such a creature was death by a thousand nibbles. He was standing beside George. They were facing Yohanna. Her eyes were focussed just past them. Besterby had one eye closed and the other open. He appeared to be cringing behind his books. Noel wondered if the story was too scary for Mr Besterby. But he continued anyway.
‘Yes, hoards of teeth… absolutely the most, and the sharpest teeth in the animal kingdom.’ Noel stated this fact with confidence. But both Noel and George were unsure why Yohanna appeared to be gazing not quite at them. Really, she was looking just past them. The disconcerted look on her face, not entirely unusual at this point in time, had developed a certain as yet unseen strain. That strain was in turn disconcerting for the two easily worried characters looking at her.
‘Hmm,’ Yohanna abruptly took over the flow of conversation, speaking quickly and clearly. ‘I think I understand what you are saying. Where I am from we call them piranhas. Sharks have much, er, bigger bodies, and er ah, much larger teeth, like um, like those, actually.’ Her voice rose towards the end as her arm came up with finger outstretched pointing behind the pair. Yohanna ascertained the situation was slipping from a predicament into a potentially irrecoverable catastrophe.
Besterby and Yohanna had been watching a form rise silently out of the sand not very far behind Noel and George. It was undeniably not very small and it was not likely to be concerned by Noel giving the award for Most Teeth with Sharp Edges to another species. In fact, the teeth appearing as the not very small mouth of the not very small and not less than ferocious desert dwelling beast opened were very apt for slicing really absolutely anything into bits and pieces. But that would be unnecessary given the apparent, and at close range it really was, large capacity for consuming smaller organisms about the size of the four conversationalists relatively intact.
‘Oh my, OH MY. Run, RUN LIKE THE WIND,’ Besterby shrieked as he fled in the other direction. Everyone looked around for a moment. They watched the small frail frame making an awkward flight across the sand. He nearly dropped a book but managed to grab it with his teeth. They could hear him still shrieking, ‘Un! UN IKE HE IND.’ They looked back at the beast.
George and Noel shivered in the heat as cold fear ran sprinting along their spines. Normally aware of their environment, they had relaxed in light of the exciting developments at hand. The hair, and there was a lot of it, stood up along the nape of George’s long neck. Noel wished his neck had some hair to stand up under the circumstances. If simply to put a little something extra between the fear in the spine and the monstrous embodiment of fear George and himself both knew was just a hop, skip, and jump behind.
Yohanna froze as she appraised the presence before her that threatened gastric digestion of every other presence before it. Noel and George pivoted around simultaneously on the spot. They had been in tight situations before. They were good at tight situations. But this was excruciatingly close. They had turned in time to see the lizard-legged, snake tailed, bony-plated-shark bodied beast stop in front of them to sniff them over.
Even this beast liked to make sure of what was for dinner. Not all life forms in the desert are edible. Some like to be eaten, whole. They then spend a whole heap of time parasitically eating their way out of the eater at their leisure. A disgusting drool flowed between the dagger-like teeth of the creature as it pressed towards George. The cold black eyes, motionless in their sockets, reflected the red sand like obsidian mirrors holding shining images of blood red roses.
The beast’s sensitive pores in its nose told it all it needed to know. This food was within acceptable parameters, quality confirmed. Deploy Teeth. But there was something new. Something located behind this aperitif. The steely eyes focussed towards Yohanna. Its jaws closed slightly before Noel and George, whose feet seemed to weigh like lead. They stared into what were the most frightening eyes they had ever had the misfortune of looking into. The black pits simply held no warmth. It had no reason, nor logic. It just was, and it just wanted to eat. The animal sniffed firmly.
Even at such a time, certain extraneous thoughts are unavoidable. Peering into the animal’s mouth George could see it could have done with a visit to a dentist. Shocking hygiene he thought.
Time, it would seem, was up. Without warning George sneezed the way only George could sneeze. That was with spectacular emphasis on the ballistics and trajectory of what could best be described as slippery fur balls. They were the hard to swallow fibres of a somewhat inedible desert fruit. It was not called the Dry-husked Wood Melon for nothing. It could be substituted for food to fill the gap if not provide nutrition. The husk fibres were just a little tricky to separate from the so-called fruit. So George just ate the lot. But the fibres stuck to his teeth. Yohanna didn’t want to mention that so early in their meeting.
The fibres spat out blunderbuss-like straight up the beast’s nasal passage. It howled and recoiled trying to dislodge the alien material irritating the sensitive membrane, a hot burning sensation creeping between its cold eyes. Noel and George ducked under the wailing beast’s jaws as it waved its teeth at everything. It desperately attempted to slap its snout and free the offending substance using a great leathery foreleg, a tricky manoeuvre on account of nasty claws.
Noel and George were operating on instinct. They knew every nook and cranny of the opportunity that was developing around them. With blistering speed George flung himself around. Spinning on one hoof, he was facing Yohanna. Yohanna was still in the process of backwards-stepping away from the beast that had been intent on olfactory and other less harmless analyses of potential dinner. Noel bent one knee down to the ground and launched himself onto George’s back. George accelerated off the mark right at Yohanna. She screamed.
Besterby assumed the worst and kept running. The heavy book in his mouth prevented him from looking back. It was actually starting to drag his head down. He was tiring. He began to crunch numbers again. George veered slightly to her left and seemed to lose altitude as his back, with Noel, descended. One moment Yohanna was standing there staring at the entirely unhappy many-toothed ferocious beast in a state of wailing animosity. Then she felt herself being swept off her feet and swung around. She landed in the saddle behind Noel.
‘Oh my goodness, what is that thing?’ Yohanna yelled, hanging on as George put the frog to the sand (local lingo for hoofing it quick smart).
‘A great big dirty perpetually ravenous Panthera Carchariosaurus,’ Noel yelled. He may have been an unconvincing student at school. But he did have a reasonably good grasp on anything that had to do with survival. Most people do. Currency is always the first thing one learns in a new place. In Phlogiston knowing your nasties and beasties has long been the currency of survival.
‘What?’ Yohanna shouted. She was surprised by the smoothness of the ride despite the oscillating nature of George’s gait.
‘Hang on a moment Yohanna,’ Noel quickly blurted. He leaned over to the side. With a long lanky arm he grabbed the slight and frail Besterby by the jacket and hauled him up. Besterby screamed in absolute fright. The book dropped out of his mouth.
‘My BOOK!’
‘Forget the book Mr Besterby,’ Noel yelled.
‘Oh dear, OH DEAR. I lost the book… the account. I’m going straight to Hades on a pink slip,’ he declared.
George was going hammer and tongs, full speed ahead. He knew it wouldn’t be long before the Panthera Carchariosaurus would be slipping into an extraordinarily hostile pursuit mode. After all, it was a large predator built for the kill and he personally had seriously irritated the killing machine.
‘Sand Tiger Lizard,’ Noel replied, taking up Yohanna’s earlier question. ‘Nasty thing,’ he added, ‘very, very extremely lethal to virtually anything. Except the Bullet Armadillo which is indigestible. Plus, a few other lovely creatures lurking around looking for soft tasty things to eat I might mention.’
‘Like us,’ Yohanna shouted, hanging on tightly, not wishing to fall off the back into the clutches, or claws, teeth, or whatever of any of these beasties. She turned her head. What she saw frightened her immensely. ‘Noel,’ she screamed out.
He looked over his shoulder. Though he didn’t have to, to know why Yohanna was yelling. George didn’t even look. He focussed on the terrain ahead. Getting a Sand Tiger Lizard on one’s tail is easy, shaking it is damn near impossible. He spotted a rock formation sporting a ravine. Hunters sometimes used them for shelter and protection as well as hunting. Predators had learnt this as part of their own survival currency. George zeroed in on it and pressed forwards with greater vigour. He could hear the beast tracking them down. It was merely an equation of time. And it was all on the side of Panthera Carchariosaurus. Yohanna was still staring over her shoulder, ‘George,’ she shouted.
‘I know,’ George yelled. Besterby hung on silently crunching numbers. He couldn’t quite fathom what he was trying to calculate. Then it dawned on him his life was passing before his eyes, a steady stream of figures, equations and balances.
‘Hold on,’ Noel cried out as George accelerated. With each ungainly gangly stride he was making good ground. But that’s never enough when a Sand Tiger Lizard is involved. The animal is one of the fastest predators in the desert. Over the medium distance it is dangerously fast. It only needs to get close enough to sink one of its huge sharp talon-like claws into the target, and then it’s over. George had no intentions of even feeling the breeze of such a claw anywhere near his behind. He galloped on faster.
The ravenous beast roared its fury and raced across the desert in pursuit of the fleeing dinner. There was an especially menacing look in the animal’s eyes, its nasal passage enduring on-going pain. The distance between diner and dinner was narrowing. The rock formation came closer but the killing machine simply was not going to be deterred. It feared no potential hunters. It’d eaten them for breakfast. George raced into the ravine’s entrance, leaning into the turn gracefully. His hooves were well adapted for excellent traction while manoeuvring at high velocity. The race wasn’t lost yet. George was, after all, one of the desert peoples.
‘It’s right behind us,’ Yohanna shouted, holding on for dear life.
‘Grip tight, this is it. Take us in George,’ Noel directed like an admiral on the bridge. The path ahead was twisty, featuring uninteresting sights like dead and deadly vegetation clogging up the way. George had a great sidestep. The beast on their trail didn’t. Of course, over open land it certainly didn’t need one. In the ravine however, every few yards would offer a new challenge for those short on agility. Nevertheless, the chase was hardly over. The beast sensed this, and dug its claws into the sandy turf. Growling and shaking its head, thick sticky drool flew out of the gaping maw lined by several rows of shearing equipment. George raced on.
‘Duck,’ Noel yelled.
‘Where?’ Yohanna shouted curiously.
Besterby looked back at Noel, words just rolling off his tongue, ‘According to the Lascowedian soothsayers, the duck is the eleventh sign of….’ George sailed low beneath a fallen tree trunk and scooted around the corner into an s-bend.
‘Oh,’ Yohanna said to Noel as he took a hand off her head. She raised herself, head still attached.
‘George,’ Noel shouted.
‘I know,’ George replied.
The beast crashed through the old trunk. But on the other side it slid violently into the wall on the first turn. The tight corners inconvenienced the big predator, its frustration turning into guttural growls of annoyance. They were pulling away. George leapt like a missile across a strange thorny bush. The prickly vegetation rustled, surprised as it was by the sudden commotion. A few moments later, having recovered its composure, the opportunistic vegetation’s tightly coiled, spindly, branches unfurled powerfully like whips, their long thorns punching into the surprised Sand Tiger Lizard’s hind legs. The fierce animal raged. Its growl echoed through the ravine as it tore free, venomous thorns sticking out of its legs. The hide was too heavy for the attack to be more than a painful irritation and, anyway, the animal had evolved a veritable drug-store of anti-venoms. Panthera Carchariosaurus was a survivor as well as a killer. Its current targets were acutely aware there was no anti-venom for being ripped to shreds by the beast behind them.
The plant retreated, let out a miffed whimper, and settled back down to wait for something a bit easier.
George flew beneath another fallen tree. Besterby, Noel, and Yohanna hung on. Each held their breath as George took flight again. Hooves airborne, he sprang over a deep trench. Besterby glanced down, one eye open. It was too deep to contemplate a successful emergency landing if they came up short. But George arrived on the other side in fine form. He rounded the bend. The Sand Tiger Lizard was delayed but still within earshot a couple of corners behind. The sound of it was just as frightening as if it was visible right there.
The walls of the ravine were steep and high. The only way out was to keep going forward. Back meant facing a naturally particularly ferocious animal. An unusually hard time at obtaining dinner certainly wasn’t pacifying the beast. They came around the next turn and their faces turned to ashen shock. The ravine in a most non-routine atypical manner came to a dead end. With a sheer rock face rising up all around them, George decelerated rapidly keeping his feet. There was a surreal pause as they looked at a spindly thin tree in front of them. It would barely suffice to offer even the slight frame of the accountant any concealment. The monster made the corner at a mediocre pace, but that was all that was required.
George turned around. As a consequence his companions did so too. Not that they wanted to see the predator’s drooling jaw line rimmed with prolific cutting tools. The beast stopped. The prey was cornered. The menacing black eyes took in the information. Dinner was going nowhere. The terrible Sand Tiger Lizard stepped forward, slowly dragging the scene out as it resumed the process of olfactory analyses prior to executing nutrition consumption. It was as mechanical as that. No forethought. No malice, well, not that much, just eating. George backwards-stepped as the animal approached. There was only so far he could go. There was no going forward. They could smell the awful stench of the animal’s breath. Noel peered into the opening tooth lined cavern. He saw what he suspected were the remains of something lodged between some teeth, possibly the quiver of a hunter who had earlier in the day thought today would be a good day for hunting, and fainted.
‘George,’ Yohanna yelled desperately, ‘Noel’s fallen.’
The creature’s attention was drawn by the sudden movement of the lifeless form slumping to the ground, but refocused on the remaining trio, and advanced.
‘GET AWAY,’ Yohanna screamed at the monstrous beast, completing the scene of futile resistance. Besterby looked up, an arm still wrapped around George’s neck while the other gripped his remaining books for dear life.
George inched backwards. The monster snapped viciously over George’s head at Yohanna. She screamed out loud. George ducked and rammed himself backwards striking the thin tree. It held fast, stopping him. Growing reverberations from the impact trembled through the spindly tree. First, its trunk shook. Then the few thin branches. The jaws of the predator opened and closed. Jaws widened as gobs of viscous drool streamed slowly between some teeth. Yohanna closed her eyes tightly. Oddly, Besterby opened his wide. George’s legs gave way and he sank down near Noel.
Up the tree a branch oscillated pendulously with increasing frequency. Then under the weight of the load it fractured cleanly. Snap. Yohanna cringed, and opened her eyes tilting her head up. Besterby partly lifted his books to shelter his head, but for efficiency ducked to meet them half way. In the moment of serenity the books afforded, Besterby wondered if he was preserving his head for the beast to bite it off. George looked skyward, startled by the weird noise descending. The Sand Tiger Lizard paused. Something plummeted down. A dull crunch ensued.
George froze, recognising the impacted object splitting over the beast’s skull. ‘Don’t move, stay still.’
‘What…?’ Yohanna began to gasp.
‘Spear-tail bees… the whole nest… don’t move.’
Panthera Carchariosaurus has few nemeses. Two problems irritate it. Sharing the desert with other Sand Tiger Lizards is one. Never been a very sociable species; possibly a little grumpy by most standards, even for a vicious predator. A shortage of hunters to eat is the other irritation. The latter problem contributed to the former. The predator was accustomed to avoiding Spear-tails, particularly the terrible needle stings. Spear-tails had no trouble finding the creature’s soft underbelly. It was impossible to defend against these small, numerous and painful creatures. The big predator, a fine survivor when on the rare receiving end, snapped its mouth shut. Vast air intakes on its snout sealed swiftly with a sucking noise as it took a deep breath. With a deft flick of the head the nest went flying.
The formidable colony focussed on the large would be diner. The monster forced itself to turn in the cramped ravine, partly scaling one wall to do so. Yohanna ducked as the beast’s tail whipped around through the air. It was on the run.
‘By the Tri-horned Pink Bats of Hyumihditee!’ George uttered, elated by the turn of events. Yohanna sat stunned, noticing Noel stirring on the ground.
‘Urrrr? We eaten yet?’ Noel groggily inquired. Besterby opened one eye cautiously, and then the other. He peeked from under his books.
‘No,’ George responded getting to his feet. ‘As a matter of fact you should have seen the way I dealt to that hideous, revolting, thing.’ He winked over his shoulder at Yohanna who continued the story.
‘Oh, yes, you should have seen the way George scared it off.’
‘George scared it off?’ Besterby asked. ‘Bravo George!’ he declared.
Noel looked at George, astounded. He gazed about, witnessing the busy Spear-tails already repairing the intricately woven structure of chambers and tunnels, a veritable multi-level city of perpetual industry. He looked up. Noel rapidly formed an accurate picture of events and looked at the pair who began to smile and then laugh. Noel, George, and Yohanna couldn’t believe their good fortune. Besterby worked out the slim evens that had downed the odds.
They shared a little nervous chuckle, even the fragile accountant. As they laughed there was a kind of familiarity, despite all the strange events of the past few minutes. It drew them together.
‘That was lucky,’ George triumphantly remarked.
‘Touch wood,’ Yohanna smiled.
Neither Noel nor George had heard this saying before but understood that it was a reference to some sort of charm. George stomped a hoof three times quickly for extra luck on a dead root of the withered tree. There was a wooden cracking sound, followed by growing creaking. The crab, still clinging tightly to Yohanna’s sleeve, scuttled across her arm and dropped into a pocket.



Chapter 4 Tree
 The four moved away from the tree as something began to happen. The sound grew, drawing their eyes down as their mouths opened. Filling out rapidly, the roots were growing in diameter and length, turning from dry ribbons into progressive shades of expanding greenery. The widening system of roots shunted sun baked dirt into the air. The fresh colour ran up the trunk. Suddenly the whole tree began to take to life. One moment a vertical splinter embedded in a dustpan, the next bursting into foliated splendour. Nobody noticed the Bees anymore. To the amazement of Yohanna, Besterby, Noel, and George the previously desiccated toothpick was looking much healthier and, oddly, full of animated vigour. George stepped back again, with Yohanna and the frail framed accountant aloft. Noel cautiously sidled alongside. There was a voice. They all heard it. It came from the tree.
‘Steady, lookout, better mind the stingy things behind you.’
The four froze and looked over their shoulders. ‘Oh,’ they said in unison, and then looked back at the tree, the vigour of which was, well, increasingly invigorated. With creaking effort the now formidably structured tree arced itself over their heads, dropping a branch down towards the buzzing, hoisting the home of the Spear-tails up to where it had been. The Bees were not phased in the slightest. As strange as it was, Yohanna suspected it was no more unusual than everything that had happened. In fact, it seemed the most natural of all recent events. The tree shook itself, stretching and relaxing. It spoke again.
‘That was close.’ It didn’t have a mouth, or ears, or eyes, or anything resembling a face. They could hear the tree, but in their heads.
‘Yes, thank you, we nearly backed into the, er, Bees,’ Yohanna politely replied, aloud, pointing up at them, unsure of whether the tree could see her gesturing.
‘No, the Panthera Carchariosaurus that was on the verge of dining on you.’
‘Oh, yes, that was somewhat, close,’ Noel added, with a hint of curiosity. None of them had seen, or for want of a more accurate description, heard, a tree with a well-developed vocabulary before. Even in Phlogiston that was, once again, a surprising development.
Addressing George, who was staring askance, mouth open and jaw set to one side, the tree mused, ‘I thought I might actually have to rustle off the Spear-tails’ nest myself, but lucky you backed into me there. I rather needed the shake up after being still for so very long.’
‘No problem, um… Tree,’ George said, swivelling his head the opposite way to bring his other eye to bear upon Tree.
Mr Besterby had been absolutely gob smacked. Yohanna, Noel and George watched in surprise. The accountant who’d let go of George and dropped nimbly to the ground carefully edged sideways towards Tree. He grasped some leaves in hand. ‘Oh. OH. I do beg your pardon er, Tree. I once met a strange scholar who spoke to me of a rare species of um er…’
‘Tree?’ Tree added helpfully, used to the effect a talking tree had on people. For a species whose natural gift was language, Tree thought, it was weird they could be so often so lost for words.
‘Y’y’yesss, thank you. Rare species of tree… neither evergreen nor deciduous, but loquacious.’
‘A Loquacious Tree Mr Besterby?’ Yohanna said surprised.
‘Yes indeed… Loquacious telepathicus.’ The accountant clung tightly to his books with one arm, still holding the leaves in the other. ‘I was told you could count their number on the fingers of one hand, not including the thumb.’
‘Where was this strange scholar from Mr Besterby? What did he look like?’
‘I think he was Lascowedian... judging by his demeanour and appearance. I couldn’t say, for sure. He’d walked into a public house, The One Foot Inn, one winter. I was sitting by the fire, and he came over… sipping a spicy mulled wine as I recall. I er don’t remember ever seeing his face. Strange that. He wore a hooded robe.’
‘Like a Lascowedian soothsayer?’
‘No. Not as such. He professed to be a …a scholar of omni-cosmic mystic sooth… I never took him seriously… until now…’ Besterby’s voice trailed off.
‘Um, friend,’ Tree began with a friendly little chuckle, addressing George, ‘you’ve got some, er, fruit husk there, between your teeth. Here, try these.’ The tree was, by now, fully foliated, flowering, and sprouting fruit. Not just real, not only edible, but with un-Phlogiston-like nutritional value. Tree shook and variously coloured fruits rolled down like large snooker balls on a velvet green billiard table.
Yohanna leapt down off the saddle. The quartet grabbed at them, George snapping the fruit out of the air with precision. They bit into the succulent flesh, laughing as multi-coloured juice dripped off their chins. Besterby’s smiles and occasionally laughs were actually becoming an unsurprising event. Yohanna and Noel began collecting up the fruit to load George’s saddle bags. Besterby was hanging on to Tree again, wagging his head. Yohanna walked over to Tree and touched the bark. She felt a strange sensation, a furry sort of tingling running along her arm, cool yet nice. Then suddenly she remembered, the Key.
‘Oh no, the Key, I left it behind!’ she blurted out, raising a hand to her forehead with a pained expression. Concern swept George’s face. The pasty accountant went a shade paler.
Noel just smiled. ‘I scooped it off the sand, as I crouched to spring onto George. It’s right here,’ he said reaching into a little sack slung around his neck and over a shoulder. He produced the Fantastic Crystal Prism wrapped in its faint pinkish glow.
Dropping her hand to her side, Yohanna ran over and delivered a bear hug. Being as tall as he was, it was a small bear imitation. He just patted her on the head. Noel put the Key back for safekeeping. George’s concern departed, and he kept munching fruit. The accountant returned to his normal shade of office pallor. The crab climbed out of Yohanna’s pocket and slid itself under the cover of Noel’s bag, and dropped down into the pinkly tones of its new lodgings. The furry cool feeling was quite relaxing, and if a crab could purr, this would be one of those moments.
Tree, momentarily silent, ‘spoke’ in a serious voice. The travellers paying close attention. ‘You have that Key known as the Fantastic Crystal Prism. Here we part our ways, and you must go on.’
‘Go where? How will we know which way to take?’ Yohanna asked, slightly worried.
‘As long as you have the Fantastic Crystal Prism, it will draw you towards its destiny, whatever that may be.’ And with that, Tree stretched out a long branch high up, stroking the rock wall behind in smooth movements. For a brief moment the trail of Tree’s calligraphy lit up with sparkling blue light wrapped in cream, and then faded just as quickly with a reddish-pink afterglow. There was the sound of rock breaking and grating, the ground jarring underfoot, and the wall split open. George even stopped chewing. A great chasm appeared, and a tunnel running forth into the ground became apparent. Tree motioned them to proceed. Noel walked over to George, who knelt. Yohanna followed and also clambered onto George’s back.
‘Mr Besterby,’ Yohanna called. ‘C’mon.’
‘Oh, of course yes,’ he said, releasing the Loquacious telepathicus and walking backwards to George. As his fingers slipped from Tree there was a hint of blue sparkle. He clambered over the front of the saddle, gripping his books tight. He found it difficult not to look at Tree. George stood up with ease. Tree appeared to nod.
‘Go safely,’ Tree cautioned.
‘Thank you,’ Noel said. His brow wrinkled as he peered into the darkness ahead. ‘What are we looking for?’
‘Not what, but whom, go now. It is not safe to have this door open lest Spies of the Queen of the Dark Reign see. If they do it will become too dangerous for others to go by this way. Hurry, now!’



Chapter 5 Underground
 George marched into the channel. It was a surprisingly comfortable temperature inside. There was a wooden creaking behind. Looking back, Tree withered into the dry stick they’d first seen, leaves drying up and falling. Petals fell, wilting into dust, and fruits shrivelled up into small leathery marbles. The rock door sealed quickly, the shuddering thud leaving them in no doubt about their remaining choices. The tunnel ahead was a bit less than beckoning.
After the bright sunlight, to their astonishment, their eyes took just a few moments to adjust. It wasn’t as dark as they thought it’d be. Noel was dipping one hand into a pocket to retrieve a fire starter of some sort. What he would have burnt for illumination was anybody’s guess. It was instantly obvious this wasn’t needed. The ceiling and walls of the tunnel were regularly spotted with bright bioluminescent life, both animal and plant. The light given off by these organisms was amplified through the myriad crystals embedded in the rock. They spread overlapping crisscrossing beams. Close by, this illumination proved effective and reassuring, encouraging them as they proceeded.
The space was becoming larger, not smaller as anticipated, quite quickly. George plodded on. Here and there they noticed smaller tunnels shooting off to the left and right. They were content to stick to the main path, by now growing into a modest cavern. Silently they took in their surroundings, peering into the distance, wondering if there was anything to be seen, straining to hear sounds that never came. George’s large hooves gently plodded the oddly textured ground underfoot. Or as it were, underhoof. It was like walking on the beach… crushed rock, sandy, and something brittle, like sea shells. George stopped. The cavern was wide, and the light wasn’t as bright now, although they could still see enough. The bioluminescence was only going so far, and they were casting moving shadows. It was brighter up ahead, and they focussed on that comforting knowledge. It drew them on, moths to the flame.
Noel dismounted, peering about as if expecting some great winged phantasm to be peering back from the ceiling with beady eyes. Yohanna followed Noel, albeit minus the genetic disposition to look for the impending catastrophe, and dismounted lightly. The frail looking yet nimble accountant gingerly dismounted with his books, the ground subtly crunching. Yohanna stooped down, feeling the mix of textures, grabbing up some earth. Walking over to better light, she inspected the dirt.
‘Skeletons,’ Yohanna declared. Mr Besterby looked over his books at the ground near his feet. He couldn’t see anything skeletal; a relief. He looked at Noel who’d frozen to the spot, one foot dangling in the air.
‘Did you just say, if I understand correctly,’ Noel enquired, both index fingers pointing in the air to emphasize the point, ‘we’re walking… underground, with the dead?’ Eyes closed, a hint of dread was noticeable. They’d outpaced death once today. Noel feared walking on the remains of others was inviting misfortune. That was if they themselves weren’t dead already, and he was just dreaming in the afterlife…
‘Oh no, Noel, don’t worry!’ Yohanna quickly replied, adding a laugh to reassure him.
‘Worried?’ he replied tremulously, pointing his index fingers at himself. ‘Me?’
‘I suspect,’ the accountant interjected, ‘it’s not quite what you think Noel.’
‘Oh, thank goodness for that,’ George blurted out, having anxiously suspended his breathing for an extended moment.
‘Exoskeletons,’ Yohanna commented, ‘some of these creatures on the walls giving off light shed their outside skins so they can grow.’ She sorted one out from the rest, taking it over to wave under Noel’s nose as proof. It must have had a lot of legs judging by the appendages. Noel opened his eyes as she approached. He nodded with a cringe.
‘Great,’ he said, forcing a smile. ‘I’m so, so relieved.’ He looked at the ceiling and shivered. Imagine one of those things dropping its skeleton… or worse, just dropping. His skin crawled as if a many-legged thing had just done that.
‘A chameleon-scorpion sheds its skin,’ George added thoughtfully, Noel paling at the notion.
‘You’re onto it George,’ she said. ‘Er, what does a chameleon-scorpion, um, just out of interest, look like?’
‘Dunno,’ George replied, sniffing the air. ‘I’ve never actually seen one … they look like whatever they’re on or beside. Painful sting though, so you know when you’ve found one.’
‘How helpful,’ Noel muttered.
‘Shall we,’ Yohanna continued, politely signalling Noel that he could lead the way, ‘after you.’
Gulping, and nodding politely with a raised brow, Noel strode delicately over the skeletons. The chameleon-scorpion was occupying his imagination. He was happier dodging people villainous, vile, abominable, and pernicious. There was just something about being in the ground, which Noel equated with the word that he felt best summed up the past tense of alive: dead. Otherwise, everything was just peachy.
‘Did you say something?’ Noel inquired, looking over his shoulder at Mr Besterby. The accountant shook his head. He hadn’t breathed a word. ‘Oh, I thought I heard someone say something. Must be my er ah imagination.’ Noel cautiously accepted his self-explanation. George and Yohanna were a little less convinced and looked at each other, raised an eyebrow each, and nodded, silently agreeing they should keep an eye on their companion, after his fall. They gently crunched their way along the cavern.
The light was growing brighter, and the dissipating shadows boosted their inner fortitude. But Noel, typically, felt the lights above looked too ghostly for comfort, and there was something different about the light ahead. It seemingly blotted out the tunnel, but nearing they realised they’d come to a corner.
‘Pssst. Noel. What’s that light?’ Yohanna whispered forward.
‘Looks like firelight, I think.’
‘Smells like firelight,’ George added. They looked at him. ‘Smells like fire, I mean, you know, where there’s firelight, there’s fire, and there’s fire er smell, and I can smell it.’
‘Odds on its evens you’d be right, George,’ Besterby added in support. He didn’t need to calculate this he felt. Which incidentally, he felt was slightly odd. He felt strangely relaxed about letting the numbers go. But to be sure, he quickly crunched some digits. He breathed easy.
‘And?’ Yohanna pushed for more information.
‘Well, smells like someone is cooking, I think. It’s hard to tell what, though. Not sure if I’d eat it.’
‘Hmmm, I suggest we take it quietly from here,’ Noel suggested in a low cautious voice, at least confident in his decision to adopt the most careful approach, short of not approaching at all. Being underground had undermined Noel’s aboveground confidence. Decisiveness restored some mettle. They all nodded in silence, moving stealthily. They took a gentle step, and then stopped. And then another, and stopped. George poised, one hoof dangling in the air. Sneaking stealthily in unison made more sound than their footsteps falling irregularly. They cringed at the enormous amount of noise they were producing in the silence of their stealthy approach.
‘I say is someone there?’ inquired the voice from around the bend.
The four looked at each other, Yohanna pointing at Noel indicating he should say something. He in turn nodded at Besterby to do it. The accountant shook his head, hiding behind his books, and nodded at George. George looked at Yohanna, ‘I think we’re unanimous. Yohanna, you do it,’ he whispered. Her eyebrows rising as the others nodded affirmatively. She began to point, with a teacher’s glare, at Noel again.
‘Hello! Someone there?’ the voice came again. Yohanna shrugged with a roll of the eyes. Someone had to say something.
‘Hello,’ Yohanna called out, a hint of curiosity carrying on her voice. ‘We mean no harm. Don’t be scared.’
‘Scared of us?’ Noel whispered jokingly.
‘Very well, I’ll do my best,’ the voice responded. ‘You intend to show yourselves, possibly?’ The voice rose towards the end, imbued with gentle encouragement. It was kind of friendly sounding.
Yohanna, Besterby, Noel and George looked at each other again, summoning the minimal courage required they proceeded. Yohanna spoke quietly, ‘Whatever you see everyone… don’t panic. Try to be polite. Got it?’ Besterby nodded. He was naturally a gentleman. The foreign phrase confused Noel and George.
‘Got?’ Noel whispered. ‘George, did you get it?’
‘What is it that we should have got?’
‘I think we might have forgotten it?’
‘Oh leave it,’ Yohanna hastily added.
‘I think we have,’ Noel said as George nodded. ‘No turning back for it.’ The bit about no turning back rang in their minds as they stopped before the corner. Penguins on the edge of the ice they shuffled each other forward. Ungracefully stumbling, they emerged.
‘I say,’ said the creature sitting before the fire, ‘hot drink, anyone?’ A kettle, shiny except for the sooty bottom, languished over the hot coals. The individual responsible for the smell of cooking that George detected was boiling the water out of some vegetation. Noel and George declined to be impolite, as commanded by Yohanna. The accountant was lost for words. Yohanna raised her eyebrows and looked at Noel, and then George. Both of them returned her a look that said, try to be polite.
‘Er, we’re fine thank you. We just had something to eat.’ Yohanna ran the words off as politely as if she was at a formal gathering.
‘Come sit down. I’ll just have tea and then we’ll be off.’
‘Off?’ Yohanna quizzed the creature. ‘Off to where?’ They approached and sat around the fire. At first glance they’d seen a large ball of fur, with a head of fur, and arms and legs, of fur, protruding. Now they could clearly see the creature’s eyes. They were a gentle shade of light green Yohanna decided. The creature’s mouth opened to take a sip of the tea in the cup, gripped in its claw tipped fingers. They saw a green tongue, matching the eyes, matching the colour of the tea. Yohanna was suddenly glad she’d sampled some fruit. She was able to decline with a positive air of honesty. They were staring. The creature suddenly stopped sipping and looked back at them slightly confused. They averted their gazes all too simultaneously for coincidence. Returning their glances as if prompted, they focussed on the fire.
The creature smiled, continuing to down the thick green tea. They sat in silence. A stone popped in the fire and leapt out. The accountant was busy summing up this individual. The moisture had all but evaporated from the elongate fruity leaves. Quite pulpy to begin with, the vegetation was boiling beyond the extraction of flavoursome juice. Diminishing steam indicated the leaves were on the verge of frying. Yohanna, looking around, noticed the fruity leaves hung sporadically along the walls. Bioluminescence was significantly better here. Why though was not immediately apparent, as the amount of bioluminescent life seemed to be the same. She quietly asked the accountant what he thought.
‘I agree. The relative quantity of light emitting life forms is comparatively similar at a glance. I roughly calculated the source density per square footage and improvised a ratio to estimated candle power output. I haven’t grasped why there is a significant difference in illumination.’ The accountant shrugged.
‘Where, did you say we were off to?’ Yohanna politely inquired of the tea sipping individual.
‘Oh, uh, sorry. To see Bee Vee Tee. And I’m Azzervaraite. Call me Azzer if you wish.’
‘Azzer, nice to meet you. I’m Yohanna. This is George, and Noel. And this is Mr Besterby.’ The accountant stood up, extracting another card from a pocket. He extended his hand across the fire.
Azzer took the card, inspecting it closely in two hands. ‘James L. Besterby, Accountant,’ Azzer said with a smile and nod. ‘Well, that’s er useful.’ Besterby nodded enthusiastically. And there it was again. George, Noel and Yohanna saw a little smile flash across Besterby’s face. ‘Excellent.’ Azzer stood up. The mass of fur straightened out to his full height. The ball of fur had, the four decided, concealed Azzervaraite’s true height. He was shorter than they suspected. ‘If you please kindly a hand putting the fire out, my thanks.’ Kicking dirt over the flames they extinguished it. Azzer tipped what syrup-like juice remained in the pot over the coals. A noisome steam sizzled as the coals dimmed. The others backed off slightly. ‘Shall we be off then,’ Azzer said, nodding his head.
‘Azzer, you seemed to be expecting us.’ Yohanna proffered the question disguised as a statement.
‘No more than Tree.’
‘You know Tree?’ George inquired.
‘The Loquacious er telepathicus?’ Yohanna added, looking to Besterby for confirmation. The accountant nodded quickly.
‘That’s right.’ Azzer looked at Yohanna and Besterby for a moment. ‘Not many people know Tree’s a Loquacious telepathicus.’ He looked at them both again. ‘Let’s just say we go back a ways, eh.’
‘But how did Tree know, and more to the point, how did Tree do what Tree does?’ Yohanna persisted with the line of questioning.
Meanwhile Noel was certain the Society Of Sages had something to do with all of this. The Fantastic Crystal Prism no doubt, he thought, was at the centre of it all. But that was not everything. Yohanna was an important part of whatever it was. He didn’t know what role Mr Besterby had in the big picture. Maybe the poor man had simply been there, like George and himself, when Yohanna happened along. He eyed Azzer suspiciously. Noel knew for sure though, whatever was going on if it involved a Key it was mighty serious. The kind of thing that tends to make or break everything there is to be made or broken. Noel’s generous proclivity to be wary prompted him to keep an eye on Azzer. ‘Anyway’ he thought, and then he thought out loud, interrupting Yohanna, ‘Where is Seebeeveetee?’
‘Bee Vee Tee is not a place, but rather a… person. And Bee Vee Tee will answer some of your more pressing questions Yohanna. Some of yours too, I dare say, Mr Besterby.’
‘But still,’ Yohanna kept up the soft grilling of their new guide, ‘how’d you know we’d be coming this way?’
‘The Augurists.’
‘The what?’ George muttered.
‘The Augurists, well, augured, and Special Agents of the Society Of Sages were deployed to the most likely points of entry into The Underground. You met Special Agent Tree.’
‘Special Agent, I knew it,’ Noel said to nobody in particular.
‘Knew it? Like the Augurists?’ George asked with surprise.
‘The most likely points of entry, you mean you didn’t know for sure?’ Yohanna said, an extra twist of interest appearing in her voice.
Azzer paused and looked at the quartet. ‘Getting this much right was pretty good. It’s not easy for the D.O.A., the Department Of Augurs, to get such accuracy, especially with all the Darkness in place Topside,’ he said pointing in the general direction of up, ‘making life difficult. But still, we managed it. We had the Counter-Augur Neutralising Team in place, and came up with the goods. We always say we can count on C.A.N.T. and D.O.A. to serve the S.O.S.’
‘Lead on Azzer,’ George said, impressed by the cascading acronyms. ‘We’re right behind you.’ It sounded to him somewhat, Professional. Azzer turned to smile. Prophetically, true to his word, George was right behind him.
‘Owwwwww!’ Azzer exclaimed. He fancied this was redefining the concept of being frog marched.
‘Oops. Sorry ‘bout that Azzer, after you, eh.’
‘George,’ Yohanna whispered, trying not to laugh.
‘Are you alright there er Mr Azzervaraite,’ Besterby enquired.
‘Yes, and please, the name’s Azzer.’
‘I didn’t mean to step on him…’ George whispered back sheepishly.
‘Shush you two,’ Noel added responsibly. ‘C’mon.’
‘That’s right, c’mon. We have a kite to catch,’ Azzer informed them.
‘A kite …?’
 

***
 

‘Remora, what news do you bring me today? I see a glimmer in your …eye.’
‘Oh, High Queen, Most Magnificent Majesty, Duchess of Dread, Lady o…’
‘Oh get on with it Remora. What have you got you snivelling little lapdog. If I trusted you for an instant you would stab me through the back. That’s why I keep you near and in front of me. You won’t let any other fiend have a snowflake’s chance in a volcano at killing me. And in turn I watch you like a hawk. You might have your day. But not now, this is not your time … What news, have you, for me, oh, dearest cousin.’
‘Queen of the Dark Reign, I bring you incredible news.’
‘Really? That, indeed, would be … incredible. Go on, cousin. I am … waiting to be impressed.’
‘Dearest Majesty of Moral Mire…’
The Dark Queen interrupted, ‘Oh. That is a new one. Nice. Continue.’ She was admiring herself, in a mirror, before it cracked and shattered. Most of her mirrors consisted of polished rock rather than glass. They don’t break as easily when confronted by such an insane monstrosity oozing powers so dark and cold. Only ice and rock could withstand her presence and not fragment into a quad zillion shards. Her cousin was equally as cold, just not as exercised in power, yet. It was, maybe, just a matter of time before one haggard witch deposed another. No such thing as a peaceful transition in this realm of tyranny. Leaders leave their posts when they die, or are enslaved. The cousins knew that. It kept them on their toes, or in Remora’s case on her jagged claws. The Dark Queen had managed to punish her for a past indiscretion, a matter regarding a failed transition of power. Remora was now a uniquely hideous monstrosity in her own right. No love lost between the family, but nothing could come between their bad blood either. Phlogiston suffered the weight of their sheer cruelty. The might of their power was though, limited in certain ways. But like Panthera Carchariosaurus, they were, indeed, survivors, and predators of exceptional capability.
Remora proceeded, ‘I have it on good authority, your Wanton Wickedness that something you desire… has surfaced in Phlogiston.’
‘WHAT,’ The Queen of Darkness raged. She cast the most freezing of glances upon her kindred. Remora delighted at the sight of her cousin’s fierce red eyes. She had struck a chord. ‘HOW DARE YOU TELL ME, this, this abominable LIE. I should cast you into a pit of your worst own doing, wretched beast. It isn’t possible. I have given up all hope, and set it aside. NOW, you come to me, and say it is HERE. To what purpose do you make up this lie? SPEAK.’
Remora stayed where she was. She bowed slightly in respect of the Queen’s rank, if not for the Dark Witch herself. She was mindful of her cousin’s wrath, but at the same time knew how desperately the Dark Queen wanted to hear her say the words. It was rare Remora had such, albeit temporary and synthetic, power over the evil witch. ‘Yes,’ Remora whispered, making her cousin strain to hear her. ‘IT is here. One of them is here. One of them is INTACT.’
‘Remora, my dear … cousin, where is it, then? I trust you are doing everything possible to obtain it, yes, dear … cousin?’ The Dark Queen instantly realised she had to know exactly where it was, and how much Remora knew.
‘Queen of Darkness, the sighting of The Key was but fleeting. It was in the possession of one who was most likely not from this world. She had assistance, of two common others. There was another, too. He arrived as she did. My spy did not get close. There was a Sand Tiger Lizard, Majesty.’
‘Really, and they survived?’ The Queen of Dark Power inquired, slightly astonished, and with a hint of cold curiosity.
‘Yes. As I said, the one who possesses a Key, she had the help of two desert dwellers.’
‘She, you say, hmmm. Is she a… Dark Witch?’ The Dark Queen asked the question almost casually. There was a noticeable silence. Remora knew the importance of that query. In the hands of another Dark Witch, things could be very bad for them.
‘No.’
‘Are you certain of this?’ The Dark Queen stared unblinking at Remora, who stared back with her eye.
‘Yes.’
‘There’s no way your Spy could be wrong?’ The Dark Queen waved a hand, casually, tipping her head and raising her brow. She didn’t break eye contact.
‘Realising the significance of this report, I personally picked my Spy’s brains.’ This entailed literally ripping her minion’s head off, cracking open the skull, and wielding her powers of the Darkness to read through the Spy’s memory; easily done as her minions were succoured by her powers. There was an inherent bond Remora could exploit. All the vile witch had to do was plug in a claw and focus. The brain had twitched as she fed Darkness into it. Turning the claw was like turning the head to see the view better. Remora had seen in her own eye what the Spy had witnessed. The technique didn’t work well with unconverted prisoners, slaves, and non-servants. It’d been tried unsuccessfully. Some of the Spy’s memory was amusing. Except for that part where Remora’s solitary eyeball was the butt of a joke. She had the other comedian’s identity in the dead one’s memory. It would keep. She would have some entertainment later.
‘And, cousin, do we know who these individuals are?’ The Dark Queen looked down along her pointy nose. Her lips revealed sharp teeth as her jaw set slightly ajar, hinting expectation. Bat like ears swivelled to better hear Remora’s answer. The Dark Witch deliberately gave her cousin the impression that all attention was focussed on her. Under the circumstances, Remora could not be allowed to think that any matters of significance could be hidden away.
‘My spies, are, as we speak, working on that, Highness.’ Remora’s monocular gaze stroked the floor thoughtfully. The Dark Queen tilted her head the other way, and narrowed her eyes.
‘Is there something else… cousin?’ The Dark Queen stared in silence. Remora was holding back information. The Dark Queen could tell something was amiss.
‘My Spies have not conclusively identified the other who arrived with the one and the Key… but there is some… evidence.’ Remora shared this rather than risk initiating a brutal battle over small change. There was too much at risk for both of the Dark Witches. The Dark Queen had to act decisively if she thought her power was in immediate peril.
‘Evidence?’ the Dark Queen asked. ‘Where? What? Show me?’ This was a command. Remora waved a hand low and slow. The Dark Witch indicated to one of her servants to bring forward the evidence. It was produced to the Dark Queen. The servant bowed in sheer fear, holding the evidence before the witch for her scrutiny. ‘A book, how odd, what did you make of this, cousin? I assume you have made a detailed study.’
‘Yes,’ Remora admitted. ‘It is intriguing. Numbers listed in columns forming on-going equations. These are always balanced.’
‘A Numeromancer? Do you think?’ The Dark Queen asked with a hint of genuine curiosity. She turned a couple of pages slowly. The accompanying squiggles of shorthand added to the riddle.
‘I do not know. My Spy also located this.’ Remora waved another servant forward. The servant produced a small card.
‘James L. Besterby Accountant,’ the Dark Queen mused. ‘What do you make of this word Accountant?’
‘A counter of things… a balancer of numbers,’ Remora replied.
‘Then one whose power resides in the mathematical interpretation of everything… indeed. You do not disagree we are facing a Numeromancer.’
Remora looked at the Dark Queen and shifted slightly at this possibility. ‘Has he come to destroy us, do you think? Can we resist such a power? There are only two of us left.’ Both of the Dark Witches silently acknowledged that they would at least need each other until this issue of the Numeromancer was either avoided or eliminated. The Dark Queen glowered at her cousin, who bowed. They both respected power, as much as they feared it in another’s hands. The Key in someone else’s hands represented a threat to them both. The presence of a Numeromancer posed, potentially, a considerable danger, even without a Key. The Dark Witch smiled a terrible smile at Remora, who returned the expression with ease. Both were equally devoid of warmth. The bonds of family would not bring them together, but an external threat could. They would have to seek out the Numeromancer and see why he had come. James L. Besterby Accountant was a wanted man.
Once upon a time, there had been something that can only be described as inherent innocence. That was before they knew what they were. They would be initiated into the Dark Coven, by their mentor, before they could comprehend the terror. The Darkness would not graft properly and infuse them with special powers if they were tainted by common evil already. The witches were raised in a witch-break-witch world. No prisoners were taken from the moment one had the power to take any. Delving into the Darkness, not their choice incidentally, but a rite of existence, had cost them dearly. Now they exist as heiresses to a wretched power; transforming them under the stress of the twisted Darkness permeating their husks. The Darkness parasitically works its way into every part, invasively taking hold, conferring powers, while gnawing away. In a nutshell, they’re condemned to either persist, consumed by the terrible power that warps mind and body, or suffer the worse fate of the vanquished and perish into The Darkness. The power that attracts them is also their greatest fear, already pushing their world into escalating destruction; a ferociously merciless internecine war. The cousins are the last witches standing…
‘Very well, my … Remora, continue the search. If those most damned of fools, the Sages, dare to bring the battle to us, we will be ready, dear cousin. She, who has the Key, will have to come out from hiding. No doubt, they will have her secured away by now in The Underground. Hah. Cave boars. When they come to the surface for air, and they will, Remora, we will hunt them down with relentless savagery, like the Sand Tiger Lizard. Do you understand me, dear cousin?’
Remora recognised the threat veiled by the command. They understood each other so perfectly. After all they, the most evil of wretched witches, are of the same blood. Remora flashed the cold smile, revealing for a moment the long sharp teeth that her jaws accommodated, ‘Yes cousin, I, understand.’ Normally, she could not get away with a mere ‘cousin’. On rare occasions the Dark Queen demonstrated some small latitude for overlooking indiscretions. These minor tolerances Remora latched onto keenly. She searched and probed for weaknesses, like a predator. Remora backed away until her personal guards, her Severed Ones, surrounded her. Then, only then, did she dare to turn her back on her own blood. As much as the Dark Queen had her weaknesses, as Remora saw them, she also had her vicious caprice. Insanity meant kin’s blood was insufficient to keep Remora safe from unprovoked attack. The apparent presence of a Numeromancer barely added to the restraint.
The Severed Ones are mindless husks, having long since met their fate. Their ties with the world they had known are cut in every way, hence Severed Ones. They chose to serve and gave themselves to the Dark Reign. One could not be unwillingly taken but many succumbed to the golden promises, the glorious mirages and visions of grandeur. As far as decisions go, they had chosen rather badly. Slaves, on the other hand, were not taken by the Reign but subjugated forcefully. To be taken meant to be voluntarily cursed into an existence of otherworldly horrors, hence the mirages and visions. The employer used mirrors and deception and the contract was non-negotiable; signed in blood of the applicant, who had just enough time to appreciate the awful truth when the smokescreen vanished. Then the horror was literally upon them. The Dark Coven has been an equal opportunity employer… each person is treated as heinously as the next. No exceptions.



Chapter 6 Flying the Kite
 ‘Yes… a kite.’ Noel’s unprompted, flatly delivered affirmation drew attention.
‘You said kite,’ Azzer suggested, ‘like you’d known it,’ raising his Special Agent brow. ‘Here, are you related to an Augurist?’ It was light jest.
‘No,’ was Noel’s surprised reply. ‘What are you talking about? One of you just asked ‘A kite?’ and I said…’
‘Hmm, Noel, nobody but you spoke. Perhaps you’d like to try some tea next time I cook up a brew? It settles the nerves.’ Azzer’s willingness to share his tea usually exceeded demand.
‘I thought I heard…,’ Noel’s voice drifted off. He reran the last few seconds through his mind.
There it was, ‘A kite?’
‘Strange,’ he muttered to himself. Yohanna and George exchanged a concerned glance.
‘What’s a kite?’ the voice rattled off, again. Noel discreetly surveyed the group. He cast an eye at Besterby, but the fellow was oblivious to Noel at that instant. Nobody was paying any attention as they walked along the crunchy ground. He took a deep breath and released slowly, counting in his head, ‘One, two, three …’
‘…four,’ the other voice added. Noel’s deep breath wheezed out noisily. With concern for his health, the others flicked a quick look. Each quietly speculating what organ might go first.
‘Yes, yes. Tea for you Noel, I think, after the kite. Can’t think of anything better for a chap with your er, um, condition,’ Azzer politely stated, with a furry paw gently tugging at a furry ear. Azzer nodded at Yohanna, Besterby and George, supplying a wink to cement the unspoken message of the nod.
‘What was that?’ Noel asked, concerned about the concern.
‘What was what, Noel?’ Azzer replied.
‘That, that, ear-nod-wink thing, I’m perfectly fine I tell you, fine.’
‘There, there, it’s nothing,’ Azzer said reassuringly.
‘If you say you’re fine, then that’s er, fine, with us,’ Besterby added, gripping his books.
‘He doesn’t sound all that convinced,’ the voice said. It stopped Noel’s train of thought before he could say, ‘Fine.’
After a moment’s reflection Noel replied, ‘You know Azzer, I might try some of that, er tea, later… maybe.’ His voice betrayed the suspicion that it would not be tea as he or any other person knew it.
‘Excellent,’ Azzer exclaimed. Unfathomably, at least to Azzer, he always somehow managed to offer a cuppa to people who had just had one. He was looking forward to sharing a pot.
Walking along, mashing exoskeletons under foot and hoof, it was a chance for Yohanna to find out more about The Underground. ‘Why does the intensity of light change? Sometimes the cavern is dim. In other parts it’s really quite bright.’
Azzervaraite explained, ‘The bioluminescence is amplified through the crystals. The intensity of projected light depends on the type of crystal. These can differ from place to place.’
‘How,’ asked George, pondering a point of agricultural order, ‘do the plants grow without real sunlight?’
‘Hmm,’ Besterby was wondering, ‘and what do they do for water?’
‘Well, the interaction of bioluminescence with the crystals’ chemical properties provides the necessary light for the vegetation.’
‘Hold on,’ Noel said making a point in the air with a finger. ‘If the plants need light but the light is provided by the plants… then which came first?’
Grinning, Azzer explained, ‘The animals arrived first, evolving to give off light. It was either that or very long whiskers … I’m joking. Can you imagine such a whiskery creature down here?’ Noel could. ‘The plants, it seems, adapted well to The Underground. I’ll leave you to imagine how the animals brought and spread the seeds.’
‘I might just pass on that thought Azzer,’ Yohanna chuckled. A laugh went around; Besterby nodding with his chuckle. Special Agent Azzervaraite was pointing out that in the Special Agents Field Operating Manual G/200571-4, the naturally occurring light was referred to as Bio Luminescent Amplification Crystal Of Ultra-violet Type, or B.L.A.C.O.U.T. for brevity’s sake… and the warm air flowing against cool walls and plants formed a film of condensation that the plants were very adept at soaking up… and…
‘So where does the warm air come from?’ Noel inquired, breaking the list that the Special Agent had obviously memorised, possibly out of boredom.
‘Geothermal lakes.’ Azzer waved a paw knowledgably at some faraway place for their imaginations to picture.
‘Here? The Underground?’ Noel said with surprise. He pointed down automatically, despite underground being all around them.
‘Yes… being under, or rather in, the ground just means these things don’t have to go all the way Topside.’ George sniffed the warm air, detecting the moisture. Yohanna thought he could have a cold. Warm air was rising and moving around in great currents. The cooler air dropped, moving into where the rising air had been. Underground had its own weather system.
‘Hey, you know, we’ll have a lot of fun flying the kite,’ Azzer declared merrily, changing the subject. Yohanna wondered just how much fun the kite flying could be. They turned a corner. For some reason there seemed to be something new around every corner. The travellers stopped to take in the vista… then Yohanna thought again…
‘I see. Kite. Fly. Fly the kite, how utterly insane.’ The cavern ended, dropping away, the cliff face plunging down into a rather deep valley. Stairs cut into the rock face led to the object of interest; the flying kite sitting on a narrow strip of slightly inclined rock, or declined depending on one’s aspect, where the kite could be landed, or presumably, and hopefully successfully, launched. Worryingly, it looked all too small to take off from. Azzer could tell. He motioned them to follow before anyone lost their nerve.
‘Come along now. Watch your step… Long Way Down.’ They hadn’t ever seen such a thing. Had they have, the word contraption might have sprung to mind. While Yohanna had not seen a kite like this, she was bright enough to know what it was for. The curiosity was kicking in again. Her caution slipped over the edge, and fell away.
‘Azzer, can that kite, really do what I think it does?’
‘Probably more than you think. You’ll see.’ Azzer was quite proud of this kite. They could feel the warm air current running up the side of the rock wall. George extended his head over the edge, warm air shooting up his nose. He sneezed violently.
‘Tea for you then, as well, George?’ Azzer beamed, gleefully adding another to the list. More than two, that must constitute a tea party. He’d have to check the Special Agents Social Activity Handbook G/200574-3. George was clearing his head at the time, and didn’t realise he had been press ganged into tea. Noel told him with a hint of over eagerness. George responded, grinning, that since he had only sniffed warm air, then just sniffing the tea would suffice. Noel countered that that was not how people did tea. He would have to drink the tea. George shook his head flashing the toothy grin. Noel nodded, wagging an instructional finger. Shake, nod, shake, nod…
‘Hey you two, c’mon,’ Yohanna interrupted. They stood before the kite. Up close it was notably bigger than they had thought. Besterby walked up to the kite and ran a hand along its smooth panelling. He admired craftsmanship, even if he had little idea what sort of kite this was. George looked at Noel, and Noel shrugged. Azzer rubbed his hands together. He was so excited that he forgot what he was thinking about a few moments ago. Noel and George weren’t going to remind him either.
‘Lady and gentlemen, if you can, please gather round here could you?’ Azzer cleared his voice with a deep guttural throat jarring growl. Subsequently he had their attention. Noel bit his lip. He imagined a fur ball that could be extracted by ears, preceding the appearance of a fluffy tail. George was on the same wavelength, and they suppressed a giggle, barely. Yohanna wagged her head and they stepped into line. ‘This friends, is an S.O.S. general auxiliary kite identification 92-B. One of a kind this, er, one,’ he added with gusto. ‘Since there is only one 92-B in service, someone took the liberty of naming it ALONE. And alone it stands in agility and grace.’ Noel and George were certain now that it stood alone because it couldn’t fly. They were slightly bemused by this weird kite. It was designed all wrong. Not to mention a designer eyesore.
‘Well then, all aboard,’ Azzer eagerly announced as he opened a door. Looking back at the accountant and waving him forward with energy Yohanna bounded into the kite. ‘C’mon Mr Besterby, you want a seat with a view don’t you?’
‘Seat?’ Besterby asked. ‘What on, er under or in earth for?’ Regardless, the accountant clambered into the kite. It just seemed to be the thing to do. He held his books close. Inside reminded him of a carriage. Noel and George looked at each other, and then at the kite. Keep Azzer happy they thought.
‘After you Noel.’
‘No, after you George.’
‘Please, I insist, after you.’
‘Not at all, you first.’
‘You first, my friend.’
‘No, I said it first, after you.’
‘No no. I couldn’t, you go.’
‘Oh friend, please, lead the way.’
‘George, Noel,’ Yohanna uttered in an almost exasperated fashion ‘What are you waiting for? Get, in.’ Yohanna was settling into the seat behind the sole front most one, guessing that Azzer would have to be at the front. Besterby edged beside her, his books resting on his knees. Noel and George jumped inside and took up the two hind seats. George sat at the back. His long neck craning over Noel’s head, with his knees tucked up either side of his own neck. The kite wasn’t designed to fit all shapes and sizes, as much as average dimensions. Diversity made it difficult to define average. Azzer stared at the unusual position, for a second, and then shut the door and his slightly open mouth. They were fitting in and that was the important bit. He ran around the kite to the front, opened a hatch and leapt into the forward seat.
‘Azzer. Are we really going to fly the kite?’ Yohanna had to ask once more, bursting with wide eyed enthusiasm.
‘Yep, doesn’t look like much, but, the crate can soar.’ There was detectable pride in his voice.
‘I’m afraid, I’m lost Yohanna.’ Besterby looked puzzled. ‘I still don’t see what this horseless carriage, as nice and er unique as it is, has anything to do with kite flying.’
‘Well, just you wait and see Mr Besterby, just you wait and see.’ She smiled confidently. Besterby sighed, shrugged, and sat back a little. He glanced at his books. He still had the Smith, Smith and Brown Company account, and the Johnson, Weston and Wells book. He was resigned to the loss of the Ashgrove and Butterworth ledger.
‘I just have to call this in first.’ Azzer reached carefully into a glove box with a furry hand and extracted a small parrot, which sat gently on his claws.
Parrot spoke. ‘File flight details please.’
‘This is ALONE 92-B departing Leaning Ledge. We are in transit and our E.A.T….’
‘E.T.A.,’ Parrot squawked. ‘Eee Tee Aay.’
‘Oh, yes E.T.A.,’ Azzer said shaking his head, ‘er um about not too far away. Over and out.’ Yohanna wondered why it was necessary to ‘file flight details’. But then again, this was flying a kite… there were obviously customs to be observed.
Parrot spoke again. ‘Input data recorded.’ The bird very clearly cringed before adding, ‘Set security level please.’
‘Top Secret. Self-destruct upon imminent integrity breach.’ Not Parrot’s favourite setting.
‘Security Level Auto Destruct Activated.’ Should the security of the communication be under real threat of compromise, although very low in The Underground, S.O.S. Agent Parrot would have to break a poison capsule attached to the inside of his beak. Parrot looked at Azzer, narrowed his eyes and nodded. If the worst came to the worst Parrot thought, he could just as easily take a swig of Azzer’s tea. Agent Parrot marched out a little hatch and onto the nose of the kite, fluttering off at a high rate of knots. He could have flown straight out the windowless kite, but that wasn’t convention. Parrot would hang around just long enough to confirm a successful lift off, then rocket ahead to deliver the information.
Yohanna watched with hawk eyes. Azzer reached out the window, unwound a rope tied to the hatch, tugged on the rope while yelling ‘Chocks away’ and hauled in a block of wood that looked like a large wedge of cheese. Suddenly she felt the kite lurch and begin to slip forward along the decline. Noel and George paused indefinitely, with fright. Besterby gripped his books. Fear of losing them seemed to take priority over losing himself.
‘Azzer, I’m convinced we’re moving,’ George quickly blurted with slightly flared nostrils.
‘What, what the Blue Haired Desert Bat is, is going on?’ Noel stammered. Besterby wondered what such an animal looked like. He closed his eyes… he imagined one flying off with one of his books.
‘Oh, I’m afraid a blue haired desert bat took it. Flew off, reading. It had a monocle… and was reading on the wing.’
‘Well, these things can’t be helped now, can they James.’ Smith, Smith and Brown would all laugh. They would slap him on the back, and offer him a drink and a cigar. But a blue haired desert bat would swoop down and snatch it all. It would laugh and drink his drink, and puff his cigar. Curse the blue haired desert bat! He could hear the laughter turning back into something more familiar… Noel’s voice… there was panic…
‘Azzer,’ Noel shouted in panic, ‘we’re going to go over the edge if we don’t stop.’
‘Over the edge?’ Besterby said, re-entering reality.
‘Yohanna, he’s mad, he’s going to kill us all,’ George cried out, occupying the back space like a quivering fish in a tight spot.
‘Ahhhhhhhhhhh,’ Noel yelled, the kite gathering speed down the slope. It began to accelerate much more rapidly than Yohanna expected. Noel was still yelling, ‘Pleasssse, I’ll drink the tea. Just save ussssssss.’
George screamed out, ‘Yes, he’ll drink the tea, just save usssss.’
Noel went to yell something else, but ran George’s previous cry back through his mind. ‘Hey? He’ll, he’ll drink the tea? Oh you’ll be right there by me drinking it down my camel-like equine friend.’ Noel’s eyes went from wide open to tightly shut, teeth gritted. ‘I can’t watch.’ He reached above to cover his head. A token gesture, he was certain of obliteration at the bottom of the valley in a sea of wooden splinters. He held tight but couldn’t feel his head.
George yelped, ‘Help I can’t see,’ and then realised it was Noel’s hands clamped over his snout. The end hadn’t arrived, yet.
Yohanna fiercely gripped the kite’s frame, looking out the front, eyes wide open. Besterby clung to his books. Everything just seemed to be happening around him. He looked around, and for a moment, he thought he saw a large blue bat. ‘That’s odd?’ He blinked and it was gone. He closed his eyes. Where were the numbers? He couldn’t see the numbers. There must be something he could crunch numbers over? Or was it over? Is this where it ended? Had he come to the end of his mortal equation? Was his number line dimming? ‘Statistically speaking the chances of perishing in a carriage of any description at any time were, if one adjusted the Municipal Carriage Department’s tables to allow for random variations and traffic patterns… demanding an approach involving some theory expressing this, er, chaos… YES! I’m alive.’ Besterby thought. The accountant opened his eyes. He even set his jaw to one side, for a moment.
Azzer began to pull back on a wheel in front of him. The ‘reins’ Yohanna figured. Warm air was rushing up under the fast moving kite as it hurtled along. The nose began to lift. Yohanna felt the kite begin to take to the air. Suddenly the rattling cage ceased shuddering and clanging. Quietness took over as they felt themselves pressed into the seats of the winged carriage. They began to ascend, heading up to the Cavern Ceiling. George’s neck rested firmly on Noel’s head. They both stared out the front, and the sides. Masses of bioluminescent life showered the great space with bright lights. Noel and George sat motionless, mouths open. Both nearly had a heart attack as Yohanna let out a huge yell for joy. Meanwhile Azzer was having fun. Besterby gave everyone a near heart attack when he hoisted his books and yelled, ‘Yippeeeee.’ This was followed by, ‘Oh er, ah ahem,’ as the gentleman composed himself as such. Yohanna couldn’t help but laugh with a raised brow.
‘Azzer, this is fantabulous,’ Yohanna shouted.
‘Watch this, hang on everyone,’ Azzer yelled as he put the kite into a plunge. Yohanna screamed with delight. Noel and George thought Yohanna was screaming with fear. The duo chorused in, expecting to meet their end now rather than at the end of a cup charged with Azzer’s tea. They swooped down. Azzer pulled back on the control, and they began to rise again. Yohanna whooped with joy. Noel and George were certain Azzer was just dragging it out, toying with them before the end would finally arrive.
George whimpered above Noel, ‘I can see it now. Splintering carnage, a hail of flying wood…’
‘Oh stop blithering,’ Yohanna commanded. ‘We’re absolutely fine. Can’t you see? The kite is flying, and we are flying in it. Azzer, take us down and up again, please.’
Only briefly into their journey and George and Noel thought that was enough. Looking to his right, Noel screamed, ‘Yohannaaaaa!’
George, spying over the top of Noel’s head, followed suit, his panicked intonation slightly enhanced however.
Turning to admonish their lack of fortitude, Yohanna instead she found herself enhancing the panic… ‘Azzerrrrrrr!’ Besterby squinted past Yohanna. There it was, again. That rather large possibly bluish and remotely bat-like thing he’d noticed minutes earlier. He felt so much the better for everyone else seeing it, too. Yohanna looked at the accountant.
‘Damned big budgie,’ he said. ‘Biggest I’ve ever seen.’ Yohanna looked twice at the accountant in rapid succession. She paused to consider the fragile fellow had actually made a joke at a time of apparent peril. That was the sort of thing heroes do. Not office-pallor frail quill-toting paper-scratching accountants. She momentarily felt guilty about feeling relieved to notice he still had a death grip on his books.
‘Have we crashed yet?’ George was adding like a casual fatalist. ‘Is that thing going to eat us?’
Summoning melodramatic might, Noel replied, a voice like violins weeping. ‘Alas, surely it’s only a matter of time, my friend.’
Yohanna rolled her eyes, turning from the prophets of doom. Azzer looked surprisingly calm. ‘There’s a massively hugely monstrously gigantic bird with very big huge talons flying beside us. It has an eye the size of a large dinner plate looking at us. You don’t seem worried Azzer… why, if one might be permitted to enquire?’
Azzer was looking a slight tad embarrassed. He glanced over his shoulder, and Yohanna swore there was a shade or two of pink around the green eyes. ‘Ahmm, well, um, that’s a er, rather um, confused bird of sorts I’m afraid. Just, um, relax.’
George stuck out his jaw, ‘Relax? You seen that thing? It looks like it wants to tear this box apart and take out the tightly packed meal.’
‘No, actually, George,’ Azzer continued, sounding all the more embarrassed. ‘It wants to … to, um… be,’ Azzer shrugged struggling with words, ‘…friends with the kite. If you know what I mean.’
Noel’s brow creased, ‘What does that mean?’ There was a pause as everyone contemplated what it could mean, but Noel arrived at the answer first. ‘Oh. You mean like as in n-a-t-u-r-e?’
‘That …bird thinks,’ Yohanna interrupted, ‘we’re, I mean, the kite is…’
George shivered, ‘Azzer, please don’t tell me that great big feathered beast wants to shake this kite’s tail. Oh please by the Eight-footed Dancing Mantis of Sayrok tell us that isn’t so.’
‘The Eight-footed Dancing Mantis of Sayrock?’ Besterby asked, looking back at Noel.
‘Why yes,’ Noel quickly replied. ‘It’s well known as a species with an intricate … er courtship dance.’ A look crossed his face. ‘George,’ Noel exclaimed. His hands palms up in exasperation beside his wagging head. ‘Couldn’t you have picked any other animal to swear by?’
‘So a mantis with eight legs then?’
‘No, actually,’ George replied. ‘Six, but, the last pair of legs each sport two feet, in a V-shape. It’s a nimble dancer.’ George smiled widely, conveying by raw enthusiasm that it was a great thing to see. ‘Simply superb… outstanding… moves like a…’
Yohanna turned the focus back to the winged carriage’s conspicuously quiet driver. ‘Ahem, Azzer?’
‘Well, that about sums it all up… in one nice, um neat package. Yep.’
Noel looked up, and saw the bird slip back out of sight, its sort of bluish and crimson red feathers fluttering. He was sure it was the nightmare phantasm he had imagined when they first entered The Underground. In the fleeting moment he solemnly promised himself never to ever again imagine any terror, lest it reveal itself to him in short course as this one had done … it didn’t have the leathery wings though, nor the beady eyes, for they were looking a bit forlorn and mildly neurotic.
George too saw it go, rapidly craning his head one side to the other to see where, ‘It’s gone? Oh no, we can’t see the, the…’
‘…amorous avian?’ Yohanna ventured, hinting disbelief.
‘Veenoos Sexadactyl,’ Azzer informed one and all.
 ‘Sex-a-dac-tyl?’ one and all replied. Azzer sensed all eyes were on him by the voices projected his way. The Special Agent looked around for an instant. Four faces expressed concern about the n-a-t-u-r-e of species sexadactyl.
‘Yes. If you look on its feet, it has six digits… it’s sexydactyllic.’
‘Oh,’ one and all meekly responded.
Yohanna was checking for signs of the creature. ‘It’s gotta be here somewhere, the size of it, we have to be able to see it.’
Noel was still reeling from the idea of the winged beast descending onto their tail, and tried to wipe the thought from his mind. Gazing at the Cavern Ceiling’s lights he tried to empty his mind. Alas he was duty bound to announce, ‘Ah, everyone, the sexy-toed beast, is above us.’
Without warning, Azzer put the 92-B into a dive. The bird swooped down and engaged in an acrobatic sequence of near collision manoeuvres. In n-a-t-u-r-e this would be appreciated. The Special Agent was taking evasive action. Pulling back hard on the controls, the kite strained and rattled worryingly as the nose cut back upwards sharply. The passengers felt themselves pressed firmly into their seats. Veenoos Sexadactyl followed suit. Azzer hit some pedals with his furry feet, and dug his claws in, straining to push the kite beyond its design. Suddenly the kite rolled over simultaneously skidding sideways. The shuddering winged carriage flipped over the top of the surprised bird. Everyone was reaching out, in a controlled sort of frantic manner, to stabilise themselves. One of Besterby’s books bounced around the cabin. He clutched at it and missed. Yohanna grabbed and it slipped through her fingers. It bounced off Noel’s head, ricocheted off George’s snout, scythed forward and cracked Azzer on the back of his furry head… before dropping out a window and striking Veenoos Sexadactyl between the eyes. Smith, Smith and Brown hurtled to the ground.
The accountant was suddenly perspiring and white, ‘Oh no. OH NO.’
He reached for his heart. He could see himself in the afterlife, called to account. On one side of the scales would be the feather quill he used to make his entries. On the other side all his books. Would his life’s ledger balance?
‘Another book… it has only been one day and I’ve dropped more accounts than in the rest of my professional existence.’ He started to hyperventilate. ‘At this rate it could be all over...,’ he wheezed slightly. ‘How will I explain this to the Auditor General in the big office upstairs?’ Noel and George were gauging the Awditer Jenral deity’s wrath by the accountant’s worry.
‘I may have to sack myself.’ Besterby puffed and wheezed. Noel and George thanked their luck the deity’s bidding was done by appointed Accountants. Sacking oneself to appease the Accounting Deity sounded rather brutal. They knew of entire cities which had been sacked and plundered.
‘Mr Besterby, Mr Besterby,’ Yohanna said reassuringly, ‘breathe, in and out.’ She indicated the breath in and the breath out with a gentle wave of the hand to and fro.
The great winged creature’s head wobbled. It flew off in a haphazard sort of manner, far from graceful. It zigged a little and then zagged, occasionally losing and regaining altitude. Azzer looked over his shoulder at the departing feathered freak of which they had flown afoul. He pulled back on the control and they started to climb on the rising air.
‘Does this happen to any other model of kite, apart from the one and alone 92-B?’ Noel suddenly pressed.
‘Well, no, now that you mention it.’ Azzer replied in an overly open manner.
‘What happened to the other 92-Bs?’ dare I ask, Noel continued.
‘Decommissioned for technical reasons, actually, related to the shape of the craft, um actually.’
‘Technical reasons?’ George inquired, jaw set to one side, with an eye firmly fixed on Azzer’s back.
‘In-flight turbulence caused by organic interference with the kite hull, actually.’
‘And when were you going to tell us we were going to be, how should I put this delicately,’ said George pausing, ‘shown the n-a-t-u-r-e by a great big, confused bird, actually?’
‘Thought it would be all over before it barely began. The flight that is, before any Sexadactyl.’
‘Now there’s another ugly thought,’ Noel noted aloud, recalling the take-off.
‘The landing lights,’ Azzer announced while pointing them out, ‘we’re going in.’ The Special Agent conveniently concluded the conversation by way of technical reasons, actually.
‘Oh, wait till we get on the ground.’ George muttered under his breath. ‘I’ll show you the n-a-t-u-r-e of the angry hoof,’ George’s eyes widened displaying the unique madness of the er hoof, ‘and what you can do with that tea.’ George closed his eyes and turned his head, sniffing, ‘General auxiliary ALONE 92-B humph… if we ever do this again it’ll be the beginning of the end. Flying is for the birds, and other winged beasts.’
‘Other… winged beasts?’ Besterby mused, while regaining his breath much faster than even he thought was possible after losing the book. He felt a little unnerved at the speed with which he had recovered… it was just a little irregular. Maybe he was in shock? He felt surprisingly alright. He took his own pulse, counting the rhythm of his existence. Odd… he had the feeling he had almost pushed himself to panic. It was normal to panic, especially after losing an account straight out the window. The situation demanded panic he thought. He paused, considering what George had meant by ‘other winged beasts’.
‘George,’ Yohanna said, embarrassed. ‘It’s not Azzer’s fault Veenoos Sexadactyl … er exists and um does what it er does. We’ll deal with everything one step at a time. Azzer, anymore potential surprises, we’d like to know, before they happen, please.’
Azzer, a little coy after the passionate attack on his treasured Special Agent’s S.O.S. kite, simply nodded enthusiastically. It was a good idea. ‘Er, ahem. Your attention please, out left, the lights for guiding our landing.’ A row of fires ran along a thin strip of rock jutting out, not that far below. ‘Over the other side you can see the Cavern Ceiling runs down very low. We’ll make our descent following that arc… from there arriving at our destination. The (cough) Swamp Station.’
‘And where do we take off to from there?’ George painfully inquired, guessing at the inhospitable condition associated with such a name.
‘We don’t, we walk.’



Chapter 7 Swamp Station
 ‘Walk,’ said the voice in Noel’s head.
‘Yes, we walk,’ Noel said to no one in particular.
Tipping his head to one side, George cast Noel the same glance as Yohanna and Besterby. ‘There you go again. You’re talking like you already knew it.’
‘No, one of you, er, said ‘walk’. I was agreeing with you, not telling you.’
‘Noel, no one said anything,’ Yohanna insisted. ‘You just said it, like you knew or something.’
‘I’m sure I heard ….’ Noel raised his hands like it wasn’t his fault they didn’t hear anything. Shrugging collectively, they looked out the windows. Under the circumstances it wasn’t that important.
The kite soared near the Ceiling as it curved down, whizzing past great masses of bioluminescent life. It all went by in a blur as the strip of rock approached. It seemed as unsuitable for landing as the other strip of rock appeared for the take-off. The lights for guiding their landing, as Azzer referred to them, dotted the sides. Yohanna was sure she could see shifting figures just beyond them. She hung on. Everyone went quiet. Besterby clamped the last remaining account tightly to his chest. He figured he just had to at least hang on to Johnson, Weston and Wells. The batty bird had a sobering effect on them all. They’d be happy to make it back to firm ground, although the swamp sounded decidedly less than solid. The kite aligned with the lights and drifted in towards them, lifting a little as warm air rushed up the rock walls below. Azzer kept the kite on course, the inclined rock rushing towards them swiftly. It seemed blatantly dangerous to land on a pokey strip of rock. Their senses tuned into the task of landing. The cushion of rising hot air was sharply fended off by the landing strip, the kite quickly making noticeable contact with the surface. They stared ahead as the winged carriage slowed down, grinding uphill. Three figures were gathering at the end of the firm, yet none too bumpy, landing strip. Before they knew it they had ceased moving. With a voice yelling out, ‘Stoppers in place!’ there was a clack, and the door opened.
A figure similar to Azzer’s greeted them, ‘Hello. Welcome to Swamp Station.’ The figure looked at George’s cramped up position, which may have accounted for some of his prior irritability. ‘Looks a bit tight in there, might want to hop on out, eh. We’ve been expecting you.’ George pivoted a little in his seat, and craned his long neck around so his head extended out the door. He edged himself off the seat until his body tipped forward out of the kite, whereupon he stretched out his legs and appeared to leap down. Following quickly, Noel was glad to be out of the winged box. Behind him Yohanna stepped forth, followed by Besterby who had returned to his normal shade of office pallor.
Yohanna was a little surprised, ‘Expecting us?’ Everyone just seemed to know about them before they got there. She was waiting for another reference to the Society Of Sages. Agent Parrot, however, strolled into view nonchalantly. With a small fluttering of feathers he asked what had taken them so long. ‘Oh,’ Yohanna said.
The four stood there as Azzer came jogging around the nose of the kite. He’d disembarked the winged carriage via the driver’s hatch. ‘Yohanna, Mr Besterby, Noel, George. Meet Special Agents Sidyllih, Arhpezhio, and Borborrhygmee. They’ll be accompanying us.’
‘A pleasure to meet you all,’ Sidyllih smiled, waiving a furry paw. The three Special Agents were all of the same people as Azzervaraite. There was one somewhat glaring difference. Namely, their eyes and tongues were orange. Looking about, Yohanna and the others could see the immediate vegetation was orange coloured.
‘Tea, anybody?’ Borborrhygmee politely inquired.
‘No, no. We must get underway if we are to make our connection.’ Azzer instructed. ‘I’ll make tea when we are there.’
‘Hooray for small mercies,’ each of the four thought, in their own way, at the staying of the culinary sentence.
‘Suit yourselves, there’s some tea if you want it,’ Borborrhygmee added. ‘Otherwise we’ll get going.’
 ‘Right-let’s-get-this-mission-under-way. I’ll-grab-the-kit.’ Arhpezhio said. The quartet stared on as Arhpezhio hustled to get things underway. Agent Arhpezhio spoke so fast they were stunned. They heard every word. But they were certain that if every syllable he said was lined up like dominoes, the one in front would be falling before the one behind had struck it. The four looked at each other and then followed close behind Azzer. Despite the amorous avian, they were developing trust in him since he had managed to conduct them along safely, so far. The whole winged carriage affair was proof enough of that… they could have crashed anywhere. But he got them from Leaning Ledge to Swamp Station.
A long thin lane was cut into the rock wall, descending towards the Cavern Floor. A pattern had been carved into it, an intricate design of plants and animals, possibly celebrating biodiversity in The Underground. Unnervingly, it seemed as if the eyes of the engravings were following them. Besterby noticed something interesting about the pattern, giving him the sense it wasn’t random. Yet it wasn’t patently organised, and he couldn’t detect a system. Maybe it was the sense of being perpetually watched by the eyes. They could see the lane all the way down to its lowest point, whereupon it disappeared, turning into the Cavern Wall. A tunnel would take them down to The Swamp. Although it was interesting, the walk was none too exciting.
Countless small creatures like green furless rats with wings were clinging to the walls and flying around. Their little beady eyes were somewhat unfriendly. Forked tongues flicked about, smelling for food which, typically for the species, was an overly ripe little fruit which had just begun to develop a squishy texture. About this stage of squishiness they were so particular. Should the fruit be too hard, they would find it difficult to digest. If it was too ripe, well, the fibre would… well, always best to avoid the green rain. Besterby looked over the spine of his ledger at the creatures. They eyed him and stuck out their tongues.
‘Mr Besterby,’ Azzer began, you might want to avoid prolonged eye…’ At this point some of the little creatures took flight straight at the accountant. Eye contact was synonymous with an insult and an indication of turf annexation. Hence, naturally, green furless creatures came rushing forth.
‘Gahhh-egads!’ Besterby exclaimed stepping back onto one foot.
Without thinking he took the book and used it to swot the leader of the pack. The little rat-like winged thing went hurtling backwards, dispersing the agitated fruit consumers. The Special Agents noted Mr Besterby’s nimble dexterity. He had good pace and hand-eye coordination. Stamping receipts in precisely the proper place to within a millimetre at high speed was a skill. The fancy footwork in crowded accounting firms had developed his sense of balance. He could spin on a penny, pass and catch two books simultaneously. He could throw a quill like a dart, and catch one too. Unusual for someone who’d avoided sports. His parents were concerned for his fragile frame. Frailty had been grown on him. At a quick glance he was the perfect fertilizer for the perception. But every now and then, Besterby was forced to shine through the misperception… and then he’d quickly retreat behind the cover of numbers. But here, he was running out of books.
‘…contact! Were you about to say Azzer?’ Suddenly a feeling of standing boldly outside his own skin overwhelmed him and he ducked behind the book. Noel, Yohanna and George looked at each other and smiled. Good for Besterby… pesky little animals.
Increasingly varied vegetation clung conspicuously to the walls like fluffy paintings. The temperature rose steadily as the Swamp neared. Not halfway down, Special Agent Borborrhygmee was cheekily asking if anyone wanted to break for tea. Azzer pointed in the direction they were going to indicate no stopping. Sidyllih nodded. Arhpezhio kept marching ahead anyway, casting a look over his shoulder at the nearest follower. Yohanna detected a sense of urgency, as yet unexplained. The party tagged along behind Arhpezhio, occasionally accelerating to catch up. Mentally it took forever to get there, but it wasn’t that long before the tunnel in the Cavern Wall appeared, the path turning into a slightly hypnotic spiral staircase. Cut from a crystalline bed Azzer explained, glowing because of a bright fungus living among the crystals.
Though the fungus didn’t seem attractive, the B.L.A.C.O.U.T. in the tunnel soothingly cascaded upwards from the floor, shining along the walls prettily. Noel remembered seeing something similar long ago, in a hall… people dancing… colourful lights. He recalled time before the Dark Reign had descended upon the Green Belt. Yohanna noticed the far away sad look in her travelling companion’s eyes. She didn’t ask why, recognising that some moments belong to the individual. Pretending she hadn’t noticed, she looked ahead down the stairs.
They could smell the warm dampness emanating from The Swamp. They had reached it. Agent Borborrhygmee didn’t ask if anyone wanted tea, but everyone knew it was on his mind. His tummy was rumbling audibly. The other Agents wagged their heads, wry smiles all around… there Borborrhygmee goes, thinking with his stomach. They had to admit he knew how to brew a good Tea though.
With the end of the spiral staircase they alighted onto an earthy kind of crunchy ground. It was getting quite damp, and they hadn’t gone into The Swamp proper yet. Mist lapped gently around their ankles, occasionally hanging in clumps of three dimensional wall paper attached to the air. The B.L.A.C.O.U.T. streamed into translucent sheets of brilliant pastel threads as it passed through the vapour.
‘What’s that delightful scent?’ Besterby asked, Yohanna and Noel sniffing the sweet odour too. George flared his nostrils and vacuumed.
 ‘That’s-Sugar-Lily,’ Arhpezhio responded, marching each word in monotone double time. ‘It’s-poisonous-as-poison-can-be… so-don’t-touch.’
‘That’s how Sugar Lily gets its food,’ Borborrhygmee stated with a hint of enthusiasm. If anyone knew about food and feeding, it was Special Agent Borborrhygmee.
‘How’s that work?’ Yohanna asked.
‘A ground animal comes along,’ the Agent proceeded, walking his fingers through the air, ‘sniffs the enticingly sweet Sugar Lily,’ he sniffed to demonstrate, ‘finds it and has a bite of petal,’ indicating eating with his paw by tapping fingers against thumb, ‘and promptly drops dead,’ he flipped the paw over, lowering it, ‘sinking into the water. There it’ll rot on the roots, which grow through the carcass and feed off it.’ The final act involved two paws. One cast as the dead animal, the other as scavenging roots snuffling the prize.
‘Lovely,’ Noel said with a smile, his nose screwed up indicating quite the opposite.
‘Putrid at one end, pleasant at the other, but it’s poisonous all the way through,’ Azzer summarised. ‘You don’t have to eat petals. Touching any part of it is enough.’
‘Out of interest,’ the accountant enquired, ‘what does it look like? Just in case, you know, we should happen upon it.’
‘It’s got dark red leaves,’ the Agent replied casually, ‘broad white petals with crimson and pink edges. It grows just off the track, in the water, where you hopefully won’t wind up.’ They all strained to see some beyond the path, which by now was a type of stringy dark brown grass growing in patches. It flattened easily under their feet, and hooves.
 ‘From-here-we-walk-in-single-file,’ Arhpezhio informed the party. ‘Stay-close, for-if-you-wander-off-the-track, we-can-only-hope-that-soaked-is-all-you-get.’ The caution’s impact weightily exceeded its subtle delivery. Arhpezhio slowed his pace noticeably to ensure the party adhered to the beaten track. The rest of The Swamp was not as tame.
George looked at Yohanna, inquiring quietly, ‘What’s that ‘bout our connection?’ Taken with surprise by the kite, he fancied it’d be good to know what the ‘connection’ meant.
She looked at him, shrugging, ‘We’ll ask Azzer later. Remind me.’ He nodded. They were hardly in a position to fuss over the itinerary. They’d take it in their stride, the fine detail could wait. The big picture was sufficient for now. Yohanna sensed that making their connection would be important only if they got out of The Swamp. That Azzer was still pressing the group to get to the next point in their journey by the end of the day was encouraging though. He clearly had the intention that they all get there. Wondering how they measured the end of the day, underground, was a nice distraction for Yohanna.
The increasingly wet track officially became a sodden boggy path distinguished from the rest of The Swamp by being mildly hospitable. Where possible they hopped from one vague patch of stringy grass to another. At least then they sank less into the muddiness squelching and sucking at each step. The extraordinarily large tunnel they were in was channelling oppressive heat which reached down to about the Agents’ head height, meaning everyone endured it. The foggy ankle soup stirred lethargically as they walked, having a subliminal impact on their motivation.
‘Geothermal pools and networks,’ Sidyllih called out, addressing the four in general. ‘They make The Swamp very hot. But don’t worry. It’ll be cooler on the other side.’
‘The other side?’ George asked.
Borborrhygmee chimed in ‘Indeed. There are some plants that make good Tea as well, I know of…’
‘And then we’ll be much closer to getting you, Yohanna, and the Key, to Bee Vee Tee,’ Azzer reminded them. Adding, ‘And I, am still making tea.’
‘What will Bee Vee Tee have to say? Do you know?’ Yohanna asked.
‘I don’t know,’ Azzer replied. ‘I honestly don’t know. But, I suspect that whatever happens, it’ll mean returning Topside. You have the Key. That means something.’
‘What does it mean Azzer?’ Mr Besterby, Noel and George were listening attentively.
‘We’re Special Agents, not Sages. We operate in the field. The Sages work in the S.O.S.H.Q. We can get you to them, but otherwise we focus on Field Operations, and stuff.’
‘Stuff?’ Noel inquired of Sidyllih.
‘Every now and then, the Sages require us to do
stuff. Hush hush, deep secret, clandestine, under the cloak, covert, nudge-nudge wink…’
‘I think they get the picture already, thank you Sidyllih,’ Azzer interjected.
‘Like this?’
‘No, this is Top Secret, doing stuff is super
secret, so much so that kind of operation doesn’t even have a name. Hence, stuff. Mind your step.’
They continued along the wet trail, following Arhpezhio closely. The heat and moisture enabled plentiful life to flourish in the swampy environs. There was a considerable amount of bioluminescent life hanging from the ceiling, and draping the walls. Though, it was noticeable they hadn’t seen anything threatening for all the caution that they were taking. No big animals down here rampaging about. It occurred to Noel that these unseen fearsome predators might literally be in the swamp. Nervously he was looking one way… and, oh dear, stepping off the beaten track the other. There was a sp-loosh as his foot hit the water and he sunk in up to his knee. Mist rippled across the water. Everyone stopped and looked around. Azzervaraite was beside Noel in an instant. So quick was he Yohanna was genuinely surprised at the Special Agent’s turn of speed. Azzer hauled Noel back dragging his leg out of the water. The four travellers were a little stunned. Nothing life jeopardising had occurred, as far as they could tell. But the Special Agents were all bristling with anticipation.
‘Well all’s well that ends well, eh Noel,’ Azzer smiled, reaching up and slapping him on the shoulder. ‘Try not to do that again.’
‘Sure, but what’s all the fuss?’
‘Fuss,’ Arhpezhio said, and nodded to Azzervaraite. ‘Fuss has a nasty bite.’ They had got used to hearing Arhpezhio speak rapidly and weren’t fazed by it, too much, anymore. ‘Watch and learn.’
Azzer looked about for a moment, located a long bamboo-like plant stem just off the beaten track. He yanked it out of the swamp water. The Agent splashed it a couple of times where Noel’s leg had been. There wasn’t much to be seen, at all. Everyone stood silent. Yohanna was a little worried that they were attracting the attention of something, and they really didn’t have anywhere to run, or hide… she was quickly developing the currency of survival in her new environment. They heard the water disturbed, and saw it, a foreboding dark shape that made them shiver in the heat. Despite growing reservations evident on Yohanna’s face, Azzer gave the creature a firm tap on the back. There was a blisteringly swift movement quickly obscured by a violent and muddy swirling vortex. Azzer withdrew what was left of the sturdy plant. ‘Basically, they’re not dangerous…’
‘Not dangerous?’ George interjected, heavily lacing his tone with disbelief.
‘Well, you have to annoy them before they’ll have a go at you,’ Sidyllih added. ‘Only then are they a problem. Sharp teeth, powerful jaws, well-honed ability to track prey in murky swamp water. Flat cross section means they glide through the swamp, difficult to spot. But not dangerous really unless you step on them.’
‘What was that, Azzer?’ Yohanna asked, finding herself unsurprised by the sharp teeth and powerful jaws. She’d already encountered the Sand Tiger Lizard.
‘That’s the Sabre-toothed Wobbelgong, an Underground variety. If you find one Topside, it’d probably be a lot more vicious and need less prodding.’
‘You’d be hard pressed to find one though, because of the lack of water. It makes them so darn irritable when you do find one.’ Sidyllih declared.
‘Makes making tea slightly more of a hassle.’ Borborrhygmee thoughtfully contributed.
‘The lack of water or the Sabre-toothed Wobblywhatsit?’ George asked with interest. Here were three things he knew were in short supply in Phlogiston, water, real tea, and Wobblywhatsit. Concerning the latter, he felt no less privileged for not having encountered it before. ‘They’d have to inhabit oases and subterranean channels…,’ he said to himself, lost in thought. Somewhere in his mind, buried in the depths of trivia taken on board, was something about a ferocious Sabre-toothed Wobbelgong in Phlogiston. He strained, but couldn’t dig it out. A vague tale wavered in his mind like a mirage… it had something to do with the nasty Sabre-toothed Wobbelgong. Couldn’t see it or something… it was all there in his mind, just out of reach or too hazy… it would keep. He was sure he’d remember it some time… mystical road? Spring? It all kept coming back to the Sabre-toothed Wobbelgong. The question of ‘Why?’ teased him, dancing about in front of the answer that eluded him.
‘I’m making tea when we get to our connection, don’t forget,’ Azzer reminded everyone, again.
‘Enough of the Wobbelgong … it’ll be darker, soon. If that happens, we’ll have to stop and pitch camp on the track,’ Arhpezhio declared. ‘We couldn’t risk navigating you through without B.L.A.C.O.U.T.’ The Special Agents could find their way through by the dimmest of light. But it would be simply too risky to try and take their special travellers. Staying in The Swamp at night, however, would bring even more risk because things came out at night. They’d have to set up a small defensive position if they stayed. The risks just kept multiplying. Best course of action was to get through. Noel’s active imagination was already envisaging great big tentacle-armed beasts probing the swamp for soft edible things. He wasn’t too far off the mark. They followed Arhpezhio closely.
‘Darker? Night? Azzer, how is this so?’ Yohanna finally asked. ‘What happens to the BLACOUT?’ She’d pondered without success how to tell the end of the day. Besterby nodded, adding his interest.
‘The bioluminescent life is also our clock. The creatures are sensitive to changes in magnetic fields. We know the time by reading the way they face and the arrangement of their groupings at different times… which change according to the position of the suns relative to us.’
‘Suns? More than one?’
‘Yes, of course... anyway, when the suns are on the other side, then the animals sleep, and switch off their light. The vegetation remains luminescent, which is like having dim moonlight.’
‘Only the one moon, then?’
‘Yes. How many did you expect? At any rate, the magneto-bio-horologic rhythm system is quite reliable, except when there are big spots on the suns. Then the little critters get a bit confused. When that happens we have to wait until they sort themselves out before we can tell the time.’
‘Fortunately it doesn’t happen too often,’ Sidyllih added. ‘But if it does, we’ve always got Borborrhygmee to tell us when it’s Tea time.’ The Special Agents chuckled.
‘Why,’ Borborrhygmee stated with a grin and an air of innocence, ‘I simply don’t know what you’re talking about.’
The rest of the journey was spent focussing on getting to the connection. They squished their way through The Swamp without further mishap or serious event. There was a brief moment of concern when...
‘Don’t move Yohanna,’ Azzer cautioned. Everyone froze. Yohanna’s heart had paused before exploding slightly with every beat. ‘It’s just a common Yellow-striped Paddle-tail Aquatic Spitting Python. It generally avoids confrontation. But it pays not to antagonise the critter.’
‘I see,’ she managed to say. It crossed the track in front of her. Fortunately she’d heard the thing to do with snakes, serpents and people of such character was precisely just to leave them be. It glided over the track, barely disturbing the mist, and disappeared into the swampy marsh. The paddle-like tail vanished last with a quick flip.
‘Goodness,’ Besterby commented, ‘quite the er surprise.’
‘Yes,’ Yohanna breathed with relief, raising her brow. ‘Quite.’ Noel and George were using their height to scan for it. But it was gone from view.
‘You won’t be able to see it now fellows. C’mon, keep moving,’ Arhpezhio said flatly.
A short while later there was a snuffling grunting sound. A mean Stumpy Pig sailed past on a floating island. Looking out between reeds, it snorted at the travellers and stamped its trotters. Just as it was looking decidedly unfriendly the Spitting Python reappeared. Snack time. Before the rotund grunter knew what hit it the Python had seemingly spat on, bitten and bound the ugly hog-nosed tusk waving brute. It was dragged under into the murky swamp for good measure.
‘Was that it spitting?’ George enquired.
‘No, not really,’ Azzer replied. ‘It gets its name from having excessive salivary glands. When it attacks, it slobbers as it bites. Spitting had sounded more appropriate. The bio-scientific types couldn’t imagine calling it the Slobbering Python. Could you? The dangerous Slobbering Python. Nobody would take it seriously and there would be far more fatalities.’
‘More… fatalities,’ Yohanna said, staring at Azzer. ‘I thought you said…’
‘Ohhh, that was just to ensure you remained calm, and didn’t give it a reason to spit, I mean bite.’ Azzer waved a paw in the air, nonchalantly. ‘They’ve a very mean temperament.’ Yohanna’s mouth opened but nothing came out. Her jaw snapped shut. A smile crossed her face and she wagged her head.
‘I get it. It’s a joke,’ she said laughing. ‘Very good, you had me there, hah, dangerous, right, hah.’
‘Well, Special Agents, always kidding around,’ Azzer said looking out the corner of his eyes at Sidyllih, brow raised. ‘Let’s get a move on then.’ Truth be told, had the somewhat uncommon irritable Yellow-striped Paddle-tail Aquatic Spitting Python attacked there would’ve been little anyone could do. Except that is, clean up the slobber. Luck was on her side.
And it continued… the day was ticking by, and the bio-luminescent animals were drowsy and dozing off, but by the time it was highly undesirable to be in The Swamp they’d virtually emerged on the other side. The ground was firmer, and the chorus of squelching feet had become a silent patter. The broad and massive tunnel which was home to The Swamp narrowed. The vegetation and animal life changed too. They could feel the hot breeze flowing past from the swamp, out through the opening at the end. Again, there was a change in the tone of light. Yohanna, Besterby, Noel and George sensed from what they could see that there was great cavern ahead. George flipped his ears forward, listening with intensity.
‘George,’ Besterby asked, ‘can you hear something with those remarkable ears?’
‘I think Mr Besterby, by the Slinky Springing Bubble-eyed Jumping Skink of Gooda Fetteh Eedahm I can hear the sea, Underground.’ It was as if the cave was a giant shell echoing an unseen ocean against his ears. There was disconcerting splashing somewhere off in the distance behind them. They all looked around, to be sure, and hastened forward… no reason to tempt fate by loitering. Progressively they all could hear the sea as water rolled against the steep rocky banks, as yet out of sight.
‘Great Lake Cavern,’ Arhpezhio announced. ‘Wait here, I’ll go and check our connection.’ The four ‘guests’ sat quietly among the three S.O.S. Agents.
‘Would anyone like some Tea?’ Borborrhygmee ventured, suddenly but not surprisingly. There was a glint in the orange eyes as he loudly clamped his furry paws together, claws tightly interlocked. The orange-ness of his tongue as he licked his lips was still a barrier to anyone trying the aforementioned beverage. There was silence. The four travellers stared at the Agent, cringing at the thought of Tea. ‘Well, maybe just a bit of Tea, perhaps,’ the Agent said with just a bit of restraint. The other Special Agents smiled, wagging their heads.
‘Special Agent Borborrhygmee,’ Besterby began, ‘why don’t you market your er, well, um, talent and try selling this er, drink, that you’re so fond of?’
‘And just what would you call it?’ Sidyllih asked, posing a vital question to the grand master of Tea brewing.
‘What about Inner Glow?’ Yohanna suggested jokingly, discreetly alluding to the odd if not harmful side effect of Tea. It was taken seriously to her surprise, one and all responding as if she was a marketing guru. Even Besterby gave a reserved nod of professional approval, his thumb resting under his chin and the end of the adjacent digit lying on the groove between the nose and upper lip. Yohanna felt a sudden pang of hurt. Mother was an advertising whiz… what was her Mother doing right now? Here she was, nearly eaten by various creatures, and she hadn’t stopped to think about Mother, who was probably beside herself with grief. She focussed hard, and fought away the feeling. The only positive course of action she felt was to see this through, and get back home. Noel noticed the pained look that had crossed Yohanna’s face, but pretended he didn’t see it, returning her favour.
Arhpezhio walked briskly into view and stopping a distance off signalled the connection was intact. He waved to them to get up and follow.



Chapter 8 Sailing
 The group followed in Arhpezhio’s regimented wake. A modest rocky incline at the end of the massive tunnel obstructed the view. They easily scrabbled up it. George ran at it and sprang from one boulder to another. On top they could see the water they’d heard lapping. ‘My, my goodness,’ Besterby exclaimed. He sucked in his breath and admired the view. Noel and George stood astounded, eyes wide.
‘Wow. This is… this is… wow,’ Yohanna said, pointing at everything. A vast body of deep water occupied a tremendous space in The Underground. It was a sea. The ceiling of this Underground hollow, the Great Lake Cavern, was tremendously high. Flying a kite would be no trouble in here. Yohanna wondered how far beneath the surface they were now. Marvelling, they marched forth and were greeted by the appearance of some bluish people with startlingly intense eyes. Completely opposite to the Agents, they were devoid of hair. The Agents led the way along the rim of the Great Lake towards a small tethered craft. The mariners waved and stood up. From a distance it appeared as if their eyeballs were completely one colour. But upon closer inspection they were a light shade of green with catlike azure pupils. The small craft with long oars would take them out to the large vessel anchored in deeper water. George flared his nostrils and sucked in the cool air. Azzer walked up beside Yohanna, Besterby, Noel and George, giving them a look and a nod. It could have meant anything.
But Azzer said in a mildly serious fashion, ‘Stick close eh. Nice people. Very friendly they are, but really terribly curious. We don’t get that many Topsiders down here. Quite a few of the Oonterh’ihrdysh Vfollc haven’t seen a Topsider before.’
‘We’re safe though, right Azzer?’ Yohanna queried.
‘Safe enough, just don’t go anywhere on the ship without an Agent. Okay?’
‘Sure.’ They nodded as they looked at each other. Azzervaraite’s unspoken language of the look ‘n’ nod was catching on.
‘Noel, George,’ Yohanna asked quietly, ‘been on a ship before?’ They looked at each other, then at Yohanna, wagging their heads silently. Neither had, but they were out to reclaim some fortitude after the accidental avian. ‘I have,’ she said confidently. And she bent her head near to them and whispered, watching the seriousness grow in their eyes, ‘And guess what.’
The pair looked at each other, George uttering, ‘What Yohanna?’
She looked away, shrugged her shoulders, and said, ‘Oh… nothing,’ in a mysterious voice. Their jaws dropped ajar. She couldn’t just say that and forget ‘what’. She turned her head back towards them. Her chin ducked, looking up from under her brow at the two tall figures. Beckoning them closer, Yohanna whispered while looking to and fro into their eyes, ‘And… I returned from the grave to tell this tale.’ Noel and George momentarily froze as their faces changed, realising they’d just been had. Smiling they flashed their great cheesy grins while Yohanna laughed. Sighing in good humour their worries about sailing floated away. Besterby smiled, rather easily, too.
A mariner spoke up addressing Arhpezhio, ‘Please, bring the group on board.’
The mariner was waving an arm in an energetic friendly way. He smiled at the Agents, and then the four travellers. The four politely gave reserved smiles, issuing the look ‘n’ nod. It was returned by the Oonterh’ihrdysh Vfollc. Yohanna felt as if they were being closely inspected. But this was more owing to what Azzer had said than what they could see. That was, until George performed a springing leap into the vessel. Both he and Noel had approached it tentatively and then George naturally leapt, his hooves landing with resounding thuds. They took their places towards the front, George feeling a little self-conscious. One of the mariners gave him a friendly pat on the shoulder and nodded with a smile. Everyone was relaxed by the simple gesture. The mariner looked around to the crew, face beaming, having just made first contact with an alien. The boat rocked gently, and the water splashing against it in a soothing rhythm added to the calm atmosphere. Just when they thought that was as serene as it got, gentle music flowed from behind them. Pivoting in their seats, George simply craning his neck, one of the crew had something of a lute cradled across the lap, another mariner playing panpipes. They smiled as they played. In fact, most of the crew were captivated, staring in a friendly manner.
‘Sailors… they’re superstitious types, wherever you go,’ Azzer quietly mused. ‘They play to soothe whatever unseen forces are behind their destiny and fate.’ Yohanna wondered what unseen forces were behind her destiny. Then she wondered how they would all get on. Each of them considered that word ‘fate’.
There were a lot of female Oonterh’ihrdysh Vfollc mariners. Yohanna was slightly surprised as where she was from this many female crew could only be seen on a pirate vessel. One pirate vessel to be exact, Angry Annie and her cut throat Sisters of Slaughter. Oh, there were a few men but they’d been conferred Sisterhood despite this technicality, easily overcome because pirates were not big on red tape. A demonstrated proficiency in Slaughter, Second Class Division I at least was the basic requirement. Now and again someone would taunt them about being Sisters an’ all. The occasional remote island ale house saw a steady flow of scum, crooks, riff raff and deserters. Low on smarts and high on locally distilled spirits some would enter into folly. It would start with a little laugh. The male Sisters would not be drawn easily, lest they make tempting targets of themselves. Then a remark or two would be dropped, casually.
‘Looks like the girls are in town.’
This would generate a few laughs among those hastening to imperil their own existence. The more astute would find a safe corner or move to one side of the bar. A few words something like, ‘Oops, pardon me ladies,’ would follow.
The Sisters would smile, picking up glasses in one hand, swigging the contents before empty glasses were hurtling flat trajectory. In the same movement pistols were being drawn, bullets hitting their targets before the glasses arrived adding aesthetic injury to fatality. The Sisters paid a few extra coins to keep the innkeepers happy.
There was a handsome price on Angry Annie’s head, Yohanna recalled. Much larger, it was said, than that offered for any other pirate captain. There was something extraordinary, provocative and spicy even, about the devilish pirate. Angry Annie was always in the gossip columns and society chit chat. What she wore, who made the label, what she stole, where she was seen dining, and her estimated wealth were the source of much small talk. Those who had been robbed by her and her cut throat band were elevated to temporary stardom. Their pictures were sketched for the local paper, recalling their adoring surprise as Annie dropped by for a little plunder. It was all the rage. Some hired ships, loaded them with booty and sailed back and forth hoping to suffer the wrath of Angry Annie. Her trademark calling card was a silk handkerchief with AA stitched in one corner. There was a club, membership obtained by producing a genuine AA handkerchief.
New members would stand, introduce themselves, ‘Hi, my name is (place adoring victim’s name here)….’
The club would welcome them in one voice ‘Hi (adoring victim).’
The new member would then confess, going weak at the knees with the words, ‘… and I simply adored being robbed by Annie. Such a lady, only half the crew were put to the sword. Ohhhh, she’s just gorgeous!’
Naturally the navy, a very sensible institution, felt compelled to seek her out. To find this celebrity outlaw and set the disturbing record straight, restoring moral order with a dry and tight noose. The more they tried, the more renowned Angry Annie and the Sisters of Slaughter became. Her artful resourcefulness and skill were legend. For a fleeting intoxicating moment Yohanna fancied herself a free spirit, like the Sisters on the high seas. She smiled at a young woman smiling brightly back at her.
The crew cast off from the rocky bank, the travellers looking to the ship. The water was reflecting the massive bioluminescent formations way, way above. Incredible clusters of shining life hung from enormous stalactites at distant intervals. Noel and George were still reasonably stunned by the abundance of water. Phlogiston nevertheless boasted a variety of life comparable to that of The Underground. Just that its bristling hostility was adapted to make the most of what little water there was. As they departed the leader looked to the group and then to the ship with a nod. The ship was impressive, and the more so as they neared because something that looks big from a distance can appear massive up close. There were so many sailors on board, busily engaged in various duties. The abundant water, a hard thought for Noel and George to distil underground, splashed audibly against the mighty hull.
Noel looked at Yohanna, ‘It looks like a floating town.’ George agreed with a nod. The fact that they looked impressed made the crew happy. They were proud of their ship. It was sturdy, and very well constructed by the sailors’ own families. Besterby calculated the probable tonnage, estimated maximum cargo holding, and fair weather speed. It was a professional reflex. He’d spent a bit of time on docks, in ships, and talking to captains and sailors about these things.
‘It’ll be darker soon, we’ll eat and get some sleep while the ship sails overnight,’ Sidyllih informed them.
‘We can have some …,’ Borborrhygmee began to say.
When Azzer interrupted, ‘I’ll make us some tea then, eh?’
Some of the sailors looked around at Azzer and Borborrhygmee. They raised that part of the forehead where eyebrows would have been, had they had them. They cast a glance at the four travellers as if to say beware the tea. Fame of the tea was apparently far and wide. The caution of Yohanna and the others’ approach to it was apparently shared by the Oonterh’ihrdysh Vfollc. The mariner Yohanna had smiled at before nodded to reinforce that assumption. They traded smiles again, a secret laugh at the tea. Yohanna had made another friend. They all sat quietly as the small boat pulled alongside the extremely large ship. From above a number of ropes with hooks hung down. The crew secured them to the small craft and without any signal the craft was hoisted airborne. Rising up they studied the eye catching hull. Pulley-system davits on the deck carried them higher. There was a pause when they were nearly at the same level as the deck. Both davits were swivelled outwards three quarters of a complete circle, lifting the small boat over the railing and placed it down, gently, between the davits. A fraction of a second before this Besterby briefly spied the ship’s elaborately painted name. The decoration reflecting the pride the crew had in the vessel. ‘Arh-goh-cee... Arhgohcee,’ the accountant noted.
‘Huh?’ George said, looking around. His ears moved too.
‘Arhgohcee. It’s the ship’s name,’ Besterby explained, pointing to the lettering.
The boat was set down upon the ship’s deck. They could see a hive of activity around them. The crew prepared to set sail. The Great Lake Cavern’s air currents were sufficient to move the vessel. Huge sails were required to make the most of shifting winds. Managing such large sails necessitated a big crew. Someone rushed up to the small boat, and placed a ladder on the side so they could climb out. George performed the leaping manoeuvre again. His technique worked. That could not be disputed. A number of surprised crew members froze before regaining their composure and continuing with their duties. Once on the deck Yohanna, Besterby, Noel, and George stayed close to the Agents. The leader of the small boat’s crew waved them to follow, whereupon the Captain appeared, coming forward and greeting Arhpezhio warmly. ‘Ah, my friend, welcome back.’ He nodded to the other Agents, ‘As always it is good to see you.’
The Special Agent nodded, ‘As always, it is good to see you, friend.’
‘Your guests, obviously from the Topside.’ The four companions were introduced, the Captain taking time to greet them individually. Besterby automatically produced a card. The Captain looked at it closely and smiled with a nod, popping it into a jacket pocket. It wasn’t long before the Captain gave orders for them to be shown to their quarters where they could rest before dinner. Borborrhygmee offered to provide tea, as did Azzervaraite. The Captain diplomatically declined, citing that they were guests and that it was the honour of the ship to provide for them. The crew looked relieved. Not wishing to offend, the Agents graciously accepted the hospitality.
They were taken to a stairwell leading beneath the deck. Through corridors and hallways they marched until they reached a section that was entirely theirs with a number of rooms. This particular arrangement had been negotiated beforehand by S.O.S.H.Q. It would provide some privacy from the curiosity inevitably surrounding their presence. By the doorway there was a chair where one of the Agents could sit and keep watch when they were in their quarters. Yohanna was noticing that of all the structure she had seen, she hadn’t seen one nail. A bit odd she thought. She’d definitely have to ask someone about this later. The young Oonterh’ihrdysh Vfollc mariner Yohanna had befriended on the trip from the shore showed the way to Yohanna’s quarters. The mariner informed Yohanna that she only had to ask if there was anything needed.
Noel stuck his head around the doorway, ‘That’s mighty kind of them.’ The mariner looked at Noel rather curiously.
Yohanna replied, ‘Yes, very.’
Noel stepped into view, and they looked at the young Oonterh’ihrdysh Vfollc mariner who smiled up at the friendly face of Noel. They heard quiet footsteps. In walked Sidyllih closely followed by the other Agents. Their padded feet were naturally very stealthy. They heard the anchors being hauled up and felt the ship shudder and creak, to Yohanna’s concern given the lack of nails and bolts. Air gently filled the sails as they were being set, pushing the Arhgohcee into deep water.
‘My name is Ariela,’ the mariner said to Yohanna. ‘I’ll come back and get you when dinner is ready.’ And then she whispered in Yohanna’s ear with a smile, ‘No tea though, I’m afraid.’ They both laughed quietly. Yohanna felt grateful for the company of someone who seemed to be not so different at all. Ariela left, Yohanna closing the door quietly. She looked at the bed, which beckoned her for a rest, and she succumbed to the comfortable invitation. The pillow and cover felt ever so soft, and warm, like feathers and down. Yohanna began to dream lightly, wondering where that frightful sounding duck near Besterby’s villa might be now. She dozed off as she felt the ship gently rocking as it slipped through the water of the Great Lake.
It was an hour or two later, and Yohanna had been sleeping soundly. As she awoke she thought she could hear ‘quack queeck … quack qeeck,’ but it changed as she became more alert… knock-knock … knock-knock. She rolled off the bed and opened the door. It was Ariela. The mariners were rousing the others to attend dinner.
‘Did you rest well, Yohanna?’
‘Yes, I had a good rest. I think I really needed it. We’ve been through a bit of excitement recently.’
‘Maybe you can tell us over dinner. Our people, the Oonterh’ihrdysh Vfollc, don’t leave The Underground. The light is too harsh and the air too dry for us Topside. I have only heard stories, but perhaps you can tell me about your experiences, first-hand.’
‘Oh,’ Yohanna began with a big grin, ‘Let me tell you about the Panthera Carchariosaurus, which chased us….’ She recounted the tale over dinner, comprised surprisingly of unsurprising fish which seemed to be plain old ordinary fish. Something the travellers were thankful for. Noel and George chimed in at strategic points to emphasize the sheer menacing terror of the Sand Tiger Lizard to the amusement of many a mariner. It was beginning to sound like the mariners’ tale of the one that got away … absolutely massive, never to be seen again, once off monstrosity of creation … it was a well-trodden path along the most repeated outdoors adventure storyline in history, anywhere, at all. Any Scholar of Omni-cosmic Mystic Sooth could verify that. Everyone appreciated it anyway. Dinner and storytelling gave the Oonterh’ihrdysh Vfollc a chance to meet their special guests. The mariners were familiar with the Agents, but had never seen anyone of the likes of Besterby, Yohanna, Noel, and George.
As they conversed and swapped places the Agents were never too far away. At one point Yohanna thought she saw a mariner pointing at the small pouch hung from the strap around Noel’s neck, the one with the Key. Noel diverted the attention. Azzervaraite was nevertheless moving towards the mariners to engage them in discussion, distancing their curiosity from the pouch. For the Agents, diplomatic passive tactics were stock tools of their trade, often employed to avoid having to resort to less civil tools of the trade. Borborrhygmee looked on with the other Agents. They all passed each other the look ‘n’ nod. They were not prepared to allow any interest in the pouch strung from Noel’s neck.
Ariela asked her what she was looking at on account of the odd expression across her face. The S.O.S. Agents, Yohanna thought, were at most times unassuming and disarming. But she felt that beneath all that, they were hiding not yet revealed talents for their work. She rather fancied that some of those talents were not the friendliest, despite their cuddly teddy bear appearance. She asked Ariela how the ship stayed together when there wasn’t a single nail or bolt in sight.
Ariela’s face lit up. The Arhgohcee was their pride she explained. All the crew have several generations of family members that have sailed on board the ship, extending back to their families who built it. ‘The Arhgohcee is a special type of ship. Our ancestors can be traced back to the place of Aidni fo Ittaga. Ancient ship building skills have been traditionally followed to a strict standard for many, many generations. A long time ago, it was feared that there were monstrous creatures of the deep Great Lake, lurking in underwater grottos at the bottom. It was thought that these huge beasts fed on metal because their skin was tough as nails.’
‘Tough as nails,’ Yohanna said suddenly. ‘That’s a saying where I come from.’
‘Really? We say tough as a Sarhkohsookuss tooth. That’s the monster that supposedly ate the nails. Still,’ Ariela said, trying not to be overheard by any of the Agents, ‘I doubt it could handle the tea.’ Their wry smiles confirming they were in full agreement still. The more they knew each other the better they got along.
‘Anyway, the sailors were so afraid that Sarhkohsookuss would smash their ship to get the nails they devised a way of constructing a ship without using any nails.’
‘But the monster was just in their imagination, right?’ Yohanna said, still smiling.
‘Oh, eating nails is but Sarhkohsookuss is a real creature lurking somewhere down there. It’s a giant beast with huge jaws, truly fearsome teeth.’
Everything seemed to have fearsome teeth, everywhere she went, and every time she encountered anything. ‘Well, at least I won’t get complacent,’ Yohanna thought to herself. It was altogether a disturbing trend. If she happened upon a placid looking domestic cat, she’d wait until someone else patted it first to make sure it wasn’t some freakish double jointed beast with huge fangs and a barbed tail with a bony mace-like tip. What are the chances she wondered? Perhaps Mr Besterby could calculate them? Ariela casually continued describing the creature’s impressive evolutionary hunting equipment. ‘They say the back row of its teeth face into its own mouth, so that prey trying to get out impales itself.’
She was telling Yohanna how the ship was made from special trees, how the planks and poles were hand-carved to absolute specifications. ‘The entire ship is like a jigsaw puzzle. But the really special thing about the ship is the way everything is held together, literally by being sewn.’
Yohanna shook her head in disbelief, ‘Sewn together. How, and with what?’
‘Our shipbuilders use the fibres of a large nut’s husk, using a special method they loosen the fibres so that they can be woven into rope. All the planks and poles have precisely drilled holes which are for the rope to be thread through. Every plank is threaded together and is a perfect fit. Every ship built this way is a piece of master craft expertise right down to the last detail. Otherwise it might come undone and fall apart. But don’t worry, properly built, these vessels last so long they are handed down through the generations of the builders’ families.’
‘And the wood doesn’t rot?’ Yohanna asked with intrigue.
‘No, we have to wipe the ship over with oils and this keeps the ship from rotting. To keep away creatures that might eat through the wood below the waterline we use the slime from an icky slow moving ugly fish. Nothing will go near that slime, nothing at all.’
‘Not even Sarhkohsookuss?’
‘Not even Sarhkohsookuss.’ Ariela replied. ‘Although, sometimes the mammoth beast forgets how much it dislikes the slime and nudges the ship. Then the slime really gets to it. So it goes and wallows in the mud of the grottos at the bottom. Or at least, that’s the tale.’ Ariela winked.
‘Does it really nudge the ship?’
‘If it does you’ll know. It’s like we hit something, but really, it’s something hitting us.’
‘Can it break the ship?’
‘We don’t know. The slime has always stopped Sarhkohsookuss.’
‘What if you meet one that doesn’t worry about the slime?’
Ariela eyed Yohanna seriously. ‘Come with me. I’ll show you something.’ They got up and walked along the deck, shadowed by an Agent. Ariela lifted up part of a cover draping over something. Yohanna looked around and could see a number of these on the deck, and then peered underneath. There was a mechanism supported on a frame, and resting on a pivot so that it could turn and tilt. It was a massive torsion catapult device. It resembled in some ways a very big crossbow that obviously could fire something, a long solid metal bolt for instance, powerfully over a great distance. Yohanna could see that from above, the artillery piece would appear T-shaped. There was the long rail with a groove in which the metal missile lay. The cords that would snap forward driving the projectile were attached to the ends of metal pins sticking out perpendicular to the rail, near the end, giving it the T-shape. The large solid pins were fixed by their other ends in columns of tightly spiralled rope held in open wooden housings either side of the rail. When the cord was drawn back to load the catapult, the pins were drawn back against the torsion force of the twisted rope. The general effect was an extremely powerful device.
‘For Sarhkohsookuss,’ Ariela said. ‘I’ve only seen them used once… there was a supposed attack, but they were used more out of fear, rather than because they were really necessary… a bit of overkill if you ask me. I recall the beast frantically trying to wash away the scent of slime in its big nose, but others say it was pounding the water signalling its attack. Anyway, everyone was scared, so they just shot at it.’
‘Did they shoot it?’
‘Yes, but the bolt didn’t go through the skin. It was too far away. Who knows, maybe it did eat nails once upon a time. But of course they didn’t use slime back then. Things change. Whether it’s the lack of metal or the slime, nobody has really put it to the test … I mean, who would go look for Sarhkohsookuss and find out for sure,’ she said with a wink.
Ariela let the cover drape back down, and they returned to the rest of the party, under the watchful gaze of the Agents. George was busy entertaining the mariners with a little tap dance he knew. The combination of raw leg speed and hooves meant that nobody could out-tap him. It looked like he was hovering in place as his hooves worked an intricate pattern at great speed. He had a look of solemn dignity on his face, like tap dancing was good for the health of the dancer and all those watching. His snout would be facing one way for a few seconds, and then another, while his body sat almost motionless, and his hooves mesmerised the audience. Everyone began to clap, and a mariner hauled out a substantial musical instrument, the prodigious koto, with some twenty six strings that needed two people to play it since it was so large. As the suns disappeared over the other side of the planet it got darker. Ariela and Yohanna bumped into the Captain.
‘Captain, this is Yohanna.’
‘Yohanna, it’s a pleasure to have you and your friends on board. I see you have met my daughter Ariela.’
Yohanna looked at Ariela in surprise and then replied to the Captain, ‘Yes she was telling me about the ship and how it was built. I was wondering how you know which way to sail. Especially, that is, when it gets darker.’
‘Topside they have the night sky, with all its stars, when they can see them. Underground we have the Bioluminescent Masses.’ The Captain was pointing towards the ceiling of the Great Lake Cavern. ‘We use them just like lodestars Topside. We even have our own constellations, kind of. In various places up there the bioluminescent plant-life gathers in particular ways, creating massive shapes hugging the ceiling. Some of these have been there for so long they have their own names, just like the stars. See that one way over there?’ The Captain pointed to a mass of life attached to a particularly long stalactite. ‘It looks like a great big tooth …’
Yohanna interrupted the Captain, ‘Don’t tell me, Sarhkohsookuss?’ The Captain looked at her with surprise and then at Ariela with a smile.
‘I see you’ve been talking about more than just the ship. I hope she hasn’t told you anything too scary. She has a habit of doing that. I don’t think she frightens as easily as most.’ The Captain let out a hearty laugh. ‘I think this party is winding down. Time for most of us to rest. The night crew will be on duty soon. I bid you a good night’s rest Yohanna. Ariela, please show our guest to her quarters, don’t tire her out with those stories too much.’
‘Good night Captain,’ Yohanna politely added as she mused about Ariela’s life on the sea. Everyone from the day watch slipped off to their quarters. Ariela said goodnight and departed, all under the gaze of the Agents. Just as Yohanna went to sleep she heard two of the Agents talking outside her door. One went to a room while the other took up position on the chair near the entrance to their quarters. Through the night she was sure she heard them changing the guard. Nobody felt any threat and the Agents never indicated there was. But as relaxed as they appeared, they were quietly professional.
 

***
 

The seven suns came around and the magnetic field signalled a new day. B.L.A.C.O.U.T. lit up the Great Lake Cavern as the animal life woke brightly, recharged for another day. The Arhgohcee gently pitched and rolled as Yohanna awoke. Looking around, she heard the padded footsteps of the Agents pattering around in the hallway. She got up and opened the door.
‘Morning, Yohanna.’
‘Sleep well? Good rest?’
‘Tea?’
Yohanna dodged the question by asking one herself, ‘Noel, George and Mr Besterby up yet?’
‘Yes. They’re up on deck with Arhpezhio,’ Azzer replied with a smile. They heard footsteps jogging along towards their quarters. Ariela appeared.
‘Yohanna,’ she said sprightly, and nodded to the Agents. ‘Come up on deck. Something to see, come quickly. It might not last long.’ She waved them to hurry along with her. Mariners lined the deck, some of them hanging off the rigging looking over the water. Yohanna and the Agents saw their companions and made their way to them, by the Captain. Noel looked back as he heard them approach, his eyes betraying his concern while everyone around him seemed to be enjoying a spectacle. Noel pointed at the water some distance off.
‘Come see,’ the Captain said with a smile. They could hear a sucking, gurgling noise. Yohanna and the Agents peered out over the water to view the source of Noel’s concern. Not that far away, small whirlpools were appearing and disappearing. ‘You see there,’ the Captain continued, ‘we call them the Fairies’ Playground.’
‘The Fairies Playground,’ Yohanna repeated. ‘Why?’
Ariela cut in, revelling once again in frightening sea tales, ‘As you’re sucked down through the water the lights high above will look like fairies.’ Some of the crew looked around, smiling, familiar with the dangers of the Great Lake. The Fairies’ Playground was not uncommon.
‘I see,’ Noel said, not entirely surprised, and gulped.
‘Oh,’ Yohanna added.
A mariner wearing a fraying and worn apron came up to the Captain. ‘Cap’n, Breakfast is served.’ A delightful cheer was sounded by the crew as they made their way to the open air mess. Steam was rising off fresh bread, soup and the fish prepared in an assortment of ways, all of them looking delicious. Yohanna made a mental note to discuss recipes. She thought she might as well make the most of it and get something of interest for Mother. She wondered where Ariela’s mother was. They were all in the process of sitting down to eat, jovially chatting, when the apron wearing mariner hurried over to the Captain.
‘Cap’n. I thinks y’neez da see dis Cap’n,’ the mariner said in low stern tones. ‘Cud beez er sumptin ferrmin not far ooff.’ The Captain looked at him and stood up, hurrying to the bow they stood quietly. Everyone had gone quiet. Yohanna had overheard the reference to ‘er sumptin’, and guessed, just like the rest of her companions, exactly what that meant. Ariela and Yohanna stood up. Everybody was heading to the bow. The Captain was scanning the water intensely.
Yohanna asked Ariela, ‘What’s your father doing? I mean what’s he looking for? I can’t see anything.’
‘He’s trying to read the water, see what it’s doing. The Senior Cook saw something.’
‘The Senior Cook?’ George asked in whisper tones.
‘They’re all mariners George,’ Sidyllih whispered back. ‘They all know how to sail and how to live on the Great Lake.’ Just as the Agent finished speaking the ship shifted direction, ever so slightly, but suddenly enough to make them aware that it was happening. They were in motion, but not with the gentle breeze.
‘Wotz the werd Cap’n? Giv’n th’ order?’
The Captain looked at the mariner and the rest of the crew tuned in intensely. The Arhgohcee was shifting with greater momentum, being pushed and dragged by strong currents. As the unusual rush of water gained, mariners started to appear on the deck. They sensed the danger before word of it reached them. The mellow and reassuring calmness of the Captain’s voice did not betray the great danger at hand as much as the simple clarity of the order. ‘Get ready to save the ship.’
‘Senior Sailor,’ bellowed the First Mariner sternly. ‘Sound the alarm.’ And at the blast of the translucent helical shell, the crew flew into action.
‘If we could have a little more urgency please?’ The First Mariner was yelling, as if the sheer frenetic speed on display was somehow an insufficient effort.
Ariela grabbed Yohanna and Besterby each by an arm dragging them with her. The words, ‘get ready to save the ship’ echoed in the accountant’s ears. He wondered if the crew of the ill-fated Lady Stephaenie had readied to save their ship before its end. The Captain ushered the Agents, Noel and George from where they were standing. The deck opened up, to their surprise, where their feet had been. Large doors pushed up like flower petals from the centre and outward. The same thing was happening port, aft, and starboard. Meanwhile the increasing ease with which they could hear the rushing water matched the accelerating sideways travel of the Arhgohcee. George stretched his neck up and could see the lake swirling around them. It was eerily apparent that they were on the edge of what would become, in short course, a monstrous siphon into the depths.
Ariela took off quickly to assist with one of the ‘petals’ that had jammed. ‘Ariela,’ Yohanna shouted after her. ‘Do you need extra help?’
‘How do we help?’ George asked no one in particular. His long brow looking very troubled. ‘I’ve never seen such a formidable thing.’
‘Can we help?’ Noel replied above the din of the water. Yohanna could see the worry on his face.
Besterby, clutching Johnson, Weston and Wells, crunched some numbers. ‘We could Noel… if we do something to obtain sufficient velocity in the right direction. But, unfortunately, I can’t see how, and as we get drawn in the problem will become… no easier to solve.’ Besterby’s choice of words seemed optimistic, for he’d kept the door to an answer more open than closed. He peered around, the accounting look on his face as he took stock. Maybe getting away wasn’t the answer, because they couldn’t, he mused. What now?
George craned his neck as high as he could to see as much as possible. His expression became pained as the gurgling noise was joined by a sucking noise. The ship was tilting backwards as the funnel started to take shape.
Just then Ariela turned and shouted, ‘The door is stuck.’ Without hesitation George bounded over to assist.
‘I’ll need some space please,’ George requested politely, but firmly, and the mariners stepped away. With a couple of quick hops George slammed the door powerfully with a hoof. It broke off its hinges with a crack and went flying across the deck. Mouth open, George paused. ‘Oops.’
‘Great work George,’ Ariela yelled, clenching her fists over the small victory. ‘Back to the others… let’s go.’ As they went there was a moment when everything seemed to be in slow motion. All the crew paused, looking along the deck. Behind the Arhgohcee, in the vortex, the water was hissing at them with a strange allure. The surface was pretty and bright, decorated by ribbons of swirling creamy froth… cascading into the darkening vortex… the Captain snapped the crew out of their fatal trance. ‘Get on with it unless you want to swim with the Sarhkohsookuss!’
The sails rippled, flapping up a barrage like a small storm overhead. The ship pitched a bit more. Yohanna looked at Azzer, who looked in turn at Arhpezhio. The Agents gathered the travellers together, waiting beside the Captain and Ariela. In a detached calculating way, the Agents figured the Captain would be, as tradition required, on the part of the ship that went down last. Mechanical cranking noises from behind the ‘flower petals’ seized their attention. Rising on platforms, the mariners stood alongside big elongated barrels. ‘What are those things?’ Noel inquired.
‘They’re full of... tickle powder,’ Ariela said with a sly chuckle, ‘covered in gum… water tight, see. They’re weighted down with rocks in one end to help them down.’
‘Down where?’
‘Into the water...’
‘Huh?’
‘We set light to a cord and seal it in the barrel. The cord burns through its collar in no time, and when it reaches the powder it explodes. We call them ticklers.’
‘So tickled by the explosion,’ Borborrhygmee guessed, ‘the spinning water is disrupted… maybe even long enough for us to get out.’ The other Agents nodded agreeably. It was an interesting, if unusual, plan.
‘The trick is getting the barrels in quick enough,’ the Captain shouted. He wiped off his face the fine spray of water that the vortex was gently showering them in. ‘As many as possible, or the effect may not be sufficient. That’s why we try to get at least three in the water, but two will do... so they say. But they must be together.’ The spray over the whirlpool thickened, the Captain put his hand into the air, and sweeping his hand through it he looked at the travellers, ‘Some call this Angel’s Breath.’ Meanwhile Besterby was edging nearer to the launching platforms to study the mechanisms.
Yohanna wondered, ‘So two? How do you know?’
‘Our ancestors’ stories… this has worked before. But I tell you we’ve never had to do it ourselves… think of it this way,’ the Captain’s eyes widened, ‘you’re not really that less prepared than we are… hah-hah.’ A curt but deep laugh accompanied by a hearty smile made seeing the lighter side of things unavoidable. An infectious smile rapidly permeated group.
Their attention turned to the ticklers. Besterby noted, with his eagle eye for detail, the launching mechanisms on the platforms. About each barrel a half dozen, long, semi-flexible posts with elasticised rope were raised into the air. The rope connected to the fastened sleeve in which a barrel sat. The posts stretched the elastic cords as much as they could, and then the posts flexed, bending outwards from the middle to generate greater launching power. The overall appearance was very geometric and symmetrical. Besterby could see the sleeve remained seated on the platform until released when, the posts permitted to extend and the cord to contract, it launched the tickler. The actual launch required several mariners. The platforms had to be aimed, mariners spinning wheels and turning cogs, angling it to throw the barrel into the whirlpool at the right place. That place was far from the Arhgohcee, and way ahead of it in the whirlpool’s order of consumption, but not so far as to prevent the other mariners from angling to get their barrels right up close to another barrel. Given the way the ship was dipping at one end, the bow launcher was clearly the hardest to aim… and the crew looked at the Captain.
‘At your leisure,’ shouted the Captain, as the vortex’s gurgling rose.
On the bow a mariner lit the cord resting in its collar, another sealed it over with a wax plug jammed into place, and another let fly the first barrel. The posts were violent, straightening with great speed and force, and the rope twanging, with a crisp snap. The tickler arcing high into the air: needing not travel far to reach the whirlpool because they were in it – how convenient? The spectators’ preceding inhalation was retained, the tension mounting. Streamers attached to the barrel gave the projectile a peculiarly festive appearance. All eyes following, the barrel hit the water, bobbing under and surfacing, tumbling and rolling. The creamy froth dragging it and coursing over it would carry it to the deadly core. The crew let out a huge cheer, raising their arms. The port team angled to get their barrel on the mark, spinning wheels and aiming the launching platform. They fired off their barrel high into the air, the moment punctuated again by the posts snapping firmly into place and the sound of the ropes twanging. Expectations high.... the barrel screamed down from above, just, if only just, a bit off the mark. It’d be a little too far ahead of the first. The crew let out half a cheer nevertheless, acknowledging the skill required to get that close. It was a pretty good effort by any standard.
There was something surreal about it all. The starboard team angled their launcher. Besterby was suddenly yelling out, waving his book. ‘Wait! More to the… that way; keep that cog turning gently... keep going! We have to allow for the accelerating water speed and increasing angle.’ The mariners looked at the accountant, swiftly turning to the Captain. The Captain looked at Arhpezhio quickly, who promptly looked at Yohanna. She immediately nodded directly to the Captain with confidence. After all, Mr Besterby was a veritable complex abacus. The Captain signalled to the mariners. Everyone watched the third barrel hurtling into the air. As Yohanna sensed it would, the barrel hit the water in the right place. She had a strange feeling Besterby would get it right. A cheer erupted on the deck, everyone celebrating the success of the third launch, almost oblivious to the increasingly precarious position in the really quite astoundingly massive whirlpool. By ludicrous luck, the sheer girth of the monstrous phenomenon was buying them essential time.
Before taking another step the final launch team was demanding Besterby’s calculative expertise. Ariela grabbed the accountant by the arm, pulling him fleetly to the aft launcher with vigour. Mr Besterby looked up and around, his mind crunching through the formulae. Once on target in his mind, using a single finger held in the air, moving slightly, slightly… the platform staying with his movements tracking the target… ‘Now,’ the accountant said with a drop of the finger.
The ship was speeding quicker towards the imminent danger of the central vortex. Ahead of the pack, the first barrel was gulped down at an astonishing pace. Only moments later the explosion followed. Foam bubbled up convulsively from the deep as the vortex regurgitated water… and the powerful current dragged it ominously back into the heart of the maelstrom.
‘Well,’ Noel muttered, ‘that’s one…’
‘It all comes to this, then,’ Ariela replied, lifting her chin staunchly to face the impending outcome.
‘Mr Besterby had it right, it’ll work,’ George added, craning his neck around to tell everyone. The accountant gave a modest nod and meek smile to George for expressing such confidence in him. The Captain patted Besterby on the shoulder, which killed time as the barrels seemed to be taking insufferable aeons…
…finally they arrived, or rather disappeared, in quick succession… spiralling demise only a minute away...
Second, third, and the fourth like thunderous heartbeats, the concatenated detonation of the ticklers filled the air.
The Arhgohcee angling aft down, the Captain turned, waving his arm. A mariner tugged a rope, signalling below deck. The emergency ballast evacuation got underway with great urgency. Anyone looking over the side would’ve seen water flowing furiously out of the ship’s belly – delivering crucial extra buoyancy at precisely the right time. The ship lifted beneath their feet, the surprise jettison making a substantial difference. The Agents looked at each other, raising their brows. The ship might not be going down after all… Borborrhygmee thought some tea would be nice.
A volcano-like disgorgement of water displaced by the ticklers’ blasts erupted out of the vortex, fortuitously pushing the great boat upwards. The Arhgohcee surged forward, aft up bow down, surfing on the widening lip of the bellowing foam. Then in a way that was spectacular for its understatement the vortex collapsing on itself disappeared suddenly. Fine mist eerily showered down on the surreally placid lake.
‘Interesting stuff, water, you know,’ went that little voice in Noel’s head.
And without thinking strenuously about his sanity Noel nodded, replying, ‘Yes, one moment you’re drinking it and the next it’s trying to drink you.’
‘Funny that,’ George mused, not realising he’d eavesdropped and interjected.
Borborrhygmee was on the verge of offering to make tea. The Captain saw the look in the Agent’s face and in a timely fashion made off with a smile, busy-like, before the ‘opportunity’ for tea evolved.
Looking up, Yohanna and Ariela viewed the sails filled out by the gentle air again. To their relief the breeze was carrying them from the place of perilous plight. It wasn’t too long before their noses told them the cooks were delivering tucker to the tables. Over a tasty fish dish the mariners discussed calculations with the accountant. He found something to scribble a mathematical model on, just in case, for future use; the mariners naming it Mr Besterby’s Adjustment.
Content cheeriness pervaded the rest of the journey. It took all day and the next night to reach their destination. In the meantime Ariela and Yohanna had built on their friendship, where one went the other was alongside; the shadow of an Agent hovering. The Captain took Noel and George under his wing, attempting to instil some sailing competency. It was a greater challenge than anticipated. Amused mariners helping them when they had things all back-to-front.
 

***
 

The great hull of the Arhgohcee sat in deep water while the small craft was readied to convey them onward. Easily surveyed from the ship, the wide and shallow shoreline lay unkempt beneath a vast bedraggled mangrove beard. They’d be forced to stop rowing at some point and leg it through the shallows.
 

***
 

The birds’ green tomato-coloured heads, giant jalapeño shaped beaks, stretched yellow zucchini necks, and bulbous bodies of less-exotic creamy potato were propped up on spindly pale chopsticks. The beaks ploughed up squid-like creatures from the muddy seaside. Deftly splitting the prey open, the indigestible jaws were siphoned and ejected in a sticky mess. The otherwise jelly-like bags of flesh were consumed forthwith. If one is what one eats, for good reason no-one desired to eat this specie of feathered trawler, and for the birds safe in that understanding the approach of the craft was of so-so bother. But it was of sufficient distraction for a slithery, carnivorous, dirty-fanged shore dweller; a smallish native inhabitant of the locale. Lengthy arms and legs shielded by skin resembling bark, the little creature manoeuvred smoothly with ease through the mangroves.
Primed like elastic iron, the creature’s powerful arms ended in spring-loaded fingers. The bird’s head was submerged. In a colourful puff of feathers the legs and body pirouetted involuntarily around the clenched fist. The flock dispersed, only briefly, readily returning to the business of feeding. The triumph of the specie’s seasonal breeding habits attenuated the wary-sense with each generation, unlike the cautious creature scaling the lofty mangrove roots. Squinting at the boat, its eyes betrayed uncertainty. It scowled. Dirty teeth, securely locking the feather puff ball, confirmed its disagreement with the small boat. And with an unsociable hiss, the full range of its charm on display, the beast headed into leafy cover. The tree shook, and feathers like dyed snowflakes floated down serenely while vigorous plucking ensued somewhere behind the foliage.
The jolt of the boat grounding suddenly shifted their attention. The mariners quickly splashed into the shallows, steadying the craft. Noel’s accidental skid, slip and ungainly stumble a picture of poise next to George’s deliberate, but quite hesitant, crouch and spring style.
A bit of jovial banter was underscored by excitement in the air. The travellers sensed they were leaving another distinct stage, and approaching what they appreciated was a very important journey. The Agents were quite vibrant and lively, confident of working in this terrain, their feet sort of back on land.
Noel and George were strolling, the water reaching only to their shins. The Agents waded along knee deep among the mangroves such was the difference in height. This had no bearing on the stature of the Agents’ fortitude and strength. Besterby double checked his book, held in a waterproof shoulder bag the mariners had made for him. It was their show of appreciation for his contribution to saving the ship. They had presented it with much fanfare, and Besterby had been somewhat embarrassed by the attention. He’d shuffled around and placed his book in the bag, mariners clapping and patting him on the back. His shade of office pallor had been overtaken by a solid bright red for a while. The tips of his ears were still glowing. The accountant fancied the bag was very practical and stylish. He could carry his notebook and other stationery. It would make it easy to take his work with him. ‘My office,’ the accountant thought, ‘would, in effect, be mobile’. He pondered the possibilities…
Ariela was pointing out some interesting flowers when on the Arhgohcee the Watch Officer’s alarm blasted with unmelodious urgency. Pausing with a hint of concern, looking around they saw the Captain, the leading officers, and crew waving furiously. Ariela jogged back towards the small boat, stirring up the silt. She was staring at the water out by the Arhgohcee, and her father, the Captain, was jabbing a finger at it. Ariela raised her chin, angling the rest of her self slightly away ready to run. Yohanna was beginning to understand as the covers were peeled off the devices Ariela had shown her on the first evening. She peered intensely near the big boat’s hull, the ripples betraying something worrisome. Ariela started running back, one hand held high with a finger pointing past them all, jabbing in the air like the Captain was jabbing at the water. Ariela’s eyes locked for a moment with Yohanna’s and Yohanna knew trouble was on the way.
‘Quick! Into the mangroves,’ Ariela directed in low tones. ‘Now, quickly; Sarhkohsookuss is coming.’
Surveying the terrain, the Agents were sizing up the options. Running into the mangroves was a good start. Arhpezhio waited for Ariela to splish-splosh her way and catch up. The other Agents paired off with the travellers, moving fast.
‘C’mon get moving,’ was the order. For a half moment, Yohanna was expecting them to be kind of bogged down and quietly raised an eyebrow with interest. She found herself in the not so unfamiliar situation of looking over her shoulder, in the general direction of some unpleasant member of the local fauna. It was a bit weird because everybody was doing the same thing. Ariela spotted Yohanna looking at everyone else looking for the fearsome animal.
‘Not everyone’s seen a Sarhkohsookuss,’ Ariela said, managing a little humorous gesture, raising both hands palms up and shrugging her shoulders. The kind of curiosity that would have killed even the most cautious cat was busily at work. However, George decided forward was the best place to look, instinct telling him he didn’t need to see the teeth to know they were not designed for herbivorous grazing.
The deepening ripples between them and the Arhgohcee gathered into an arrow shape pointing magnetically towards them. The monster was not to be seen, but they could almost feel it right behind. At any moment it would stretch out, a claw or a fang emerging, something slicing at the fleeing group. The rising anxiety was tempered by recognition that not too far off was a slightly rocky escarpment, carved into the face of which was a tunnel: a brightly bio-illuminated beacon guiding them. If they could get there, they’d be beyond reach of the Sarhkohsookuss. While the beast couldn’t climb the steep rocky incline, there was a catch… they’d have to ascend the steep gradient themselves. Noel had been mulling this over, but realised in his eternal optimism that this would only arise as an obstacle if they survived that far. The silence among them became eerily noticeable; nothing but the urgent splashing of feet and one pair of hooves.
Sarhkohsookuss could all but see them. Somewhere in its primitive brain it received via highly developed senses the relative speed, direction, and size of stuff urgently splashing along. The strong persuasion of its finely tuned instinct urged an aggressive investigation: slow moving; bite sized; and lots of it – convenience food.
Noel broke the news with a loud gasp! The creature’s back rising out of the shallows. The beast went from a swift paddle to running freely on stocky legs.
Azzer muttered to Sidyllih, ‘Unlucky, it’s not just a big fish out of water.’ Yohanna overheard, mused, tucking the thought away for later musing - a best case scenario given the situation.
The Agent muttering back, ‘Things could be easier.’
Arhpezhio, who’d caught up, added, ‘But would that be as much fun?’
Borborrhygmee shook his head, ‘Keep running you lot.’
Water was pouring off its back, running through the heavy scales like flooded guttering. Tail whipping in the water as its paws dug into the shoreline, it got that extra acceleration as it transitioned from swimming to running. Sarhkohsookuss excelled at making the most of little advantage; its advantages appearing to one and all, however, to be on the large side of little. It ran over the boat, smashing the craft, an indication of its size and demeanour. The boat resigned its three dimensional form with a resounding crunch, an amplification of what they’d heard when that little slithery animal locked the dead bird in its jaws. On the Arhgohcee Ariela’s father slapped his palms on the rail and issued orders.
The beast was driving its imposing size with unbelievable ease, jaws snapping noisily as it gained momentum. Yohanna looked back to the chomping. Her effort greeted by a deep guttural growl. It could see Yohanna seeing it. Their eyes met. ‘Not the best thing to do,’ Yohanna thought. Ariela was right about the teeth, sort of. They faced into the mouth of the beast – after they had closed together and performed a slight tilting action; unnerving to witness. Each tooth rolled on an individual knuckle, unlocking, pitching the tooth inwards, and relocking; a remarkable development enabling Sarhkohsookuss to flatten and fillet in a bite. While impressive, the animal would find it hard to fillet such small prey. No consolation to them darting and weaving through the mangroves ahead.
Darting and weaving through the mangroves ahead the Agents decided novel intervention would be useful. Protect their travellers and the Key; their primary concern extended to all. A flurry of furry hand signals ensued. Azzervaraite and Arhpezhio were running directly towards the creature. The travellers looked around, puzzled by the surprising choice of direction.
‘What are you doing?’ Yohanna yelled.
‘They’ll be fine, keep going,’ Sidyllih yelled, ‘…run.’ The Agent hoped that for his comrades’ sake they wouldn’t disprove him. They were trained, skilled, and resourceful, but both he and Borborrhygmee knew this was a delaying tactic, nothing more. They looked up. The mangroves in front could offer some protection. ‘C’mon, that’s where we go – into the roots.’ Their splashing chorused with the steady beat of the thumping Sarhkohsookus. Arhpezhio and Azzervaraite exchanged hand signals, and then the deadly claws jutted out of the furry paws. The beast was sizing them up when they split left and right around mangroves. The massive animal paused, ascertaining what was going on. It was wary, checking left and right. Glassy aquatic eyes, forward set in the rectangular skull, looked over the snout. It made a snorting noise, not the most confident; somewhere in its brain the presence of the Agents was sparking caution. Plodding carefully, it tentatively made for the trees the Agents had run around. After all, they could still be food. They reappeared momentarily, ascending the mangroves, claws digging for secure purchase, climbing higher with speed. Sarhkohsookuss passed between them, and they jumped mightily into the air. They landed, taxiing on the predator; a dire situation warranting a dangerously creative response, short of an actual solution.
They’d been lining up the creature, back on the Arhgohcee, in the sights of the torsion catapults when the Captain put a stop to it. Smiling broadly, he laughed in disbelief while admiring the Agents’ mad ploy.
They stuck their claws into the thick hide for grip. It didn’t so much as feel anything as realize it had company. It halted, trying to see what was going on. The Agents hung on desperately. Sarhkohsookuss ground against the trees attempting to brush them off. It wasn’t long before the beast was ignoring the Agents, its attention dragged back by a stumble and splash ahead. Again, stomping, again, gaining quickly. Led by Borborrhygmee and Sidyllih, everyone made for the protection of a massive mangrove plant. Darting between the roots, splashing, they breathed deeply, and held that breath.
The beast arrived with a thundering crash. Ramming its snout, the roots flexed, and Yohanna backed up a little. The plant held strong, fibrous, and slightly springy. Rocking forward the Agents hanging precariously on the Sarhkohsookuss looked at each other, released their grip and bolted over the heavily armoured skull, in the most brazen manner, leaping to the others. Sensing it had just lost the pickings off its back, the beast snapped angrily. Huddling deep in the root enclave the group sensed the animal’s fiery frustration.
Sounding suspiciously optimistic, Azzervaraite wondered, ‘So how long before the tide comes in?’ It was a touch of dry humour.
Somewhat more serious, but equally upbeat, the Captain on the Arhgohcee looked to his crew, ‘I need volunteers. We’re going fishing.’ Every mariner in earshot volunteered on the spot, but the Captain picked the two most expert divers. Speed combined with accuracy was of the utmost importance. No time to lose, they slipped over the side quietly into the water, spears in hand. Aft, the cooks tipped scraps over the side, pouring a concoction of appeal to those slimy fish whose hideously repulsive slime they used to coat the ship. Precious time slipped by, if only a few minutes. Finally, the divers espied several greasy fish finning their way slowly towards the lure. Promptly skewered, three were flung up to the deck. Despite a swift despatch, the rising tide was making life onshore even more precarious.
A primitive creature that has evolved over untold ages into a sharply honed predator has an unmatched reservoir of patience. The beast made itself comfortable and watched; the snap of the jaws just a teaser of what was to come. It stared, eyes moving occasionally to focus on one uncomfortable morsel, and then the next. It made each one feel like they were being singled out. They climbed within the protective cage of the roots, edging to stay above the tide and away from the teeth. Yohanna turned, checking the escarpment, the rising water was too high now, nearly the height of the tunnel’s entrance. In the gloomy silence, the Agents were quietly plotting to deflect the presumably imminent attack as best as they could. Casualties were foreseen if they had to play by the rules of the Sarhkohsookuss.
‘Fasten the slimy fish on the metal spears,’ ordered the Captain. ‘Quickly now, never mind the smell, the landing party have little time for us to lose. That tide will drive them out of the roots soon.’
‘Close in under the main trunk, keep away from the edges. Don’t invite the beast to snatch you,’ Azzervaraite advised. They centred tightly together in a huddle. The Agents, forever in the service of the S.O.S., quietly verified that the Key and associated travellers were presently safe.
‘Don’t worry George,’ Borborrhygmee said, looking up at the tall fellow trying to stay on his hooves among the roots. He wasn’t designed for this kind of terrain. The strain was showing as stress wrinkles appeared along his snout. The Agent scanned the slippery roots. ‘Here, George, this part of the root is old – stomp on it and make steps as best as you can.’ Suddenly George was buoyed by this useful option. The stress wrinkles slipped from his snout as he started knocking out steps for others around him. ‘Now that’s good thinking,’ Borborrhygmee said. George nodded, taking action fortifying his confidence.
Yohanna glanced about, ‘Mr Besterby, how are you doing?’ He looked a touch pale. To be fair most seemed a slight tad off colour.
‘I have to say, it does look a bit grim. There’s not much working in our favour here.’
The situation was looking bad under the mangrove. Sarhkohsookuss appeared increasingly alert. The rising tide suited a body well designed for aquatic hunting. It was waiting, and the tide ebbed above its jaw line. It gave little hint of its intent, but Noel’s experience of dodging wild and dangerous beasts in the desert gave him an edge. Something that can’t be taught and learnt, an instinct honed in the heat of the moment. The edge probably saved someone.
‘Lookout,’ Noel said, without a second thought.
‘For what?’ a mariner replied in tones of slight panic, causing everyone to hang on a little bit harder to the roots.
Looking ever so still and patient the Sarhkohsookuss lunged in the blink of an eye, powerfully siphoning water. Its nose hit the roots as it tried to dislodge the prey, the current threatening to drag anyone to the wall of jagged slicing ivory. Yells of startled fright rode over the current, and then were drowned in the pressurised streams expelled between the teeth in another effort to knock someone down.
On the Arhgohcee the Captain gave the order to fire the slime-fish bearing missiles, and the carefully aimed metal spears went into flight. Any error could be fatal, for different reasons. One error was obvious. The other meant his plan could not be carried out by Ariela, whom he hoped would know what to do. They watched from the ship as the heavy metal bolts drilled through the air.
Sidyllih looked up and saw the spears in flight, ‘Look, they’re firing on the creature!’
Arhpezhio studiously eyed the trajectory as everyone watched with anticipation, and with well-judged skill casually mentioned, ‘Those spears are not going to hit the beast.’
‘That’s right,’ Azzervaraite said with a puzzled expression. ‘I’d say they’re headed, more or less, for us, actually.’
Besterby eyed the missiles in flight, the numbers in his head took over, and gauging the arc and velocity the accountant stated quite simply, ‘Correct.’ They watched and prepared themselves as Sarhkohsookuss sucked in more water. George momentarily lost footing, with his hooves, and slipped deeper into the water. Mariners grabbed him as the great predator lunged forward. It tested the root system with a crashing thud.
‘By the Woolly Barking Cat of Phreekeypeht Dhotkom,’ George uttered. ‘That was close.’ Yohanna and the accountant looked at each other.
‘Woolly?’ Yohanna exclaimed.
‘Barking?’ Besterby wondered.
‘Cat?’ Noel said. ‘I thought it was the Rat?’
‘Definitely Cat,’ George replied. Noel scratched his head, Yohanna raised her brow, and Besterby shrugged. An odd cat or rat no doubt. But then, as Besterby thought, such an animal seemed no less bizarre than a fluffy dog that had been partially shaved. A number of his clients had them.
Azzervaraite whipped out the Special Agents Field Operating Manual G/200571-4 and threw it with all his might at one of the eyes of the creature, in the manner described on page forty eight regarding improvised throwing weapons, of course. The beast rocked backwards to protect its only vulnerability from this sudden assault. Not that the beast was aware of the danger posed by paper cuts. As this was happening their attention had been drawn away from the spears which had arrived, burying themselves in the trunk above them in a rapid sequence of dull thuds.
‘My goodness, what is that?’ Borborrhygmee asked aloud, pointing up at the glop dripping slimy fishes strapped to the spears. ‘Isn’t that just the most … eucky … gooey …ewwww.’
‘Has he not seen the tea he makes?’ Sidyllih said half aloud, with half a smile, matched by the other Agents.
‘The fish,’ Ariela shouted, ‘of course, get the fish! Sarhkohsookuss can’t stand the slime.’ The Agents, sighting their moment, daring to dart beyond the protective cage, using their claws they promptly secured the fishes, holding the slippery things firmly pierced.
‘What do we do, Ariela?’ Azzervaraite wanted to know. This was new to the Agents. Special Agents Field Operating Manual G/200571-4 didn’t include this improvised action, so throwing the book at the beast was no loss.
‘I’ll climb out here. By the edge of the roots,’ Ariela said, describing her plan. ‘When it comes in to try to get me, you use those things to spray and paint the beast’s nose. The fish have something in them the creature cannot stand. It is repulsed.’
‘Aren’t we all,’ Sidyllih added, barely able to hold the fish any closer. The Sarhkohsookuss’ nose was infinitely more sensitive, designed for hunting, with many delicate pores for sensing prey.
‘Spray? Paint?’ said the voice in Noel’s head.
‘Yes, spray paint,’ Noel replied to the voice.
Some mariners looked at Noel. They wondered, superstitiously, if he was some sort of mystic. Azzervaraite just shook his head at them. He figured Noel might have some kind of second sight. But right now they had a problem. The tide was lapping around them, and the beast was sucking in water past them and spitting it out in fierce jets. Ariela braced herself. ‘Ready?’ she shouted out. ‘Here we go!’ and she swung onto the edge of the root system. Sarhkohsookuss moved in quickly. Just as it arrived she swung back into the cage of roots for protection. The beast rammed the tree. The Agents did as instructed. The nostrils got particular attention, and the spraying and painting was lavishly performed. In a moment of brave tomfoolery Borborrhygmee leapt up, shoving one of the slippery critters straight down the left nostril. Being located at the end of the snout it was closer than the teeth, but only fractionally. The result was impressive. The beast pneumatically fired the fish from its nasal passage like a greasy sausage. The chemical composition of the slime overwhelmed the animal, which drove itself into high speed reverse. It couldn’t get out of the mangroves fast enough. It kept growling, in a panicked fashion. On board the ship the crew let out a loud cheer, jumping up and down, when they realized the plan had worked. From the deck the Captain saluted his daughter. She waved back and saluted her father. Yohanna smiled and waved with Ariela, and everyone breathed a sigh of relief.
Another boat was quickly dispatched from the Arhgohcee, arriving in time with the tide rolling in. They clambered on board and George sort of fell into the rescue vessel. Despite his most ungraceful arrival, George was quite happy. Somehow he still had plenty of fruit in his saddle bag, and he found comfort in reaching for a delicious snack. To see the most worried member of the group relaxing put everyone at ease. George looked around, flashing the great big grin. Having lived in Phlogiston for so long Noel and George were used to rapidly putting the danger behind them, and enjoying the moment of safety.
Unavoidably and naturally, they were all focusing on the escarpment. ‘What might have led to our demise is now convenient,’ Azzervaraite muttered.
‘How is that?’ Noel asked.
‘Courtesy of the rising tide we’re not going to have to climb far to the cave entrance.’
‘Well, yes, but I’d rather have not been harangued at close quarters by a massive marauding monster.’
‘I’m with you on that one,’ Ariela chuckled. She looked at the tunnel in the rock face. It was brightly illuminated by B.L.A.C.O.U.T. Mariners often called it, quite accurately, glow. ‘Yohanna, can you see the entrance to the staircase?’
Yohanna was squinting, concentrating to make sure she didn’t miss any detail. Some distance along the tunnel she saw the steps cut into the rock. Ariela linked arms with Yohanna. They knew that their journey together was at its end. The boat arrived near the edge of the tunnel. George bounded happily onto dry ground, leaping and finding good traction. The Agents escorted Yohanna, Besterby, and Noel up the rock.
‘Yohanna,’ Ariela said loudly. ‘Wait!’ Ariela jumped out of the boat and clambered up the gradient to Yohanna. She gave her a big hug, and then took off a necklace and gave it to Yohanna. ‘For luck,’ she said. ‘Perhaps this will come in handy some time.’ It was a replica of the metal spears fired by the torsion catapults.
Yohanna looked at it with a sigh. ‘If I was a cat…’
‘A cat?’
‘Yes, we have a saying, that a cat has nine lives.’
‘Be careful. Sarhkohsookuss counts as two, maybe three.’
But Yohanna’s glass, still, overran with curiosity, and she needed all the good luck she could hoard. Thanking Ariela with a profoundness that moved the mariners below, she reached into her pocket. There she had a coin which she produced. Had she been at home, she would have used it to make a purchase at the market. But that simply wasn’t the case. ‘Here Ariela,’ she smiled, pressing it into Ariela’s hand.
‘We won’t see each other again, you know. You have something important to do. That is why the Agents bring you to the Society Of Sages. Already there is talk about one who comes from far off to save all from the Darkness.’ The idea left Yohanna feeling slightly uncomfortable. That people were talking like that made her feel awkward. ‘Good luck, Yohanna,’ she almost whispered. With that Ariela turned, firmly wishing luck to Mr Besterby, Noel and George. She stood strongly, bidding the Agents farewell in the local custom, a gesture symbolising the pouring of good will in their favour. The Agents acknowledged with a sombre nod.
Ariela was descending back to the boat. Yohanna, looking to the Arhgohcee, stretched her arm and waved in a slow wide sweeping arc. She could see the crew and Ariela’s father waving back. After a final exchange of waving arms and shouts, they proceeded into the bright tunnel to the stairs. The mariners watched them depart, and Ariela made sure the coin gifted to her was pocketed securely.



Chapter 9 S.O.S.H.Q.
 Ascending the spiral staircase, they were subdued by the entirely uphill nature of things. Noel wasn’t alone wondering how far up was up. Although, he was the only one comparing this moment to being stuck in the interior helix of a large desert slug’s conical carapace, if that was possible. The possibility amused him for a moment. Noel decided it was impossible.
All they could see was the underneath of the staircase above them. It was impossible to see where the stairs stopped. The pervasive silence was slowly being invaded by the puffing and huffing that comes with the exertion of stair climbing. All this time, Yohanna had been staring at the stairs, placing one foot in front of the other, just like the others, plodding along. Her thoughts were miles away before her attention snagged on variously designed etchings in the walls.
‘Very symbolic,’ she was thinking, ‘they’re astrological-like… kind of. I wonder....’
Besterby, Noel, and George, aware of them too, rolled the occasional eye over the detail. On the other hand or paw as it be, the Agents heeded them little, glancing if only for some relief from the monotonous climb.
‘…a sequence of some sort,’ Yohanna thought. The dissatisfaction from not being able to read the symbols exceeded her interest. That in its self was mildly annoying. She knew if she really needed to know, and it wasn’t stuff, she’d be told.
 

***
 

Looking around, Yohanna wondered where the helical upward trudge ended. At least there was something pleasing about the way the hues and shades of light changed the etchings’ appearances. The increasing density and array of crystal in the walls, ceiling and steps was becoming somewhat bedazzling. This change eased the spring back into the travellers and an air of expectation returned. Everything was well bio-illuminated, but they could only see a few feet in any direction given the geometry. Their curiosity was switching up a notch as the bigger and more elaborate etchings hinted at something tantalising ahead.
Variously pondering this, a dull scrapping noise sliced into their thoughts. A sound they had heard not all that long ago. Rock moving against rock, and they recognized it. Yohanna made her way around the endless corner to find herself looking into another tunnel dug through solid stone. Dimly lit, from the staircase it was terribly hard to see much. So for completely different reasons she still couldn’t see more than a few feet, and wouldn’t be able to see much more than the person ahead and the other behind; more eerie than tantalising. Silently they padded into the tunnel. It seemed like the thing to do, though Noel was scratching his head.
The pleasantness of the crystals was gone, replaced by the foreboding brickworks of the enclosed chamber. Grating into place behind them and ending with an ominous dull thud, the stone door locked tight. The sealed vault seemed impossibly far from Topside or Phlogiston for Noel and George. The chamber narrowed, intensifying the pervading sense of confinement. George stooped, perceiving the ceiling closing in on him. Yohanna watched Azzer ahead of her. Now and then the Agent ran a paw across the wall. She let her hand do the same. Yohanna’s eyebrows raised a notch as her fingers detected fine etchings. The curiosity was obvious in her gently questioning voice, ‘Azzer, why are you running your hands along the bricks?’
‘The bricks say which way to go.’
‘There’s only one way ahead,’ Noel interjected, ‘isn’t there?’
‘Look to your right Noel,’ Borborrhygmee instructed. Noel looked to his right and at first saw nothing remarkable to speak of. But then he squinted into the very near very dim light and gasped out loud.
‘What the? The walls, there isn’t a wall here, it’s another path, but it looks like a wall because the, the … it all looks like the same wall.’
George raised his head suddenly in surprise at this oddity, and was even more surprised when he didn’t hit his head on the ceiling. He looked up, and peered about suspiciously. The ceiling still looked like it might be getting lower. George extended his neck to get a bit closer. The illusion created by the brick patterns in the dimness dawned upon him, and brought a slightly confused look to his elongated face.
‘It’s another tunnel. The walls look just the same, it’s like a mirror, kind of. Sort of a two dimensional deception, making it appear as if there is a three dimensional object there. You could easily get lost if you stepped off into…’ Noel stopped and looked around, having stepped off into the side chamber, which had another two camouflaged tunnels running off that intersection. Borborrhygmee appeared behind him in the other tunnel, tapped him on the back, motioning Noel back into the correct tunnel. The four travellers spent the next few minutes trying to peer into side chambers that might or might not have been there. Yohanna reached out occasionally, sometimes touching the wall reassuringly and sometimes unnervingly floating into a side chamber.
The effect was completed by the floors matching the walls, meeting seamlessly, making it hard to distinguish where the present tunnel developed an exit, or entrance, and another chamber began. The four made sure they never lost sight of the person ahead, who just happened to be an Agent reading the walls. The etchings read this way to S.O.S.H.Q., sort of.
After walking in what felt like and could have been a narrow, lone chamber, in a straight line for quite a while it dawned upon Yohanna, Mr Besterby, Noel, and George that they were in a labyrinth. The purpose of which could only be a design to protect the destination. Something it would easily accomplish. George wondered if anyone had ever got lost, cantering two steps to keep close to Borborrhygmee. He swivelled his ears and listened to make sure Sidyllih was right behind.
‘Right behind you,’ the Agent said, seeing George was a little nervous. ‘You never are lost as long as you know where you are, and that’s in a chamber identical to many, many others in an elaborate maze very deep beneath the surface. So there you go, we’re fine.’
Arhpezhio laughed, ‘Agent-humour George, don’t you listen to that tea guzzling comedian.’
‘Speaking of which,’ Borborrhygmee began.
He was cut off by Azzer, ‘I seem to recall I promised to make tea, yes.’
‘Ohhhhh dear, did you have to mention tea?’ Sidyllih whined.
Suddenly George heard something, a strange droning sound. His ears twitched feverishly in the tunnel. Whatever it was it was closing in on them from in front. Rather nervously he enquired, ‘Ahmm, hello, everyone, I can hear something…’
‘George, what is it?’ Besterby asked quickly. The accountant had developed an appreciation for George’s accurate and acute hearing.
‘It’s like a humming sound, and it’s somewhere in front … but… it’s getting nearer quite quickly… I can’t make it out.’
‘Impressive,’ Arhpezhio stated. ‘You have excellent hearing George. The Swarm is very quiet, but you can hear it.’
‘The SWARM?’ Noel asked loudly. ‘Swarm? WHAT swarm? Swarm of WHAT?’
Sidyllih responded to Noel’s concerned inquiry, ‘Not a swarm of many, but the Swarm of one.’
‘Eh?’ One eye closed and brow wrinkled, George tried to focus on an explanation that was more like a riddle.
‘The Swarm is not many, but a single creature. We call it the Swarm …er, more on account of what it does to its victims,’ Azzer added, with a dash of nonchalance.
Yohanna stopped, raising two hands in the air. ‘Azzer. Azzervaraite. Why aren’t we running the other way, then, may I ask?’
‘No trouble here. It’s with us,’ Azzer said confidently. ‘Ohhhhh skuddlebrutch, I was supposed to forewarn you… of these er… oops.’ The Special Agent stroked his head with a paw, feeling a little guilty.
‘As to your question Noel, the Swarm just, well, swarms all over them. That sums it up pretty well,’ Borborrhygmee explained. ‘The Swarm is a creature of many, many thick long tentacles. These the creature uses to travel by fixing itself to the walls, ceiling, and floor. So, there is no way past it unless it allows you to go by. The same innumerable bony hooks on its tentacles which it uses to gain purchase on the walls it uses to grip and, um, rip its prey to pieces. It um sort of er shreds its victims.’
‘How… practical,’ Yohanna noted. ‘I really wonder whether I want to know, but… what happens to the remains of any such er trespasser I assume?’
‘Oh, well, that’s interesting the um answer to that,’ Sidyllih replied. ‘There are some rather unusual residents down here… there’s a rogue band of viciously carnivorous Bushy Possrills.’
‘Possrills?’ Besterby quietly asked. The four travellers looked around without thinking just in case something bushy scurried by.
‘Yes. Hybrid possum-squirrels,’ Sidyllih explained, ‘a bloodthirsty pack of furry, wire-whiskered, long and bushy prehensile tailed, sharp clawed, bad mannered to say the least, scavengers. Vulpecula Carnivora. Although… on the odd occasion they have been known to attack.’
‘Yes and they have the most atrocious breath,’ Borborrhygmee emphatically stated, screwing up and holding his nose to show how bad it was.
‘They are led by the Giant Bushy Possrill, Magnus Vulpecula Carnivora. Every now and then a Giant Bushy Possrill is born. Very large, about knee high to Noel,’ Azzer said demonstrating height with paw. ‘But not particularly smart.’
‘And they er clean up?’ Noel asked.
‘You could call it that,’ the Agent replied, with a hint of hesitation. ‘Well, I doubt we’ll see any. They stay clear of most things. The Swarm frightens them immensely.’
‘Of that I have no doubt,’ Yohanna said.
‘Agreed,’ Besterby nodded.
‘As for the Swarm,’ Arhpezhio said, returning to the original topic, ‘it’s patrolling the Honeycomb Chambers. It was tracking us from a distance, making sure no-one was following. Then it bypassed us to check ahead.’
‘So if we were being followed,’ Yohanna said thoughtfully, as they marched on again, ‘then….’
‘Indeed Yohanna,’ Arhpezhio said in a mildly matter of fact way. ‘The Swarm would eliminate the intruder.’ This reply quietly went towards Yohanna’s growing image of the Agents being capable of everything necessary to achieve their objectives.
‘And the Bushy Possrills would clean up,’ Noel commented with a hint of disgust.
‘What if someone got lost and found their way in there?’ George asked in the hesitant kind of way which indicates one has a good grasp of the answer, but doesn’t really like the concepts involved.
‘Nobody gets lost by accident in any of the secret entrances to S.O.S.H.Q., George,’ Azzer said.
‘But who would come down here, and why?’ Yohanna asked.
‘Enemy Spies, Yohanna. It doesn’t happen very often at all, but it has happened,’ Borborrhygmee added.
‘Who’s the enemy?’ Yohanna wanted to know. ‘The Evil Witch?’
‘Shhhhhh,’ Azzer uttered from around a curve in the tunnel. ‘Quietly, don’t be afraid… the Swarm is here.’
The four travellers went deathly silent. The procession continued in single file around the curvature of the chamber – which naturally appeared straight as an arrow as far as the light would allow one to see. As each of them rounded the bend they saw the Swarm: a massive purple-red waxy sheet of pulsating tentacles lined with shimmering blue deadly hooks hugging the tunnel ceiling and walls… ostensibly making space for them to pass. Yohanna paused to look at the creature closely… the hooks were scarily intriguing. She leaned over… and then touched one. The effect was like a wall of hooks standing on end suddenly. She momentarily froze as the sheet of razor hooks moved as one, then jumped out her skin as an Agent prodded her along. With her heart in her mouth, she proceeded with haste. Behind the group the Swarm moved on, and George, much to his relief, heard the strange humming slowly fade.
After a while of post-Swarm inner thinking they found themselves in a room. Once again, it was kind of confusing for the four travellers. One the four Agents moved to the front, towards what appeared to be a wall. Indeed, as it turns out, it was. Actually running into a wall wasn’t something that was guaranteed in the Honeycomb Chambers. On the other hand, when one did run into a wall, it was kind of a non-surprise. Still being an unpleasant surprise, but not one entirely unexpected. The Agent spread out a furry paw on a brick in the wall. He was reading, carefully. Yohanna followed the furry paw across the wall. They couldn’t see too well. The Agent turned around and asked the others, ‘Did you bring the door key?’ For a moment the travellers were almost worried, but the other Agents laughed and told him to use a claw. Extending a single digit, the Agent revealed a long, sharp, blade-like claw, and scratched along the wall until he found the image of a creature.
The Agent jabbed the extended claw into the image’s eye socket and twisted. There was a click, followed by a very mechanical-operating sort of noise. It was nothing like the sound of grinding stone. The wall parted vertically in three plates. The two outside plates slid straight up while the centre plate fell into the floor. There was a slightly brighter light in the small gap behind the false wall. It was somewhat gentle, a soft tone that came from a block of rock in the centre of the empty room. To be precise, there were colourful stones set in the top of the block from which the light flowed. Yohanna, Besterby, Noel, and George observed the light radiating strangely in serene waves. It was extremely bizarre, like nothing they’d seen before. Yohanna extended a hand and splashed the light. It rippled like water in a pond before fading to invisibility. The travellers looked at each other, perplexed and fascinated. Things were yet to become stranger. The Agent pressed some of the stones in a sequence. Each touch resulted in a soft musical tone accompanying a mild flash of soft light.
‘It looks like a little cell,’ Yohanna commented.
‘And you’d be right,’ Azzer noted. ‘If you get the sequence wrong, the wall will seal up behind you until someone comes and lets you out, which might not happen in time, kind of if it’s you in here.’
‘Oh.’ Yohanna said, with the kind of intonation and look that defined the statement as really being a question. In fact, the look she gave would have been sufficient to warrant being a question without even having to speak.
‘It’s a trip device activating a delayed mechanism. It also puts the Station Guard on alert to whomsoever is about to arrive. That is, as long as they don’t get locked up in the room. In there,’ Sidyllih said with a nod towards the little cell. ‘The Station Guard would retrieve them, at some stage. They’re notorious for forgetting.’
‘Here we go, the entrance to where we want to be,’ Azzer announced. With that, there was another very mechanical sounding noise, and the path before them simply sank into the ground forming a series of steps. They were blinded by the sudden bright light as it flooded into the materialising staircase. They proceeded carefully down the stairs, shading their eyes. Yohanna guessed that if someone was to try and attack the Station Guard from here it’d be hard going for not being able to see anything.
‘Welcome to Station Fifty Four,’ a voice said. ‘Follow me.’ They blinked and squinted momentarily in the harsh light and went with the Agents who followed the owner of the voice. There was a scurrying pitter-patter behind them and they turned. A stone flew past them towards where they had just emerged from. The scurrying stopped and rapidly receded. ‘Pesky Bushy Possrills. We’ve had a bit of a problem with them recently. Take care. They’re sneaking all over the show. It seems they can dig, very slowly, through rock. Little smelly beasts. We’ve set traps.’
‘Who’s he, Azzer?’ Yohanna asked.
‘The Station Commander. We’re inside the courtyard of a small protective security emplacement.’
‘A small fort, then?’
‘Yes, keeps things out. Or that is the plan… should the Spies Of Darkness breach the security. Looks like the Bushy Possrills are becoming a nuisance.’ Azzer pointed at a small hole in a rock wall. A pair of shiny eyes, black with red pupils, blinked. There was a twang and a crossbow bolt ricocheted off the edge of the hole. The Bushy Possrill made a screeching sound, like rock scratching metal, stuck out its tongue and disappeared.
‘How could security be breached with something like the Swarm back there?’ Noel wondered aloud.
‘One should not underestimate the enemy,’ Azzer cautioned. ‘Anyway, here we are now, enclosed and surrounded by walls that provide another line of defence to S.O.S.H.Q.’
‘Ohhh,’ Yohanna pondered aloud. ‘We’re inside the courtyard, which is really the shooting gallery. Uh-huh, I see.’ Noel and George looked at each other. George grabbed a fruit out of the saddlebag with his teeth, gently testing its firmness for quality, as if he had ever been really that picky, and then munched it down.
‘That’s right Yohanna,’ Azzer replied as they approached a large gate. The Agent seemed relaxed and at home. It was like looking at three sheets draped before each other being pulled away in different directions. Up above, Soldiers manned the battlements and stared down. The castellated fort was bristling with weaponry of all sorts. It was every bit as hostile as it looked, and capable of lots of hostility as required. However, using anything more than a crossbow was deemed a bit of overkill when dealing with Bushy Possrills.
‘So what now? Where to?’ Yohanna inquired, looking about inquisitively.
Azzervaraite replied, ‘Well that would be up to Bee Vee Tee to fill you in on current events. Our job was to get you here.’
The Commander led them into the fort. The sheet-like gates slipped back into place behind them. Another layer of defence locked them in. Inside the fort they were guided past numerous Agents and Soldiers who all stared at the travellers, and in particular Yohanna. The word had indeed got around. Yohanna recognized Agent Parrot who swooped down to land on Azzervaraite’s shoulder and whisper in his ear.
‘Don’t tell me,’ Yohanna said to nobody in particular, ‘someone is expecting us all.’
‘No, Yohanna. Initially we were expecting… just you.’ Everyone stopped and turned. ‘Your friends are, well, an unexpected development, but most welcome.’ A figure stepped out of the shadows by one of the walls. It wore a great gown with a hood that prevented anyone from seeing the person under the regalia. On the chest was a metal plate, a damascened insignia bearing the words ‘summum bonum’.
‘Yohanna, Mr Besterby, Noel, George, this is Basil Von Thyme,’ Arhpezhio said, introducing the Sage.
‘You’re… B-V-T, then,’ Yohanna said.
‘Correct,’ B.V.T. said. ‘And please allow me to welcome you on behalf of all those who stand against the Evil Witch. Come, let us go. Our transport is waiting.’
‘Where are we going?’ Noel asked.
‘The Crystal Castle,’ Borborrhygmee told the four.
‘Oh, and by the way,’ Basil Von Thyme added, ‘excellent work Agents. I’m aware of your journey here. The Augurists were busy auguring. Also, Agent Tree reported how, er, George assisted in deploying the Bees… something about solid back up. Good work George. Not often Topsiders mesh well with our Teams. Lack of experience and that sort of thing, but sounds like you did well.’
‘Well, I do what I can when I can with what I’ve got,’ George replied with a bit of dramatic bravado.
‘Good, you may need a lot of that to succeed.’
‘At what?’ Noel asked with some interest, an eyebrow raised.
‘One thing at a time,’ B.V.T. stated. ‘First we’ll get you to the Crystal Castle, and then perhaps, I’ll make us some tea.’ Both Azzer and Borborrhygmee went to say something but the words failed to materialise. Out of the fort, a brisk saunter brought them to their transport. A handsome chariot it was; noticeably lacking a something to draw it. A large animal approached, greeting Basil Von Thyme. Nodding to the Agents it trotted rhythmically by.
Noel elbowed George quietly. ‘Well, looks like we’ll be walking too.’ Nevertheless, Agent Parrot was gliding in, kicking back, and spreading the feathers.
George whispered, ‘Um, do you think we all take turns pushing?’ They looked the chariot over and glanced sideways at Yohanna. For all its gloss it was a cart without a horse. She shrugged, mystified. Basil Von Thyme sat down last, ushering all before himself. The travellers waited with a hint of bewilderment.
‘Comfortable, Parrot?’ Basil Von Thyme asked. To which the Agent fluttered a little, sinking into the seat, declaring a foot rub would be good.
Grinning, Arhpezhio rolled his eyes and shook his head, ‘The life of some!’
Agent Parrot smiled wryly, ‘It’s not easy flying, ‘well’ that is.’ The Agents nodded in deference to Parrot’s natural ability to outmanoeuvre any in the air.
 

***
 

A friendly rivalry existed among the Special Agents, and beyond the regular banter some practical jokes revealed exceptional skills. Each area of work was undertaken by specialists highly trained in the trade of their particular field. Command, control and communications were located in what was the singular central processing unit of all intelligence analysis and operations programming, namely the Sages themselves. Underpinning the architecture of the entire structure was a simple premise, a concept called ‘Hock o’ Ham’s shaver’. It suggested minimising clutter by actively maximising the amount jettisoned without diminishing the probability of an accurate finish. The centre consisted of the Prime High Executive Council, a.k.a. the Prime High, on the board of which Basil Von Thyme sat as Director Of Stuff, known as the ‘Dee Oh Ess.’ The operation to secure the ‘person from a faraway place’, Yohanna, and the Key was run by the Department Of Augurists. The Department’s chief Augurist, known for some unknown reason only as Percival or Percy, sat on the Prime High as a Director. The mission itself was closely followed by all the Directors of the Prime High.
It was called Operation Loose Boot, because everything had to be done on the run. Although it was not strictly considered stuff, the importance warranted the D.O.S.’s very, very close attention. The Prime High’s exceptional organisation, worthy of a few backslapping congratulatory moments, enabled the Prime High to be timely, nimble and accurate.
This was one extreme advantage over the enemy, the rival Spy network of the Evil Witches. The steely cold and evil Reign of Darkness was beleaguered by internal strife. Every Dark Witch that was had her own spy network. Cooperation was generally contrary to the needs of the Witches. Each Dark Witch had the only agenda in mind. Namely, ultimate supremacy of the Dark Coven, and that could only happen by way of survival. This led to a few practical problems… the left arm of the Dark Coven usually had no idea what the right foot was up to. ‘Natural attrition,’ to put euphemistically the internecine conflict that wiped out most of the Dark Witches, devastated the Spy network. But the Queen of Darkness was not left without a functioning network. Indeed, she had her own, and to a degree those of Remora who needed to remain in the loop, at her disposal. Despite the innate distrust, the only way to stay one step ahead of the other was to keep the competition close.
The ‘excision’ of witches via the fight for domination did the Queen of Darkness and Remora the favour of removing a great deal of hindrance. It saw the collapse and decimation of much of the competing networks as the Dark Witches fell. Spies of the destroyed Dark Witches generally met an equally unpleasant end.
Despite all this, the Dark Queen was still able to strike with all the venom of the Darkness, and she and her cousin were not to be taken lightly. The Dark Witch was using a smaller weapon, and hitting the target more effectively when the opportunity arose. Thus the S.O.S. continues to be wary of the Darkness that lurks and probes…
 

***
 

Basil Von Thyme pressed an unusually nondescript panel. It flipped over with an outrageously loud crunch, revealing a dull button which made no noise despite expectations. A slight vibration and accompanying sound kicked in as the bluish greenish light emanated from under the chariot. It eased forward after an initial hop. ‘There, off we go. Must get that little door fixed. Every time it sounds like the wheels are falling off. Oh, that’s never happened, by the way.’ The travellers were bemused by the self-propelled chariot. ‘It’s a form of energy derived from transduction of crystal harmonics. The crystals are plentiful, quite abundant.’ The chariot chugged smoothly along, following magnetic rocks laid in the surface of the road. ‘Importantly, they don’t impair The Underground atmosphere, the endosphere as our Scientific Agency For Experimental Climate-Affecting-Research calls it.’
Parrot lifted a wing, pointing nowhere in particular. The Agent chirped, ‘The energy from crystal harmonics transduction powers other things in The Underground, too.’ Yohanna immediately wondered what things.
Azzer was nodding, ‘We like to look after the endosphere.’ He frowned. ‘Some Sages say if we don’t, dwellers of The Underground could have to seek shelter Topside. What would the Oonterh’ihrdysh Vfollc and others do then? S.A.F.E.C.A.R. was established to prevent this, to make sure when we build something new that it is going to be safe for the endosphere.’
‘This chariot is new, do you like it?’ B.V.T. asked.
‘It’s nice,’ Yohanna replied. ‘What was your old one like?’
‘No, no, it’s the only one. Our scientists are trialling it to reduce the predicted congestion of mass transit systems that will make it hard to transit any mass.’ The chariot drifted along, except for a brief moment when a mangy Possrill surfaced before it. The Vulpecula Carnivora spun around, viewing wheel rim up close. There was a small bump, but the occupants of the carriage were unaware. Their attention was fixed on the Crystal Castle, so named for the magnificent crystalline spires adorning the turrets and minarets. They glowed in a variety of colours. It was a fantabulous sight, suspending the travellers in awe of the sheer majesty and beauty of the subterranean architecture.
Basil Von Thyme explained, using the moment of awe which conveniently was also one of silence, ‘It’s completely hewn from solid rock and crystal. The rock and crystal cut away was used to create the fortifications defending the entrance to the Cavern of the Crystal Palace.’
Between the defensive outposts and the Castle itself, there was a great wall with forts placed strategically along it. It impressed but, it occurred to Yohanna, if the Evil Witch ever managed to get an army in the Cavern the armies would have to stand and fight. Basil Von Thyme read the look on Yohanna’s face. ‘This is our last place, where we reside and hold out against The Darkness. From here we usher forth and fight the Evil Witch and her minions. Here we will reveal… what you need to know.’
‘What do I need to know?’
‘You need to know a little something about the Darkness for starters… before you encounter it… and one or two other things.’
‘The Darkness is, well, bad, I understand that. What more do I need to know?’
‘In order to combat its designs, you must know it a little bit better than that.’
Yohanna nodded. This seemed to make sense. Everyone sat in silence, contemplating the possible designs of The Darkness. As they did, a slight shadow was cast upon them as they passed through the gates of the great wall. Soldiers above sounded reed horns. In the Crystal Castle the Prime High prepared to assemble for Basil Von Thyme’s assessment of the traveller from a faraway place. That would conclude Operation Loose Boot, and with any luck usher in a new phase. The Director Of Stuff had been observing in detail Yohanna’s character. Did Yohanna have the potential, as believed by the Department of Augurs, to continue with the Key? The D.O.S. took stock of Besterby, Noel, and George. The four travellers certainly had much pluckiness. B.V.T pondered… accompanied by Special Agents, a new plan was within the realm of a feasible operations programme. The Sage intended to present this to the Prime High for its final consideration.
The chariot hummed along adhering roughly to the magnetic guidance system with a few wobbles along the way. The Crystal Palace up close was incredible. There was nothing insignificant about the huge and impressively overwhelming construction. The crystals in its towers and walls showered light upon everything.
‘Isn’t it a bit bright on the eyes, like coming through the windows into the Castle?’ Noel casually muttered. The others raised their eyebrows in interest. It was quite a bit bright.
‘Ohhh, well, we had very able designers working on matters like that when it was built.’ Basil was sure that kind of simple curiosity would help the travellers find their way.
The humming chariot glided smoothly towards an intersection of pathways. Basil assumed manual control, working a lever by the silent button. It drifted into the glow of the crystals.
‘The light is a little different, isn’t it,’ Yohanna commented, leaving the statement hanging like a question.
‘Yes, it’s not B.L.A.C.O.U.T. if that’s what you mean, but comes from the crystals themselves.’ The hooded robe appeared to nod, and B.V.T. said in a mysterious kind of way, ‘You’re entering a realm where things are not quite what you’d expect.’ Yohanna expected the not-quite-expected to be quite normal. The advance warning foreshadowed the strange and unusual…
Yohanna whispered to Besterby, ‘If it’s that abnormal, what can we expect?’
‘Indeed Yohanna, what next, believe me when I say I dare not imagine.’
The chariot made its way through an archway, and thereupon the light changed in such a way that gasps were heard. Some streams of crystal light looked like fire that would burn on contact, others were subtle and almost too relaxing which was a worry. A peculiar type of light was wobbling like a mirage and hinted of mystery and illusion. Another powerful type of light beamed in such thin slivers it looked like it might cut.
‘Hmm, that was definitely strange,’ George concluded. The travellers nodded, looking about in flabbergasted agreement.
Basil Von Thyme pulled the lever and the chariot stopped. He flipped the panel and it made the outrageously loud sound. The travellers almost cringed. The Sage paused with a sigh. ‘I assure you that’s the only thing we have that makes that awful noise. I really will get it fixed soon.’
As the travellers disembarked they looked up. Robed figures were staring down from a great height. The Sage didn’t have to look, but knew that the rest of the Prime High had assembled for his report.
But before presenting the travellers before the Council, B.V.T. was sure that Yohanna at least must know what it would mean to join the battle against the Darkness. Only then could Basil say with certainty that Yohanna, Mr Besterby, Noel, and George would be up to the challenge. The Sage decided to send a message, informing the Prime High of his decision to delay the meeting. He needed to properly acquaint the four with the mission history, to be fully aware of where they might find themselves. This, Basil had to achieve while not letting them slip into a lack of confidence in the face of a daunting task. Fortunately, if anyone was qualified to present a favourable spin on a difficult operation programme involving stuff, it was Basil Von Thyme, Director Of Stuff. Special Agent Parrot sat briefly on the Sage’s shoulder, and then took to wing flying off like a rocket straight up to where the four thought they could see the robed figures. They climbed the steps and strolled into the comfortable Castle. Like the outside, it was none too shabby on the inside, too.



Chapter 10 The Stuff of the Universe(s)
 Robed figures, all hooded, their faces unobservable, went this way and walked that way. Formal bows were hurried as they scurried, and greetings, casual nods, and a few chirpy acknowledgments flew by each other. The travellers could see an ordered system of relations, seniority coded by colour of robe and type, nature, complexity and intricacy of the designs on it. All the robes displayed the same insignia that was on Basil’s. But, as the travellers surmised, Junior Sages wore as many extra insignias as needed to show the respective area of specialty and so forth, the departments and agencies the travellers had heard of. Someone of Basil’s rank, so the travellers suspected, had no need of any other recognition. The incredible tapestry woven into the robe sufficed. It was unlike that of any other Sage. It was so much more detailed and full, with a peculiar depth to it. Only that it made the travellers feel like it was more than just three dimensional. They stared at it as they walked along through the corridors. All the strange lights from outside had subsided. Now gentle shades and hues caressed the senses. The four were drawn to the robe of Basil Von Thyme. It had a certain something that was hard to pin down. It was a quality associated with the standing and expertise of a Sage who knew Stuff. All this mesmerising had overtaken them to the point they were startled when Special Agent Arhpezhio spoke.
‘B.V.T., we have to report for operations debriefing.’ The Sage nodded and the Special Agents departed along another corridor. Azzervaraite smiled to Yohanna, nodding encouragingly. She sensed that events were certainly taking her along for the ride. She couldn’t remember a moment recently when she had really had an option presented to her. It was always run or be eaten. They ascended stairs and marched along halls with magnificent works of art. There were statues, carvings, paintings, and odd crystalline objects that glowed in various shades and differing intensities. The crystalline objects were odd, mostly, because they were floating in mid-air. Basil walked into a small room, ushering them in. Two junior ranked Sages bowed and left the room, closing the doors behind them.
Unlike everything else so noisy on their adventures, this door, like the Castle, had been whisper quiet. Audible soundlessness filled the room. A small round table stood in the centre, looking like half a big marble perfectly balanced on its spherical base. It was attached solidly to the floor, carved out of the rock as a permanent fitting. Light glowed from the Castle’s walls and entered through a window. George craned his neck over to see how high up they were. Basil waved them to the chairs. There was a large chair which clearly accommodated the unique anatomical design of a biped camel, or horse. George politely tested it before planting himself down. Nobody had ever made a chair for a biped horse, or camel. The length of his neck made sure he was smiling down at everyone; smiling because he was nervously aware the silence was making his height rather conspicuous.
‘Hmm,’ Yohanna thought, ‘I guess this is where the unexpected is expected then?’
Besterby scanned the room, considering it to be a slightly austere office. In his experience this sort of room lent officiousness to a ‘bit of a chat’. He wondered what they were going to chat about. The seats were comfortable. The Sage brought his hands together on the table. His robe still covered his face. A reasonably deep breath broke the silence. The travellers held theirs until B.V.T. spoke, at last.
‘Hmmm. Where does one start. There is so much.’
‘If it’s any help,’ Yohanna said, ‘Noel and George have told us something about the Dark Witch.’
‘Indeed, yes, but what you will learn here, it will make you fully aware. There is something that you must see. Only then can we ask you to receive the burden that is ultimately yours to accept. That is, if you are capable of the task at hand. Let me say at this point, Yohanna, right now you have no idea of what is at stake. We are going to ask much of you, and I think you will find there is no option other than to do that which you have been… selected by fate and destiny for.’
Yohanna stared, somewhat rigidly for a person in a rather comfortable seat. Noel and George looked at each other. The accountant tried to relax in the knowledge he hadn’t found the Key. No matter, he still felt entangled. He’d been there. He inhaled a deep breath and let it out as a silent sigh. Yohanna remembered Noel and George had spoken of The One from a faraway place, one who would rescue them from the Evil Queen, and return prosperity and freedom to the peoples of Phlogiston. That alone would be quite a big ask for anyone.
Yohanna pondered, ‘What must I know? What must I see? What is this all about? Why is there no option?’
‘Yohanna, and you others too I should say, you are all very much a part of this I feel.’ Basil knew it was important they all accepted the depth of their involvement. The task would take all of them to succeed no matter who found the Key. ‘There is no simple way to explain this so please bear with me. I shall begin with… the latest stuff. Perhaps the best place to begin, that is, given my proximity to such things. The world as you know it out there, it is not the same that is in here, in the Crystal Castle. In here, we can do special things. There is something in these crystals, combined with particular talents of the Sages that permit us to do what might be considered… somewhat extraordinary. It is at once extraordinary and yet so simple, given the complexity of everything that surrounds us at the fundamental levels.’
‘You mean the world we live in,’ Yohanna asserted.
‘Partly,’ the Sage said with a small wave of the lower arm. B.V.T. wasn’t the most animated of Sages. ‘I mean the universe. According to our theories, that is just where it becomes interesting and difficult, simple and complex.’
‘Our problem is with the universe?’ Noel asked, looking around at his fellow travellers with a raised brow. He looked back at the Sage for confirmation.
‘I hope not,’ Besterby replied. George nodded in agreement.
‘No,’ Basil said in an upbeat voice, to their relief, ‘the universe and the others that exist according to our models are simply just what they are. They exist and do what they do. Our problem, one that has come to light recently, has to do with something that is beginning right under our noses. The Dark Queen, who is a plague and gnawing curse on Phlogiston, is attempting to do something that has never been done.’
‘Never been done?’ Yohanna asked in surprise.
‘If that is so,’ Besterby added, ‘then how do you know that it can be done at all?’ He felt a little more confident sitting at a table, discussing the business at hand. The others were surprised by the strength in the accountant’s voice. This was his bread and butter, his jam and toast, his warm milk, oats and sugar, his pancakes and maple syrup with fresh cream, his scrambled eggs and sausages with hash browns ‘n’ fried tomatoes and grilled mushrooms… sitting behind the desk, he was a potential master of the world. At the stroke of a quill, he could verify the standing of a major company. He had responsibility. He had authority. He had, some might say, power. But just to be on the safe side he slipped a hand over the shoulder bag with Johnson, Weston and Wells to be sure. His shield held firm. The Sage observed this behaviour with interest. He detected a hint of warrior within. Somehow, Basil thought, he would have to tap into that, and emancipate the red taped, bureaucratically imprisoned, desk chained fighter inside. This could be interesting Basil considered, with a light tap of his foot.
‘Or, at least been done recently, that we know of,’ Basil continued. ‘So, you might say the problem is we are not in a position to conclude it can’t be done… and everything we know points to it possibly happening. In that event, it will be a problem, you might say, for us all.’ Basil let those words hang on the air for just a micro-portion of a split second long enough to register solidly, and then proceeded. ‘To do this the Evil Witch needs something.’ The Sage gave a solitary nod towards Noel, ‘You have the Key safe in that pouch. Sidyllih informed me of the adventures you had described along the way. The manner in which you retrieved the Key while fleeing the Panthera Carchariosaurus, I must say that was well done. If you had not Noel, the Fantastic Crystal Prism would be in the hands of the Evil Witch right now… and all would be lost.’
‘Well, I do what I can with what I’ve got when I can,’ Noel replied in modest tones. His fellow travellers all smiled and nodded over his efforts. He smiled with a friendly nod. B.V.T. spoke again and they were all suddenly serious, listening intently, and focussed. The four had suddenly fused together a bit more, remembering all that they had been through together. That, of course, was the intention of Basil. He was putting together a team for a mission. Yohanna would not have an option, because Basil didn’t have the option to give her, Besterby, Noel, or George one. The magnitude of this situation, that would become apparent as the Sage revealed more, would leave the question of asking the four to do the job a mere formality. The Prime High had no real alternative but to consent to the mission programming. What they needed to know was what they had to do to reinforce the mission.
‘There is a catch,’ the Sage added with a hint of caution. ‘You might call it a jeopardy-catch, perhaps. I might mention regarding the Key, you will have to take it with you. Should you confront the Dark Queen, then the power within the Fantastic Crystal Prism will be all that stands between you and a gruesome end. Just,’ and Basil paused once more for just half a fleeting moment, ‘don’t let her take it off you.’ The Sage said this in a quieter voice. The four nodded, quietly confident, but entirely unsure about how that was going to work. Take something to a really bad monster who is messing around with eeveel powers, and not lose it to this frightening, terrible, cursed beast of an entity. They were all ears regarding how that was going to work. ‘Of course,’ Basil continued, ‘you won’t be entirely alone. We will endeavour to provide all the support that we can. You will be accompanied by members of the fourteenth cohort Field Operations Special Agent Legionnaires. We call them the fourteenth F.O.S.A.Ls. But they seem to prefer being called, none of us can say why,’ Basil said with a shrug, ‘Special Agents.’
‘Special Agents, will they be the ones we have met already?’ Yohanna asked, supported all round with nods from her friends. ‘They’ve saved us so far.’
‘You haven’t tried their tea then, yet,’ said the Sage allowing himself a little chuckle. ‘Where was I? Yes, er quite possibly so, the same Special Agents. Now the er… yes the Dark Queen… she is attempting to do something that may, actually, according to our models it definitely will, spell disaster. While you have to take the Fantastic Crystal Prism for protection, if you were to lose it to either Evil Witch… then it would be a catastrophe.’
‘How so?’ Besterby asked.
‘Because the Evil Witch needs it, without it the Dark Queen cannot pursue her objectives.’ Basil said this flatly and quickly. The Sage steamed over the point like it was a minor detail.
‘Hold on! Why take the Fantastic Crystal Prism to her?!’ Yohanna asked in surprise. ‘Shouldn’t we just hide the Key here? Isn’t this the simple answer to everyone’s problems?!’ The others agreed without saying anything. ‘Why not just keep it here if it could be used to… to make a problem for us?’ There was definitely something odd with the logic. Basil got straight to the point.
‘There is a chance that the Evil Witch may find another Key.’ Basil’s tone was grave as he brought his hands together on the table. There was a silence.
‘Oh,’ George said on behalf of the four.
‘The Augurists have determined that this is not far in the immediate future.’
‘Ah,’ Besterby mused, ‘an unavoidable risk with a deadline built in… must chance now or pay the penalty immediately. It sounds like the penalty is somewhat undesirable… we have no more to lose than if we did nothing. Our best strategy is to act, and possibly cancel the penalty.’ He nodded those words out to the others. The accountant seemed to be at ease. His world, at times, involved the management of calculated risk. People sought him out for advice on such matters. He was slight enough to swivel on the seat of his non-swivelling high backed chair. Yohanna momentarily thought Mr Besterby had the look of a king sitting in a throne presiding over a battle field. This was a striking departure from the Mr Besterby with which they were familiar. B.V.T. was discreetly happy to see the accountant taking possession of the problem. The Sage could see the quill was sharp and the inkwell full… he just had to prise the frail frame out from behind the desk… the question was, would Besterby stand up so solidly once placed on his feet, and without the desk?
‘The Dark Queen must be stopped, now, Basil continued. ‘If she was to get another Key, then it would be too late. The only way to confront her, and her cousin, is with the power of the Key you have in hand.’
‘She has a cousin. The Witch and her cousin,’ Yohanna wondered aloud about this new significant information. This even caused Besterby to raise his brow. Of course, George and Noel were more or less familiar with this. Remora was a fact of life in Phlogiston, but second to the Dark Queen. The terrible cousin didn’t have to be mentioned in light, or in the shadow, of the Dark Queen’s presiding evilness, so they didn’t. Noel and George looked at each other, mouths agape. Oops. Instantly they expunged all memory of Azzer’s oversight of the confused and amorous avian, and the Swarm. They had just proved The Law of Push or Pull: that the obvious is extremely easy to miss. The Law of Push or Pull was drawn from an observation by a local council. No matter how many doors were labelled Push or Pull, people still pulled or pushed the wrong way. Because the doors were helpfully labelled, people wasted no memory retaining the instructions, and repeated the same error upon exiting through the same doors. The council found the best way to eliminate the problem was to remove the helpful labels. This forced pedestrians to instinctively test the barrier. However, potential legal liability meant the labels had to be reinstalled. This condemned the next generation of users to the push or pull quandary. However, if Basil failed to craft the bearers of the Fantastic Crystal Prism into an operational unit, the question of to push or to pull would be the last thing on anyone’s mind for a very, very, very long time… Basil didn’t want to rattle them too much, just when he seemed to be shaping them into the basics of an operational team that might meet the challenge. But they would have to know even more…
‘Yes, her name is Remora, and she is without question another powerful and terrible being. But don’t despair. The nature of these creatures is such that they are just as likely to destroy each other, as much as they are likely anyone else.’
‘Not exactly news as bright as I was hoping. But at least there is sort of a positive side to it, I guess,’ Yohanna said to the others. They kind of shook their heads affirmatively, digging hard for the positive nugget as elusive as it was. They did have the Fantastic Crystal Prism. That was good, very good according to the Sage. The silent belief that all were confident kept them all on board. No one was going to let the others down. Just then there was a knock at the door, and it whispered open to reveal another Sage. This Sage appeared to be of high rank, the hooded robe matching Basil’s in complexity of design.
‘Yohanna, Mr Besterby, Noel, George, this is our esteemed astronomical physicalist, expert in affairs of the universes, Bert. Bert,’ Basil said addressing the Sage, ‘You could probably best handle the description of the mission environment, while I’ll pick up after you and do the stuff.’
‘Yes, yes. Sorry, I’m a little late. I’m working with a new gizmo behind the Castle. Very exciting! We’re operating a massive device built straight into the rock through layers of incredibly magnetised materials… we’re examining properties of Miniscule Particles of Primary Physicality, ‘M P-threes’, they’re some of the most basic and common elements of existence.’
‘Sounds like fun,’ Noel said, raising an eyebrow.
‘Right then, hmmm…,’ the Sage paused, and seemed to be sizing them up, ‘let’s see….’ Bert liked to walk around, and began pacing the room around them as they sat at the round table top. The robed figure also rendered the occasional energetic gesticulation. ‘It is our understanding, that the universe we live in is a special and exotic environment. It is, well, the biggest nursery ever, so to speak. It contains the essential nutrients to grow life of all sorts. It has certain observable qualities that allow us to make some judgements about what it is like. And we have a few gadgets and things that enable us to get er closer so to speak and observe some of its characteristics and so forth. Most important to our theories is the simple realisation that the universe we inhabit has its limits. This we can safely assume because it is a whopping great vacuum out there in space… and there cannot be a vacuum without a container in which to create said vacuum. So, point one, the universe we live in is really a largely evacuated container. Thus, we come to another important aspect of our theories. If it is indeed a vacuum packaged container, how is it contained? Well, our current prevailing model is as follows. We speculate that the universe is packaged in a kind of dynamic space-time barrier of some shape and form. At present, our astronomical physicalists reckon the universe is presently still in a state of expansion, notably at the periphery. The larger it is with the same volume of contents, the greater the vacuum. You follow?’
Bert paused, and the four travellers nodded quietly. They were wondering where this was all going.
‘Good. Whether it is accelerating or decelerating is hotly debated in certain circles. Whatever, the same theory regarding what happens when it hits the barrier is currently agreed. The dynamic space-time barrier, known as the Encompassing Neutral Delimiter, or the E.N.D., will prevent the universe from overextending itself. The E.N.D. will cushion the arrival of the universe at its maximal spread. This is so when it gets to the barrier, that is, when it hits the wall, it will be like a wave washing against the lip of a pond rather than a chariot running into a large unmoveable boulder. The universe will ripple back through itself, the magnetohydrodynamic ripple effect. Now, we have point two. The universe is essentially boxed in. So this brings us to the question, what is the box itself boxed in? Well, there are many theories about the shapes and sizes of our universe’s containment field, but we speculate that our containment barrier is actually at the same time part of the containment barrier of an adjacent universe. Parallel, or perpendicular, or however you like to see it. That of course tends to be a question debated among scholars. And, I should mention, by some er um fanatics, for various reasons. I think they’re called fanatics these days. So hard to keep up with the changing terminology, everything happens so fast! Basil?’
‘Er, yes, fanatic is the popular term at the moment. I’ve overheard some of the others using it recently Bert, when describing some um er unsavoury sorts.’
‘Hmm indeed,’ Bert said with a slight shift of his weight, ‘I usually just call them raving-pillocks.’
‘Excuse me, sorry to interrupt,’ Besterby interjected politely. ‘Universes stacked together… in what?’
‘Ah yes,’ Bert quickly responded. ‘One may ask what all the universes are in turn floating in. The short answer is nothing. At this point in time we do not understand the
nothing. This makes it very difficult to comprehend the physics of it all, very difficult. We’re left to speculate that what is nothing to us actually is an unlimited and unquantifiable, relatively steady state physicality from which the
everything originates out of the nothing, or ex nihilo as we say. It defies investigation by virtue that nothing is the
ultimate camouflage. Whatever it is, we cannot detect it, and thus we cannot observe it, and so we cannot state that it is or even isn’t there. Anyway, getting back to? Ahem, Yes. However, point three is that according to our theories, the shape assumed by our universe’s containment field may not permit it to run entirely continuous with the adjacent, parallel, or perpendicular universe.’
‘But that would mean there were… gaps, wouldn’t it?’ Yohanna piped up.
Bert shifted two steps towards the table with a visible seriousness in his robed movements. Until then his shifts had been soft and smooth. But now the robed figure moved very deliberately. This grabbed the attention of the travellers. It made them a tad uneasy, and fully alert. ‘That is correct Yohanna. There is much speculation that those gaps are something we refer to as dead space. We, the Society Of Sages, believe that this is where the power of the Dark Reign comes from. Gaps in the architectural structure… some believe it is an aberration and that the universes containment structures will surely close together, forming new shapes, to eliminate the dead space. Others believe that the dead space exists to, well, accommodate things that have no rightful place in ordinary universes. At any rate, I’ll stick to the current theories here. I think it’s time for Basil to re-enter this discussion, and I’ll add the background. This will be a combination of stuff and our theories on space-time, the stuff of existence you might say.’
So far the four had been sitting there absorbing all this information like sponges in water. They just looked at each other, then at Basil who was nodding. Bert stopped walking around, except when he had to speak, which was always accompanied by casual movements of the hands. Sometimes Bert performed such arm waving that the four were convinced the Sage was really, really quite enthused by his work.
‘Well,’ Basil began, ‘we might as well start with something close to your heart Yohanna, and yours too Mr Besterby.
‘What’s that?’ Yohanna responded in a surprised voice. She wasn’t alone in wondering how the Sages could know anything like that, even with the D.O.A.
‘Why, how you travelled here, of course.’ Basil suddenly had everyone’s attention firmly focussed on him. Yohanna really, really did want to know this. The accountant sat forward without thinking. Noel and George were rather keen to find out how Yohanna and Mr Besterby appeared the way they did. ‘However, I must point out that, as Bert said, we don’t know everything.’ This immediately was taken by both Yohanna and Besterby as a sudden blow to their chances of returning home. Basil noticed the expression on their faces, and explained that despite this lack of knowing precisely how things work, they still possessed the knowledge of stuff. ‘You see, in the trade, we know that certain things can happen or occur under various circumstances. This knowledge is what we call the nous. We don’t always know why it happens that way, but we know it happens. So don’t be disheartened when you hear we don’t know why. What is important is that we have a grasp on the nous in practice, or what we call the knack. To have come here, that is, to our universe, you required a Key. There are a number like the one you found. It is general nous that in the immediate zone of a Key’s field of effect, life forms and objects can disappear from one universe and appear in another.’
‘That’s correct,’ Bert added, uncrossing his arms and waving a finger in the air. ‘Current ideas suggest that universes are made up of complementary space-time fabric that mirrors every other universe. This is based on the fact that if and when one moves from one universe to another, you don’t wind up going from a hospitable planet to the centre of a ball of self-sustaining energy generating light emitting soup at extremely high temperature.’ The four travellers nodded that they were at least not in disagreement with this idea. Yohanna and Besterby had turned up in a life sustaining environment, although the wild areas of Phlogiston were short on general hospitability and not uncommonly even thinner on hospitality. ‘Any similarities between the exact position in your universe whence you were transported, and Phlogiston is more than mere chance, Yohanna. At least according to the law of Direct Natural Affinity. The law of D.N.A. holds that complementary space-time fabric similarities originate from a place and time in existence from which all things came forth ex nihilo. This states that movement from one universe into another, because of the direct attraction of natural affinity, will begin and end in complementary space-time fabric that traces its source to the same fundamental origin.’
‘The Key acts as a door, you see,’ Basil noted. You happened to be there when the door opened, and you were in the zone of the Key’s field of effect. Why it happened is beyond us. Why you, we don’t know. There are things we cannot understand. Nevertheless, certain Sages have the gift of sight, or auguring. At least then, we can be prepared for some things in advance. What we know is that, as I have just mentioned, the Evil Witches may possibly come into possession of another Key of some description.’ They could sense Basil staring sternly at them. ‘Do not mention this to anyone. This knowledge is extremely sensitive. Even the Evil Queen of Darkness herself is not aware of this. While she is looking for you and this Key, then she will not be anticipating another Key. She may even miss it if she is preoccupied with pursuing you and the Key. At least she won’t be in a state of readiness to use it immediately. That might give us a chance to do something about that. However, that is a backup plan, if you four and the F.O.S.A.Ls. should not prevail.’
Yohanna was preoccupied with what she had just heard. ‘The Evil Witch, she’s looking for the Key… and
us?’ Noel and George looked at her squarely, and then at the accountant who was contemplating this information. Focusing his thoughts, he looked like he was trying to see something on the end of his nose.
‘Yes, she was probably aware of your arrival from the very start. You were lucky not to fall into her hands. The Sand Tiger Lizard played to our advantage, kept the Spies Of Darkness, S.O.Ds., from getting to you. Very fortunate you weren’t eaten on arrival, many thanks to Noel and George. Yes indeed, Noel and George, you have played an important part so far, and I suspect that you are destined to continue in that role. So pay close attention to all that is said here today.’ Basil pointed a finger at the pair and wagged it side to side. They noticed a long nail, brightly coloured, speckled with glittering spots that seemed to move in the nail. It had a mesmerising glow, like looking into a picture of the universe in motion. Basil folded up his finger and hid it from view in the long sleeve. They blinked and looked up. The hooded figure of B.V.T. continued. ‘So luck was with you Yohanna when you both arrived and ran into Noel and George. By luck or by destiny, perhaps… whatever fate holds in store for you four. And oh, Mr Besterby, do you have a er small card by any chance?’ The accountant was startled out of his thoughts, and rummaged in his pocket. He produced a business card and placed it on the table. He slid it as far as he could reach to the other side so the Sages could see it easily. The others watched him and followed the card with their eyes. When it stopped moving they looked at the Sages, anticipating some reaction. Besterby would have handed it to them, but he was unsure about leaving his seat. Like the others, they had the feeling they should stay seated until the Sages indicated otherwise. Both of the Sages nodded silently as they assessed the situation of Besterby’s business card. The four travellers wondered what was up with the card.
‘It matches what we know, Basil.’ Bert sounded sure of whatever they knew.
‘Might I ask what precisely?’ The slightly concerned accountant placed a hand on his shoulder bag.
‘Our operatives have come into some information regarding your arrival. The Dark Queen’s Spies recovered a card. One of you must have dropped it as you fled the Sand Tiger Lizard.’ The four sat in silence, waiting to find out what this meant. ‘There was a book too.’
‘Ashgrove and Butterworth,’ said Besterby, remembering the loss. He still smarted over the book. Suddenly he could taste the cover again.
‘The Dark Queen has it, we believe. Do you by chance… have another?’ Besterby’s hand sat on his shoulder bag. The others looked at him and he looked back at them. He slowly took off the bag, and opened it on the table. He took out the book, opening it at a random page and slid it carefully across the table. The Sages eyed it silently. They were all quiet. Suddenly the Sages laughed loudly and then stopped almost as fast as they had begun. The outburst surprised the travellers enough to make them jump in their seats. They were slightly confused, but not as much as Besterby. He knew most people never laughed at any balance. The robed figures now had a light approach to the way they moved. The four could sense something was sort of kind of funny. It lifted the tension. ‘Mr Besterby. This book of numbers… if it is like the one the Dark Queen has…,’ Besterby nodded in affirmation, ‘then it explains something.’
‘It does?’ Besterby ventured, a little less worried.
‘The Dark Queen is looking for a very powerful person… a Numeromancer!’ The four looked at the accountant, who had fallen into the comfort of crunching the numbers and estimating the odds of mistaken identity.
‘You mean,’ Yohanna exclaimed, ‘the Evil Witches think Mr Besterby is a mighty and powerful… Numeromancer?’ While accepting that it was a bit farfetched, Besterby still fancied ‘mighty and powerful’ wasn’t an entirely preposterous thing, he thought.
Basil nodded. ‘Yes. The Spies Of Darkness are on full alert to spot Mr Besterby and report his location to the Dark Witches.’ Besterby went to say something, everyone looked at him, but the words didn’t form. He was now hoping the mistaken identity could be somehow explained to the Dark Queen. Perhaps over a cup of something hot?
Besterby imagined it in his head, ‘Darling, numbers and numbers… no they don’t mean a thing! Me? A Numeromancer?!’ And they would laugh… and then the blue haired desert bat somehow found its way into the scene and he abruptly ended the dream.
‘What is a Numeromancer?’ Yohanna asked with an open hand gesture of her own.
Bert rubbed his nose, as far as they could tell because it was hidden beneath the hood. ‘A Numeromancer is a mighty mystic of immense power! They are extraordinarily difficult to find, and extremely dangerous… so it is convenient that one is very unlikely to run into a Numeromancer.’
‘Extremely dangerous,’ Noel repeated, looking at the accountant. Besterby wagged his head.
‘Yes,’ Bert noted with emphasis. ‘They have a power we neither have nor understand. A Numeromancer can literally interpret everything in numbers. The danger is that they have this incredible power to change things by adjusting numbers they think of. The most dangerous of them manage simultaneous complex equations.’ Suddenly the four travellers went quiet. Yohanna, Noel, and George stared at Besterby, who stared back and put his hands up. Now the thought of being a Numeromancer had become in his mind nothing but preposterous. The others wondered otherwise. They looked at the Sages, who suddenly seemed to be serious again.
‘Mr Besterby,’ Yohanna stated slowly, ‘he can… calculate… incredible numbers. He does complex equations like they were simple addition. Isn’t that right Mr Besterby?’ They all stared at Besterby harder. Apart from Noel who cautiously backed away in his seat. Instinct told him he might want to put distance between himself and an amateur Numeromancer… just in case an equation went off by accident. He didn’t fancy becoming a random statistic.
‘Is this so?’ Basil asked sternly.
‘It er um I mean I c’c’c’can sometimes er but it is imp’p’p’p’possible! Simply preposterous! You can’t think I am a er um whatever that thing is…’ His voice died away as he spoke.
Bert rubbed his nose again and spoke so casually the four were caught off guard again, ‘Well, never mind Mr Besterby. The only one who can tell for sure you are a Numeromancer is another rarity. You’d have to find a peripatetic Scholar of Omni-cosmic Mystic Sooth…,’ Yohanna, her eyes wide, pointed at Besterby with two index fingers, and he waved his hands at her to point anywhere but at him, ‘who would have to take you to a Calculus Stone. The Calculus Stone issues a question. If you can answer it, then you are automatically an Apprentice Numeromancer… very, very dangerous! Armed with equations but untrained in controlling the point of where mental equations become translations of reality. Yohanna? Is there something you want to say?’ Besterby looked at Yohanna, his expression practically asking that he be let off the hook. Noel and George could see quite plainly as well that the accountant was decidedly flustered by all this attention. She looked around, and shook her head indicating no, not really, but kind of, but perhaps not this time. The Sages shrugged, and continued where they had previously left off. The travellers had to quickly shift their thoughts back to the universes and space-time. Basil and Bert quietly noted the information revealed.
‘The door,’ Basil commenced again with authority, ‘as I was saying, makes it possible to travel from one universe to another.’
‘We believe there are corridors that link matching space-time fabric,’ Bert explained. ‘The nous is that this will be the means by which we most probably will be able to get you home. But,’ Bert paused turning towards Basil and back again, ‘when that might be done is slightly out of our hands. Something brought you here, and I don’t mean the Key. There are things that we just simply do not understand. We know the Dark Queen is attempting to do something. We have a very good estimation that you are here for the purpose of stopping her.’
‘Thus,’ Basil added to Bert’s words on the matter, ‘we suspect that in order for you to leave this universe, the Darkness must be confronted. Only then can you return from this universe to your own.’ Yohanna could see how the ask had suddenly become one that she could not refuse, and not least because the Evil Queen of Darkness needed to be dealt to. Mr Besterby could see that whatever happened, he was committed to assisting… either Yohanna accomplished whatever needed to be done, or they were both stuck wherever ‘here’ was.
George and Noel looked at their fellow travellers. They understood that whatever was ahead, it was the only way that Yohanna and Mr Besterby were going to be able to get to where they came from, home. George nodded his long snout, flared his nostrils and noisily sucked in air, twitched his ears and then spoke. ‘Yohanna, Mr Besterby, we’re with you. We’ll get you home.’
‘And,’ Noel added with vigorous enthusiasm, ‘give those vile monsters a good serving from their own Arid Land backhand pie in the process!’ Basil’s team was beginning to gel very tightly. All their causes were unified by the attainment of the same goal. Yohanna and Besterby would get to go home, Noel and George and the peoples of Phlogiston would be freed from the Evil Witch, and the Bird of the Crystal Prism would be freed. The Special Agents and Sages could then rest in the knowledge that stuff was back to normal.
‘Basil, Bert, why,’ Yohanna asked with a curiosity that was plainly evident in her voice, ‘is the theory or theories about the shape and form of the universe a point of… discord?’ What Bert had said earlier had been ticking over in her mind. She was always curious about how people behaved.
Just then the doors to the small room opened quietly, and in drifted, or at least the appearance of drifting was the general impression, another hooded, robed Sage of some seniority. The other Sages bowed and greeted the new member to the discussion. ‘Telesto, perfect timing,’ Bert said as Telesto came towards the four. Once again, they could not see the Sage hidden under the hooded robe. Telesto bowed and approached Yohanna, paused and then retreated slightly with a nod. Yohanna nodded in return, and noted that the Sages had a tendency to appear very conveniently. She reckoned that this was likely just normal for the Sages. Impeccable timing was probably a prerequisite for the occupation, or lifestyle, or whatever it was. She fancied they were sort of like free thinking monks and nuns, and very science oriented… and of course, they were fighting the Dark Coven. So they were sort of only barely like monks and nuns, actually, Yohanna decided.
‘Telesto is our resident expert on the myriad of belief-oriented perspectives on the systems, structure and architecture of universe and universes,’ Basil stated. The Sage ushered Telesto forward ahead of Bert and himself.
Telesto nodded, and went forward to the table. She stood opposite the four travellers. Her voice was strong and smooth. Her words penetrated the mind gently, yet with a clarity that made them a force that could not be ignored. George’s ears twitched as he listened, funnelling the words out of the air. ‘Dear lady and you sir,’ the Sage said addressing Yohanna and the accountant, ‘this is new to you both. But George and Noel, you may be familiar with some of these which I will speak of. As my colleagues have no doubt already informed you, there are numerous perspectives on the universe, or universes, sub specie aeternitatis …that is, with regard to questions of existence and the forever. There are so many pluralist credos that I will not dwell upon these too much. Many are benign and innocuous, such as those who follow poly-dodecahedron credo which purports the structure of the universe is a twelve sided three dimensional condition. Poly-dodecagonism is a related following that supposes the universe is a flat plane with twelve sides. These are thought to reside adjacent to other d-twelve universes. Octagonal tetralogism advances the idea of the universe being an eight sided plane with four layers of parallel universes. According to this credo, life reincarnates from one layer to the next along an ascending scale of practising good gardening and healthy cooking choices. If you wanted to be upwardly mobile in octagonal tetralogy, then baking with your own herbs is the place to begin if you want to get higher. Then there are the so called simplists. Their credos are similar to the poly-dodeca-based ideas, but of simpler architecture, such as multi-cubism, plural-tetragonism, and tetrahedron credo. And then …there are the unitarists. The unitarists do not accept other concepts of universe and existence. An uncompromising and unaccommodating dogma, unitarism holds other credos to be a violation of untitarist credo.’
‘That doesn’t sound too friendly,’ the accountant chipped in.
‘No it doesn’t,’ Bert agreed. The Sages let that sink in for a moment and then Telesto ploughed on.
 ‘Pluralist and simplist credos don’t conflict. They just debate what they think is technically different about what they think is, well, basically the same. Nevertheless, there are two things you must be aware of. One is that the unitarists, sometimes, seek to… eliminate evidence or… liquidate convincing proponents of non-unitarist credos.
‘Okay… In that case they’re definitely unfriendly!’ Yohanna blurted out with an emphatic nod of her own. Her companions nodded solidly on this point.
‘In this case, the Key represents something completely unacceptable to them. This means you must be on guard. They can be dangerous, make no mistake.’ The four sat there, pondering this information. Another danger to place on the list, it seemed. As the four felt the weight of the task growing, the opposition multiplying, Telesto tempered that information with some better news. ‘However, there is an organisation that represents the pluralist credos and simplist credos. It also acts to counter the unitarists. It renders passive assistance and active protection wherever possible.’
‘Can it help us against the Dark Witches?’ Yohanna asked seriously.
‘Certainly,’ Basil suddenly added, ‘but there are limitations to what they can do… it is you who have brought the Key known as The Fantastic Crystal Prism.’ Telesto and Bert nodded silently.
‘You four are not by yourselves, there are many others working discreetly, diligently and bravely in the name of the same cause,’ Bert said brightly, lifting the mood a notch, ‘but obviously, the Key attaches a certain responsibility to the bearer, or bearers as it may be.’ The four nodded at each other in agreement. They accepted that there was some help available, possibly. But, that they had the quite large meat-eating predator’s share of the task, and such animals generally tended to get the most… that was their destiny, so it appeared.
Telesto pressed on. ‘The organisation was formed under the agreement known as the Elevated Doctrine Of Reason And Dogma, the EL.D.O.R.A.DO. Compact. The very essence of pluralism and simplism holds that legitimacy of credos is founded in mutual respect. I should say the wellbeing of individuals is considered inherent and indispensable. The absence of coercion is a basic principle of credos. Disparate points of view are encouraged, and open, reasoned, logical debate is highly recommended to advance everyone’s understanding of their own and others views. A lot of debate is by expert panels in public forums receiving questions from the peoples. Individuality is collectively protected by the credos which resolutely resist tribal mentalities… nobody is allowed to impose a credo on anyone else, and everyone is free to choose their credo.’
‘So that bunch…,’ Besterby began.
‘…the um unit-whatsits…,’ Yohanna added.
‘…not friendly…,’ Noel piped in.
‘…at all,’ George finished. Basil Von Thyme nodded slightly. The Sage was observing how the four were gelling together.
‘Yes… unitarists are not party to the dialectic EL.D.O.R.A.DO. Compact. That is by their choice. They are not very communicative. They talk, but do not care to listen. They tend to be blunt and dangerous.’ There was another slight pause, just to let it sink in. ‘The other point of note is that the credos mostly point to an agreement of architecture and structure that permits planes of non-continuity between universes. As has been mentioned, no doubt already, this is where dead space is said to be found.’
‘Ah yes, we covered this Telesto,’ Bert noted, while Basil nodded. Telesto bowed then drifted back beside the other Sages. The three hooded figures stood in a line.
There was a bright flash of light. There had been neither noise nor warning. Bursting through the window it was covering even the angles between angles. It had the odd ability to attach itself to everything, and the result was an interesting removal of all shadow. For ordinary light to do this it would have to be bright and severe, and reflect off every surface with intensity. But this light quickly became subtle, gentle, and strangely soothing. The travellers shivered as a warm fuzzy feeling momentarily wrapped itself like a cloak about them, and then released them. They managed, eventually, to turn their heads and stare out the window. The source of the weird and mysterious, yet oddly nice, light was a spire high up over the donjon. Yohanna was no less astonished than Besterby. She suddenly felt her spirit begin to soar. The sensation she had just experienced was eerily familiar… it was feeling she had when the Key brought her and Besterby to Phlogiston. The accountant caught himself running extraordinarily difficult equations through his head at incredible speed. He realised, in an unfathomably small time, he was considering the behaviour of the light… mathematically. His heart boomed, but he managed not to show it. Besterby silently ordered his brain to cease and desist providing unsolicited number crunching. The spire was brightly aglow. A river of beautiful colours streamed through it. The strange lights wrapped themselves around the structure like brilliant flames, sparking and occasionally bursting into small pockets of super-fluorescence. The travellers looked back at the Sages with bewilderment. Their faces posed a silent question.
‘Stuff,’ Basil Von Thyme said rather plainly. The three Sages’ robes glowed just a bit longer. Unusual wisps of colour flowed around them briefly. Basil was noticeably illuminated somewhat more than Telesto and Bert. There were small sparks in the air about him. Stuff was his specialty and his gift. ‘Hmmmm, what we have to tell you next, perhaps is best told in the tower you have just seen. There we deploy our operational stuff. It’s where F.O.S.A.Ls. begin and end certain… activities.’ And with that the Sages beckoned the four travellers to follow them. Leaving the comfy chairs with a military like promptness, they followed in close order.
Corridors they walked through were basking in their own surreal lights. The travellers could tell they were getting closer to the tower. The light emitted by the crystals on the walls and ceilings occasionally flashed. It was like the light they had seen about Basil. Now and again, a strand of sparkling light would reach out towards B.V.T. before disappearing. These left what could only be described as a momentary trace in the air. Or maybe, Yohanna thought, it was just their eyes remembering it like the dots one sees after looking into the sun. Under the circumstances, one could not be sure. The four looked at each other. As they got closer to their destination they encouraged each other’s excitement with nods and raised brows. They sensed they were being invited to be privy to something that very few people had ever been even aware of.
There was a soft furry feeling in the air, a tingling sensation that pervaded the immediate surroundings. It was gentle, but noticeable. They made their way to an entrance that went up into the tower. This entrance was deceptively open. As they walked through, the travellers could see recesses in the floor. They looked up to see great doors retracted above, waiting to come slamming down. The four looked at each other, not needing to comment verbally on the danger large descending doors might pose. There were Soldiers and Agents lurking and moving about the entrances to the tower. All of them stood aside as Basil led the travellers, followed by Bert and Telesto. They made their way up to the turret in the tower. Soldiers guarded the entire corridor and were visible only behind sets of fortifications along the corridor. At each fortification there were doors to be opened, systems of bolts and latches to be unlocked, and then closed behind them. They finally arrived at the door into that turret. It was distinguished by full sets of shining armour, complete with weapons either sharp or blunt, or a nasty combination of the two, embedded in a rank across the door. There was something primitive about them, savage even. This made the travellers a tad wary of what was in the turret. Excitement replaced caution, which in Yohanna’s case was rapidly displaced by curiosity.
A loud dull thud, followed by several clanks and clinks, preceded the grinding of cogs and springing mechanisms unlocking. Agents peered seriously back at them from a slit in the door, causing them to nervously shuffle behind the Director Of Stuff. The door swung open, and an immensely huge cylindrical room came into view. They walked in and stood still as the Agents closed the door behind them. It shut with a resounding metallic bang. The echo of which reverberated around the vast chamber, as did the clang of the bolts driving home in a complex locking system that fastened the door as if it were a piece of the wall itself. The four travellers stood silently. It came to their attention that they could hear a humming sound.
Examining the room in detail, there was no apparent source for the sound which just seemed to be everywhere. Veins of crystals ran around the room, in the walls, and went right up towards the top of the turret and into the spire. Yohanna dared to walk over to the wall, while the others watched. She touched the crystals. They were cool, and vibrated soothingly. But the glow they emitted constantly, changing colours fluidly, had peculiar warmth. Yohanna screwed up her face in puzzlement. Things were not as one would expect. Warmth from something cold, this was strange. Yohanna followed the warm light with her eyes. The others followed her line of sight, and they all watched the colours waft off the crystal veins, swirl about like smoke driven on currents in the air, and rise to the spire. There was a pattern visible on the floor. None too surprisingly it was formed by crystals. What they noticed was that the pattern matched the insignia on the Sages’ robes. This was the first time they had seen the pattern other than on a robe. They sensed there was some special connection between this place and what the Society Of Sages was all about.
Basil turned towards them and bid them with a wave of the arm to come and stand by his side. Agents preparing for something walked solidly and stood around the insignia, armed to the teeth, facing the centre. The humming sound of the crystals grew quickly. The pitch reached a tolerable yet almost uncomfortable level. This allowed them to focus on another discomforting perception. Crystal harmonic vibrations were shaking the entire structure. The four travellers bunched up for comfort. Although, they realised, that that wouldn’t do much good if the highest turret on the Crystal Castle fell apart. The light in the tower suddenly went from wisps of colours to fast moving clouds accompanied by a roaring sound like air flowing at high speed. Light arced across the turret from wall to wall. Wind tugged at their clothes and hair, while mysteriously the robes of the Sages were largely unaffected except that they glowed brightly. There was another glow on the other side of the turret. They could see a robed figure placing a knife like shard of crystal into a hole in a crystal vein. The insignia on the floor lit up like a flare and the coloured light flowed like ignited oil to the centre where a burst of blinding light forced them to shield their eyes. When they opened them the clouds of coloured light floating eerily had dissipated into wisps again, and the noise had returned to a humble hum not louder than a few rotund bees. Two Special Agents stood in the centre of the insignia. Noel and George instantly recognised the same modus operandi of Yohanna’s and Mr Besterby’s arrival. The event was not lost on Yohanna and the accountant either.
‘By golly!’ Besterby exclaimed. ‘If I hadn’t seen it happen to someone else with my own eyes… I’d still have trouble conceiving of it having happened to me in the first place.’
‘I know what you mean!’ Yohanna added.
Agents encompassing the insignia lifted their weapons and nodded to the arrivals, who then were escorted out by way of the sturdy door. They were accompanied by the robed figure, who had returned the crystal shard to a cushion lined box. The box, covered in intricate engravings, had a lock on it that fastened automatically. As the Sage with the box had passed by, the robed figure bowed deeply to Basil Von Thyme. The D.O.S. nodded back and waved a hand flat and low from one side to the other. His hand disappeared back beneath the robe. The entourage departed and the doors along the fortified corridor could be heard to open and close.
‘Who was that Sage, Basil?’ Yohanna asked.
‘That was the Protector of the Crystals. The Protector is a guardian who is designated to use and defend the Crystals,’ B.V.T replied.
‘The Protector answers only to Basil,’ Telesto added. ‘Only Basil Von Thyme’s knowledge and gift for stuff exceeds that of the Protector.’
‘Were you… a Protector, Basil?’ Yohanna asked cautiously.
‘Yes.’ This was the straightforward reply to Yohanna’s query. Noel and George continued to stand silently, almost waiting for permission to breath. Basil paced about the floor, over the glowing insignia which was fading in brightness while the veins in the walls began to dominate the business of illumination again. ‘In a way, we the Society Of Sages, all are protectors. We just have different gifts and skills, which are enhanced by the presence of these very special crystals.’
‘We protect from the Darkness as each of us can,’ Bert said, ‘even you Noel, and you George, you protect in your own way, and it all counts.’
‘Do not be too surprised to find that it is you doing what you can… with what you have… when you can, that is as important as the power of any Sage,’ Telesto stated with her penetrating voice. ‘Do not underestimate the power of the peoples.’
‘How’d you…? Never mind,’ George said, almost asking what the others almost asked as well. They left it at that. Sages, well. Always conveniently appearing and knowing this that what not and another.
‘This room, so big isn’t it?’ Basil began. ‘These crystals, they have a strange effect on space… and time,’ the Sage said, walking slowly, turning around and waving a cloaked hand at the walls. Small sparks were visible about Basil’s arm as he motioned. He signalled them to come towards him. They walked onto the insignia. They felt a tingling sensation and they looked at each other. They were followed by Bert and Telesto. Yohanna noticed George’s mane was standing on end, and raised a hand to her own hair which was floating somewhat as they moved through the buzzing air. They stopped in front of Basil Von Thyme. ‘The Department Of Stuff… ran a mission some time ago. It was programmed in utmost secrecy with the highest ranking Sages only in knowledge of these events.’
‘Was it successful?’ Yohanna inquired.
‘Yes. It was a surprising success, in fact. We had never undertaken such an operation of the likes of it before. The mission gave us a certain insight into what the Dark Queen was planning, and the magnitude of the danger this monster of evil therefore posed.’
‘Until then, we only had what we could glean from our Agents in the field, captured Spies, and what the Augurists could see,’ Bert said from behind.
Telesto added, ‘The Augurists find it difficult to breach the Queen of Darkness’s security. She naturally uses her powers to shield against prying eyes, as we do ourselves.’
Basil moved on the spot, nodding. ‘Allow me to take you back to a time when the Queen of Darkness and her cousin Remora were but two witches among many. It was an era that has passed, in some ways that is fortunate. The way in which it went, though, was not good. The witches, all followers of the Darkness, were part of a large group, the Dark Coven.’
‘Were they powerful as a group?’ Yohanna asked.
‘Yes and no, Yohanna,’ Basil replied. ‘Together, so to speak, they combined their resources to some degree, and that did collectively make a difference in their favour. However, the very nature of these creatures…’
‘Creatures? They’re not… people?’
‘They were people, once, but the Darkness into which they became entwined and derived their powers from, it changed them.’
‘From people into creatures?’
‘From people into… things that were not anything like people. The Darkness, which we have told you we believe is isolated in dead space, it contains nothing good. I don’t want to frighten you, but you must know. We gauge by the Witches, it is full of the most dreadful things and is the place where the most dreadful things from contained space-time of regular universes are siphoned into.’
‘This is so, it is widely believed,’ Telesto said, ‘on account of the natural affinity of the fabric of things most dreadful with the space-time fabric of dead space.’
Bert explained, ‘That space-time affinity is as close as the Darkness comes to our universe or universes.’
Telesto continued, in a quiet, yet still penetrating way, and everyone paid close attention. ‘It reaches out through those who take the Darkness into themselves. By doing so, they permit the Darkness to insidiously permeate themselves. On the one hand they acquire terrific power of the most vile and evil kind. On the other hand, the same power corrupts their beings, changing everything about them. As time goes by, and the longer they are in the grip of the Darkness, the more they suffer horrendous alterations to body, mind, and the very essence of their being. Some believe the witches of the Dark Coven paid for their powers with their own existence.’
Basil paused to let it all sink in and went on. ‘The Dark Coven was powerful, but the Witches, these creatures, were not able to fully capitalise on the potential of their collective. This is because the Darkness drove them against each other at the same time that they were ravaging the Green Belt and turning it into Phlogiston. While the Society Of Sages fought them, they fought each other. Eventually, the conflict among the witches became a dreadful war within the Dark Coven. They fought each other to destruction. Those who were destroyed faced the awful fate of being ripped out of this space-time fabric and absorbed by that of dead space where the Darkness resides.’
‘So what was the problem for them, since it was the source of their power?’ Yohanna wondered, putting the question directly to Basil.
‘Yohanna, despite the Darkness being the source of their power, it is the Dark Coven’s greatest fear. It offers nothing but the most twisted and tortured existence in dead space. The only way to maximise avoiding it, would be to become the ultimate ruler of the Dark Coven. To achieve this naturally meant fighting for domination. The creatures of the Darkness do not know half-hearted conflict. They fought bitterly to the very end, for fear of the Darkness.’
‘And now only the Queen of Darkness and her cousin, Remora, remain as far as anyone knows,’ Noel said, with George nodding beside him.
‘Do they… get along?’ Besterby inquired.
‘Get along?’ Basil allowed himself a little chuckle. ‘They have a working relationship of sorts. But this is only a temporary arrangement you can be assured. Both of these Dark Witches are powerful and are waiting for the most opportune moment to strike the other down. That is something, perhaps, that you four can use to your advantage when the time comes.’ The four nodded at each other, taking the information on board.
‘You may well wonder what this has to do with the mission that was, and still is, a great and deep secret.’ Bert said, continuing to gesticulate at every opportunity. Sometimes the robed figure under the hood looked like a curtain blowing around in the wind. ‘Basil, will you?’
‘Indeed, Bert, the mission. Through our Agents we became aware of the destruction of a particular witch. There was an ambush. That witch was to be destroyed by a number of the others who feared this witch, and with good reason. The witch in question was noted for her power and unbridled brutality. She was mad and dangerous. So the others managed to cooperate in trapping the creature and vanquishing their enemy of the moment. This is where we came into the picture. This is where the Department of Stuff really earned its…’
‘Milk and cookies,’ Besterby couldn’t help but throw in, automatically. He suddenly felt very self-conscious as everyone looked at him.
‘Yes, Mr Besterby… milk and cookies. What a nice way to put it.’ All eyes reverted to the Sage. ‘We have, under the guard of the Protector, a most valuable and secret crystal. We despatched our Agents from this tower, through this portal. They hid in advance, so you might say, in the ambush site. Their task was to open the portal and in essence create a fleeting channel between the ambush and this very point where we stand.’
‘But why would you do that?’ Noel asked in surprise.
‘The crystal Basil speaks of has specific properties that allow for certain… strange and unusual things to be achieved,’ Bert said, softly shaking a robed hand at them.
Telesto nodded, adding ‘These strange things, we refer to as the bizarreries.’
‘Indeed,’ Bert continued. ‘Consider this, please. As anything ploughs along through the universe, it interacts with the very space-time fabric of the universe. It has an effect on it. Each passing moment, the most minute instant, occurs in time-space fabric like an individual canvas. Each single canvas is like an encapsulated moment in time and space. But, because we are constantly on the move, the space-time fabric canvas becomes stretched out in that moment. However, we believe that on account of the stretching of the canvas, there is an unusual melding of canvases at their thinnest points on the periphery. Their common nature attracts and binds them because, naturally, binding gives them strength in depth. Alone they might be weak and unstable… the moment in time-space might fracture… the implications of ruptured space-time structure, well. I leave you to dwell upon a fraying canvas suddenly being shredded in an instant as it is ripped apart while moving through space-time at incredible velocity. The tendency is to move to the stronger position.’
‘But, what you’re saying, wouldn’t that mean the individual canvases, or moments in space-time fabric, became linked to another moment?’ Yohanna ventured.
‘You are correct Yohanna.’
‘Oh my goodness!’ Yohanna blurted out. ‘Are you saying you slipped Agents into another space-time canvas?’ Noel and George were a little shocked as the statement hit home.
Besterby had not been able to prevent his brain delivering fantastical yet accurate calculations on everything that was being described. His brain was getting a little exercise. It added up. This prevented him from being surprised. The accountant rubbed his chin. He wondered if anyone had heard his brain powerfully crunching numbers. He felt he might look up this fellow, the Scholar of Omni-cosmic Mystic Sooth when they got home... if they got home. ‘Calculus Stone… what a load of cod fish!’ But somehow, calling the Calculus Stone cod didn’t shift his hopes either way. He felt something was happening in his life, and things were changing. He looked at his hands. He didn’t feel particularly powerful. What power was there to unlock, he wondered. He re-joined the others in their mutual space and time.
‘Yohanna, you seem to be grasping this quite well. We sent Agents…’
‘…back to the ambush as it happened,’ Yohanna exclaimed. ‘No wait, before the ambush because they had to be there before it happened. You didn’t know about the ambush until it had happened. So… you had to go back along the individual canvases, like moving along links in a chain, to be there when it happened... for some reason.’ Everyone was surprised by Yohanna’s quick insight. ‘So what of the crystal you spoke of, did it take the Agents there?’
‘No Yohanna,’ Basil said re-entering the conversation. ‘This chamber, this room lined with these very special crystals that warp and change space and time, and permit the strangest of things, this enabled the Agents to, as you say, move along the links in the chain where they meld. It was there that they used a Key not too dissimilar from the one you carried here. Theirs, though, was limited to use within the confines of the universe it is in, and only in conjunction with the power it receives from a chamber such as this one. Well, the ambush took place, and our Agents were in that place. At the very time the ambushed witch was struck down, and was being cast into the Darkness, the Agents activated the powers of the Key in their possession. They opened the portal to here. Why? Well, here on this very place the Protector exposed a special crystal to the opened portal, and by doing so exposed the witch being destroyed to the power of the crystal. The Agents returned, fortunately unharmed. As for the witch, well the crystal did something to her. Imagine that the creature was on the verge of being torn from space-time of this universe into dead space. The very fabric and essence of the witch’s being deconstructing and about to vanish in something of an implosion. As the Darkness began to absorb the rendered witch, the crystal successfully wrested the electrostatic shadow of the creature and took possession of the evil spectral entity.’
‘You recovered the… remains?’
‘Not remains Yohanna, we secured the spectral shadow of the witch. It is the witch without her physical self.’ The idea shook Yohanna, Noel and George. Besterby nodded, with a deliberate understanding. He rubbed his head. He felt he should have been shocked, but his brain had surged to a new level of comprehension. Things that were strange were becoming not just acceptable, but a matter of mathematical possibility and fact. He looked around and felt the stare of the Sages resting on him, for a moment. He gathered his thoughts, again. The Sages had effectively captured the metaphysical continuity of the evil being. It was, for Besterby’s companions, an unnerving concept. They looked at each other uncomfortably, and then at the Sages. The Sages quietly noted, without any sign between them, that they could sense Besterby’s distress. They would have to deal with this. They had hoped it would not affect the mission at hand. They had tested the waters earlier on, and tried to play it down. But it appeared things were out of their hands, in this case.
James L. Besterby was a very, very good accountant. He was not just good with numbers. He was amazing… it drew him to a profession of numbers. It was natural. The crystals were opening doors in the Accountant’s head, making life… a little complicated. This was where the Sages intended to offer some helpful advice.
‘We appreciate how frightening this must sound,’ Telesto said with urgency in her voice. ‘You must be concerned about the ability to achieve such a thing, and the will to carry it out. But you must understand the war with the Dark Coven was not going well. Their combined strength had already resulted in the Green Belt being turned into Phlogiston. These were not easy times, we were fearful of being defeated by the Darkness. The highest Sages debated the matter and it was deemed that there was no other way to gain an advantage than by this means.’
‘So, now that you have managed to keep the witch from her fate in the Darkness, what will become of the evil spectral entity? What will you do with her… it… the electrostatic shadow?’ Yohanna asked.
‘More to the point, what are you doing with the creature right now?’ Noel asked, worried at this news that the witch still persisted in this universe in some form.
‘For the time being, the metaphysical continuity of this creature, by virtue of its maddening and cruel and vindictive nature, is proving a good source of intelligence on the Dark Queen’s intentions.’
‘Why doesn’t she, it, just lie to you?’ George asked frankly.
‘The true nature of the creature,’ Bert explained, ‘affected by the infusion of the Darkness is a remorseless and relentless passion for destruction in pursuit for primacy and domination of the Dark Coven. The evil spectral entity wants nothing more than to obliterate the reigning Queen of Darkness, and annihilate Remora. Especially since these two were central to the ambush. The ever increasing insanity of the creature means the metaphysical continuity focuses on what it seeks foremost, regardless of everything else.’
‘So it doesn’t care that it is kind of, well really, helping you… in its own way it’s using you to get at the Dark Queen and her cousin,’ said George.
‘That is so,’ Telesto confirmed with a nod. ‘Our goals are the same, but for different reasons. As far as we are concerned, we are using the creature, and it is not the other way around. The metaphysical continuity is mad, and suffering heightening insanity as time goes by. Certainly there will come a time when there is nothing more to extract from the creature than wild psychotic ranting and the lunacy of a mad beast. Then it will try to seize power by breaking or destroying all that there is to seize. Be aware, this is one signature of the Darkness. And such is the nature of any of the Dark Coven. All the Dark Witches endure this fate, for it is the curse of the Darkness.’
‘And what will you do when the evil spectral entity becomes this, this ultimate hideous insanity?’ asked Yohanna.
‘Never you mind,’ Basil said suddenly with some authority. ‘That is not something you have to cope with as part of your mission. You must pay attention and devote your strength, courage, and resources to the mission at hand.’
‘Why are we here, really?’ Noel asked as suddenly as Basil had spoken up.
Bert shifted towards Basil and spoke directly to the Sage. ‘Basil, they must know the works of the Dark Queen, for that underlies the imperative of any operation the Society Of Sages will conduct. They must know why.’
‘It is only fair,’ Telesto added. ‘And, it will be at once a test and good preparation for them.’
‘Very well, Yohanna, Noel, and George, and… Mr Besterby, you must see and hear the evil spectral entity,’ Basil concurred. ‘Indeed, it will go some way to preparing you for the enormity of the Dark Queen’s wickedness, remembering too, that Remora is indistinguishable in that regard.’
‘You have it here?’ Noel inquired. The concern in his was voice readily apparent.
‘Yes Noel. The spectral shadow of the witch is very much so here, in the Crystal Castle. This is an even greater secret than the mission that was undertaken to secure the creature. Beneath this Castle is a peculiar vault, the properties of which we shall explain. Here the electrostatic shadow is imprisoned. Nobody but the most senior Sages have the full details. The reason for this is to prevent the Dark Queen and Remora from knowing what we know.’
‘Secrecy is of the utmost importance.’ Telesto stated solidly, her penetrating voice drilling this message. Bert nodded in agreement.
The Sages described how the spectral shadow of the evil creature was imprisoned in a special containment cell. The crystals of which possessed the necessary qualities to this end. These crystals were used to prevent the forces of the Dark Coven and the Darkness from gaining entry to the Crystal Palace, especially when they tried to piggyback on movements of Agents. This might occur when anyone passed through portals. In the chamber in the tower such crystals were used to prevent entry of ‘things’ undesired. In a reverse fashion, the crystals had been used to prevent Atropa Belladonna’s electrostatic shadow from leaving. The crystals also possessed a useful secondary function. In the containment cell, the crystals converted the dark pressure of the electrostatic shadow’s presence into visible light. Although, on account of the spectrum of darkness not being fully visible in light, the true horror of the creature could not be entirely seen. Thankfully, though, it could be argued.
‘Follow, then, you four and meet the character of our adversary,’ commanded Basil. ‘You will learn why it is you who must embark on this mission. Come, let us go.’ With this the Sage once again led the way, with Yohanna, Noel, and George following and Bert behind them. Telesto slowed Mr Besterby’s pace by issuing a question, and thereby forcing him to adopt her pace in order to answer. The others moved on ahead.
‘How are you feeling, Mr Besterby?’ Telesto asked with her gentle yet penetrating voice. It was impossible for him to not feel like the question was backed by sharp steel as the Sage’s voice invaded and pinned down the target.
‘G’good… I think,’ Besterby stammered.
‘Think?’ Telesto asked, after a pause. ‘What about what you know?’
‘Know? What do you mean? I mean, I’m fine.’ The accountant felt like he was being audited. Normally he had nothing to hide. The covers of his books held nothing but the truth between them. This meant he was far from practiced when it came to prevarication.
‘Really?’ Telesto let the silence hang like a pointy tipped question in its own right. Besterby hugged the shoulder bag with Johnson, Weston and Wells. Telesto extended an arm under the robe. ‘May I see your book again, please?’ Besterby couldn’t see what harm that would do. He timidly extracted it and passed it to the sleeved arm. He didn’t see the hand that received the ledger. But more to the point, he didn’t see the book.
‘Er,’ he managed, raising a finger in a worried fashion, ‘I um the er.’
‘James L. Besterby Accountant,’ the Sage said in that gentle yet piercing way that so distinguished her casual conversation, ‘put your mind at ease.’ With that Telesto produced a scroll and held it before Besterby. The paper was rough and very old looking, wrapped around old wood. The accountant looked at it, considering it a poor substitute for his lovely covered book, with a sturdy spine. Just as the accountant was about to lodge a minor protest a ripple of strange golden and red light ran the length of the scroll. It left a trail of orange and green sparkles that evaporated slowly. His nose itched and he fancied he was allergic to the sparkles. But staving off a sneeze, he reached out and took the scroll in two hands anyway. His fingers tingled. ‘Put it in your satchel, Mr Besterby. You may find it more useful than your book… any power you have is in you.’
‘What is this scroll?’ Besterby asked, with intrigue and worry combined. ‘How do I… er… do I read it?’
‘Fear not Accountant, when the time comes you will use it in the manner that best fits the situation.’ Telesto’s confidence muted Besterby. He was unsure, but hoped he would have more evens than odds to contend with. ‘So… have you encountered a…,’ even Telesto paused before asking this question, ‘…Scholar of Omni-cosmic Mystic Sooth?’ The Scholars were indeed a rarity. Their status lay somewhere between Sage, medium and soothsayer with elements of all three rolled into one. They had an unusual insight into the workings of fate and destiny. They slipped between the seconds, and ran the edge of shadows without being touched by day or night. The Scholars were fleeting in presence, but even their subtle touch could impact a thousand million years later bringing extinction of life on a planetary scale. Fate and Destiny subcontracted a lot of work to the Scholars. It was a no-no to expose how this all worked, so not even the Sages knew.
‘Well… er there was a gentleman,’ Besterby admitted. ‘He spoke of strange things I had never heard of… like the Loquacious telepathicus.’
‘He spoke of Tree,’ Telesto said with curiosity. Besterby was no mere accidental companion. He was here for a reason. Telesto probed for this, asking, ‘And did the Scholar mention the Calculus Stone?’
‘No. Not at all!’
‘Are you sure? Think hard James L. Besterby Accountant.’
‘Er, I’m positive… I can’t recall any mention at all of the Calculus Stone. Any stone as a matter of fact.’
‘Then you have not begun your apprenticeship… which makes your presence here most interesting.’
‘My er apprenticeship… I am a fully qualified Accountant,’ he said meekly.
‘That you may be,’ Telesto stated with her gentle mind slicing voice, ‘but… you may well be much, much more.’
‘What do you…,’ he began but was cut off.
‘A Numeromancer, Mr Besterby. But of course, only the Scholar could show you the Calculus Stone… and then you would have to answer the question… and then there is the apprenticeship… hmmm.’
‘So, I’m not a Numeromancer, but I could be one yet? Is there any way I could… is there a sign other than the Scholar?’ He was feeling a little confused, and would prefer to be, for peace of mind, one or the other rather than not quite neither.
‘How old are you, Mr Besterby?’
‘Why, I’m… I’m… that’s odd!’
‘Can you not remember?’
‘I er I um… I don’t seem to be able to recall. It must be this stress.’ Telesto paced in silence, considering what to tell the Accountant. He was far from a Numeromancer, yet there were signs that could not be ignored. For Besterby’s good, he had to know.
‘The Crystal Castle is affecting you… the crystals are enhancing your abilities, unlocking paths to your power that maybe you have blocked unconsciously. This may be why you are here… to acquire the necessary talents and skills to enter into apprenticeship, perhaps.’
‘And what does my age, gosh I still can’t recall, have to do with it?’
‘Numeromancers have the ability to blot their age from their consciousness, and delay recognising the passage of time. They don’t know their age, or if they think they do, the delay in recognising time means their seconds are like untold years. Because they don’t know their age, they don’t know when their time is up.’
‘Huh?’
‘Mr Besterby, you could be entering into a very long existence. But be warned, in time this is a weakness for the Numeromancer. One way of defeating a long-lived Numeromancer is by proving to him or her that chronologically, in ordinary space-time, that she or he should be dead. The mathematical realisation of this will cause the Numeromancer to drop dead if his or her expiration date is well passed in normal terms.’
‘Oh.’
‘Just remember that.’ They caught up to the others.
Noel looked around. ‘We thought we might have lost you Mr Besterby!’ George and Yohanna nodded and smiled.
‘No. Not lost,’ the accountant said wistfully. ‘Just finding myself I believe.’ The last words rolled off with a unique sort of firmness that caught everyone’s attention. The hooded figures of Bert and Basil turned towards Telesto, who nodded, for a moment. Rather than trailing behind his three companions, Besterby joined their rank. The others noticed there was something different about the small accountant. He carried his frame with a sturdy commitment to every stride. It lifted his companions, and they strode in kind. The Sages quietly noted all, as was par for the course, and continued building the mission.
They descended down, and down, and down until they had worked their way through spiralling staircases of which the Castle had ample and numerous example. Corridors zigzagged and crossed each other, some empty, others fully guarded by alert and hostile looking Soldiers. Only the presence of the Sages seemed to put the Soldiers at ease. The travellers didn’t have to guess that guarding an unknown quantity was probably a worry. It could be anything, and if the Solders had a gift like Noel for imagining beasties, well… no doubt there would have been all kinds of rumours as to what was down under the Castle. The final corridor was barred by numerous fortifications, heavily guarded like the tower leading to that turret. The difference was that these faced the other way. They were there, ominously, to stop something from coming out. There was a noticeable difference about these Soldiers in this corridor. They were solemn looking individuals. All wore about them a strange crystal necklace. On their uniforms were sewn strange words and symbols. They bore no obvious weapons.
George whispered, ‘They look like military monks.’
‘Given what they’re here for, that’s rather appropriate,’ Yohanna whispered back.
The fortifications all bore the same crystal that the Soldiers wore about themselves, and which increasingly lined the corridor walls, ceiling, and floor. They reached the final door. It was coated in symbols and words, and with a large rutilant crystal in the centre. It occurred to the four that ‘this was it’. They paused as the Soldiers bowed and began to unlock the last door. This the soldiers did while remaining at all times behind the doors so they could not see what lay inside. Telesto informed the four that this was not because they were not permitted. These handpicked Soldiers were secretly aware of what it was they defended against should it spill free for whatever reason, and in the knowledge of what evil lurked there they did not wish to see it any more than they already had. The Sage informed them to be prepared for the encounter. They walked into the room, and the door was sealed behind them. The room was divided into two unequal sections. The walls, ceilings, and floor had inscriptions, symbols and crystals in their surfaces, just like the door behind them. There was an eerie light. The room’s divider was something of a trellis made out of the crystal. Obviously it kept them from entering that larger part of the room, and the evil spectral entity from entering their part of the room. With Basil leading the way, they approached the trellis. And then they peered through the gaps that were like small windows. It had the appearance of some sort of cage for a wild and savage beast. In this feeling they were most accurate.
Suddenly they felt the temperature drop. Mr Besterby, Yohanna, Noel, and George looked at each other with a shiver. George’s mane was standing on end. They could see light from the crystals generally filling the room as they looked.
‘Basil, I can’t really see anything at all,’ Yohanna said. ‘Are you sure this metaphysical continuity is still in there?’
Just as Yohanna finished asking the question there was a whispery voice that cut through the air to them like a razor blade. ‘Basil Von Thyme. Sage. Have you finished with them yet? Am I the last one? Speak Sage, while it is still in your power to do so. For I will rip the Society Of Sages apart when I am Dark Queen. Listen and be warned of my wrath, Sage.’
Yohanna looked at Noel and Noel passed the look on to George, who ably conveyed it to Mr Besterby who returned a confident nod. That small expression of strength shored up the others. They tried to peer a little harder into the room that sparkled with crystal light. At first, things appeared normal, then just a little strange. The light of the crystals illuminated the room, but there was something about the room… the light seemed to be alive, like it was moving about the room. Like it was a pool and they could see an invisible object moving through the water. When they realised they were looking at something slipping through the light, and not just light, a chill went over them. The motion went around the room rapidly. The Sages had stood still quietly, and then Basil spoke to the evil spectral entity.
‘Atropa Belladonna. Witch, you are not yet Dark Queen.’ Basil gruffly made the point in a commanding voice, addressing the creature by name.
‘Then why are you here, Sage?’ came the snarling reply. The change in the tone of voice was reasonably frightening, and more shivers and chill went around. They could tell by the sudden, erratic changes in the motion of the light that the witch was not happy.
‘How is it that you expect to be Dark Queen, and yet you do not furnish us with what we need to achieve this?’
‘Say what you need Basil Von Thyme, and it shall be as you request. I am to be the last of the Dark Coven, Sage. Do as I say and it will go better for you than the rest who will perish as I see fit.’
‘Then Atropa Belladonna, tell us how to gain entrance to the residence of the… present Dark Queen.’ There was a snarling rage and the light changed. One instant there was something of an invisible entity, and the next, there was a transformation in the light. The entity went from opaque translucency to a black figure wrapped in swirling black clouds. The entire mass charging towards the crystal trellis in a terrible combination of teeth, claws, and eyes set in a mangled distorted body, evident despite the lack of substance. The travellers leapt back instinctively as Atropa Belladonna screamed to a halt near the trellis. It was only natural to desire getting out of the way of a rampant berserk monster. Bert and Telesto reassured the travellers, and motioned them to stand their ground. George took a deep breath through flared nostrils and led the way back to the trellis.
‘Why do you want to go there? Do you wish to gain favour with the Dark Queen and have her come here to try and destroy me? Fools! I will destroy her and that treacherous beast Remora.’ The venom in the voice was clear and sharp.
‘No. We merely seek to find a way in, such that we can attack her when she least suspects it. Or, is there no way into the Dark Temple?’
‘The Dark Temple?’ Yohanna asked Bert and Telesto in a low voice.
‘The Dark Temple,’ Telesto replied in that voice both quiet and piercing, ‘is the name that the Dark Queen gave to her fortress once she and her cousin had vanquished their foes, at least, vanquished them as far as they knew. Then from the Dark Temple, they ushered forth the end of the Reign Of Terror, appropriately known as the R.O.T. It had eaten away at everything good, gnawing like the Darkness at the evil witches. Then followed the Time of the Dark Reign, when the horror of the initial wholesale destruction of the R.O.T. mellowed into a constant low intensity oppression of what was left. The weight of the insidious evil was everywhere. Only the quickly augmented and hastily improvised counter-force of the Society Of Sages had been a check on the powers of the Evil Witches. The ferocity of the internecine wars of the Coven had given no one any time to prepare for the onslaught that was capped off by the Dark Queen. The extent to which the Dark Queen, and Remora, could invade and take control was obstructed by the Sages’ efforts. However, the Darkness persisted and the Green Belt’s decay into Phlogiston had been accomplished.’
Atropa Belladonna’s metaphysical continuity swirled in front of the trellis. The voice that came forth was once again a whispery cutting sound. ‘Basil Von Thyme, what are these people? They are not Sages. Why do you bring them to see the future Dark Queen?’
Basil moved an arm which remained under the robe. He placed a hand on Yohanna’s shoulder. Despite the chill that was evident with the presence of Atropa, suddenly Yohanna felt warmth flow through her shoulder. She gained some more courage and stared at the evil spectral entity. There was something conferred by the touch of the Sage. It was strength, it was warmth. It was everything Atropa Belladonna was not. ‘This is the One who has come to us with the Key known as the Fantastic Crystal Prism.’
There was a sudden commotion of movement as the wicked creature flurried to examine the One. ‘If that is so, then where is the Key, Sage?’
Yohanna, George and the Accountant looked at Noel, and Noel looked at B.V.T. The Sage walked over to Noel and opened the small pouch. There was a pinkish reddish glow emanating from the pouch. Everyone stared. The Sage held up the Key for all to see. Bert and Telesto bowed their heads in a slow, reverent nod. Basil walked before the trellis with the Key. ‘See here creature of Darkness. Behold the Fantastic Crystal Prism! It is brought here by the One! Now you speak, or leave the Dark Queen to reign.’ The last biting comment had just the right effect on the creature which submitted to the interrogation.
‘Very well Basil Von Thyme. You have the Key, and this is then the One. Hah! I shall tell you what you need to know to bring defeat to the door of the Dark Queen and her cousin.’
Basil looked around to the travellers, ‘Pay close attention.’
‘To gain entry to the Dark Temple you must first go to the City of Fate. There is a place there where it is said exist infinite looms. It is located in an area of the city known as Moyrai. There you will have to speak to one known as Lahkysis. She will tell you all you need to know. There is no other who knows how to gain secret entry to the Dark Temple. She alone, can tell you.’
Suddenly Yohanna spoke up, to everyone’s surprise. ‘And how shall the One defeat the Dark Queen once inside?’
Atropa Belladonna held steady like a storm cloud and focussed on Yohanna, the evil creature’s venomous eyes like dark pools of cold empty space searing like ice. Yohanna felt scared, but held her ground. ‘Why, don’t you know? With the Key, you shall defeat the Dark Queen.’
‘Yes, but what is it about the Key that shall defeat the Dark Queen?’
‘It is as the Sages have told,’ the wicked creature hissed. ‘You must take the Key, and confront the Dark Queen. There is nothing else. The Sages’ own Augurists have divined that the Fantastic Crystal Prism will destroy the Dark Queen... you must free the Bird in the Crystal Pyramid. This you must do before she draws upon the powers of the Darkness with the Key, then she will be too strong. You must not let the Key fall into her hands! If you do, you will not be able to stop the Dark Queen. She will use the Key to open a door to eternal powers of Darkness. You must succeed, and I must be Dark Queen.’ With that, Atropa Belladonna drifted away from the trellis. Without warning, she suddenly raged a storm that so shook the travellers they were temporarily frozen to the spot with brittle nerves, before recovering. The Sages ushered them towards the door, and Telesto and Bert accompanied them out of the room.
Basil remained behind for a couple of minutes, the door being shut on him as he was left alone in the room. Everyone was quiet. Then something odd occurred. A bright, pinkish reddish light glowed around the edges of the door for a few seconds and then disappeared. Moments later Basil Von Thyme emerged as the Soldiers opened the door for him. They shut it firmly and sealed it locked. Basil opened Noel’s pouch and dropped the Fantastic Crystal Prism back into it. The crab, which had been slightly discommoded at the removal of the source of its fuzzy warmth, snuggled back down as much as a crab can snuggle… which is about as much as it can purr. Basil stroked the crab which sat there meekly at the touch of the Sage. Then B.V.T. closed the pouch, and looked seriously at Noel. The look conveyed to Noel that he was commissioned with a serious and most important task. Noel nodded.
The four were led out of the depths of the Crystal Castle by the Sages. They ascended to the levels above the foundations. Yohanna hadn’t been able to shake off a strange feeling that she had experienced while meeting Atropa Belladonna. She quietly mentioned this to the others, who agreed that the whole encounter had been slightly unnerving, and that they were still experiencing the effects. They all agreed that this would wear off in good time. Nevertheless, it took some time even before George’s mane returned to normal. After their walk to and from the underground cell of the spectral shadow, the travellers were suddenly aware of many an arras randomly hung upon the walls. Often there were patterns and words that were similar or the same as those they had seen lining the walls, ceilings and floors. As they progressed up another tower they pointed out many more to each other. They had begun to pay attention to some of the fine detail. Sometimes they could see intricately sewn scenes of battle. Sometimes there were Sages, other times there were Soldiers or Agents. The same foe appeared time and time again. That was the Dark Coven. Now and then they were surprised to see another figure that was hard to make out. It seemed that this figure possessed something familiar. They could tell that they were looking at a figure, a warrior sort of character, holding the Fantastic Crystal Prism. In the arras, the figure appeared to be vanquishing the Dark Coven. Yohanna, Noel, Mr Besterby, and George looked thoughtfully at each other.
Finally, they arrived at the entrance of a large room. In fact, the large solid looking doors, with Soldiers positioned to either side, were the entrance to the Great Hall. This was the committee meeting room of the Directors of the Prime High Executive Council. The Soldiers smartly opened the doors as Basil Von Thyme approached. Entering the Great Hall, the travellers marching four across in their single rank; which was how they walked now, width of space permitting. For a massive castle, some of its corridors were unusually narrow. There was one where they had sidestepped single file through it. The walls somehow distorted and flexed themselves around George to accommodate his unique shape. Into the walls faces were carved like masks, staring back, which was a little discomforting at close range. The travellers had assumed it was some sort of defence mechanism. They weren’t keen to see how this worked though. Inside the Great Hall there was a large table. It appeared to have many sides to it, rounded so as to prevent any sharp corners. At each sort of side to the basically rounded table was a large chair currently occupied by a Director. They all rose as Basil led the travellers, Bert, and Telesto. A round of solemn nodding proceeded as they were greeted. Bert and Telesto ushered the four forward to some chairs that were placed together at the table. Bert and Telesto sat down either side of them. Meanwhile Basil Von Thyme stood before his chair, and from there addressed the most senior Sage of the Prime High.
‘Polyhistor,’ Basil said in a formal and respectful manner, ‘allow me to introduce the One, Yohanna, and her companions James L. Besterby Accountant, Noel, and George. The One and the Accountant have travelled from afar, and ably assisted by their companions from Phlogiston, have survived long enough to find themselves here.’
‘And the Key, Director Of Stuff? Have you inspected the Fantastic Crystal Prism?’ Polyhistor inquired.
‘Indeed Polyhistor. I have seen the Key.’
‘And Atropa Belladonna… what of your visit to see the wicked creature?’
‘All is as it should be Polyhistor.’
Yohanna wondered what exactly it should be like. All the Sages reverentially bowed. Polyhistor stood and bowed to Basil, who returned the mark of respect. Polyhistor motioned for Basil to be seated, and then turned his attention back to the travellers, especially the One.
‘Yohanna, James L. Besterby Accountant, Noel, and George, we welcome you to the Crystal Castle, and to the Great Hall. Here we command and control, make the decisions that affect the course of the Great Struggle against the Dark Coven, and now the Evil Witch and her cousin Remora. It is fitting then, that the One from afar who brings the Fantastic Crystal Prism should be here among us today. You are aware of the Prophecy that tells of the One who will confront the Dark Queen.’ There was something calming about the senior Sage’s voice when the Sage addressed any of them. When Polyhistor spoke to the other Sages, there was more a tone of authority. Yohanna nodded in the affirmative. ‘I have heard that you have been well apprised of all the aspects of the situation by now. You have met that despicable thing we have captured and maintain beneath the foundations of the Crystal Castle.’ All four nodded. It wasn’t an experience they were going to forget quickly. They still felt a strange sort of sensation that none of them had been able to lose. Meeting a disembodied entity, and a horrid beast at that, was quite unforgettable. ‘And still, all four of you are here. None of you has asked to leave? You do understand that we cannot send you to confront the Dark Queen against your will? Say the word, and you shall be escorted to wherever it is you wish to be. Although, as you probably realise, that may be difficult for you Yohanna as your destiny seems to be inextricably intertwined with that of the Dark Queen. You are the One... it seems quite clear on that count. Only when you have done whatever it is you must, will the Key be most likely to return you. And of course, the Accountant, we should not forget that you are also somewhat committed.’ The four looked at each other. The Sages at the table sat in silence. The occasion was notable for the presence of the One, according to the Prophecy. And on account of James L. Besterby, whose not-quite-yet-apprentice Numeromancer status had been quietly making the news within the Prime High.
Noel spoke up, ‘Please, Polyhistor, neither George nor myself wish to let Yohanna and Mr Besterby face the Dark Queen alone. The Evil Witches have destroyed the Green Belt, our homes, and done nothing but the will of the Darkness. We have already said we will assist our friends in what is also our battle. We wish to help them find their way home.’ Yohanna and Besterby looked at each other, appreciating Noel’s and George’s friendship and enthusiasm. Then they nodded to their friends, who gave great big smiles as only they could. The Sages were caught off guard by the sheer smile power of Noel and George, whose smiling was not typical of the formality of the Great Hall. Nevertheless, it was all good news to Basil. The four were a team… so now they had something to work with.
The robed figure of Polyhistor turned towards the Director of Stuff, asking, ‘And they all have arrived at this dedication by their own free will, Basil Von Thyme?’
‘Yes Polyhistor. I would say they had done so prior to meeting Atropa Belladonna.’
‘Then, you four, having met a reasonable example of what you must fight, I ask you directly, do you still desire to take this battle to the Dark Queen and her cousin, remembering that they have at their disposal the Spies Of Darkness and the Severed Ones?’
The four looked at each other. This time George spoke for them. ‘We have already pledged to assist Yohanna and Mr Besterby. We are not of a different mind now. They have no choice if they wish to return home.’
‘No choice indeed,’ Polyhistor repeated.
Yohanna reached out and placed a hand on the shoulders of Noel and George, who were sitting either side of her, and then began to speak herself, ‘If I must go, then I would not ask to go with any others if I had the choice. I know and trust these two from Phlogiston who have saved me, and stayed true on more than one challenging occasion. And of course, Mr Besterby has been beside us all the way.’ The three turned and looked at the Accountant with a smile, and this time it was no surprise at all to see the fellow return a modest grin.
‘Indeed, it is known to the Prime High what you four have been through to get here. Basil, is it your opinion that these four are suitable for the intended mission?’
‘Yes, Polyhistor. They have the necessary mettle. I have spoken briefly with the F.O.S.A.Ls. they travelled with. Their opinion is the same.’
‘Very well. And would you say Basil, that it would be handy to send one or two of these Special Agents into battle alongside this group?’
‘It would be of considerable advantage to send an experienced attachment.’
‘Then will the Prime High consent to this operation, and devote resources as required, including the despatch of said Agents?’ Polyhistor looked around the sort of round-like table. All the Sages nodded, several at a time, as Polyhistor scanned the table for responses. ‘Then it is confirmed. This operation has been consented to by the Prime High. Mission programming has already commenced in anticipation of this. The programming allows for four Agents to accompany you, and others to assist where intervention might be possible. We will assign the four you are already familiar with. They will be duly notified.’
Yohanna was curious about something that Atropa Belladonna had mentioned. So she put the question to the round-like table, ‘The creature we just saw, the witch, she said that if the Dark Queen were to gain possession of the Key then she would become all powerful. I understand that there is the possibility of another Key turning up, and that using the Key we have is the only means by which to confront the Evil Witch and Remora before this happens. It just seems all so risky, the very thing the Evil Witch needs is the very same thing we need to fight her. What happens if we lose? How bad exactly will that be? Will we get a second chance, for instance?’
Polyhistor remained silent for a few seconds, and then explained, ‘You see, you have but one choice if you wish to get home Yohanna. And you Mr Besterby, Noel and George, you too have only the single decision. For if by either way the Dark Queen or Remora comes into possession of a Key, and one or the other are able to use it, then there will be not one thing left to salvage.’
‘Not one thing?’ George echoed. Polyhistor gestured to Bert to rise and describe what nothing meant, and how they knew this.
Bert stood up, and since he was stuck at the table and couldn’t pace around, made do with generous gesticulation as he talked. ‘Not one thing at all George, I’m afraid. There will be destruction everywhere, to be precise.’
‘That sounds like a whole lot of badness,’ Noel considered aloud.
‘Yes, well, if the Dark Queen gets her way, that’s all that we’ll have.’
‘What do you mean… not a thing… anywhere… at all?’ Yohanna asked.
Bert breathed an audible sigh, ‘Let me explain, oh, where to start. Well we have covered the universes and dead space. Hmmm, yes, but not the connection between the universes and dead space, and indeed, what the implications of that are. Among the Sages is a fellow, wonderful astronomer, expert in many things related to space-time. The name of this fellow is Yar-ammag. Yar-ammag observed interesting phenomena out in deep space. Huge amounts of energy were on occasion seen to be released. These were produced by incredibly massive explosions.’
‘What caused these explosions?’ Noel asked.
‘Well, you now know how it is generally considered that this and other universes are distinctly contained. This provides room for dead space to exist independently, never coming into contact … wellllll that’s correct almost one hundred percent of the time.’
‘But not always one hundred percent of the time, which means there is some contact,’ Yohanna said aloud.
‘That is correct,’ Bert said, waving and pointing as if he had a diagram in front of him to wave and point at. ‘When that happens the universe has its own way of dealing with the intrusion. Space-time fabric of ordinary universes is not complementary with that of dead space. In fact, should they meet they cannot exist in the same dimension. The result is rather explosive. Yar-ammag has observed a number of explosions, the intensity and power of which we can only explain by the theory of non-complementary space-time fabric conflict. The universe essentially patches itself up. Where an unwanted intrusion occurs there is a natural counter-reaction. The universe’s own space-time fabric conflicts with dead space and generates an explosion of enormous power. This effectively seals the contained universe by destroying whatever portal has been opened by the Darkness in dead space. In the process the sheer weight of the universe’s own fabric overwhelmingly dominates, and the dead space space-time fabric is obliterated completely. The form of such matter is reduced to complementary space-time fabric, and is no longer related to dead space or the Darkness. Essentially, the universe re-stabilises the integrity of the universe’s own fabric. We call these huge explosions, which are by far and away the greatest and most powerful phenomena observed to date, Small Bangs.’
Noel piped up, ‘Small Bangs? They sound unimaginably big.’
‘They are indeed massive. However, they are nothing compared to what will happen if the Dark Queen gets her way with a Key. The Evil Witch intends to open a portal, using the Key, to the source of all her power. That is, she wants to open a door from this universe to the Darkness.’
‘But won’t the universe just seal it up?’ Yohanna hazarded.
‘Yes it certainly will. However, on the scale that the Key will permit, the portal will be large enough to facilitate non-complementary space-time fabric conflict in a way that is too large to comprehend. What we know of dead space is that it is extremely dense. Whenever it appears, its extraordinary density means that its vast and incredible gravitational pull sucks in fabric from the universe it appears in. The material appears to be disappearing into a void, a black hole if you will. Normally the universe will eventually deal with that by a Small Bang, and it’s all over… but not what the Dark Queen has in mind. The portal will be so large that the amount of this universe’s space-time fabric sucked into the black hole will result in a cataclysmic and catastrophic sealing of the universe. The rather large amount of dead space space-time fabric that manages to enter this universe will utterly perish. This is because, once again, of the sheer weight of the massively disproportionate non-complementary space-time fabric in favour of the universe.’
‘What is the scale of all of this? What will happen here, on this world, this planet?’ George asked, looking a tad shocked. Yohanna and Noel, too, had the same look. Besterby sat back as his brain grew active again. New challenges of understanding were driving his levels of mathematical comprehension to all new plateaux. He was resigned to accepting that this is probably what the Scholar of Omni-cosmic Mystic Sooth intended. He wondered how one finds a Scholar… place an ad in a paper? What then if located, send a message by carrier pigeon? What if he can’t even find the Scholar, in the first place? Maybe, he thought, it just wasn’t that important now. It wouldn’t even matter if they didn’t succeed in their mission. He focussed his thoughts on the problem at hand. Huge and complex equations sped through his brain. He slammed on the brakes, looked both ways to check where the sums were going, and continued. Suddenly a calm wave slipped across him. He’d just consciously controlled the numerical machinery. Until now it’d just run rampantly regardless of what he was thinking otherwise. A surge of relief overwhelmed the small framed fellow as he achieved a small yet vital milestone. He was discovering the stop-go signals for the speeding multi-lane circuits in his cerebral calculator. It was early days, though.
‘The scale, George, the scale is…,’ Bert began to say.
‘…there is no scale we have to measure it,’ Besterby blurted out. ‘Forgive my interruption, please… I only…,’
‘Not at all Mr Besterby,’ Bert said with extreme interest. The Prime High marvelled at the possibility Mr Besterby could one day be a Numeromancer. They had never, ever in their wildest dreams, and these were pretty imaginative people, have thought they’d get a ‘hands on’ experience with a Numeromancer. True, he wasn’t one yet, but his complexity was only just beginning to show. They wished they had more time with the Accountant. The Sages had looked at him in surprise, but not surprised he had grasped what was at stake. His fellow companions looked on, slightly confused, but nonetheless somehow knowing this was part and parcel of the new Mr Besterby they were seeing.
‘There will be, as said, not a thing… anywhere… at all. The universe will reduce itself to the fundamental elements at the point of the non-complementary space-time fabric conflict.’
Yohanna’s face was blank as she carried on the discussion. ‘So basically, the portal will create a huge black hole that will suck in the universe, where the non-complementary space-time fabrics of the universe and dead space will meet and… that will be the end… of everything.’ Noel and George looked particularly worried, and not unduly this time.
‘You have it in a nut shell, Yohanna,’ Besterby said, double checking with a look at Bert, who nodded in concord. ‘However, the universe will be saved from the Darkness, and the fundamental elements of the universe will be flung forth from the non-complementary space-time fabric conflict, and the universe will carry on, make more stars, planets will form, and so on.’
‘The universe will begin again, so to speak?’ George asked.
‘Yes,’ Bert confirmed, ‘from the beginning. We call this event the Big Bang, for obvious reasons. In technical jargon, there is only one Big Bang, and it is referred to as the Supercolossogimaximaficaxious Universal XXXL-implosion, in short S.U.X.’
Noel’s expression finally changed. ‘Why? Why would the Dark Queen destroy everything, including herself?’
‘I believe that is best answered by Telesto,’ Bert said, nodding to the Sage. Polyhistor, who had been seated, rose to thank Bert, and then invited Telesto to stand and give an answer to Noel’s question.
Telesto stood, nodding to Polyhistor and then to the Sages in general. She addressed the travellers in her gentle but penetrating voice. Her words filled the Great Hall. It was impressive, and paradoxical, in the way that her voice was strong and powerfully intense, yet put all at ease with a smooth gentleness. ‘Noel,’ Telesto said, ‘you look for rationality and logic. But, we have told you already. We are dealing with monsters that are gradually being reduced to unimaginable insanity by the terrible force that is the source of all their power.’
Yohanna looked puzzled and asked Telesto, ‘But how, this crazy idea founded in… what, some, some…’
‘Where did they ever get such an idea?’ George said, helping out. Yohanna nodded.
‘Yes. As the Darkness gripped the minds of the Dark Coven in its twisting horror there was a source for the belief. In the Dark Witch Lore, there is a Prophecy that if a Dark Witch managed to bring about the confluence of dead space and the universe the witch inhabited, then, certain incredible things would happen. Firstly, the dead space would flood the universe and overcome it by sheer density of its fabric. From this the Dark Witch would receive immense power and subjugate all before her in a universe of dead space. This would occur when the Dark Witch literally became at one, alloyed, with dead space fabric. Otherwise known as the Wicked Apotheosis… according to Dark Witch Lore, the Witch that achieved this would be elevated to a Dark Divinity. However, as we know thanks to Yar-ammag’s, and Bert’s, cosmological studies and astronomical physicality computations, it is very unlikely that anything but the destruction of the universe will take place. This we had endeavoured to communicate to the Dark Coven in sincerity. But as you can imagine, it was treated as lies. After the Wicked Apotheosis, the Dark Divinity would supposedly be able to open door after door to other universes by using the Key. Each universe would succumb to the power of the Darkness, so Dark Witch Lore promises. Every time a universe succumbed, its demise would further enhance the power of the Dark Divinity.’
‘And the Dark Coven believed this would happen, that each would fall in succession one after the other?’ Yohanna asked with intrigue.
‘Correct. The promise of spiralling power seemed to have a strong delusional effect. They themselves were under the spell of the Darkness. Thus the Evil Witch, Remora, and Atropa Belladonna remain faithful to their individual causes. Each is trying to achieve Wicked Apotheosis and become Dark Divinity. Apart from their insanities, they have been drugged by visions of power, and are bent on realising the impossible. Because of their madness, and their ability to follow through on Dark Witch Lore, given the opportunity they will bring upon us all the S.U.X.’
Polyhistor spoke from his chair, ‘You see, and you must remember, while the Dark Coven Witches are individuals driven by their fears and desires it is primarily the Darkness at the heart of the matter. When we speak of the Dark Witches’ interests, we speak, really, of the strange and terrible yearning of dead space itself. This is something beyond our comprehension. What we realise is that there is something immensely pernicious, and self-serving, inherent in dead space. From observing the nature of its influence in this universe, on the Dark Coven, we theorise that dead space has some sort of inbuilt design for destruction and terror. It manifests its purpose or needs through those such as the Dark Coven. It is home to all that is… all that is evil and monstrous.’ The senior Sage stared across the sort of round table, ‘You see Yohanna, Mr Besterby, Noel, George. What choice do we have in this matter? It may be, that all that is necessary for the Dark Coven to have their way, is for us to do nothing.’
‘It’s not a choice is it, really?’ Yohanna confirmed. ‘If we don’t do something, then we will suffer the consequences of our inaction.’ B.V.T. nodded quietly as Telesto bowed and resumed her seat. The confidence in Yohanna’s voice, the resolve apparent in her companions, not to mention the emboldening changes in the Accountant, sent a wave of quiet jubilation around the table. The S.O.S. needed the four to be a team before the Sages could even hope to put them on the starting line. Technical preparations now took priority, and hopefully a clean good start was in the offing. Immediately there was a sense of rejuvenated determination, a willingness to battle to the Evil Witch, to bring a decisive confrontation. Of course, that inherently risked decisively losing the war. They had one shot, and they knew they would have to play it well.
Polyhistor stood, and all eyes were on him. Or, at least, the travellers assumed that under the hooded robes the eyes of the Sages were on Polyhistor. ‘All Departments and Agencies are to place whatever they can at the disposal of Basil Von Thyme and the Department Of Stuff.’ B.V.T. tilted his head with respect to his fellow Sages in advance of their cooperation. They returned the gesture, marking Basil’s unique and most significant abilities. ‘The D.O.S. will be operationalising this programme. Utmost secrecy will apply. Act with discretion as always… that is especially so when the mission goes Topside. Remember that the Dark Queen and Remora seek Yohanna and the Fantastic Crystal Prism… and, Mr Besterby.’
The Sages all knew why the Dark Witches wanted to locate the whereabouts of Mr Besterby. They also knew the Witches didn’t want to meet him if they could avoid it. The Dark Coven feared the rare and mightily powerful Numeromancers. Numeromancers didn’t necessarily appear with the intent to ‘interfere’. Sometimes, they were just passing through, or interested spectators. They mixed in with the crowd, even going to carnivals and theatre, sitting in the cheap seats. You could be sitting next to one, and the only giveaway clue would be the bottomless box of popcorn that never ever ran out. Even when it got knocked over, it still had some in it until the show was over. Numeromancers loved sharing popcorn. They also took delight in holding meaningless conversation with unsuspecting ordinary folk. The simple things made life for Numeromancers constantly pleasing… because ordinary folk got up to all sorts of bewildering logic-challenging whimsical mischief. The powerful were always predictable, their sleight of hand unsurprising, encumbered by their ‘power’. Numeromancers were always a little impatient with this sort. On one known occasion, scorched into Dark Witch Lore, a Numeromancer had got a little annoyed with the Dark Coven… the result was fierce battle, with losses by the Witches. It was frightening, even by Dark Coven standards, how the Numeromancer stood alone in the centre of the battlefield. The Witches’ opponent waged war in every possible direction with the might of only the mind connected to everything that held the bits that held the pieces that held the links that made up the M P-threes and everything else that existed. The Sages hoped the Witches didn’t get a hold of the Accountant. They’d crack open his head to have a look at what he knew. A risky business as it would be like releasing the unspoken equations that had yet to put themselves together in his mind. The Sages were undecided whether Besterby, and especially his friends, were to be left unawares of the one equation he was born with pre-programmed… one that would activate automatically… the equation to evaporate from existence everything in his immediate vicinity if his mind, dead or alive, was tampered with. This was a convenient failsafe, for a live Numeromancer. Otherwise, it protected the connection of numeromancy with existence from those whose destiny and fate it was not to wield such power. If the failsafe was released, as the Sages knew was not impossible under the circumstances, chances are the Dark Coven would be exterminated. But neither Mr Besterby nor his companions were expendable. The Sages had a rule of thumb to fall back on: ‘if it was my thumb, what would I do?’ But it wasn’t their thumb, for once… and they were having difficulty applying the rule. How would Mr Besterby take the news… he’d lived with it all his life, already. But this was different. What of his friends? The team had just been cemented. There was so much at risk, and so little to be gained by telling them. But wasn’t it Mr Besterby’s decision, his thumb… and if so, he could only make the decision to know if he knew in the first place. But what if he decided he was best off not having known? This vexing issue was recorded in the Prime High Dialogues as: Thumb Conundrum dash Accountant slash Besterby comma James L open bracket Numeromancer uninitiated close bracket full stop reference number zero dot zero one. Unlike Mr Besterby, the Sages were not big on shorthand. The four would be given as much protection as possible. Noel and George gave their companions reassuring looks of support, which were well appreciated. The Sages observed the camaraderie among the travellers, which made the Thumb Conundrum all the more difficult to settle.
Besterby padded his shoulder bag. He wondered how he might employ the scroll when the time came. The orange and green sparkles that made his nose tingle drifted across his memory. At least he thought that was why his nose tingled. He was glad the others were there, even if he was probably a potential Numeromancer. He wasn’t the One, so the real weight lay on Yohanna’s shoulders he figured, and he considered the lady was carrying the burden well. He looked at his hands again and wondered where the power was. No Calculus Stone, no power! He suddenly worried that he might let his companions down because he wasn’t yet even an apprentice. Mind you, he thought, apprentices sounded dangerous to everyone around them… how did they train? He took in a deep breath and breathed out, and remembered what he’d heard others say. He promised himself that he’d simply do what he could, with whatever he had, in the time given to him.
‘We must take care to preserve their advantage, and ours. Basil, you have the mission.’ Polyhistor shifted stance and faced the travellers who were beginning to gather their excitement together. Again, they found themselves at the end of one journey, and the beginning of another. They all recalled the end of the trip across the Great Lake… Sarhkohsookuss provided several dozen knuckle-hinged sharp reasons to remember. They relived that feeling of moving on. Now they had faced Atropa Belladonna, received some insight into the Dark Coven and its intentions, and got a reasonable grasp what’d happen if no action was taken. Together, they were ready to face their new challenges. ‘Good luck to you, our friends,’ the most senior of Sages added with a bow directly towards them. They felt obliged to give the nod, which seemed to be the standard protocol under most circumstances. The rest of the Prime High responded in kind. All the Sages stood, and Basil Von Thyme motioned the four to follow him out of the Great Hall. They were treated to an excellent meal, and a good night’s rest. Had their day been any longer, it would have been tomorrow. The next day they were to begin readying and then, soon, returned to Phlogiston to pursue their mission: Find the creatures with the worst reputation in the land; confront the monster and her cousin as required; release the Bird from its Dark prison as required by the Prophecy; and then if it came down to a final confrontation, destroy the remainders of the Dark Coven with the Fantastic Crystal Prism – a mysterious and powerful object that could, in the wrong hands, bring about something really inconvenient, and that would be S.U.X. How difficult could it be?



Chapter 11 Return to Phlogiston
 Intensive preparation readied the four best as expected, rough but enough; schooled on everything between them and the City of Fate, the terrain, local inhabitants, and culture. They’d have to cross a barren desert complete with desert barons. In the former few ventured and those few comprised the latter, a motley assortment of vagabonds. One end of the spectrum occupied by a veritable rainbow of miscreant larrikins, the other by the truly dangerous; extracting whatever wealth was available from whomsoever with the assiduous suction of an octopus on a bivalve. Starting the journey, fortunately, they’d be contending mostly with fauna and flora; the usual: biting, stinging, skewering, hissing, growling, spitting, clawing, grabbing, ripping, and things of lethally bad breath – not uncommon in the desert around any city. It’s natural that predatory species live next to prey species. The enemy’s intelligence network was an unknown quantity, even to the enemy at times.
On the upside, the City of Fate was one of the nicest places to get lost. Nevertheless, and an indictment on other urban locales, there remained substantial room for the unpleasant to pitter-patter up behind the unwary. Less threatening but equally concerning, some nuisances ran up brazenly touting the un-tout-able. Special Agent Cutlass cautioned, ‘Beware of artful-deceivers.’
‘Indeed,’ Special Agent Ymfassis added. ‘One example is the false-mystic.’
‘False?’ Yohanna hastened to ask. It was tricky enough coping with the idea of a mystic. Whenever ‘mystic’ popped up in conversation Besterby latched onto the word, sieving information for anything relevant to his unique situation. Noel and George, locals of Phlogiston, were familiar with artful-deceivers, mangy-munters, and every other type of miscreant in between. The pair’s presence strengthened the team, and the Sages reminded them. This was important because most of the training was tailored to bringing Yohanna and ‘The Accountant’, as Besterby was becoming known, up to speed. The Sages were also careful to craft training to help The Accountant manage his uncertainty, dealing with his dynamic situation. The problem of the Thumb Conundrum remained… a problem.
‘Yes,’ Cutlass replied. ‘These bothersome types purvey so-called used flying carpets… with good air time can you believe it.’
‘It’s the attention they draw, the hard-sell tactics on the street,’ Ymfassis said seriously, ‘that can compromise a clandestine operation.’
 

***
 

Flight of the mysticism-devoid individuals post-transaction was much more likely than the emergency landing of a threadbare rug unravelling at the seams, the co-pilot knitting furiously and desperately tying off loose cords, the pilot wrestling for control screaming to the rapidly emptying alleyway below, ‘Mama Alpha Tango coming in hot! …can’t hold it together… tail’s breaking up… it’s all over the place!’
The co-pilot screaming back, ‘I can’t double cross stitch it… it’s a goner! Lucky we have twin collision-activated cushions with Rapid Stuffing-decompression Techknowlogee up front and reinforced side panels… AND this environmentally friendly model is one hundred percent fully totally almost completely recyclable. It comes with a basic emergency repair kit as a standard feature with optional left or right hand steering. Prices start just from…’
‘This is your Captain speaking… if you have anything unfastened this would be the time to fasten. Thank you for flying Royal Red Rugs. Brace for impaaaact!’
No. That just would not happen. Not in this universe, that’s for sure.
 

***
 

Common-sense dictated that a strange neighbourhood would be the order of the day. At any rate, most people knew real mystics either walked or used public transit. Besterby snapped up this information. He was confident it’d be useful at some time in some space, all going well.
The travellers would have to fit in, never mind flying rugs being thrust under the nose. They learnt the local greetings, varying from one area to the next, the dialect was similar enough.
‘Basic procedure, if someone said,’ explained Special Agent Leenguar, ‘Wahhey’.
‘The reply is,’ Special Agent Frhanka responded, ‘Yo with a nod and a wave. Now, if they said, Shuvuf ya gangleegymp…’
‘The correct response is Yeh stuffya yaghit with a screwed up face, presenting closed fists with the extension of both little fingers upwards with a hand-space gap between them.’ Leenguar, one of the most experienced members of the Language Operating Skills Team, demonstrated. The Special Agent showed how to contort one’s face and tilt the head at just the proper angle for effective communication. ‘Now you try… that’s it… fingers up… yes that’s good.’ While George was short on fingers, the flaring of nostrils and flattened ears was more than ample alternative.
‘Hand gestures and facial expressions form a crucial part of local communication in this operations zone,’ Frhanka pointed out. ‘Certain gestures are identical across the areas. There won’t be a problem in comprehension. Oh, and if you want to show some serious irritation, well, one can draw on the divine inspiration of the appropriately named Lower House Deity, Flick Finger Miff.’
The wearing of local accoutrements became not-quite second nature but near enough. The Special Wardrobe And Togs unit accessorised them, instructing the correct ‘hanging’ of the garb. ‘Hanging’ included ‘draping’ which referred to dressing. But no-one said ‘dressing’. ‘Draping’ meant design and fitting to blend them into the crowd. The Agents selected conservative with a hint of style in the functionality. If bold and provocative were out, then quietly sophisticated was in. ‘Hanging’ was all encompassing, including inter-kit utility and weapons concealment.
As much of interaction with locals as possible would be handled by the Agents, minimising exposure of the four to harm’s way. ‘But just in case,’ said one instructor to Yohanna, The Accountant, Noel, and George, ‘we’re giving you a crash course on escape and evasion – just in case.’ Out in the field they’d have themselves to rely on. Not completely ruling out helpful interventions along the way from Agents in the field, though. Select members of the EL.D.O.R.A.DO. Compact would have appropriate coding if contact was made. Of course, they wouldn’t have the slightest inkling about the mission, so only by chance would they meet. As the escape and evasion instructor said, ‘Next to nobody will know you’re out there – that means you lot have to look after each other.’
Yohanna recounted part of the general plan with the others. ‘Risks will increase dramatically once we find Lahkysis. From there, our mission will become one of stealth to the Dark Temple. Then, we surreptitiously penetrate the Dark Temple’s defences. Should we be discovered in the process, we’ll have to confront the Dark Spies and the Severed Ones.’
‘And that’s before getting close to either the Bird or the Evil Witches,’ George mused.
Besterby wondered aloud, an unsaid matter, ‘How do you suppose we get Lahkysis to volunteer information?’
‘We’ll have to deal with that when the time comes,’ Noel replied, scratching his head thoughtfully. The Accountant nodded just as thoughtfully. ‘For some reason, though, B.V.T. seemed quietly positive about this.’
‘Yes,’ Yohanna said, as one eyebrow rose with interest. ‘Basil didn’t give much away if there’s more to be known.’
With training completed at an exhausting pace, the time had arrived for the travellers to go Topside. Four hardier, determined individuals made their return to the Great hall, seated before the Prime High. Polyhistor reiterated, rather casually, that if the mission was unsuccessful it was something of a one way trip to the Topside. At that moment Yohanna felt a tinge of sadness, remembering Ariela, and held the little pendant she had received from her friend in hand. She tucked it away safely in a pocket, under the flowing robes of their Topside disguise.
‘Right then,’ Bert said, ‘it’s time, or at least we’re running out of it.’ B.V.T. quietly nodded, signalling the four to rise. As they did, all of the Directors quickly got to their feet in unison and in complete silence.
‘Good luck friends of the Sages,’ Polyhistor said. The four nodded, as was the done thing…
The journey past the guards this time was filled with buzzing excitement. Goings on shrouded in extra-quiet mystery had fuelled speculation and rumour. Inside the turret they turned and watched Agents locking the door behind them. Azzervaraite, Arhpezhio, Sidyllih, and Borborrhygmee were assembled and ready, waiting to go, greeting the four companions with the standard issue nod while standing regimentally. The Protector of the Crystals nodded at Basil Von Thyme who nodded in reply. The Protector began initialising the portal operation. Basil reached out a hand, attracting bright sparkly light from the crystals, tapping each of the four quickly on the shoulder before walking them to the centre of the floor.
‘Good luck,’ B.V.T. said, simply, and nodded to the Agents, who replied with simple bowing of the head. B.V.T stood to the side as the room became a blurry confusion of rampant colours spinning around the tower, lights like wisps of smoke spiralling in rising hot air, sparking and occasionally bursting in little colourful explosions.
Basil’s voice cut through the blur, ‘Summum bonum,’ directed to the Agents. The Agents replied the same in unison.
A furry cool feeling was in the air, everyone’s hair standing on end. Yohanna and Mr Besterby had felt this before, but it was a novel experience for Noel and George. The short solemn to-the-point departure, very typical of S.O.S. protocol, was over and their mission was underway. When the four companions and the Agents felt as if they had been returned to normal they were standing Topside. They had popped up in a remote region near the City of Fate. To have appeared directly in the city would have caused a major stir and drawn unwanted attention. Here, at least, in the middle of dry mostly uninhabitable land they would have a much better probability of arriving undetected. As it would turn out, the ‘mostly uninhabited’ was not good enough. Although the nature of their arrival had been missed in detail, it had not gone entirely unnoticed.
 

***
 

There had been a spectacular burst of light. It emanated from a single point, rushing forth in a whorl of colours and pockets of exploding sparks. Everyone around was ducking for cover until the eerily silent lights had all but faded into the desert. Scrabbling to their feet, swiftly they gathered the small gem into their possession. The unitarists had used an ancient map to find a place, long since devoured by sand storms and buried deep below. Months of digging and scrapping and finally they had been rewarded. Blasting light shooting up through the mine shaft, spreading as a gusty but noiseless explosion across the sand told them they had found the Desert Rose Key. Quickly they packed up their camp, setting off for the nearest unitarist chapter, which was, incidentally, in the City of Fate.
 

***
 

On the sand, lying over the far side of a vast, winding sand dune, four figures lay beneath the very hot skies. Two were playing a fierce game of beetle-bump on the hot red sand. Pebbles were being used instead of beetles. One of the players had a strong holistic live-and-let-live vein. Normally beetles were collected as game pieces, red sand beetles were aptly named, whereas grey sand beetles appeared rock like. Occasionally a beetle-bump player picked up a rock beetle instead of a grey sand beetle. Now the two are none too dissimilar, except that the ever-so-slightly-minutely-speckled rock beetle is armed with a formidable chemical arsenal. It will temporarily incapacitate a would-be beetle-bumper long enough for an opponent to declare victory by default. So for the two players, pebbles were safer than using beetles if not just nicer on the wildlife. A grid drawn in the red sand, using a passing stick-insect as a stylus, provided a game board. No animals were harmed in the production of the game.
One of the others not playing beetle-bump held a long ornately decorated metal telescoping spyglass. Engravings of desert animals were etched into the cylinders, designed so that as the telescope closed the jaws of the larger beasts on the bigger telescoping cylinders were devouring the smaller prey. Small gems were inlaid as the animals’ eyes. Oddly, the largest animal had more than one pair of eyes. The viewer adjusted the focus, peering through the telescope, espying a brilliant light in the distance. The other fellow was entertaining himself looking at the pretty colours in a kaleidoscope. Nevertheless, for a moment, both saw roughly the same thing. The one holding the telescoping spyglass rubbed his eyes, and then looked through the lens again. He tapped the kaleidoscope wielder on the shoulder, ‘Felix, I think you should see this.’
‘So, you think eh?’
‘Felix, you gotta see this!’
‘Alright alright, keep your djellaba on.’
‘What am I looking for?’ Felix Magarita asked without much interest.
‘Over there to the left of that funny shaped rock.’
‘The only funny shaped rock here is your head. There are thousands of rocks out there.’ The beetle-bumpers paused to laugh, and then continued the serious game.
‘Around one hundred paces left of the shimmering mirage of the oasis, Felix.’
‘That’s better. Something solid to go by… a-hah. I see… what have we here…’
‘A spyglass, a kaleidoscope, and some…’
‘Nooooo. I mean, over there.’
‘Oh.’
‘Looks like a group of travellers. I wonder where they popped up from.’ The beetle-bumpers stopped playing, and started to show some interest. It wasn’t that travellers worth meeting came along rarely. Just that some types drifting by the City of Fate had to be treated with healthy caution. Most were amiable and it was good to make contact with the nicer types, broadening one’s network.
‘Felix, I saw a bright burst of colourful…’
‘Wait! What have we here?’ Felix exclaimed reaching out with one arm while still peering through the spyglass. He gripped the nearest person by the djellaba.
‘You mean, here-there again, right?’
‘Quick! Everybody… stay where you are.’ The others tensed, poised to spring to their feet, and then paused with an uneasy yet none too unfamiliar feeling. ‘Otocyon, stay low my friend and go prepare our rides! We will move at dusk. Make sure they are fully charged.’
‘Where are we going?’ Otocyon Megalotis asked hesitantly, anticipating the answer.
‘We shall follow these people, and see what they are up to… I suspect…’ Otocyon looked at the other two. They shrugged. All three decided to go prepare the bouncing-iguanas.
‘Listen here, lads,’ Otocyon said quietly. ‘Anyone forgotten the last time Felix got an idea?’
‘Indeed,’ Suricata Suricatta recalled. He had apprehension built into that particular memory. He wasn’t alone. ‘We were chased by that hairdresser, the Fleet-Alley Barber. Not to mention his forty wives.’
‘All armed with clippers, too,’ Fennecus Zerda said, emphasizing the clippers. He could recall the sound quite clearly.
‘Warned him she was married, but did he pay attention?’ Otocyon asked.
‘Nooooooo,’ Suricata replied, wagging his head from side to side.
‘Felix, he had said ‘Just the one! The barber won’t notice since he has thirty nine other wives to distract him.’ Pity they all screamed that just that one was being… what’s the word for it… ah, robbed in broad daylight.’
‘That’s four words, mug.’
‘Here, whooo are youuu calling a mug? Ya giblet.’
‘Better a giblet than a mug, I say.’
‘Lookin’ for a bit of biffo then, sand for brains?’
‘Smile while you’ve got teeth, my friend.’ This line was delivered with spectacular eloquence and a subtle turning of the head and a slight bow. Everyone was smiling. There was nothing like a bit of chirpy banter.
‘Remember? Their clippers were snip-snip-snipping in the air as they threatened to fix us in Fleet-Alley.’
‘But lucky for us, that ruckus between the West North West-side gang and the East South East-side clan.’
‘Yeah, we would have been cut short in the prime of our lives.’
‘Abridged in the apex.’
‘Pinched in the pinnacle.’
‘Abbreviated in the ascendancy!’
‘Zeroed in the zenith!’
‘Pursued à outrance!’ Fennecus finally declared.
There was a moment, as Otocyon and Suricata paused. They said in unison, ‘Ahh-oo-what?’
‘You know, done by dinner... to the death,’ Fennecus replied, with heavy emphasis on death, and a faraway look in his eyes.
‘Oh,’ Suricata and Otocyon said flatly. Ahh-oo-what had a lot more derring-do they thought, and sounded a lot less fatalist. Their friend regularly expressed an urge to be an actor. They were used to his day dream dramatics.
‘Give us a hand with the saddles,’ Fennecus said, snapping out of his trance.
‘Yep,’ Suricata volunteered.
‘I’ll get some feed together for the bouncing-iguanas,’ Otocyon volunteered.
‘Yeah, better do that… they must be peckish.’
‘Whatchya got for them?’
‘I have here,’ Otocyon said as he produced from out of a bucket, ‘some soft white er um sweet-milk, probably.’ In reality this was a bland viscous liquid called ‘sweet’ on account of the fact that it was not as sour as one might have expected from the way it smelled.
‘As an aperitif?’ Fennecus queried.
‘Yes, as a matter of fact. This is followed by sautéed gigantic cactus-aphids, in a creamy cactus-apple sauce.’ That is, aphids sun-fried in the contents of their abdomens – namely an exceedingly bitter cactus-apple sap. The cook squishes them on a metal plate and lets them fry in the sun.
‘And what is for dessert?’
‘Why, crunchy cactus-beetles in rouge grape-cactus oil.’
‘Wrapped in fresh cactus-flower petals?’
‘But of course.’ The substance of the actual meal varied from the menu.
‘What are we having’?’ Fennecus inquired enthusiastically, hoping against the odds that their food would actually be half as appetising as that of the bouncing-iguanas.
‘Whole-beans in a liquefied-bean simmer sauce, poured into an edible mashed-bean mould.’
‘Why? What’s the occasion?’ Fennecus asked in a joking fashion.
‘Watching the waistline and cutting the fat. No need to wait until we’re old, like in our middling twenties. It’s about making healthy choices for better living! And besides, we have all these beans and we’re stuck with them.’
‘Middling twenties? Do you know how old you are?’
‘Old? Do you know how young you are?’
‘I take it neither of you were born bean counters, either, then? Explains why we are here, I guess.’
‘Here as in here, not like there when Felix said here but it was… like… there?’
‘No.’
‘Ae?’
‘Neither here nor there?’
‘Yes.’
‘Somewhere in between, then?’
‘Hmmmmm, no.’
‘Well if it ain’t ‘ere then why’d ya say that?’
‘Ohhh I wasn’t talking to you.’
‘Oh I seeeee you were talking around us, but not to us, like we weren’t there, not worth the effort were we?’ The question served to feign offence.
‘We mind you to keep your thoughts to yourself then… bean brain giblet mug!’
‘Ha! Beat that, then smarty djellaba!’
The brand of humour they employed was, like them, slightly abrasive. Soft was a quality that would not serve one well in the desert. There was a hierarchy, a food-chain. A natural organisation of life in the desert that meant soft was at the bottom except, of course, for the mandatory exception: this being the softest thing in the desert. The Sand Jelly, a creature regarded as the most absolutely poisonous thing. Anywhere. Ever. Looking at it could sting the eyes of a blind subterranean tunnel digging furry creature, even when it was looking the other way… at least that’s how the tale goes. Story tellers of the desert were prone to exaggerate, a little, now and then. It was orator’s licence, and it was expected. They even had to have that look about them, a dishevelled cloak of experience suffered. As if they were only saved from the burning sea of sand by a miracle so that they could recount the lessons of life to certain passers-by. The passers-by in turn had the role of pretending to flee but being caught in the mesmerising wild-eyed glance of the orator. It was an act in which everyone had a role.
Beans were the staple backbone of every type of meal in the region. There was no reason to make up excuses to eat beans. It wasn’t exactly an option. There were beans that were sun baked. There were desiccated and ground beans. Beans that had been fried, beans that had been roasted in ovens containing nothing but the desert air, beans that were chewy, beans that were crispy, beans by the bucket load: plain, common, ordinary, average, regular beans. This was one of the ever present side effects of the Green Belt’s demise into Phlogiston. Variety had perished, along with colour, and everything else that made life pleasant and interesting, to be replaced by the same old, mundane plain fare and the steady encroachment of the desert upon the villages, towns, and cities. There were even bean breads and biscuits. The Fleet-Alley Barber was often paid in beans. There was a brisk economy in the City of Fate, and beans were the backbone of that, too. Nobody really worried about wealth because the Evil Witch had pretty much destroyed everything that could be classified as a luxury, and a few things that more closely resembled necessities. The plain bean represented all that life Topside had been reduced to, but inherently was the symbol of life going on. It was the burden and the succour. So it isn’t surprising the local resistance battling the S.O.D. and Dark Coven were recognisable, if revealed, by a bean symbol tattooed on their arms or legs.
‘Mmm I feel soooooo healthy already,’ Suricata said with one eyebrow raised. ‘How about you, I feel like I’ve already eaten? I could be full just on the thought.’
‘You’ll thank me one day when all the others are complaining of arteries clogged with the sludge of deep-quadruple fat-fried indulgences!’
‘Well if the bouncing-iguanas won’t even prod it with their tails… they don’t know what they’re not missing,’ Suricata muttered under his breath as he got the iguana comb. The comb was a rake-like instrument. The moment the iguanas saw it they jostled each other to be the first to get the soothing pleasant scratching sensation of the rake on their leathery hides. As for the food, they had to be fed well or they would bounce off into the desert and take their chances in the wild. The lads could only joke about it for so long, and they had known it for most of their lives. That was life. It was the monotonous oppressive life which drove a few to some less-than-monotonous risky business in the desert, or other more precarious professions.
The bouncing-iguanas all had goat beards. Generally, the age of the animal could be guesstimated by the length of beard. As a rule, the longer the animal’s beard, the less the bounce it would have in its spring. The bouncing-iguanas had been solar-charging with their dorsal frills up for maximum heat exchange. They looked like charcoal-granite barrel-bodied, leathery hulled yachts with a massive sail running the length of their backs. When they bounced they covered an impressive distance, looking very much like sail boats riding the wave-like ocean of sand dunes… with their beards tucked under their chins like seaweed dangling from the bow anchors.
Otocyon looked around and shouted, ‘Hey Felix. Want some dinner?’ Otocyon looked at the beans and thought out loud, ‘Hmmm everything in moderation, so they say. Even beans, you’d think.’ Felix didn’t notice. He was plotting how to sneak up on the people they had espied through the spyglass. It never unfolded quite the way Felix dreamed it…
 

***
 

Somewhere in the distance, a thing scaly, snarling, and with a poisoned mind passed a telescope to another such creature. Even in the desert heat, each was icy cold to the core of its mangled twisted existence. Spies Of Darkness, with grunts and hisses and twitchy facial expressions, they communicated among themselves. They’d just witnessed a brilliant display of lights. It could have been without saying but they said it anyway, this is something they’d have to check out. So unusual was this occurrence of colours speeding away from a burst of swirling light. They set out cautiously.
 

***
 

The Agents immediately deployed to secure the area, which was desolate. Quickly they ascertained they were in no immediate danger. Once they had got their bearings, the mission operatives began their covert journey to the City of Fate. George and Noel were comfortably back in their environment. Yohanna was coping well. The Accountant was happy to be focussed on the City of Fate. The Agents were regular visitors to every environment. They were equally at home in Phlogiston as they were in The Underground.
Yohanna asked Azzervaraite, ‘What did Basil call out as we were leaving?’
‘Summum bonum. It’s the motto of the Society Of Sages. It means the highest good.’
‘In the course of performing our duties,’ Arhpezhio explained, ‘we adhere to the pursuit of the highest values of our organisation.’
‘The highest good,’ Borborrhygmee added, ‘of course is something that is not limited to the S.O.S. Expressions of what is the highest good take many forms. The various credos and doctrines of the pluralists and simplists for example have similar views but with differences. However, they all agree that the highest good, whatever that may be, is what must be brought to bear against the most terrible bad, the Dark Coven.’
‘And what do the unitarists think about the highest good?’
‘The unitarists… an odd bunch at best… they want to treat society as if it was their own opera.’
‘The unitarists aren’t worried about the Dark Coven?’
‘They have a history of, at the very least, not hindering the Spies Of Darkness,’ Sidyllih pointed out. ‘They like to proselytise the weakest links in society. So having the oppressive Dark Reign bearing over everyone assists unitarist recruitment.’
‘It’s always fuzzy doctrine with the unitarists, too,’ George mused.
‘Doesn’t sound like their direction would make for the best opera then,’ Yohanna noted with a smile.
‘Yes,’ Azzervaraite agreed. The Agent wondered if Yohanna comprehended how much danger she would be in if the unitarists knew the One was here with the Key known as the Fantastic Crystal Prism.
They plodded quietly along the red sands as the suns scorched the lifeless desert. Well, not entirely without life – the occasional creature did scuttle before them and here and there a strange plant would rustle although there was hardly a soothing breeze.
 

***
 

Felix was studying the progress of the quarry in the spyglass. Being reasonably familiar with the region, he could tell that they were heading towards the City of Fate. In his mind he plotted their course and determined a point of interception. He summoned the lads. They were always there for Felix. But his adventures always put them in a fix. He told them the plan. Much of it was a repeat of previous misadventures. The ‘plan’, the ‘pursuit’, the ‘business,’ or thievery as some, mainly the victims, referred to it, and the ‘escape’. But he never recalled the ‘pursuit by the angry mob’. Once briefed on their plan they saddled up under the glow of the dusty red sky. The bouncing-iguanas started slowly, extending gracefully into bounding transports after a while. They stayed in the troughs of the desert sea so as to not be noticed, never rising very long above the crests of the dunes. They paused briefly on occasion, so that Felix could peer through the spyglass.
His view of the world was through a kind of rose tinted telescope, coloured more by mirages of swashbuckling excitement than just the red sky. He was closing in on the quarry, which he was sure must be in possession of something valuable. His experience subconsciously told him that these individuals were in a secure formation… it was just that this information never seemed to make it to the light of full blown consciousness. It was just enough to alert him to the potential of valuables to be had, but that’s where one thought ended and swashbuckling began. He was planning another Fleet-Alley style heist. It would be hot feet on the run, as always.
 

***
 

Azzervaraite and the other Agents determined that they would rest at the natural intersection they had come upon, an oasis. Sufficient shade was obtainable among the few spindly trees and shadows cast by the small rocky formation as the suns descended. They took shelter. The heat was still formidable. In the sun they had to remain covered up, but now could remove their hoods and slip off their espadrilles and cool their feet. There was an arbutus shrub with a few edible berries. In the middle of nowhere, it was safe from overuse. Both people and creatures passing through respected the need to preserve it. Once gone, it would be lost to all. The shrub had not changed in any way, but the appreciation of its worth had risen as life had become tougher under the Dark Reign. Sidyllih and Borborrhygmee were at the shallow pool, as too was George and Noel. Yohanna rested on the thinly grassed turf nearby. Azzervaraite and Arhpezhio discussed the City of Fate as they sat leaning against the rock. Noel cautioned George, ‘Don’t fall in, or you might find a Sabre-toothed Wobbelgong.’ Everyone remembered the Swamp and smiled. The Accountant nodded with a grin. The Swamp was hot like the desert, but humid. George thought again about the Wobbelgong. There was something still puzzling him. He had heard something or seen something that kept popping up in his mind. But it was just too distant to get a good picture. He focussed on a speck at the back of his mind. He was sure the answer was written all over it. He craned his neck and picked a fruit out a saddle bag. He told the others to help themselves. They ate, and rested.
 

***
 

The burning suns scorched the desert. The unitarists stepped lightly, gingerly, and quickly, motivated by their precious cargo to reach the City of Fate and to get off the sandy hotplate as fast as they could. Despite their precautions they were surprised, as anyone would have been when four lads on their bouncing-iguanas appeared out of nearly nowhere and sent them scattering. Identifying from afar the target of value Felix swept in like, if not actually, a seasoned expert. Bang on mark, he hit the target with a good boot and sent it flying into the arms of Fennecus, who coughed as the wooden box jabbed him in the ribs. The unitarists flung themselves like grappling hooks at the legs of the iguanas, latching on like really sticky ooey gooey stuff that just won’t brush off. But woe was them, for that’s something no iguana can stand. Unitarists were airborne, flying in all directions as the lads held on for dear life while their panicked rides shook every screaming unitarist off.
It wasn’t quite the plan but it was working. Fennecus handed off the prize to Otocyon, who proceeded to use the wooden box to bludgeon a unitarist in the process of attempting to hijack his iguana. Suricata saw the bludgeoning and was mortified, instantly shouting, ‘What the Spotted Furry Roaring Desert Mouse are you doing?! By the Misty-eyed Hogs of Hedge you might damage the goods!’ The unitarist, realising he was somewhat expendable to these rogues, decided the prudent option was to abandon the iguana and its rider. He leapt, screams muffled by the sand when he bit the dust. His comrades pulled him out of the sand and they set off in hot pursuit of the fleeing robbers. They knew the first thing those rogues would do was try and unload the booty in the City of Fate before anyone found out it was stolen property. Not that that really mattered to anyone. It would just mean the booty would become harder to trace once it had entered the beige market. So called because it was difficult to discern what exactly beige was meant to be… it was a failed colour. It suited a thriving economy that could be casually observed but not properly seen. Most people would automatically deny having anything to do with it. The market or beige, that is.
Bounding away on their bouncing-iguanas, the lads yelled and whooped like proper wild bandits. Looking over their shoulders they could see a reasonable gap opening between themselves and the seething unitarists. It’d been especially fun to rob unitarists, just because they knew it would aggravate them more. Unitarists tended to have an insufferable complex, always thinking the world was picking on them, or if it wasn’t, then it was plain outright ignoring them, which was worse. It was insufferable because this translated into a lot of whining and whinging in public about the state of the world and where it was going. When nobody stopped to listen it just seemed to them their point was proven.
The lads had a prearranged rendezvous. They bounded along in the direction of the nearby oasis. The unitarists knew precisely where they were going and picked up the pace. Somewhere along the way the thieving rogues stopped, Felix pulled out the telescope and surveyed their intermediate destination, the oasis. Behold, more victims awaited on having their wares and valuables liberated for a lower purpose. The lads could hardly believe their luck. It seemed there was more business for them and all in the space of a few minutes. Felix quickly outlined his plan to the lads. A stealthy creep and snatch he decided. After riding on a short distance they parked up the bouncing-iguanas and headed on foot to the oasis to get a closer look, pick a target, and do a ‘sneak ‘n’ steal’. They closed on the oasis. Meanwhile the unitarists had closed on them and had found their iguanas. They followed the tracks in the sand towards the oasis.
 

***
 

Noel closed his eyes. He was tired. The heat was everywhere. He just wanted to relax. Felix slipped in the proverbial back door – the standard Felix plan. This strategy had prompted many residents of the City of Fate to actually lock their back doors. Since nobody owned anything worth stealing, and everyone was sick of beans, doors were virtually never locked. And if they were, then servants of the Dark Reign usually broke them down if they suspected there was something being secured behind a locked door. So the front door remained unlocked to accommodate the violent minions of the Evil Witch, while the back door was locked with more than one type of lock to keep the opportunist robber, thief and mugger out. There were no back doors here, just the sand dunes providing concealment. Noel was dozing. The others were nearby between Noel and Yohanna. George nibbled the fruit while puzzling over the Wobbelgong. He was having a bit of a discussion with Mr Besterby. The Accountant figured the odds were more or less evens that talking about it might jog George’s memory. The Agents discussed scenarios. Yohanna stood up to take in the view of the suns getting low towards the horizon. The fact that there were several kept the dusk sky reasonably well illuminated.
Not too far from Noel the sand moved a little. Then it moved a little more. Then a steady train of motion just beneath the surface could be seen. It ran straight up to the sleepy Noel. As this happened Felix and the others had crawled up to Noel, having decided that the little pouch Noel was wearing was the best bet for something of value… and actually accessible in a sneak ‘n’ steal. Felix usually used the appropriate approach tactics. At least he’d got that part bang on. He was a natural for getting into trouble. But only got out of it usually by the threads of whatever his pursuers could grab of his attire. Felix tried to lick his lips. But his mouth was dry. It was always a nerve racking thing, this close to the treasure, and to being caught flagrantly reaching for the figurative Great Cookie Jar of Lower House Deity Dhontchyudair.
Felix paused and rubbed his lucky Cookie medallion. They looked around, sneaky-like. Otocyon nudged Felix and brow beat him into lifting the pouch. He took out a knife. Suricata gave him that look, and Felix nodded that he would cut the strings and avoid damage to whatever was in the pouch. He reached out gently. Just then that something under the sand by Noel rose up, grains pouring off the form as it emerged. The cold little beast slipped a mangy craggy paw towards the pouch. Fennecus, Suricata and Otocyon, watching in horror, were motionless. Felix was focussed completely on the pouch, and Noel. He was relying on his partners in this flagrant and brazen crime to look out for anything, at all. And then actually tell him, as well. That would have helped, immensely.
Instead, the S.O.D.’s paw slipped into the pouch as Felix gently grabbed the pouch. Finally, they looked at each other from around either side of the comfortably sleepy Noel. Felix in that instant wondered what in the name of the Higher House Deity Lapinupfulkriemylk was going on. In such bewildering and surprising times of heart pounding emergency, Felix tended to call on the big fireball throwing types of the Higher House. Other Spies Of Darkness had been watching this unexpected situation unfold from behind a nearby dune. They didn’t feel compelled to endanger themselves, so with true S.O.D. charity they shrugged, and left the little beast to work it out on his own. Felix and the S.O.D. looked around, spotting each other’s backup crew. The S.O.Ds., peering back over the sand dune, narrowed their nasty eyes. Felix felt his hand go a little cold. The S.O.D. opposite him looked at the desert rogues, and then back at the other S.O.Ds., which shrugged again. The two faced each other in silence. Noel was happily asleep. One had a hand on the prize, and the other a hand on the hand with the prize. How this was going to play out was anyone’s guess.
Just then the unitarists finally caught up. They were clearly looking for a bit of the ol’ biffo. Suddenly there was a voice in Noel’s head. It was that voice that had bugged him in The Underground.
It screamed at him, ‘WAKE UP! THE KEY IS BEING STOLEN!’
The S.O.D. had also been so focussed on Noel that it hadn’t noticed the crab hugging the Fantastic Crystal Prism. The presence of the desert rogue going for the same target had thrown a giant nut cracker into the pudding. It was about to get messy. With true grit, the crab, a small seemingly unremarkable creature in the middle of the desert, saved the day. The Fantastic Crystal Prism does strange things. Noel’s long exposure at close proximity had given him the incredible, astonishing, wondrous and fascinating power of telepathy, with a crab. The crab executed, how only a crab could, the pincer movement. Noel woke up startled and yelled in unison with the shocked S.O.D. Felix yelled out some foreign sounding curse and threw himself back from the screaming S.O.D.
The Agents had sprung into action. They launched themselves towards Noel, claws flashing. George and Besterby had sprung to their feet, The Accountant grabbing his bag and feeling the scroll inside. His mouth was dry. He didn’t know when or what would mean he’d have to use the scroll, and then how was unknown.
Yohanna heard the cursing with amazing clarity, and true to their training let one fly in response, ‘Awgokissatoed stuphya yapryzghit!’ She had the facial gesture and hand signal in perfect synch. Everyone stopped and looked at her for a moment, fists closed with little fingers pointing at the sky. The S.O.Ds. instantly assumed they were locals. Leenguar and Frhanka would have been proud. Then the mayhem burst fully onto the scene.
Noel looked around. His eyes were wide. The S.O.Ds., the lads, the unitarists, and the Agents were flying into action. All in his direction… despite enjoying being the centre of attention at times, this was not quite what he’d envisaged. The Spy Of Darkness shrieked and caterwauled with surprise and pain, as the crab dug in, and dropped the Key. Noel frantically grabbed it back up along with the crab. Agents pounced and the S.O.D. dived under the sand and disappeared. Next there was an ear-splitting scream as a wide-eyed unitarist charged in. He was completely unsure of how he was going to retrieve the Desert Rose. The others charged in, likewise, screaming and shrieking, eyes wide. In a flash Noel had recovered. George was there in an instant. With a swift kick of the hoof, dislodged Fennecus’s grip on their earlier prize and sent the wooden box with the Desert Rose flying.
Everyone, except the Agents in full attack mode, stopped and watched the wooden trinket box arc gracefully through the air. George had struck it powerfully. It soared upwards and landed in the jagged paws of one of the S.O.Ds. These cold and base creatures spun on the spot and fled with their prize. Too bad for the S.O.D. they left behind. Yohanna’s swift return of curse meant they didn’t know there were Agents in the vicinity, and they didn’t care. They had a prize, and were off. The mightily incensed unitarists, realising that that was the last chance to get the Desert Rose back, resumed their wide-eyed frenzied charge.
The Agents meanwhile were hunting down the S.O.D. that had leapt from Noel. It had seen them at close range and knew they were there. Their claws, sharp and strong, flashed through the sand like ploughs. They knew that if the Spy Of Darkness got away it would tell the Evil Witch everything. The Agents were relentless. The S.O.D. knew this was a test of survival. It dug one way, then to another, but to no avail. It had to make it to a dune where it could dig itself to safety. That was not to happen. The Agents trapped it, pinning it as it shrieked and howled. With a flash of their claws it was over for the S.O.D. The Agents left the carcass where it stopped moving, under a thin layer of sand, and bolted back to join the others. Yohanna had run charging at the unitarists as Noel shielded the crab. Having leapt from horses and wrestled various horned quadrupeds to the ground, taking a flailing screaming untitarist by the arm and head, trussing him up and sending him flying into several others wasn’t really that big a deal. She looked around for another target. The desert rogues backed up. The lads were sandwiched between the irate unitarists and the mission operatives. Noel’s and George’s impressive height did not go unnoticed. The Agents arrived on the scene. This was the final straw that broke the unitarists’ hearts. First it was thieves, then Spies, and now these individuals who seemed all too lethal. Even The Accountant had a look in his eye that said if you cross the line your number is up. They looked at the thieves, shaking their fists in rage declaring, ‘This business is not over!’ And then they fled swiftly as the Agents approached.
Everyone was just standing there, paused in time looking at Felix lying in the sand. Just then the iguanas, which were reasonably intelligent and had gotten bored, trotted over a dune into view. Azzer walked over to Felix, extending a paw, and pulled Felix to his feet. Felix could tell his hand was locked into a vice-like grip. Azzer’s razor claws extended and ran along the back of Felix’s wrist. The Agent spoke in low, serious tones, ‘Keep your hands to yourself, or lose them.’ Felix nodded on behalf of all the robbers.
‘Well then, to the City of Fate,’ Yohanna said, trying to ease the moment and discourage the sudden loss of limbs.
‘The City of Fate?!’ Felix said excitedly. ‘We know it like the back of (gulp) our hands. We must help you in whatever your endeavour is.’
‘No thanks, best you be on your way,’ Arhpezhio stated flatly.
‘But, you saved us. Do you not know what that means?’
‘No,’ Yohanna said, just as flatly, but with the slightest hint of curiosity.
Otocyon Megalotis spoke up, ‘It’s the desert code. You have spared us from a wrath, and now we are honour bound to put ourselves in harm’s way on your account.’
‘It’s the Rogues Redemption!’ Suricata added.
‘We must!’ Felix explained with all his argumentative skill… he offered two open hands, palms up as a gesture indicting that the argument was complete.
‘I think… that it’s time for you lads to be on your way.’ There was a hint of menace in the way Borborrhygmee spoke. There was a silence. The robbers looked at each other. Felix raised his arm motioning the others to follow. They tried to debate the point but hushing them he bid them to get to their iguanas. The Agents and the four travellers watched until the desert rogues had left. It was a strange sort of afternoon and they walked on mostly in silence, keeping a wary eye out. The Agents were concerned about the presence of the S.O.Ds. in the area. They pressed on quickly. Finally, the City of Fate loomed like a dusky mirage.



Chapter 12 The City of Fate
 From a distance they could see the silhouettes of spires and minarets, domes and arches, set against the reddish brown sky. Night was closing in, the moon was rising, and the last of the seven suns was descending below the horizon. Under the dimming tail of the red dusk, the group made its way as the light of the single moon started to wash across the sky. Deep hues of slowly fading light reflected off the rooftops, clinging tenaciously to the City of Fate until the moon brushed over them with a pale wash.
Before the Reign Of Terror and then the Dark Reign the city gushed with beauty. Lofty spires and minarets wore spectacular mosaics, highly skilled artisans crafting colours so varied the eye almost could not cope. Abundant precious metals and gems, inlaid in ornate engravings and designs, the handy work of thousands of highly skilled crafts people, once adorned the City of Fate. Metals, gems, and many of the people working them came from afar. The city’s aqueducts, an architectural wonder, regularly were bursting at the seams.
But the mosaics had fallen into disrepair. Battles fought by S.O.Ds. and Severed Ones scarred the city from its foundations up. Carnage forced inhabitants to flee, and often others departed because nothing was left to preserve. Now, there was little water to speak of, barely enough to go around. No matter how many beans one had the precious liquid was rationed strictly.
Moonlight finally barged sunlight over the edge of the visible world. Lamps in the houses and streets glowed. From a distance it looked like a party of fireflies; plenty of rhythmical noise, too. The mission operatives wondered what was going on.
 

***
 

Alerted by unusual activity at the oasis, two separate Spies Of Darkness roaming in the vicinity were drawn to the watering hole. Arriving one after the other, the action had long moved on. They had no idea of the other Spies who had come into possession of the Desert Rose. Before they could investigate the scene of events, each first had to ascertain the nature of the opposite S.O.D.’s presence. Uncertainty was an ongoing operational problem for any S.O.D. on lone reconnaissance. There was much shifting quietly around, posturing and use of hand signals. Cold unblinking eyes took in every detail of the other’s moves. They could gain sufficient insight into the other’s intentions just by watching. They signalled that anything to be gained was for purposes other than immediate confrontation. This was a delicate and tricky situation.
Neither could tell whether the other was under the relentless, fearsome direction of the Dark Queen or her cousin Remora. This was because they had been dispatched independently and in isolation. The Witches did this to keep the S.O.Ds. wary and insecure. They were to be used, a tool, not permitted to become powerful in their own right. Had they been organised it was possible they might leverage better treatment by threatening to tip the balance of intelligence. But Spies Of Darkness were never more than extensions of the Dark Witches’ wretched grasp. They saw, they heard. Then they told. If necessary they did whatever was commanded of them, even if that meant liquidating another S.O.D. These were the informal battles, fought in distant territory over some prize possession or intelligence that would deny the other advantage in the pursuit of realising the Wicked Apotheosis. Meanwhile the Dark Witches kept up appearances at the Dark Coven’s gatherings.
The S.O.Ds. established enough confidence to begin a cautious investigation of the site. They carefully noted the espadrille tracks, and paw and hoof prints. The paw marks intrigued them.
‘Agents?’ One hissed, a claw drawing a circle around the paw mark.
‘Maybe, there is no evidence for that,’ the other scowled. Sometimes they belonged to Agents, sometimes not.
‘If there are Agents hereabouts, then it is already very dangerous for us.’
‘Agreed… we should investigate fully, and in cooperation.’ This was the tentative olive branch to make it a safer place to be.
‘Very well, it is reasonable that we do so.’ The Spy pointed to the tracks moving off. ‘After you…’ The other nodded, but the pair walked in parallel either side of the prints.
The S.O.Ds. followed a pair of tracks a short distance. ‘Look, these marks jumping place to place, moving around.’
‘They change direction here, and leave.’ Here was a small area of slightly raised sand, something sticking out a little. The Spies Of Darkness kept their coal-like lifeless eyes on each other, reaching tentatively into the sand with their jagged-clawed, twisted and mangled paws. Grabbing what they felt in their talons they pulled it swiftly out between them, eyeing with surprise the carcass of the S.O.D. which they promptly dropped. Distinct puncture marks ran along it.
‘The Agents are sure in their work.’
‘These tracks, they go towards the City of Fate.’
‘After you,’ the other S.O.D. pointed the way this time. The minions of the Dark Coven cautiously followed. The presence of Agents was one thing. It was very curious that the Agents took time to track down a lone S.O.D., and erase it before any chance of interrogation. Clearly the Agents wanted this S.O.D. rendered incapable of passing on intelligence. Whatever the Spy Of Darkness had seen, it’d been enough. Hastening towards the City Of Fate the Spies Of Darkness sensed something was afoot.
‘Could be overzealous Agents on a minor mission,’ one spy grumbled. ‘It’s folly following Agents for little gain’. The hazardous nature of the task was clearly demonstrated by the corpse they’d left behind.
‘Maybe,’ the other growled, ‘or it could be something big. Feel free to leave it to me.’ The other Spy narrowed its brutish eyes, choosing to let the look speak for itself. Their job was to find out what exactly. To do this quickly and effectively they’d have to activate their cooperatives in the city.
 

***
 

Felix finally caught up with his iguana. It had been trotting along at a leisurely pace. Otocyon, Suricata, and Fennecus had been laughing at him and goading his bouncing-iguana out of reach just as he would catch up. At last, Felix threw himself onto the tail of the animal and it slowed to a halt as it dragged him through the sand. He clambered aboard the saddle, djellaba covered in sand.
‘Never mind what they said, we are bound to honour the Rogues Redemption.’
Felix pulled the hood over his head. That too was full of sand and his friends couldn’t help but laugh as they set off towards the city. They didn’t want to be too late or they’d miss the start of the festivities. It was the special night, a street procession filled with rudimentary floats and street performers masquerading in the bizarre Ritual of Orphne. Participants dressed as wild eyed ghoulish monsters, faces painted with ash and mud, and dancing madly along roads lined with lanterns to the finale. Whereupon crowds enacting the symbolic slaughter of the entities of Darkness removed disguises from the vanquished monsters, throwing the masks and costumes onto the prepared bonfire. Once a year the hopes of many were expressed on the special night.
The Ritual of Orphne brought out all types. Recently sown rumour had it the monsters of the Darkness sometimes secretly joined the masquerade, snatching the unawares, dragging them silently into dark alleys. Baseless rumours regularly abounded, but this was a community service message. In the City of Fate there was no better way of spreading the word than idle gossip. The more people were wary the less likely they’d fall prey to thieves, and fewer victims would be found in an alley the next day.
It was always a strange night, anything could happen. But it drew forth and reinvigorated hope that the Dark Reign could be undone. Some people firmly believed this would happen, one bean at a time if necessary.
 

***
 

Yohanna, Mr Besterby, Noel, George, and the four Agents slipped surreptitiously into the city. On Ritual night it didn’t matter how people dressed or with whom they were travelling. Different peoples from surrounding regions were visiting, adding their energy to the underlying aspirations of the night. Yohanna kept her hood on. Myriad lanterns throwing creamy light upon the streets cast shifting shadows. Faces caught briefly in the creamy light were distorted by partial illumination. Imaginations ran wild – there was no limit to the creatures that were said to stalk the Ritual.
People hustled along, running into each other. For a split second they’d dare to look into the face of the other, fearful of running into some sort of demonic entity gliding among the people. Drums resounded and echoed. Shakers were shook. Horns were blown. People danced and bustled along. Side streets were ominously dark. Nobody loitered around their entrances long, lest something plucked them from the light, dragging them into the shadows. The Agents kept the four companions very close. Politely, yet firmly, they encouraged people not to get in the way as only a sharp prod with some claws might do. Noel dragged his hood up as they swam the crowded streets towards the heart of the City of Fate.
Somewhere in the crowd, for an instant, a rogue, a robber, a thief, and a shifty character thought they saw someone they recognised. But then the figure disappeared beneath a hood. It was hard, if not impossible, to try and follow. But they were a rather determined group with a particularly stubborn leader. Gathering them together Felix pointed, ‘Follow me.’
 

***
 

Cautiously, the Spies sneakily slunk into the City of Fate. Intending to gather their contacts they parted ways, glancing over the shoulder suspiciously with a sniff. Surviving in tiny, dusty inconspicuous hovels their contacts were not well placed to keep rodents and unwelcome guests at bay. The roofs overhead and at least three walls went by the entirely deceptive codenames house and home. Cooperatives, as the S.O.Ds. uniformly named the inordinately persuaded, provided for the Dark Reign’s minor needs when called upon. Cooperatives were selected for their extreme commonness and exceptional vulnerability, the City routinely oblivious to their existence. Isolated, afraid and with no one to help, this was perfect for recruitment. S.O.Ds. dropped in on their cooperatives in dark and dingy places, out of site, like a contact’s house or home. Abounding creepy crawlies regarded the tenant as an invader.
Pot plants, slime dripping along valleys of thorns, thriving on the bustling wildlife in the cupboards waited to expand their taste to the odd stray cat wandering in off the street. That is, provided some enterprising meat pellet manufacturer hadn’t cleaned the streets. Beans were generally safe and cheap, if not utterly boring, fare. A meat pellet was considered a test of one’s gastronomic fortitude. There were no guarantees the meat (if it was meat) was from a clean kill.
Sometimes small but increasingly frequent plagues broke out, vaguely linked by gossip to meat pellet purveyance. Plague blocks were sanitized, a practice involving evacuation to anywhere, razing immediately and scorching forthwith. Pockets of smoke occasionally dotted the sky, catching the eyes of inhabitants. Whole streets stopped, faces wrinkling, gauging the danger purely in terms of proximity to meat pellet vendors who had a precarious existence. Traditional healers were the norm, often knowing some succedaneum to be manufactured from roots and shrubs. The right elixirs and ointments were remarkably effective. Wrong ones were remarkably deadly, and here existed a small but lively market.
The air was dry, hot, and dusty. Freaky mood lighting inside the small buildings seeped in like the weather, a few festival lights hanging about like leftovers from the main course eaten elsewhere. The Spies dictated curtly and vaguely what the cooperatives were to do; follow and assess, discreetly, retain and report anything. The Ritual of Orphne made it hard for S.O.Ds. to operate openly. Confrontation could escalate, and the Spies didn’t want masses of oppressed peoples to discover how they could give a S.O.D. a good ol’ fashion thrashin’. One thing could lead to another, and anything that might lead to the Society Of Sages was to be avoided. So they left the peoples alone on this night, totally out of character for nasty creatures of the Dark Reign.
Sheer weight of the festive population would make finding anyone hard, and disguised too – that’d be nigh on finding a high quality meat pellet in the City. The S.O.Ds. made their way to the city centre, cooperatives in tow. Eventually everyone passes through the old town’s beating heart. Hoods on, the real monsters joined the party. Only everyday thugs skived around unlit side streets, lurking in back alleys afraid of the light.
The Spies Of Darkness set up in the ancient centre, cooperatives at the exits. Alert, they kept watching each other nervously. Watching and waiting for Agents trotting merrily by. If a Spy moved on the Agents this would force the other’s hand (or claw as it be) to prevent loss of the prize. Both sides played wait and see.
A cooperative swirled in with the crowds. Moving like a festive ghost the cooperative absconded. Coerced by the S.O.Ds. he’d sought the assistance of a local denomination of the pluralists, his new employer. Gone briefly, he floated unnoticed back into position. It wasn’t too long before the ancient city centre was discreetly populated by simplists and pluralists, drawing the attention of the unitarists. The affairs that had taken place in the desert, the loss of the Desert Rose virtually twice, the appearance of S.O.Ds., and then some dangerous other types had put them on a higher state of alert, if not consciousness. Something was happening, and they wanted to know what.
The parade was making its way to the city’s heart. Yohanna, Mr Besterby, Noel and George, Azzer, Arhpezhio, Borborrhygmee, and Sidyllih were strolling along, not quite merrily, among the festival goers and convoy of floats. Somewhere behind them, Felix, Otocyon, Suricata, and Fennecus walked along. Felix was jumping up and down like an iguana, trying to pick out the tall hooded figure he had seen before. The city centre wasn’t too far away.
 

***
 

The unitarists heard a rumour doing the rounds in Phlogiston, a lively tale that a significant Key was rolling about. It’d been rather publicly denounced by the unitarist leadership as walloping cod (doing something that had no reasonable purpose). Unitarists were busy vehemently arguing on every street against the existence of a Key, whereupon they themselves discovered a strange map to a hidden place in the desert. That episode went something like:
‘We’ve come into possession of some odd information.’
‘Really, what shall we do… er… about the oddity?’
‘Shall we send a few to seek out if there is any substance to this odd information?’
‘It could be for the best… I mean, if there is anything to it, then it would be best if the oddity was in our possession. Don’t you think?’
‘Yes, it would be unfortunate if such an oddity fell into the wrong hands. If there is an oddity, then we need to seal it away from prying eyes.’
‘Yes, time will cover its tracks and smooth over any historical anomalies.’
‘Indeed, if a little omission works for some it’ll work for us, too.’ The pair allowed themselves sly wry smiles. You didn’t get to High-priest without flexing the rules and elasticising the truth. For them it was just regular exercise.
‘What about the others? Should we tell them?’
‘I don’t think they need to know. Do you?’
‘I agree… can’t see what purpose that would serve. We should tidy this up ourselves, and take it from there.’
‘Yes, don’t bother the others with this for now. It may play into our hands later.’
It was about power to control, in society and within the unitarist organisation. Jockeying for power was more often settled the old fashioned way… … …and as the unitarists shuffled into the ancient heart of the City of Fate, there was a bit of tension when their factions recognised each other – and they hadn’t even had time to lay eyes on the simplists and pluralists.
 

***
 

Along the edges wide eyed bystanders enjoyed the cavalcade of floats and Ritual participants, garbed in the outer raiment they’d part with for the proceedings’ conclusion. Festive multitudes cloaked the mission operatives. Resounding echoes of drum beats picked up as they entered the ancient centre, horns blasting, the increased pitch heightening excitement. As tradition had it, the Ritual struck its highest chord in a park on the others side of the city centre.
The crowd channelled itself through the sieve of S.O.Ds., cooperatives, pluralists,
simplists, and unitarists. Restless unease hung in the air, costumed masses realising something secretive in the city centre was becoming less secret. Anxiety settled on the S.O.Ds., unaware of where the others loitering nearby had popped up from. Seriously outnumbered the cooperatives feared some local retribution would take place if they were identified. The population didn’t take kindly to those who succumbed to the S.O.Ds., mostly because cooperatives were drawn from the destitute invisible communities. With nothing to lose, moving as one, they collectively rambled to the city boundaries and kept going…
The sudden departure of the cooperatives created a mini-vacuum. Wild crowds crushed on in a frenzied surge to the beating of drums and trumpeting horns. The undisciplined unitarists threw the first knucklebone in the confusion. In no time the pluralists and simplists entered the mêlée. The Agents banded closely around the companions, hastening Yohanna and Mr Besterby to climb onto George’s saddle with Noel’s help.
‘Quickly, up you get, we have to move through fast,’ Azzer ordered.
Not far behind Felix espied the form of Yohanna and recognised The Accountant as they climbed up. ‘There they go, hurry!’
The S.O.Ds. couldn’t miss them riding high above everyone else, instinct telling them this was the target. George somehow remained inconspicuous in the midst of the sprawling fisticuffs. The scouring eyes of the S.O.Ds. spotted four similar figures positioned around the two riding high, confirming their interest.
At last the procession broke down, the ruckus out of control… costumes flying through the air. Given the unpredictability of such large and enthusiastically attended events the civic organisers were somewhat flexible. The symbolic disrobing of costumes was deemed early but underway.
Realising their peril the nasty S.O.Ds. starting barging their way, panicky, against the tide of disrobers. It was possibly the best way for them to draw attention to themselves, but they weren’t thinking clearly. Of course, unsuspecting festive types grabbed and stripped the S.O.Ds. Surprised and horrified at the same time, the crowd initially cringing, everyone was slightly confused about how they should respond. Hideous and odious servants of the Darkness usually inspired fear. But then the wild frenzied rush took over, the peoples moving forward with flambeaux to ensnare the wicked creatures in rings of fire. Tonight they would take their fury at the Dark Reign out on the S.O.Ds. …seized and beaten mercilessly until they were finished. Their carcasses dragged by a large throng and disposed of where the Severed Ones and other S.O.Ds. were unlikely to wander.
Meanwhile, fighting in the city centre continued with gusto. Politely using their claws, the Agents gently urged people to move out of their way, also deterring those who were about to set upon them. Weaving, they drove a wedge through the crowd to an open street. Only just they were heading down it and a group of unitarists appeared from an adjoining lane, their eyes meeting. Instinctively Noel’s grip on the pouch with the Key tightened. An unusually observant unitarist noticed Noel’s movement, assuming Noel was as good as any other a candidate for a good mugging. They had no idea what was at stake. George hesitated and the mission operatives paused, understanding the hesitation was an invitation for trouble. Not a lot was needed to convince the unitarists to ‘have a go,’ the Old City Centre was regularly contested turf. Without prompting the Agents were about to extend their claws and make extremely short work of the unitarists when a thief from out of the desert appeared.
‘Wa’hey!’ Felix called to the surprise of the four travellers and the Agents. They glanced around in slight disbelief, unitarists already charging along the street, yelling and whooping ready to fight.
‘Yo wahhey,’ replied the The Accountant very politely, clutching the satchel strung over his shoulder.
Arhpezhio’s forced smile looked like a grimace, ‘Listen, we don’t have time for games. Move along.’ Drawing back the sleeve of his djellaba the thief revealed a tattoo on his upper arm, of a bean. The thief’s friends drew back their sleeves. Suricata took a deep breath and put a strangely engraved whistle to his lips, producing a shrill unattractive note. A sea of pluralists and simplists flowed into the street, sweeping past. The Agents rested their claws. Fennecus took off, running head long at the unitarists. The others paused as Fennecus Zerda ran wildly screaming into the throng, lunging into the enemy. Yohanna, Mr Besterby, Noel, and George were as surprised as the Agents.
Felix looked at them and explained, ‘It’s the Rogues Redemption. He’s done it for his honour.’ Three robbers kissed a finger on a fist, and loudly thumped it once on their chests. The mission operatives looked at each other, sort of uncomfortably in silence as they felt out touch with this, for want of a better description, custom.
Borborrhygmee soon ended the moment, stepping forward and scrutinizing the bean tattoo on Otocyon’s arm. Otocyon held still, putting on a brave face as his arm rested in the dangerously armed paws of an Agent. He’d heard stories, but never ‘met’ the claws first hand. Most individuals who did get close enough for a decent inspection weren’t around much longer. With breathing momentarily suspended, the other rogues waited for imminent confirmation, well ready to protest if the finding was not favourable. They estimated their existence might rest on it. Borborrhygmee looked back, having carefully examined the finer detail, deliberately concealed, in the tattoo.
‘They’re in the resistance.’ The Agent, still holding the lad’s arm for good measure looked him in the eyes to be sure Otocyon knew the gravity of the situation his arm was in. ‘Take us to Neighbourhood-Moyrai.’ Borborrhygmee added, ‘Please,’ politely yet firmly with a subtle nod. Otocyon nodded enthusiastically, grateful the task was much simpler than it could have been. Felix and Suricata smiled with relief, silently beckoning one and all to follow. The thieves, who occasionally worked in the resistance, glanced around. On the one hand, working by Agents of the Society Of Sages was a really upbeat thing. On the other hand, they knew a few of their spare lives had been well used in getting this far. The rogues shuffled with a bounce in their step quickly down an alley. Together they were enough to empty the side streets of loitering malefactors fairly fast. Scum flushed themselves out of the poorly lit alleys or hid in shadowy doorways as the group moved with purpose.
‘I wonder how the unitarists are faring,’ George mused, tongue in cheek.
‘Poorly I’d say,’ Felix responded. True enough, in the Old City Centre the unitarists were struggling backwards as the musicians kept cranking the music out, because as far as they were concerned the show had to go on. The unscheduled backdrop, or ruckus, to the anticipated terpsichorean proceedings was a crowd pleaser witnessed with toasted bean bread lightly dipped in an oddly scented vegetable oil. Later it was recorded as a jolly good show capped off with the termination of two S.O.Ds. and a big brawl that put the unitarists to flight. The unitarists never attempted to get anyone to actually like them, just to follow them, and unsurprisingly few were mindless enough to bother.
‘Not far now, we keep going this way.’ Felix pointed in the general direction, leading the way through streets where people occasionally eyed the group with a hint of curiosity. They walked quietly across small fields of baked clay which trapped intense heat. It made them perspire, more. Along bridges spanning what was once a mighty winding river Felix pointed out, ‘Be careful near this riverbed… regularly no water, but sometimes more than is safe, quickly and then it is gone. We have the Dark Witches to thank for that.’ The travellers looked at the waterway, if only to be polite, nodding. They had other things on their mind.
Abruptly at a crossroad, on the edge of a noisy neighbourhood, the thieves looked up and down the streets. A small fury animal skittered off into a shadow in a shadow. The ensuing sound of a plant seizing it didn’t surprise anyone. Yohanna found that in itself interesting. The sound of a street cleaner wrestling with the plant for the carcass was disconcerting, however. Voices of boisterous wheelers and dealers echoed out of a bright bustling market, just off to the side. ‘The market,’ Felix said unremarkably. Beans exchanging hands constantly, traders came and went, the market never closing except to observe special days, of which there were few to none special enough these days. Subtle flavours of beans constituted the denominations of an edible currency. Plainer beans had less trading value. The worst tasting bean known to people and animal alike was much valued, being quite rare with a brief shelf life. Beans hardly gained or lost value, mostly because they were beans, but the volume and velocity of bean-bartering was limited by consumption of the currency. Surplus beans helped meet the needs of an expanding city, despite unhealthily lean times. Lean existences made cities like the City of Fate grow. Cities accumulated surplus beans, directing some of this into a rudimentary welfare system providing a modest nutritional intake and meagre allowance.
‘All sorts of different people come to the City. Sometimes you look around and you wonder why people would come, but here they can at least survive.’ Suricata said this pointing at the market. ‘People have their reasons.’
Sometimes cities were safer than living in the deserts, sometimes not. But if crime wasn’t a problem, then disease might be, or the Dark Reign could be deeply entrenched and networked making life difficult. That was the thing, the luck of the draw, or the opportunity. It could be quite pleasant, or it could be a fight for survival. Through a part of town that was somewhere between the two the thieves strolled along carefully. It looked like nobody was struggling to survive, but at the same time it looked like a place where if you dropped your guard you might be carried out feet, paws, or hooves first.
Felix coughed, clearing his throat, ‘Welcome to Neighbourhood-Moyrai.’ He pointed casually to the sounds of frenetic business in markets, illuminated by swinging lanterns. Everywhere had its markets. ‘So what are we looking for?’
Arhpezhio looked around. ‘We have someone to find. Yohanna…’
‘Her name is Lahkysis.’
‘We don’t know anyone by that name here,’ Suricata said.
‘But we can look,’ Otocyon added hopefully. ‘What does Lahkysis do?’
‘Apparently she resides in a place where there are countless spindles… she is something of a er spinner,’ Yohanna said.
‘I know the person you speak of. There is only one spindle,’ Felix stated.
‘But...’ Yohanna began. She was cut off by Azzervaraite.
‘Yohanna,’ Azzer said, giving her a look to remind her to keep silent about the secrets she was privy to. Yohanna bit her tongue and nodded. ‘Shall we see first for ourselves this spinner, and proceed from there.’ One spindle was a better starting place than being stuck without a spindle at all.
‘Yes, sounds like a good idea,’ Felix said. ‘We have to start somewhere. We’ll take you there right now.’ And with a nod to the Agents he began to lead the way. Yohanna just shook her head. She was sure that Atropa Belladonna had said many spindles, not just the one. The Accountant shrugged, and gently urged Yohanna to be patient with a smile.
‘I’m sure we’ll find the spinner, Yohanna,’ he said, ‘even if we have to search one spindle at a time through the entire neighbourhood.’ The Agents nodded in agreement…. whatever it took.
Walking through the market, they steadily avoided attention. Stalls with all sorts of clothes brightened up the place, the robes and colours appealing. Food stalls offered various bean dishes, easy to obtain if the desire or need arrived. More excitingly for the travellers one or two sold what was ostensibly possibly edible meat, recently ‘cleaned’ from the streets. The crossroads sprang to mind and the travellers eyed the meat suspiciously with wry smiles. They knew what that stuff was, best described as an on-going civic concern it probably had a good dose of plant venom at best.
The mission operatives, guided by the three occasional resistance fighters, passed through an indoor market, a barn with no doors. Nudging their way through, vendors were pushing their products strongly, and the Agents and the lads fending off some aggressive but traditionally energetic sales; how things were done in these parts. Out of corner doors to a basement, some people emerged, throwing someone out. The man splayed face down on the floor, murmuring.
Felix looked at Yohanna. ‘Juice, people drink too much to take their minds off their problems.’
‘Makes their lives more miserable than when they weren’t drinking it,’ Otocyon added. He shrugged.
Walking out of the barn, the murmuring man in mind, they paused to let a pair of arguing ladies rumble by. They stopped and hurled insults, each proclaiming to be the fairest. An old lady, barely moving to start with, walking stick in hand, slowly slowed to a halt, ‘I feel sorry for the poor fellow they’re fighting over. Don’t you?’ She cackled, and her eyes were bright. Yohanna spotted the fire of a long and interesting life in them.
Suricata interrupted, ‘Ladies, ladies. You are no less beautiful than the radiant suns themselves. For both of you to limit your effulgent beauty to the one man would shear the very hearts of all others. Please do not fight over the one, but be so kind as to consider all the others who themselves would fight over you.’
The ladies paused and blushed, smiling at Suricata. Suricata was a thief, and capable of the little untruth here and there. In this case it was a mountain of little untruths wobbling precariously over the reality. These ladies were ‘wax women’…their features held in place by cosmetic wax. A popular version of the product was hawked as Wax On Hax Off. Suricata forced a grin, it looked strained, the ladies cooed like frogs with gravel in their throats. The travellers attempted to continue, but the wax women asserted their presence and their interest in Suricata. Attention of the crowds was shifting, the Agents sensing eyes beginning to watch. Suricata Suricatta looked at his fellow robbers, waved and threw himself at the wax women, who disappeared into the shadows, taking their quivering companion with them. The thieves stood tall, kissed a finger on their fists and thumped them loudly on their chests.
‘The Rogues Redemption,’ they said in unison. Turning on the spot they walked quickly, shivering at the sacrifice their comrade had made, leading the group on.
They came to a building on the corner of another market street. A lot of people need a lot of the things that are needed a lot. Above the door a sign was hanging precariously from an assortment of aged hinges fitted unevenly along its length. It simply said one word, Clothes. Assorted materials were displayed haphazardly all over the place, lying in semi-controlled disarrangement. Unlike much of the city, the material was vibrant, brilliant, colourful, soft, and user friendly. Out back a slight noise drew the group’s silence, and preceded the appearance of a woman. She wasn’t as old as Yohanna expected. In fact, she almost seemed to get younger before their eyes. The change in her complexion as she moved towards them was utterly mesmerising.
‘Can I interest you in some material?’ she asked, staring at Yohanna. The woman looked casually at the others and let her stare fall almost with a thud back on Yohanna. ‘I take it you’re shopping, young lady, and your friends are just looking …I hope.’ The words floated on a smile, sprinkled with a hint of sarcasm. ‘You all can’t be here because one of you needs a new djellaba?’ The robbers looked at each other. Felix’s was looking a little used. He’d been dragged any number of times along the ground as he struggled to get a hold of his wayward iguana.
‘Are you …Lahkysis?’ Yohanna asked.
‘Who’s asking?’ the woman replied, words pressed and starched, staring suspiciously at Yohanna.
‘Um, my name is Yohanna. I was told Lahkysis could be found somewhere here. A place where there are many spindles.’
‘Look around you. Do you see many spindles? There is only one. I’m afraid you’ve come to the wrong place.’ Everyone stood silently for a moment. The Agents were about to gently inquire about other possible spinners in town. Felix spoke up.
‘Wait. Please, can I see the spindle?’ Felix said.
‘Sure, why not. Go look at the spindle and be satisfied.’
Yohanna walked towards the back of the shop with Felix. Besterby followed. She peered around the corner and there was but a single spindle. ‘Felix, there is only one spindle…’ Besterby peered around past her and Felix.
‘Yohanna, look at the floor,’ he said. ‘The walls, the ceiling… see the mosaics and tessellated floor. How many of these tiles and stones are actually little mirrors.’ Before he knew he knew the answer to that question it had already run through his mind, left a calling card with the answer, and moved on.
Felix stood tall, crossing his arms deliberately. ‘My cousin,’ he casually began, tapped his foot and continued with a hand rubbing his chin, ‘she spoke of this place, she makes djellabas, fortunately.’
‘You’re right Mr Besterby,’ Yohanna exclaimed. She nodded in appreciation to the desert rogue. ‘If you count those, there are hundreds, no thousands, hundreds of thousands of spindles.’ Besterby looked at Felix and nodded slowly with an eyebrow raised. Yohanna pivoted around and was slightly surprised by the woman now standing right behind them. ‘Lahkysis,’ she said with certainty. ‘I was told you might be able to tell me something… how to get into somewhere…’ The woman stared straight at her, head slightly askance, jaw a little ajar, eyes friendly but distant.
‘You two good fellows,’ the woman said without looking at Felix or Mr Besterby, or any interest in whether either actually was good, ‘go wait with your friends… find some material. One of you needs a new djellaba… I’ll let you figure out which one.’ Motioning Yohanna to follow she sauntered into the back room, bidding her in a quiet voice to take a seat. ‘So, I am Lahkysis. There is only one place anyone would ask me how to get into. Before I tell you, you must tell me some things.’ Yohanna nodded. ‘So,’ Lahkysis began, ‘why?’
Yohanna wondered how much she could divulge, if anything, without compromising the mission. ‘Because… if you don’t help me, then …I may never be able to return home.’ She thought she hadn’t lied, but she hadn’t provided the entire picture.
Lahkysis smiled. ‘Basil has taught you well.’
‘How…?’
‘Oh I know Basil Von Thyme. Only that Sage could possibly have sent you here.’ Lahkysis said. ‘How is Basil Von Thyme?’
‘He’s well.’
‘I see. He must be,’ Lahkysis said, looking away. ‘He must be doing very well to find out where I was and to send you here. I try very hard to be… no-one nowhere in particular. Something I have worked hard to perfect. But still, the mighty S.O.S. found me.’
‘He’s helping me…’
‘Oh… helping you,’ Lahkysis said turning back to face Yohanna. ‘I think if Basil is involved both you and I know this is much bigger than just helping you. But I won’t ask what it is that you have to do when you get to where you are going. But I am intrigued to know… how did he know where I was?’
‘I don’t know,’ Yohanna said firmly. She looked Lahkysis straight in the eyes.
‘I can see that you are not going to tell me that, but tell me this then… is it true? There are rumours of a Key and the One… the unitarists are going berserk trying to play it down… unwittingly doing the Sages’ work for them… publicity control. Those fanatics, they’re not very bright. Maybe the ones at the top have a few smarts between them, but not the foot soldiers. They have beans for brains.’
‘I can’t say. Please. I need to know how to…’
‘Get into the Dark Temple. I know. This is the information I have. Basil Von Thyme knows this.’ Lahkysis smiled and laughed loudly. The Agents, Mr Besterby, Noel, and George, and the full-time thieves moonlighting as resistance fighters, heard her laughter. They all looked at each other, and resumed fumbling around the store trying to look as natural as nine lone guys can in a fabric store.
‘Yes, the Dark Temple,’ Yohanna whispered.
‘The Dark Temple… Yohanna who has been sent by Basil Von Thyme, listen and remember these directions.’ Yohanna nodded with a bit of a gulp. ‘You must leave the City of Fate and head into the wilderness. You must go into the driest parts of Phlogiston, the Jagged Heights. There you must travel the road until you find the Amaranth. It is a flower that continues to bloom despite the conditions. There are no other flowers so you cannot be mistaken. When you find it, leave the road and follow the flowers until you come to a cobbled path. This path you will happen upon before you see it.’
‘How will we be on it before we can see it?’
‘Like everything associated with the Dark Temple, all is not as it seems. Not even this. The path is known to those who have heard of it as the Ambivium. The Ambivium will take you to the Dark Temple, but therein is the trick.’
‘The trick?’ Yohanna asked, concerned that the directions themselves might prove difficult enough without having to jump through hoops as well.
‘Yes, the Ambivium will take you around the Dark Temple but not actually to it. It leads to the place you wish to go to, but if you simply follow the Ambivium you will never actually reach the Dark Temple.’
‘But if it takes us to where we want to go, won’t we see the Dark Temple?’
‘Yes you will see it, then, as you seem to be approaching it, suddenly it will disappear from in front and reappear behind you.’
‘How is that?’ the perplexed young woman said.
‘As I said, all is not as it seems. The more something appears to be located in front of you, the further removed it is from that position. Finally, you think it is directly before you, and then, suddenly, it is actually behind you because you have passed it by. Once you have passed it completely, then what you see vanishes as the Ambivium can’t bend reality further than that to create the illusion. If it could distort and warp reality beyond that, you would actually keep walking away from the Dark Temple but think you were getting closer until you had left the Ambivium. The Ambivium is like a moat around the Dark Temple, protecting it from those who should be foolish enough to be wandering around the Jagged Heights… intruders and others, the likes of which might include… the One.’ Lahkysis looked directly into Yohanna’s eyes, reached out and gripped her by the shoulder. ‘Hmmm,’ Lahkysis thoughtfully began, ‘you could be the One, but that is perhaps up to you.’
‘How do you know Basil?’ Yohanna asked with a little worry in her voice. Lahkysis sensed this and relaxed her grip, sitting upright again.
‘You know, if it were ordained and predestined you hardly need to be worried. Just turn up and it would be pretty much all over. But things are never that simple. One who chooses to do what must be done goes forward without the comfort of some preordained reality. One is aware of all the risks. One needs to be strong, resilient, practical, and resourceful. But above all, brave enough to continue in the face of uncertainty and the definite horrors that the Dark Temple holds within. When you confront the transmuted creatures that reside in the Dark Temple, you will need all the courage you have, and be ready to sacrifice all.’
‘The transmuted creatures?’
‘All those who have been infused with the Darkness… an awful business, as I’m sure the Sages must have explained.’
‘Oh, yes, I heard, those creatures, very unpleasant.’
‘How do I know Basil… well, to cut a long story short, Basil assisted me… to escape. He was the Protector of the Crystals back then. I was one of three sisters. Our collective fate was to become initiates of the Dark Coven. I had witnessed an initiation, though I was not supposed to have. In fright, I sought to flee. Basil was able to assist my escape. They became part of the Dark Coven… one is dead, and the other is still in the Dark Temple. Atropa died in the Reign Of Terror…’ at this Yohanna bit her lip. She recovered her composure just before Lahkysis’s gaze returned to her. ‘The other, Clotho, is the hideous and repulsive creature known as the Dark Queen, among other names. She’s not a person anymore, as you probably have been schooled… there is, there are nothing but monsters where you intend to go…’ Lahkysis looked away silently for a few seconds then spoke firmly and quickly. ‘As you walk the Ambivium you will hear the sound of an invisible river… it is called The Stix… follow this sound until you seem to pass a fountain in a rock formation. Just as it disappears from sight turn and walk directly off the Ambivium. There you will find this waterfall. It’s a secret entrance to the Dark Temple. Those who were forced to labour on the Ambivium secretly made the waterfall. The Dark Coven suspected treachery and slaughtered all the slaves. I had heard about it, the secret entrance. I found it from the inside and escaped, just, with Basil’s help, and with me I have this secret. Basil Von Thyme used a special crystal to help me find my way clearly out of the distorted reality of the Ambivium. The S.O.S. then concealed my movements. Later, Agents removed me to a safer place. The Sages looked after me, indirectly, and then let me be to live as normal a life as someone such as I can… always looking over my shoulder wondering when creatures would be coming to seize me. There can only be one Dark Queen, and my existence represents… a low… but continued threat to the primacy of whichever monster assumed power. So, as you can see, it is in my interests to help you. But, there is a problem …’
‘A problem?’
‘To enter through the fountain you must solve a riddle. That, to date, has proven to be a bit of a problem for all who have tried. The few they are have perished, which is the fate that awaits all who do not solve the riddle.’
‘Where might the answer be found?’
‘It went with the slaves to their graves.’
‘Then how do we solve it?’
‘Before you solve it you must find it. One thing at a time, my dear,’ Lahkysis smiled. ‘Go, be careful, and take some material for that ruffian’s clothes.’ She laughed and sat there looking away again. She was sorrowful … for one sister’s fate and the other’s destiny. She knew something about the workings of the Darkness. She knew full well that all the blame lay on everything emanating out of it.
Yohanna reappeared in the shop. She grabbed some material and shoved it into Felix’s hands, stating that Lahkysis had said to take it… she added that he looked scruffy, even for a desert dwelling robber. Azzer asked where they were to go. ‘Jagged Heights,’ she replied.
‘The Heights,’ Felix said looking at his friend.
‘The Dark Temple,’ his friend grimaced. The name alone was uninviting. Scuffing their feet, they kicked imaginary dirt, pausing a moment. Albeit a part-time occupation, the resistance still meant something.
‘Well, this will be different,’ Felix mused, ‘got a sprig of something refreshing?’
‘Yep, you got a toothpick?’
Felix nodded. ‘I’d say we’re ready then.’
‘Yep, into the foulest beast’s mouth we go – couldn’t be more ready.’



Chapter 13 Journey to the Jagged Heights
 Unsettling news caught up with the travellers. Rumour had it a crystal of uncertain powers had been unearthed.
‘Apparently,’ said the anonymous source to his friend in the resistance, ‘the unitarists had a map.’
‘A map,’ the resistance fighter repeated, nodding to a disguised fellow of the fourteenth cohort Field Operations Special Agent Legionnaires. The anonymous source nodded. ‘Which was obtained by…?’
‘It seems they bought the map… from someone who picked the pocket of a thug who threatened and took it from a thief who broke into a villa, via the unlocked front door, and snatched it from a collection of artefacts that was gathered illegally by…’
‘Yes, my friend,’ the other resistance fighter interrupted. ‘What of the map?’
‘Well.’ The anonymous source looked around, making sure no one but the ten people in his immediate vicinity could hear, of which he did not know eight. Nobody asked to be introduced. Even The Accountant withheld his business card. ‘Okay, so the unitarists bought the map, and it led them into the desert… where for months on end they dug around… a nondescript place… no one knew where it was, only that unitarists would buy supplies and disappear for weeks at a time. Some people said…’
‘What people?’
‘Some people, alright. Some people, they’re saying the unitarists found a lost place… and in this place no longer lost but found, they uncovered,’ the source’s voice lowered to a whisper, ‘a Key.’
There was a silent pause. It carried a bit too long for someone’s liking. ‘Aaaand?’ a resistance fighter encouraged loudly.
‘Keep it down, not everyone knows already,’ the source muttered caustically. Nobody seemed to notice them. ‘I heard the Key fell into the mangy claws of the S.O.Ds.’ The source shrugged. ‘I know not how. And that, my friend, is as much as anyone knows.’
‘Out of the unitarists’ hands and into those of the S.O.Ds.,’ Otocyon muttered. ‘I wonder how that happened.’
‘Indeed,’ Besterby added quietly. The others looked around nonchalantly.
Felix sniffed, rubbing his chin. He thanked the anonymous source, who promptly slipped away. Clearly there was something else bad about this news; the slightly grim look exchanged between the Agents wasn’t masked. He almost asked what the nature of their bother was, but guessed the topic wasn’t open for discussion. It made him wonder though.
The Desert Rose’s history was vague, and knowledge of its powers likewise. But for the Agents, Yohanna and her friends the urgency to reach the Dark Temple was confirmed.
‘You know what that means,’ Noel whispered to Mr Besterby.
‘Yes, we’ve got to intercept the Dark Queen and Remora before damage is done.’ George and Yohanna nodded discreetly.
 

***
 

By no skilful design of their own the S.O.Ds. had obtained the Desert Rose. Now in their possession, it was under a most deliberate guard. No chance being taken by the Dark Queen. The bad news reached the Society Of Sages swiftly.
‘There’s little doubt that the servants of Darkness have the Desert Rose,’ Basil told the Prime High. He adopted a relaxed yet thoughtful position with one arm crossed, and the other forming a rest for his chin. ‘Our people in the field report that the Dark Queen’s army is large but not seeking battle. It’s hurrying to the Heights. We can assume nothing good can come of that.’
‘Indeed,’ Telesto added quietly, her voice deceptively mellow and sharply edged as usual. They knew that rather than nothing good, it was most likely to turn bad and then get worse. Looking around briefly the Sages exchanged nods. There was some light folding and unfolding of arms, the rare scratching of an ear. ‘Polyhistor, what are your thoughts?’ All heads turned.
Polyhistor stood up slowly. ‘The Severed Ones have, we can assume, the Desert Rose and are marching – relentlessly. It’s largely in the hands, paws, and hooves of our mission operatives to take this fight to the Dark Witches. Shall we break for some tea?’
 

***
 

Noel pondered aloud, ever the optimist, ‘What if we run into the Severed Ones?’
‘Well, there’s yet another ugly thought,’ Yohanna replied jovially.
‘Perhaps we ask them for directions?’ George muttered with a hint of good humour. Everyone smiled, lightly.
Besterby raised an eyebrow. ‘It’d depend on the numbers I imagine.’
The Agents nodded. No disagreement there. In their favour they knew the Sages could combat a large enemy force, even at a remarkable distance. On the other hand however, the mission was travelling below the visual
threshold of the Dept. Of Augurs. Each of them had a special crystal sewn into a pocket, blurring the ability of anyone with sight, in particular the Dark Reign’s seers known as the Eldritch Witchery Spaes (a.k.a. the E.W.S.). The closer the operatives got to the Heights the harder it would be for the Dept. Of Augurs to see; even an army in the realm guarded by the E.W.S. would be hard to detect. But they had to get there first…
The travellers didn’t have to scramble far to acquire a pair of abandoned wagons, which sat around decorating the city edges like bits of clothes haphazardly jutting out of a suitcase. It all belonged together, just not tidily.
‘Interesting,’ Besterby noted, ‘We can just use these wagons, and for free?’
‘Yep, no problem,’ Felix confirmed. ‘The custom is to use and return wagons, at absolutely any place around the city. You always keep your own iguanas or whatever though.’
‘Not just because they’d run off,’ Otocyon pointed out, ‘but they’re very valuable as emergency food.’
‘Oh, that’s er um nice. Good thinking, I hope we don’t have to resort to that.’
‘Admittedly the wagons are a bit old, but these ones look fine to me, I think.’ For his own peace of mind Felix kicked a wheel and, gripping it with two hands, shook it firmly. Nothing fell off, despite a disconcerting rattle. ‘No problem, it’s in good condition.’ Nevertheless Felix gave it a second kick, paused to be sure, smiled encouragingly, and with a quick nod everyone was satisfied the axles wouldn’t break at the first corner (at least).
 

***
 

Soon they were on a vaguely defined dusty trail, each wagon drawn by a pair of the rogues’ bouncing-iguanas. It was a surprisingly fluid sort of motion despite the iguanas’ explosive bounding and great leaping prowess. Felix, Azzer, Borborrhygmee, Yohanna and the Accountant rode in the first wagon, followed by Arhpezhio, Noel, George, Sidyllih, and Otocyon.
The wagons, trundling at pace, were tugged by the emergency rations across the desolate wastelands towards the bleak, wretched and comfortless Jagged Heights. The Heights comprised a huddle of cold, rocky, mountains sitting unnaturally in the middle of a large expanse of flat land. The Dark Coven had used its considerable powers to rearrange the topography. The Heights became the place from which the hideous Witches surveyed the Green Belt in preparation for their battles, thereby reducing it into Phlogiston. They also wanted a place they could defend against those who would dare send any army against them. Those armies that did sally forth against the evil residing in the Heights perished before the awful power of the Dark Coven. Only now, with the Coven shattered by internecine conflict, and the increasing reach and work of the Society Of Sages, could any attempt against the Dark Temple be considered even a remote possibility.
The Dark Queen and Remora expected a massive army of the collective peoples would come eventually, more so now than at any other time. It was the hope of the reigning Dark Witch that it’d happen. The defeat of the mighty army was known in Dark Lore, the inevitable showdown and last gasping failure of the weak peoples before the Wicked Apotheosis and the granting of Dark power in the universe(s). Contrary to the Evil Witch’s heightened expectations, a small group journeyed across vast, bone dry deserted plains. The land had been abandoned before the hordes of Severed Ones spewing forth from the Jagged Heights like a sea of horror. Everyone fled, and for those who did not manage to flee it was grim.
However, for several reasons the Dark Coven preserved a few items like cities, towns and villages. Firstly, expunging the existence of these wasn’t necessary to establish their cruel grip on the lands. The rapidity with which the Dark Witches took the Green Belt, a wide girdle of fertility running around the planet between northern and southern latitudes, gave them the confidence to turn attention to the more important business of Coven hierarchy. This priority preoccupation led to savage fights in the Coven. The effects of which were devastating as the Coven with their armies of Severed Ones and Spies fought bitterly throughout the Green Belt. That was the Reign Of Terror. Secondly, accessible communities made it a lot easier to conscript victims for battle. Thirdly, without the continuity of communities and their local knowledge, mythology, storytelling, and other sources of information would have ceased. Behind the walls, the Dark Coven knew it needed the peoples, especially when it came to knowing the whereabouts of such things as Keys.
 

***
 

Twisting under the incomprehensible terror of the Darkness, with growing savagery inside them the Dark Witches focused on bringing about the Wicked Apotheosis. The Dark Queen and her cousin waited with deranged desperation for the decisive battle described in Dark Lore, while quietly pondering how to kill each other. They didn’t anticipate a small motley group, ready to do everything they could, with what they had, with what opportunities they were given.
The closer the Desert Rose got the greater the fear of losing the prize at the finishing line, and being cast into the Darkness by the survivor. The stakes were rising. The Dark Queen knew the window of opportunity for Remora to displace her was closing. Madness, fear, hatred, and associated virtues of the monstrous Darkness were sucking the cousins towards their own unforgiving showdown. Had not the Desert Rose or another Key been located the S.O.S. reckoned the presence of the Fantastic Crystal Prism would ignite such a conflict. Nevertheless, the Sages knew a reduction of the Witches to one was on its own not worth the dangers involved in bringing forth a Key for that purpose. But, doing so would open a small and vital window of opportunity. However, for the time being, Yohanna, Mr Besterby, Noel, and George were having difficulty imagining a lovely ripe opportunity.
It was imperative that the operatives sent by the S.O.S. confronted the Dark Witches. Because of the Desert Rose’s presence, little doubt remained. The Agents knew this, only because Basil Von Thyme informed them of this vital aspect of the play. Yohanna, Mr Besterby, Noel, and George were under the reasonable impression that they had to free the Bird imprisoned in the Dark prison, and that this might be achieved without actually having to face down the Witches. The Agents were under a secret order to safely conduct the travellers and the Key to the Dark Temple, whereabouts thereupon it was essential that there be a ‘face to face’ with the reigning Dark Witch. If the four companions were unaware of this, then, their manner would not arouse the suspicion of either of the Dark Witches. While the Sages had actively decided to not inform the four companions, they could not reach an agreement on another matter… they simply crossed their fingers, twiddled their thumbs and hoped for the best.
The Agents knew that the Sages would never trivially assign them to operations from which they might not return, and they never asked more than they needed to know. This and many other things ran through their heads as they approached the base of the Jagged Heights. The mountains were ashen grey where they met the plains, steadily becoming darker with altitude. In places the rocks oozed, sweating a sticky slime… a sort of inherent sickliness of the foul terrain. Numerous roads existed that the Severed Ones could use to descend. The Agents decided to use an old narrow one to ascend, to try and find the Amaranths, and remain unnoticed by the Dark Witch and Remora. In the Dark Temple all eyes were focussed on the other side of the Heights as the army of Severed Ones and S.O.Ds. returned with a Key.
At least most of the eyes were looking the other way. As the group travelled up through deathly quiet ravines, their hearts being the only thing audible, a pair of predatory eyes stealthily followed them. It saw something it was compelled to destroy. The thylakoleeohkahniphaks, or Thumb Cat, was driven by an unseen force, the hand of the Dark Queen, to simply bring down anything that was not shrouded in Darkness, no matter how innocent – it was a purpose built weapon. The Thumb Cat actually had a thumb of sorts, with an efficient claw for piercing and holding its prey. Not to mention the best teeth in the business. But that was about as ordinary as this predator could be. A creation of the Dark Queen, moving like a shadow, yellow eyes glowing like wisps of moonlight cutting through fog, it was only the sound of its heavy pugs alighting that caught the travellers’ attention. Felix and Otocyon were rightfully worried, their keen survival instincts at work, they hauled the wagons to a stop.
‘Yohanna,’ Noel whispered. He took off the pouch he had been carrying until then, and reaching over from his wagon handed it to Yohanna. Now she was finally carrying the Key again. She hadn’t done that since she arrived and dropped it on the sand, with good cause. A frightening pitter-patter of fast footsteps running around them could be heard. They closed ranks and looked about themselves. The bouncing-iguanas were becoming very jittery. Suddenly there was a blur. A Thumb Cat hurled itself silently from a rock. They all looked around just in time to see the wide open jaws of what was technically the most powerful bite in any animal’s kingdom.
Before anyone else could act, Otocyon Megalotis fell onto the creature like a wild animal himself. Holding the confused beast of Darkness tightly Otocyon dug in his heels. Gripping the mane in one hand he extracted a small knife from his pockets with another. The beast leapt off the wagon, bucking desperately and trying to shake off the unknown quantity. They disappeared into the foggy misty shadowy grey-lined cold rocks. The confused growling yelping noises disappeared quickly into the distance.
Felix Magarita kissed a finger on his fist and thumped his chest loudly, ‘Rogues Redemption.’ They all looked at him, and he nodded while sucking in his breath. He was the last.
Everyone was startled by the silent ferocity of the thylakoleeohkahniphaks. It truly struck home that they were now in Dark territory, where perilous dangers must surely abound. In the spirit of Otocyon’s actions they readied for any battle. But first things first, they had to find flowers. These, the Amaranths, somehow persisted in the shadow of the Darkness. Something so gentle and pretty lived on despite the icy aura of the Dark Temple on the dry barren rock of the Jagged Heights. The Eldritch Witchery Spaes considered it a lonely reminder of everything else’s weakness. To the mission operatives it was evidence that they were on a journey of extraordinary potential, where Darkness was not all prevailing at all. The Amaranth was a powerful symbol boosting their confidence, fortifying them despite the noticeable dwindling of their number over time. They believed in what they were doing. They knew the soundness of their purpose. They knew the risks. They understood the greater picture and why they had to do what they were doing. The Redeemed Rogues’ courage reminded them that they were there not for themselves, but for the greater good of all others.
‘Summum bonum,’ Yohanna whispered.
‘Summum bonum,’ the Agents quietly replied.



Chapter 14 The Dark Temple
 Keeping up the pace they stumbled on to something of a large flat rocky outcrop. It looked like a broad mushroom top. There, against the exceedingly dark rock, was a small flower with its gentle petals. It was red. And yonder past that one was another, with yellow petals, and another with green. They dismounted the wagons, looking over their shoulders to make sure no random beasts of Darkness were in tow. The wagons looked a lot smaller and rickety than they had originally. It was eerily quiet, no sound at all. The air was still, dry, and hot. Everyone had expected freezing cold. The terrain was devoid of life, the Amaranths being the exception. Walking along, all they could hear were their footsteps on loose gravel. Yohanna recalled the first time she ventured Underground, and when Noel had commented on them walking on the dead in that cavern… she wondered if that comment was better suited to where they were now. Her line of thought stopped. Rather oddly, a cobbled path was underfoot. It appeared from nowhere, just like Lahkysis said.
‘This is it,’ Yohanna sort of whispered. ‘We’re on the Ambivium. Listen carefully. There is a river that runs near here, by this path somewhere, but can’t be seen. It’s called The Stix. We have to follow it, and then find a fountain. The fountain is the secret door to the Dark Temple, according to Lahkysis.’
‘According to Lahkysis,’ Felix repeated thoughtfully. Wariness was a natural attribute after living on the margins of society, dodging wild animals, plants, and some very nasty characters in the desert.
‘I don’t think it’s a trap, but all the same,’ Yohanna added.
‘Yes, please do be alert,’ Azzer advised, looking around at the non-Agents.
‘I don’t think we have much else to go on, do we?’ Besterby asked. Yohanna responded with a nod.
‘At least,’ George mused optimistically, ‘if we find this door it’s the one we can use. I think the front door is going to be busy with all those Severed Ones and Spies.’ That comment ended the discussion on which door would be best.
Cautiously strolling along the Ambivium their view of the world was as far and wide as a short-sighted fish. The entire area was visually contorted, bowing around them with every step. The ground underfoot looked like an upside down bowl in its curvature, but they were walking along a straight, flat path. The sky was like a large tunnel through which they were walking. They could make out the rocks and the sky, but very little else.
‘I wonder how we’ll see the Dark Temple,’ Noel asked, ‘let alone the fountain to get into it.’ But as they marched along the cobbled path the foreboding and fearsomely castellated Dark Temple bowed ominously into the contorted visual landscape, entering their line of sight.
‘A little like that I imagine, great, we’re here. But how do we get from here to over there?’ Felix asked.
Yohanna explained what Lahkysis told her, ‘Okay, this is how the Ambivium works. It looks like we’re walking towards the Dark Temple, but in reality we’re walking past it. When it seems to be right in front of us it will, in reality, be virtually behind us. The Ambivium can only bend the light so far, and at this point, the Dark Temple will disappear from our view completely.’
‘Then how do we get to it if it is always located other than where we can see it?’ George asked.
‘Well, we don’t have to get to it… we’re going in via a secret door that isn’t part of the Dark Temple itself. We have to find the fountain. And, for that we have a river, The Stix, to listen to and guide us to it.’
‘George,’ The Accountant spoke up, ‘train those fine listening ears of yours and see if you can hear the river, because something tells me it’ll be difficult to see it in this strange view the Ambivium renders. Light is displaced here in a way I cannot fathom, er yet.’ Mr Besterby sounded a tad disappointed.
‘We won’t be able to see it at all,’ Yohanna said. ‘The river is invisible.’ The Accountant looked up humbly and felt a bit better.
‘Everybody take care then… we wouldn’t want to fall in a river we can’t see.’ Noel advised. ‘And completely beside the point, how do you get wet in a river that is invisible? Do you have to look wet to be wet, if you are in an invisible river?’
‘I’m pretty sure there are little sharks in there,’ George added wistfully. ‘They must be invisible.’
‘Maybe if you fall in you become invisible too,’ Borborrhygmee ventured. ‘So the sharks won’t see you and therefore they’re nothing to be concerned about, see.’
‘Maybe,’ Yohanna agreed, ‘but let’s not find out, eh.’
Suddenly George stopped in his tracks, and everyone looked at him. ‘Well?’ Sidyllih inquired in an anxious whisper on behalf of the group. They had gone silent to aid George’s listening.
‘Well, I do hear something…’ George twitched his ears, and then sniffed. ‘Water, I can smell the river, too.’ He turned around on the spot, while twitching his ears, until he finally narrowed in on a specific direction.
‘This way George?’ Arhpezhio asked.
‘I think so… let’s go, this way, slightly off to the side there…’
The group started following George’s ears. Despite expecting the cobbled path to cease just over the bowl shaped horizon nearby, worryingly it kept going, and they were still, still starting to move off the Ambivium. A point of practical interest arose silently: would they be able to get out in any direction?
‘On the bright side, the river is getting louder isn’t it George,’ Yohanna offered as a sign, of something, yet to be confirmed.
‘Yes, you should be able to hear it too, shhh, this way….’ True to his word, the rush of water slowly bubbled up to a level audible by everyone.
‘Up there, ahead somewhere, the sound seems to be close,’ Besterby pointed out. ‘Good ears George,’ he added.
‘Ahah, there it goes,’ Sidyllih said with a bit of bounce. Out of the Ambivium’s secret views a rock formation appeared, and there it was…. the fountain.
‘Lovely, so how do we get over to it?’ Borborrhygmee asked enthusiastically. The fact things were happening energised them. ‘We can see it, but it’s not physically there, so….’
Azzer looked around. ‘Yohanna, what did Lahkysis say about this problem?’
‘Okay, we walk until it vanishes from view then turn sharply sideways and….’ Yohanna led the way, straight towards the fountain, with one and all following. The fountain was vanishing from view in front of her as she turned, ‘Keep up, I can’t see the last of you as I turn corners here. The angles of view are getting tighter the further we get into the Ambivium.’ That was enough to shorten the column’s spread quickly.
Just as Lahkysis said, as the fountain slipped out of peripheral vision the actual fountain appeared so fast Yohanna was almost in it. ‘Found it.’
Everyone bunched around. They could hear the water running in the fountain, but they couldn’t see the water. Yet they couldn’t see past it either. It was there like an impossible fog. Even within the contorted space of the Ambivium, it was something even weirder than what they had encountered so far. There was a slight echo.
‘There’s a large hollow behind the water,’ Mr Besterby announced. ‘The strange nature of this place might be boggling to the mind, but I… yes, the I know the dimensions of the space… a person, two or three easily, could fit in there.’
‘How do you know?’ Felix asked, rather curious, and wary of someone who might know such information given where they were. Besterby looked reasonably ordinary. The Accountant would have confessed to that more readily now than before he had learnt of his potential fate and destiny. But as Felix Magarita knew, looks could be dodgy and deceiving.
‘The sound… what I can’t see properly in this strange place… it seems, well… I can hear just fine... that’s what I’ve been doing wrong!’ Besterby threw his hands up and then placed them on his hips, shaking his head. He realised that he was trying to see with his eyes what his ears could ‘see’ better.
‘Are you sure?’ Felix asked, looking at the others, one eyebrow raised in uncertainty and the other lowered in suspicion.
‘Yes!’ Besterby said triumphantly. ‘There’s a large space, without any light… when sound and light share the same space and time, sound is different to when light is absent… that’s,’ he said with a hand making a point in the air, ‘why we can hear sounds better at night over greater distances… the light isn’t competing with sound for the limited space and time in a given volume of existence!’ Yohanna and the others looked at The Accountant, wondering more and more about this Numeromancy business. Mr Besterby was himself sounding … strange, sort of like a Sage really in the way he was talking. ‘Judging by the length and breadth of the sound and given its depth and rate of repetition… its vital statistics give me a working solution to determine the dimensions of this er instrument in limited space and time. Of course, I had to take into consideration the changing dynamics contributed by the invisible water.’
‘Uh-huh.’ Felix, nodded, wondering what was what from this that and another. ‘Sure, I guess that’s um yeah… great and what now?’
‘But, that’s not all,’ Besterby piped up again.
‘It’s not?’ Noel asked.
‘There is a vibration in the sound chamber that indicates that it is not entirely solid… there’s something oddly hollow about the way it shakes.’
‘It’s shaking?’ Yohanna asked. George was busy focussing his ears. He closed his eyes. He sniffed as well, and could smell the water, and something else… it wasn’t that pleasant. He quickly opened his eyes… if seeing with his nose was going see something smelly, he wasn’t that keen to develop that sight right now.
‘Yes… everything is shaking Yohanna.’ The Accountant said it with such soft and yet concentrated voice, he caught everyone off guard. There was something new about Mr Besterby. Everyone could sense it. He was changing as things were happening… it was like he was learning from the world and people around him about himself… and adapting to apply this new self to learning again, adapting, changing, and learning… It was almost scary. He even looked different. It was hard to pin down, it could have been his head up, rather than down… or his straight back, rather than lightly bent… or his open shoulders, not hunched as he clutched his books closer to him. Maybe it was everything. Whatever it was, it was… great! There was a silent moment, and then everyone snapped out of the trance.
Noel scratched his head, ‘Mr Besterby… is the ground shaking, too?’ It felt like it was sitting very still. Noel stomped a foot on it. The ground didn’t move.
‘Especially the ground Noel… it’s shaking in a very, very strange way.’
‘It’s the Darkness,’ Arhpezhio said in his flat monotone factual voice. Everyone nodded. It reminded them the Darkness was everywhere about this place.
Noel finished stomping on the ground, satisfied it wasn’t going to run away from beneath his feet. He decided to put the invisible water to the test. He stuck his hand in the fountain. His hand disappeared in the fountain’s invisible water. When he pulled it out, there was no water to be seen on his hand, although, his hand was unnervingly obscured by the light deflecting water. He shook it off with a shiver and his hand came back into view. The water dripped on the ground, making watermarks, although it was still not possible to see the water drip and fall. So, totally beside the point of their endeavours, they satisfied their curiosity… they could see the effect of the invisible moisture, the dampness of the surfaces it touched, but not the body of the water itself, or anything in it. They looked the fountain over. It was very large, and virtually a little waterfall in the rock face, judging by the sound and the general evidence of water splashing in a pool at the base. They wondered where the secret entrance to the Dark Temple was. The Agents spread out and poked about the surrounding statuettes that mysteriously guarded the fountain.
‘You know,’ Borborrhygmee pondered, ‘the way in may simply be behind the invisible water, in that not so well illuminated miniature cavern. If it isn’t properly solid… perhaps someone should just chance it and walk in there?’
‘Be careful then,’ Arhpezhio cautioned. ‘Off you go!’ Borborrhygmee thanked himself sarcastically for the bright idea which was about to soak his fur. He reached a furry arm out, and everyone saw the fur collapse and the light distorting in the stream of invisible water. He was starting to move forward when Felix leapt forward, brushing past the Agent. Just as he was uttering the words ‘Rogues Redemption’ George startled everyone by leaping between them and bringing his teeth down smartly on the robber’s woollen cloak, stopping him in his tracks. The Agent stopped, and looked at Felix being hauled backwards. He felt stopping was the prudent thing to do. He could always continue once this was sorted out.
‘George,’ Yohanna exclaimed. ‘Whatever has gotten into you? What are you doing?’
George looked around, dragging the rogue back, teeth gripping some ragged djellaba, mumbling, ‘I wemember… riss thwing … iz been wolling awound (cough, cough) rolling around at the back of my head since The Swamp, and at the oasis… I just remembered, a childhood story, a fairy tale, but there was something oddly real about it, like it concealed something as if the whole story wasn’t being told…’
‘Since The Swamp and the oasis? A fairy tale?’ Noel repeated, no less baffled than the others.
‘Yes, the fairy tales we were told as children… I think somehow.’
‘So,’ Yohanna added, ‘you’re saying, the people who were forced to build the Ambivium, and who secretly created this entrance, somehow passed on the knowledge… leaving clues and the likes…’
‘Yep!’ George nodded emphatically. ‘The tale I’m thinking of, it warned of jumping into a fountain that was dark, and into which you would never return if you did.’
‘And did the fairy tale say why?’ Sidyllih asked.
‘Because of a lone, huge and mean Sabre-toothed Wobbelgong.’
‘Oh,’ said Felix, slightly disappointed, denied his Redemption. He thought of his fellow rogues… redeemed.
There was silence, everyone considering the probability. ‘It’s possible,’ Azzer decided. ‘Borborrhygmee, um, just wait a moment, eh.’ Azzer held onto the side of the fountain and stuck his head through the water. As light streamed in beneath his head and upper body, he looked down at the base of the pool just inside the little cavern. The Agent strained, looking at the rocks.
‘Ah, just inside there… um, those rocks, they’re not rocks. Those are bones. Thumb Cat bones by the looks of it.’ Borborrhygmee smiled at George with a brow raised in appreciation. George breathed out with relief.
‘Must’ve strayed and got lost,’ Borborrhygmee said, ‘heard the water and been looking for a drink… probably got dragged in.’ Noel considered his close call in The Swamp.
‘Hmmm,’ Arhpezhio said, thoughtfully considering the Thumb Cat skeleton, ‘looks like the work of a huge, mean Wobbelgong alright… flesh stripped off the bone, picked clean.’
‘Well, perhaps the entrance is somewhere else,’ Yohanna declared. She was certain she wasn’t going to walk into a poorly illuminated cavern and traipse across a large Sabre-toothed Wobbelgong. ‘Besides, there’s a riddle we have to solve, and I can’t find one anywhere. Without it we don’t even have a way in. So, I suggest we all get looking.’
Nodding they resumed picking around the statuettes and the fountain itself. The Accountant closed his eyes and tried to focus and see beyond the walls of the fountain… it was too difficult. There was just too much shaking in the surrounding reality to see beyond the fountain. He hadn’t the power or the experience to filter it. The consternation showed for a moment on his face. He was still learning. Felix gave him a little pat on the shoulder. If anyone was up to speed with disappointment, it was the unredeemed rogue. Besterby nodded, relaxed, and joined in the more conventional search. Azzer looked over a small, insignificant sundial tucked closely beside one of the statuettes. He drew everyone’s attention to the inscription running around its circumference.
‘It says quite clearly here, turn to face the fount of mysteries and then enter the hidden cavern to reach the house of all darkness and evil. It seems pretty obvious what it is saying, but what about the Wobbelgong?’
‘True, we can’t just turn and walk into the shadowy cavern behind the water… but how else then?’ Sidyllih pondered.
‘And besides,’ Arhpezhio added, ‘Mr Besterby has already pointed out that while the structure isn’t entirely solid… there’s still the false wall to contend with. I might not have The Accountant’s talents, but I’d say that’s our entrance, but it’s not that easy.’ Arhpezhio was typically sure and steady. When he did speak, the team tended to listen.
George tried to get a really good close look at the sundial. His snout touched it. He promptly sneezed. As he did so he bumped the dial which moved, prompting him to say, ‘How can you trust a broken sundial anyways?’
‘Broken?’ Yohanna asked. ‘How can a sundial be broken?’
‘Well, it moved around so it’s not much use, especially situated there because you can’t set it to the midday sun.’
‘You’re right George, there’s no sun on this dial. Where it is under the statuette there is no sunlight. This is the riddle, this here: turn to face the fount of mysteries. It’s not giving directions for us to go somewhere; it’s telling us something else…’
‘Hey, if it moves around, maybe we can turn it turn to face the fountain.’ Excited by the possibility Arhpezhio spoke even faster than usual, rattling words along explosively. They all stood stock still, enthusiastically waiting with baited breath. Yohanna easily turned the sundial to face the fountain. They waited some more. Then they looked at each other.
‘Hmmmm,’ Azzer began, ‘that was a bit of an anti-climax. I was kind of hoping it’d work.’ The Agent scratched a furry ear. ‘I’ve no idea how we’re going to solve this riddle, if it even is a riddle.’
‘No, this is it, this is the riddle,’ Yohanna stated with certainty. ‘It is telling us something, it’s here in front of our noses. I’m sure. The clues have to be here before us, the Evil Witches forced people to make this place and somehow those people just have to have left something… knowing a day like this would come.’
‘You mean knowing that someday, somebody would be here like us, for a reason like the one that has brought us here,’ Felix reaffirmed. His tone made everyone look at him as if his resistance credentials were boldly emblazoned on his raggedy djellaba.
Maybe what this young fellow needed, Azzer thought, was a clear sense of purpose.
‘Yes,’ Yohanna said, far from defeated by the problem. ‘They must have left something for us to work with other than fairy tales. Something more concrete, more solid… more…’
‘What, though?’ Noel wondered aloud. He wasn’t alone, puzzled faces looking at each other, except for Yohanna who looked determined.
‘C’mon, ‘she said, ‘where there’s a question there’s an answer waiting to be found; where there’s a problem there’s a solution; and, where there’s an obstacle then there’s a means to overcome it.’
‘That’s a great notion you’re selling us but…’
Suddenly her face lit up. ‘Listen, my mother is in advertising, and she’s seen how the print setters put together an announcement when she wants it to appear in a local paper.’
‘You’re not advocating we put something in a local paper,’ Mr Besterby cut in jocularly with an encouraging nod. He could see Yohanna was following her curiosity, and he realised that this was probably their best bet –odds or evens.
‘No,’ she smiled, waving. ‘Mother told me about the amazing process of setting the type, inking and pressing. You see,’ Yohanna said exuberantly, ‘in printing, the fount is the sum of the characters of printing type. So, the fount, or sum of characters, of mysteries is… nine.’
‘And?’ Azzervaraite asked patiently, waiting for the actual part that would open the door to the Dark Temple.
‘And… this sundial isn’t broken, it’s supposed to move.’ With that, Yohanna grabbed the dial and forcibly twisted it around until the dial faced what appeared to be marked as a nine on the faceplate. For a moment there was silence. And then some more silence, for good measure. Yohanna couldn’t believe it. The others were pinning their hopes on her solution, alas, however, in the absence of another approach. A silent sort of disappointment raced in quite audibly for something so soundless. Twice they had failed. No one said anything. Yohanna looked at the sundial. She ran a finger along the rim of the sundial’s decorated base. Squiggles, shooting stars and celestial bodies ornamented the gadget. ‘For all the use we are right now… we could be on another planet.’
Noel looked at the pattern, his brow narrowed. ‘Yohanna,’ he murmured, ‘I think you may have done it… this decoration is not as random a pattern as it looks. These marks in the night sky depicted here, they’re symbols… a very old kind of writing used by the demos. It is an archaic common language of the Green Belt. It’s a string of planets and stars in specific order. Look, this symbol is the sign for us, and that symbol is the star farthest from us in our system of planets and stars. There are fourteen altogether.’
Yohanna looked at the pattern of marks, ‘I think you mean thirteen, there are thirteen symbols.’
‘No, there are indeed fourteen bodies in our system,’ Borborrhygmee quickly added. ‘If you count them….’
‘Hmm, she’s right. They only included thirteen… but, if we work our way around from start to finish, then nine is supposed to be here.’ Noel tapped his finger on the sundial at the spot, which was somewhere in between five and six in the afternoon on the faceplate. There was nothing of particular interest beyond the dial itself to hint at this. ‘Ahrkaedia,’ Noel exclaimed, ‘It’s been left out. It should be right there.’
Yohanna took hold of the dial again, turning it without hesitation to meet where Noel held his finger. They waited. A little faintly audible click dropped into the quiet, the dial face dropping smoothly into a recess. It started spinning around like the head of a screw. They spun around, attracted by a loud grating sound from behind. The fountain was shifting, invisible water and all, to reveal a stairwell descending into the rock. The Accountant was correct about the less than solid nature of the fountain. Arhpezhio, typically of few words, gave Noel a pat on the back and a nod of appreciation; coming from Arhpezhio that was a lot. Noel was momentarily chuffed. It wouldn’t matter if nobody ever spoke of it again. They’d seen the most serious of the fourteenth cohort Field Operations Special Agent Legionnaires award a gesture of recognition. They didn’t have special awards, just respect for the contributions people made in difficult circumstances.
As they approached it there were a few words scratched into the stonework. They said: please feed the wobbelgong. Noel took a fruit out of George’s saddle bags and threw it into the fountain. There was a flurry of splashing, some chomping sounds, and a burp. Wobbelgongs could live a very long time on just a little bit of food because they could put themselves in hibernation when pickings were thin. They could only guess that the last time the animal had eaten was the last time the Thumb Cat was alive, and that looked like a long, long time ago.
The group looked at each other and proceeded down the stairs. It was unnervingly dark, but there was a light ahead. The fountain shifted back, stone grating on stone, driven by the unseen mechanism that opened it. With a dull thud, another familiar sound to Yohanna, Noel, George, and the Accountant, the fountain sealed the stairwell. Outside, out of view, the sundial spun itself around and the mechanism clicked. Its spinning came to random halt, the fountain once again a mystery.
Felix led the way, prepared to stumble inadvertently on danger, trip over harm, and fall on whatever got in the way be it rodent, person, beast, or combinations thereof. If it was all three, then he could be in serious trouble. The wandering quasi-semi-deity Stakkophyrtilyzar had the hind quarters, tail, ears and teeth of a rat, the upper body and most of the head of a person, and a beastly temperament to match. A dark, dank, dingy, dungeon atmosphere was just what Stakkophyrtilyzar would call comfortable. Felix Magarita rubbed his lucky Cookie medallion. He was determined to have his crack at Rogues Redemption, but perhaps something a little less scary than Stakkophyrtilyzar would be preferable. Nevertheless, Felix always seemed to make the most of his bountiful misdirected energy. He’d make do very well with whatever came along. They were breaking into the Dark Temple, where ‘whatever’ just might happen to be.
They made their way along a narrow tunnel carved in the rock until they emerged in a wide dead end space. There was a flame burning in the middle, fed by gas escaping a tiny fissure in the lone centrally located rock. It must have been burning for a very, very long time. A lever jutted out of the wall to the side of what appeared to be a crudely carved archway. A small engraving marked the wall by the lever handle. It looked like a bean...



Chapter 15 The Wicked Apotheosis
 The Spies Of Darkness, the Desert Rose ensconced in their corrugated grey talons, sailed through the front doors of the Dark Temple on a tide of Severed Ones. The writhing ribbon of zombies and creatures of the Darkness crawled like insects flowing into a vast, dark, cold, and terrible ant hill. The tomb was quite abuzz inside, not that that necessarily meant there was life. The Dark Temple was aesthetically frightening, its battlements decorated with hideous ghoulish stone works snarling agonised expressions, contorting in a disharmonic visual chorus. Their fearsome appearance suggested that the masons were temporarily imported from dead space for the sole purpose of manifesting a horror that would make any monstrosity from dead space feel like it was at home. But even the Dark Temple in all its shadowy essence, wrapping the abomination known as the Dark Coven, was something far removed from the incomprehensible terror of dead space.
With a Key so close, yet the goal so far away as long as they had each other’s company, the Dark Queen and Remora were bound to cross their daggers, but only if they couldn’t get a sneaky stabbing of the back in first. Timing would be everything. The Severed Ones escorting the Spies conveying the Key had been sent forth by both Witches. The Dark Queen, despite edging out Remora for immediate possession of the Key, knew that an ill-timed battle could undo everything she’d connived and killed for over the years… all the more reason to be absolutely cold blooded and bloody minded. The cousins were discreetly, though not at all in a properly secret way, mobilising their own Dark armies. That was the way of the Dark Coven, the informal ritual led only to the fight, and removed any lingering confusion about who intended to show up and get dirty. The cousins were truly battle tested in the Reign Of Terror, and their expertise in that arena guaranteed the last word exchanged would be on the back of a gargantuan battle. When the Dark Coven fought within itself the personal damage and destruction was devastating, the lightest wounds irreversibly severe. This was a fight to determine who, according to Dark Witch Lore, would be cast into the terrible pit of dead space. The survivor would be, apart from oblivious to the other’s miserable fate, the Coven’s last Dark Queen. By Dark Witch Lore, the lone survivor was fully entitled to the Wicked Apotheosis.
For the imminent clash of claws, the Severed Ones would form a close bodyguard, a protective layer, like a sponge soaking up the enemy’s artillery. The battle strategy wasn’t complex, sacrificing the bodyguard as slowly as possible until an opportunity presented to strike the opponent directly. At the battle’s outset, from diametrically opposing doors half way along the great catacomb Severed Ones would enter like meat pushed along a skewer into the mouth. There would be no sprawling chaos over Phlogiston, only this battle tightly confined in the Ossuary. The Evil Witches would be backs to the wall until the attrition concluded with one barbarously despatched into a realm of horror while the other emerged victorious, casually straightening the tattered sleeves of battledress. Of course, this was how the Dark Witch Lore specified that the Wicked Apotheosis should happen. There was some flexibility in the event of an informal ‘elimination’. Otherwise, the darkly ordained arduous trial by ordeal was formally required to bring forth the least unworthy candidate desirous of becoming the Dark Divinity.
Inside the Dark Temple, Spies escorted the Desert Rose carefully to the deepest and darkest chambers, where the rites of the Wicked Apotheosis might be performed at the appropriate moment. It so happened the appropriate moment was driving the urgent rush to demise or glory. The Witches, impatient in their madness, could not bear waiting until the next Great Conjunction of the Synodic System Alignment. Not for a long time again would the all the stars in the system come into alignment. This would occur for just the briefest moment, with interesting effects in the process.
 

***
 

Somewhere in the base of the Dark Temple’s foundations a wall parted when a lever was pulled. Behind that wall the mission operatives, and Felix, stood stock still, waiting for the worst… but only silence rushed forth to envelop them, and stale icy cold bone chilling air. The anticlimactic entrance disappointed Felix. Not only would he have to wait for Redemption, but he’d have time to worry about it too. George’s mane stood on end. Azzer and Arhpezhio led the way along with Felix, followed by Yohanna, Noel, Mr Besterby and George. Once again, the four strode four across in a single rank. Borborrhygmee and Sidyllih brought up the rear guard.
There was a strange unsettling kind of light. It was like an iridescent fog, shifting through a spectrum of darkness. That it was almost tangible sent a shiver through their spines. The Darkness permeating through the walls, the floors, the ceilings was easy to sense, and they knew they had entered a place where the very worst nightmares only could be manufactured. The Darkness infusing the building felt the intrusion, creakily retreating from the invaders. While Darkness inherently found warmth repellent, it’d be far from enough when it came time to face down a creature of the Darkness, a twisted monster insanely bent on achieving something that would destroy, or recreate afresh depending on the point in time one considered events, absolutely everything.
Working their way along the deathly silent corridors, apart from the strange creaking, they came to a stairwell. Looking at each other, moving as one onwards and upwards, they ascended into the Dark Temple. The Agents prepped to do battle, and unsheathed their own razor sharp claws. These weapons were, on the hands of these highly trained experts, quite efficient. The question remained under what circumstances would these need to be utilised. Felix and the four travellers were glad there was some sort of brutal weaponry on their side of the equation. Yohanna, hoping to avoid any contact with the enemy, rather fancied going straight to collecting the Bird in the Crystal Pyramid. This was technically the Prophecy. But that was just a technicality. Prophecies happened to be pliable, rubbery, sorts of guidelines.
What Yohanna didn’t realise was that the Agents were under secret instructions to find either the Dark Witches, or the Witch that survived combat in the Ossuary if things had gone that far, and engage the enemy before the Wicked Apotheosis had begun. This was technically the real priority. No amount of free roaming Birds would alter the Wicked Apotheosis if it went ahead… unless they blocked out the light of the seven suns before the Wicked Apotheosis. Alas, there was more likelihood of a flying carpet multi-lane gridlock in the sky achieving that. So, the S.O.S. went with the tried and true play… attack. This strategy was currently being applied to dealing with Vulpecula Carnivora. The smelly little beasts were becoming a regular problem of road-kill. So, battle lines drawn, it was intended to put the bushy little rock excavating beasties on the back foot. The S.O.S. Soldiers had cunningly, but more mischievously, in their free time captured the nemesis of the Bushy Possrill, the Bald Squirrum. After training a team of Bald Squirrums, they sent them after the Bushy Possrills. There was a noticeable decline in sightings of Vulpecula Carnivora. Based on this further evidence of the strategy’s efficacy, the Sages were reasonably confident of having chosen the best course of action. This play was recently recorded in the Prime High Dialogues as ‘running the Squirrum’.
 

***
 

With the Great Conjunction rapidly approaching, and the Desert Rose tucked away in the dark heart of the fortress temple, there really was nothing to stop the collision of the Dark Queen and her cousin Remora. Protocol necessitated an invitation to meet in the Ossuary. There was etiquette to be followed, even by the curt and nasty standards of the Dark Coven. This took the form of the Dark Queen’s Severed Ones delivering to Remora the broken and shattered bodies of some of her troops. They were thrown down in a heap before her. She accepted the challenge by having her own Severed Ones rip apart the messengers and return them to her foe. There was no messing around, and the tone of future relations was set forthwith.
Each of the Witches duly proceeded to the Ossuary, whereupon they took their positions with their backs to the walls. Bodyguards had barely begun to fill the room before the first exchanges of dark power sallied forth across the chamber. Severed Ones launched into attack against each other. Directly under the control of their respective Witches, it was a test of the superior ability of the Witches to fight and wield their troops. It would be guaranteed that at times the fighting would pause while the Witches engaged in trying to wrest control of each other’s troops. It was just as much a battle of wills, albeit a battle of the most hideously insane and monstrous wills, as one of demonstrating power and the degree to which one was capable of employing what Darkness they had been infused with.
The Ossuary had a high ceiling which permitted the Witches to launch attacks high into the chamber so they rained down upon the other combatant. Flashes of blistering red light and streaks of dark smoke seared the air. Shadows flopped and stretched themselves in a macabre dance upon the bones of the catacomb’s long stored Dark servants, which rose as a tide of twisted and warped bone rattling into action as the Dark Witches added a tussle for the additional army of skeletal remains to the fight. Alternatively there were many a short lived silhouette of Severed Ones, frequently appearing like a fleeting stain being blown apart. The entire room became a non-stop procession of carnage as the Severed Ones kept flowing in to maintain their respective bodyguards.
The troops were still plentiful and the fight might have gone on long, but for an error in haste. Remora momentarily parted her troops to conjure up a direct shot straight down the middle. But in a surprise display of cunning learnt on the battle fields of the Reign Of Terror, her opposite deftly set about inflicting a gruesome blow. The Dark Queen drew in her bodyguard while quietly channelling power through a Severed One at the very front, sneakily renewing the attack from this forward position. This was dangerous for the Dark Queen, for if the Severed One was destroyed the power would be left momentarily hanging, and as good an enemy as Remora would find a way to ensnare that power like a limb. But with Remora focussing on the current target of absolute hatred, the Dark Queen literally launched the hand of the Severed One. Every fibre in the bizarre missile strained to bursting with the malevolence with which the Dark Queen had seeded it. A strange and terrible weapon, it struck the monstrous creature. Remora had not seen this transferral of power to Severed Ones before, and the manoeuvre was to the vile beast both surprising and oddly admirable.
The fierce fighting stopped still as Remora was overcome, the shimmering evil power in the hand unleashed, tearing a thousand small pieces at a time out of the contorting and forcibly muted Witch. The muting was the Dark Queen’s nasty little signature on the kill. Absolute silence swiftly strangled the sound of raging fighting, explosions, and icy air sizzling to the tune of massively powerful venom-filled exchanges. Remora buckled into a motionless lump as the ability to stave off the pull of dead space seeped from her mangled and horrifically scarred body. Most of this, though, was the product of the Darkness infusing her body. There was a hideous gurgling noise as Remora fought desperately to prevent the inevitable. The Witch’s concern had moved from the battle to the overwhelming fear of the Darkness in dead space. The unimaginable and indescribable nightmare that awaited any victim of the Darkness now was tugging at her, dragging her essence out of the universe. She could sense all of the Dark Coven grabbing at her essence and trying to wrench their own existences back into the universe, and out of the frightful abyss of dead space.
The lump dropped to its knees, terrified despite the raging insanity, much to the delight of her vicious cousin who now had assumed control over all the Severed Ones. Just to spite her defeated foe all the way to the end, the Dark Queen turned the Severed Ones and set the degenerating Witch’s former troops upon her. It was a cold, maliciously intentional act of Darkness driven hatred. That was the very nature of dead space. A terrible smile ran along the wretched lips hiding her long sharp teeth. The Evil Witch immediately turned and began to head to the dark heart of the temple where the Desert Rose was being guarded. Her army formed a massive bodyguard. Wrapped within the formation of troops, the beast of abominable poison slithered to her destiny as the Great Conjunction of the Synodic System Alignment approached.
Remora’s former Spy network automatically switched allegiance. Just for good measure, the Dark Queen personally ripped a Spy apart to convey the complete and utter power she now exercised over the forces under the Dark Coven, or what was the Dark Coven. The point was not lost on the Spies Of Darkness which unlike the Severed Ones, retained an exceedingly small part of who they used to be. That part was the bit that made them so scared of the Witches that they obeyed unquestioningly.
 

***
 

The mission operatives and Felix, rogue as yet unredeemed, had been stealthily tip-toeing along when the battle had broken out in the Ossuary. The entire Dark Temple shook and trembled as the last of the Dark Witches declared war once more. Stopping to listen, Azzer quickly pointed out, ‘I believe the battle between the Dark Queen and Remora is underway.’ As it would be, the Agent was correct.
Mr Besterby chipped in, ‘That noise will cover our movements.’
It also had the pleasant effect of making the unnerving creaking sound that surrounded their invasive presence in the Dark Temple inaudible. Several times they shuffled smartly into the shadows as streams of Severed Ones careered blindly along the foggy corridors to do battle.
But as George noticed in a very quiet voice, ‘Hey, what’s with those ones, they’re heading in the opposite direction to all the others.’
‘You’re right,’ Felix said with a nod. ‘We should probably follow them, there’s not as many. I think that’s a good thing, don’t you?’
It was the Spies with the Desert Rose. No sooner had Felix spoken than everyone recognised the wooden trinket box. They all nearly kicked themselves.
‘Okay,’ Borborrhygmee whispered, ‘we follow the wooden box.’
Felix was kind of in tune with that idea, if only from a rogue’s point of view. What the rouge didn’t understand was that where the Desert Rose was the reigning Dark Witch was sure to follow. The Spies took them deeper into the Dark Temple until they were at its core. It was clear, at least to the Agents, this was where the theanthropic rites were to be conducted. They had reached a hall with eerie symbols of the Darkness emblazoned on evil looking tapestries that told a history of sheer wanton monstrosity. Darting into the hall, they slipped discreetly behind scary statues of things that they had never seen before. These were twisted beings that only vaguely had human characteristics. Yohanna looked around. ‘Azzer,’ she whispered, I can’t see the Bird in the Crystal Pyramid!’
‘Don’t worry, we’ll find it,’ the Agent replied, motioning her to be silent.
There was a growing sound, like an army on the move, getting louder quickly. They kept their eyes on the Desert Rose. They couldn’t allow the Dark Queen to use it. All of the operatives realised right then that this would likely be the place where they would have to confront the Evil Witch. Besterby looked briskly at the bag slung around his neck. Undoing it, with a deep breath, he slipped his hand in and grasped the scroll. Pulling the scroll out, the Accountant was very unsure of how he would make use of it. He waved it lightly like a club. Whatever, he was sure that here it would get all the use it ever would. The bodyguard arrived and filled the corridors surrounding the room. The troops parted and the Dark Queen bustled forth into the room. Yohanna placed a hand over her mouth to prevent any gasp from escaping at the sight of the terrible creature. The temperature dropping more as the Evil Witch entered, they could see their breaths.
Yohanna, Noel, and George peered past a statue, Noel on one side with George craning his neck over the top of Yohanna sneaking a look around the other. Besterby nudged Felix, who nearly jumped out of his skin. Noel and George glanced at each other around the back of the statue. They had only seen the Dark Queen from the side, and it was the most frightening sight they had ever seen. They had no words to describe the living horror and the madness embodied by the beast. The fact that they were basically trapped was enhancing the fright. But they had the Fantastic Crystal Prism, and as far as they knew, the
One. Yohanna opened the pouch and took out the Fantastic Crystal Prism. The little crab that had journeyed so far alongside the Key in the pouch tried to climb out, but Yohanna dropped the flap down on the pouch. Even the crab had a sense that the present dire circumstances had long slipped from what might have been a manageable situation into a predicament. The Agents looked at Yohanna and nodded.
There was only one thing for it, the zugzwang. This was a back to the wall no choice scenario. Zugzwang simply meant they would have, so to speak, to bite the cookie and see how tough it was. There was no doubt this cookie was about as chewable as kiln fired clay bricks. Felix began to consider calling upon some Upper House Deities. It was then that he thought he saw Stakkophyrtilyzar briefly appear and disappear… what sort of sign was this? They walked forward together and Yohanna stretched out her hand with the Fantastic Crystal Prism wondering what exactly if anything was going to occur. A strange glow began to burn inside the Key, and sparkling light waves flowed from the Crystal in Yohanna’s hand.
‘This is a good start’…they all thought. Imagine if nothing happened… that’d be probably the precursor to their end, and a slight tad embarrassing. In a blur of motion, like the uncoiling whip of a striking snake, the Dark Queen spun around and blasted a shadowy black light. Felix leapt in front of Yohanna and received the full hit. The impact sent them all reeling on the floor. The Key spilled and rolled away. Severed Ones filed into the room and secured the Fantastic Crystal Prism.
Felix thought, ‘Rats!’ as he tried to breath, see, feel, and generally recover in every way. ‘Oh,’ Felix remembered, ‘rat is the sign of Stakkophyrtilyzar.’ He looked up, and there was Stakkophyrtilyzar again! The rogue mumbled a curse, invoking a gesture ascribed to the Lower House Deity Flick Finger Miff. The quasi-semi-deity swirled his tail and disappeared. No one else had seen him. Yohanna, Noel, and George looked aghast at each other. Besterby was recovering, and snatched the scroll back from where it lay on the floor. He felt strange. The Agents’ expressions hadn’t changed, at all. Their job wasn’t to worry, but to deal with fluid situations and make the most of opportunities. Unfortunately the options were quite limited. Spies raced to take charge of the Key and carried it forward to the Dark Queen. She came forth to receive it, baring her serrated teeth, snarling and staring at them all.
‘Fools! Do you think you could simply walk in and take the Desert Rose?!’
The Dark Queen approached, and the Severed Ones moved closer also. So close to the Wicked Apotheosis, the Dark Witch wasn’t about to take any chances. This was especially with four Agents of the S.O.S. right there, in the core of the Dark Temple. The Dark Queen eyed them, and a fleeting fright came across the monster as she feared these were merely the front line of a major attack by the Society Of Sages. Never before had the S.O.S. Special Agents violated the security of the Dark Temple. Even in insanity the terrible monster was wise enough to take precautions.
‘Stupid people!’ the Witch scowled. ‘I may have been able to achieve the Wicked Apotheosis with the Desert Rose, but now I have the Fantastic Crystal Prism. This is by far more powerful and shall increase the likelihood of success!’ This she conveyed in a very scary, crazed, yet clear and concise manner. Yohanna, even in fear, could see that the monster before her was totally mad, but perfectly clear in her intentions and the ability to pursue them. The insanity was the effect of the increasing infusion of Darkness that boosted the power of the beastly Witch. The Evil Witch produced a snarling laugh and backed off, still staring. ‘For your efforts Agents, and yours, you other fools… you may watch as I become empowered by the Darkness and rise, elevated to a Dark Divinity!’
As the Dark Queen moved away, Felix Magarita, who had being lying still and to all appearances dead, reached out and grasped the flowing garments trailing from the horror that was the Dark Queen.
He uttered the words, ‘Rogues Redemption.’ The Dark Witch stopped turned, and descended upon him like a demonic ghoul, stopped short, and gave him a boot. He lost grip, and the Dark Queen laughed at the strange character. ‘Damn you Witch!’ Felix uttered.
‘Hah, be damned yourself… whatever you are.’ The Dark Queen was bemused, it appeared. Then the fleeting fear crossed the creature again, and madly the Witch desired to hurry the Wicked Apotheosis before something else happened and the chance slipped from her wretched grasp.
Yohanna looked at the Agents, her jaw dropping. There were Severed Ones all around them. It was awful, and all she could think of was that she just handed the Key to the destruction of the universe to the creature that would use it to that end! Sidyllih looked at her. The Agent tried to comfort her but successfully failed, saying, ‘Don’t worry. The Dark Queen won’t win… the entire universe will be destroyed. The non-complementary space-time fabric conflict will be normalised in the Big Bang. The Darkness won’t be able to do any harm then.’ Yohanna raised an eyebrow.
This was compounded by Borborrhygmee. The Agent certainly was trying to put a positive spin on things. ‘All’s well that ends well. The universe will prevail and the Darkness will have been eradicated.’ Yohanna’s other eyebrow rose to the same altitude as the other.
Arhpezhio, also looking at the big picture, had a blunt accurate observation. ‘It’ll be a fresh start with a clean slate.’ His matter of fact way of putting things was anaesthetising. Noel and George just remained petrified at the prospect of the end of the universe kicking off under their noses. George wondered if the end would be itchy. Typically, Noel was considering symptoms far more uncomfortable than itchiness. He wondered how long it would take, the end that was, when it began… what if the end happened so fast it actually slowed time? Maybe the itch would turn into a rash. He hoped whatever happened the discomfort would be minimal.
The Dark Queen glared at the Master of Rituals, the Witch’s lips curling, ‘Begin the theanthropic rites.’ The Master of Rituals promptly complied.
They watched in horror. Felix had lapsed into a state of semi-conscious dream world. Yohanna couldn’t understand how it all came to such an unsatisfactory conclusion! After all, so much seemed to hinge on her presence, yet when it counted, she thought, things just hadn’t gone the way they should have done. It was also difficult to comprehend the beginning of the end was in progress. The Master of Rituals fixed The Fantastic Crystal Prism on the head of a sceptre and passed it to one of the wretched scampering famuli, assistants collectively answering to the name of sleeveen. The Master of Rituals called forth by name and rank a tall thin pale figure with long bony fingers and jagged teeth that been standing off to the side.
‘Ferdelance, Hierophant. Begin the rites.’
The sceptre, meanwhile, was placed standing upright in the centre of an ovoid table. This began to rise slowly but surely. They watched as a column rose up, and up, and up, and up until finally it stopped short of the ceiling. The ceiling started to move and slid back to reveal the sky. From in the Dark Temple it was as if looking through a telescope into the sky, all light from the side blotted out. They could see stars, and all the suns of their system, moving inexorably into line. The Great Conjunction of the Synodic System Alignment was about to take place.
The Dark Queen, her face contorted more than ever by the anticipation of boundless Dark power, her eyes cannonballs of furious savagery, screamed out her orders, pointing her ragged claws, at her fearful minions. They cowered as their high priestess of everything that should not be was swathed in a stormy cloak of Darkness.
‘Begin the rites! There’s no time to waste! Hurry! Or I’ll send you to a place worse than you could ever imagine.’ They believed her, and with all haste her creatures set to their terrible deed.
Ferdelance called out, with the authority of someone who has none but is a mouthpiece for one who has it, to the sleeveen, ‘Bring the Boustrophedon Codex, NOW!’ They struggled under the weight of Darkness that made the object far heavier than it would have appeared to be. The Hierophant opened the book, waving a misshapen paw, with the use of some strange incantation and began to read from it. The sleeveen backed away. The lines ran back and forth across the page, alternating direction every line. The symbols looked like serpents writhing. The Evil Witch ascended a short staircase and stood upon an alter reaching her claws up to the sky, howling a terrifying screech that caused the seven to shiver. Ferdelance began to speak, and after several lines and page flipping began chanting, ‘Fons et origo malignus.’
‘What’s that …that guy doing? What’s he saying?’ Yohanna shouted in the rising din as the Severed Ones began to rattle their bony arms.
‘He’s calling upon the Darkness,’ Azzer yelled back.
‘Can’t we do anything to stop this?’ Yohanna beseeched the Agent, looking for a miracle. The Agent just looked at her and then back at the unfolding tragedy. The Great Conjunction was beginning to take place.
The Master of Rituals yelled out between the bony stakes that were his teeth, ‘In accordance with Dark Witch Lore, let the Wicked Apotheosis take place now and raise this Dark Witch to Dark Divinity!’
The suns were aligning. They could see it easily. Each star’s light passed flexuously by the suns in front of it on its way to the Dark Temple. The gravitational pull of each sun bent the light from the suns behind it, focussing it and making it sharper and brighter. The sequence of suns in the Great Conjunction created a powerful gravitational-lens, and a bright burst of light was rushed upon the planet… which naturally also struck the Key. There was an explosion of streaming reddish pinkish light. The seven had remained on the floor where they had fallen.
Yohanna leapt forward and screamed, ‘Noooooooo!!!’ Arhpezhio grabbed her in a flash, and in an instant had brought her down to the floor. Yohanna hit the floor ungracefully with a dull thud, uttering, ‘Ugh!’
The Dark Queen, Master of Rituals, Ferdelance the Hierophant and the sleeveen all were momentarily stunned by Yohanna’s actions. They looked at her and the others for just a fleeting moment, or two. Yohanna yelled out, ‘Nooo!’
Arhpezhio commanded, ‘STAY DOWN! This is Basil’s plan!!!’
 

***
 

Back in The Underground, Basil Von Thyme had assembled with Percy the Director of the Department of Augurs, the Protector of Crystals, and Polyhistor in the deepest part of the Crystal Castle. It was cold. Percy, was deeply focussed as the others watched intensely. Linked robed figures stood in a rough circle facing inwards as their Director looked past them. In the centre of the circle there was a subtle vertically stretched ovoid ball of glowing light, a low blue tone with radiant edges and wisps of orange and red streamers like fading shooting stars, their tails ribbons twisting and entwining, crisscrossing the oddly shaped globe. As the Fantastic Crystal Prism activated there came into the low blue tones strange symbols and images, a complex and ancient code, which only the Augurists had the gift to receive and translate. The Augurists gained something they had yet never been able to achieve, insight into the Dark Temple. The code was a rapid blurring sequence of one thing metamorphosing into something else, until the sequence stopped, and held steady one image in the silence of the room.
The Director spoke in low tones, ‘The Dark Queen has the Fantastic Crystal Prism in her possession.’ They all looked at Polyhistor, who nodded silently to the Director of Stuff. Basil Von Thyme turned to the Protector of Crystals, and then faced the trellis wall dividing the room.
‘Is it my time to seize power, Sage?’ Atropa Belladonna inquired. Her voice was full of wrath.
‘It is time for you to enter the Dark Temple and take all that is coming to you,’ B.V.T. replied, signalling with a gesture of the arm to the Protector of Crystals. The Protector produced a Crystal and threw it through the trellis. A weird purple glow began to appear and then a bright blue shimmering light… opening a door… a connection to the Fantastic Crystal Prism. Atropa Belladonna, insane malevolent twisted spectral entity, did not hesitate.
 

***
 

‘What?’ Yohanna said just as the Dark Queen, Master of Rituals, Ferdelance the Hierophant, and the sleeveen all said the same thing. Everyone looked up at the Fantastic Crystal Prism. It was then Besterby noticed something among the other books on a table. It was different… it was… Ashgrove and Butterworth!
‘Ahem,’ Besterby said in a firm voice. Everyone took their eyes off the Key. The Dark Queen and her servants cast their eyes, or eye as may have been in some cases, upon this slender figure. ‘You have MY BOOK! Return Ashgrove and Butterworth, please!’ Besterby realised why he felt strange. He was seriously irritated short of angry. This was something of a minor miracle. He felt like he wasn’t going to back down from a physical confrontation. It was becoming a procession of minor miracles.
‘Who are you?!’ screamed the Dark Queen.
‘James L. Besterby,’ he said, all too calmly for the evil beast’s liking.
‘The Accountant!’ added Yohanna for good effect. Noel and George nodded and strode to flank Besterby. Basil had done well, the four were like one.
‘The Accountant… you… you… YOU! Numeromancer!’ the monster shrieked. The Witch sent a bolt of dark light blasting towards them. The Accountant stepped forward and swung the scroll straight into the dark light. There was a flash of green and orange sparkling light, his nose tingled, and the dark light ricocheted off the scroll and exterminated some hapless Severed Ones. ‘NOOOooooo!’ the wicked beast screamed, fearful the Numeromancer would stop her at the very, very, very last moment! Of course, James L. Besterby wasn’t a Numeromancer, and not even an Apprentice at that… fortunately, Basil Von Thyme had the knack of perfect timing. It was virtually a requirement of the occupation.
There was another burst of light from the Fantastic Crystal Prism. This time something far from reddish pink, more granite like in colour, raged forward out of it, howling down into the Dark Temple’s core on the stunned and mortified individuals of the Darkness. It was a spectral shadow… that of Atropa Belladonna. The Dark Queen, distracted by Mr Besterby, looked up all too late. The monster hesitated at the sight of a foe she thought she had destroyed! The evil spectral entity didn’t hesitate. In a flash Atropa Belladonna inflicted a devastating wound to the Dark Queen who screamed a hideous cry of pain and terror. It seemed what went round was going round very quickly on the day!
Beyond the containment cell in the Crystal Castle, Atropa’s metaphysical continuity was finally to be ripped from the universe and dragged into dead space. Atropa locked roaring and howling on to the Dark Queen who was collapsing in a heap of struggling, shaking, and convulsing horror. Everyone, except the virtually already dead Severed Ones, stared as the quivering mass of the shrieking creature began to dissolve and sizzle. Then in a bright explosion the carcass reduced to ashes as the Witch’s essence was taken from the universe by the Darkness. They wondered for all of about two seconds what sort of a hideous fate awaited such a beast in dead space. Yohanna, Besterby, Noel, and George looked around. All four sidestepped as a Severed One collapsed beside them, and then another. The Dark Reign’s troops began to fall in masses, collapsing to the floor. Some were spontaneously turning into dust. It was happening all throughout the Dark Temple. Creatures that had been created by Darkness at the behest of the Dark Coven began to collapse, crumble, or both, to the astonishment of all of the few present.
Just as things appeared to be working out well, a sudden grey pall fell across the room and an icy wave shot out from the pile of ashes that was the Dark Queen, everyone froze. There was a strange sound… laughter, evil and hideous… a creature was rising out of the ashes. Yohanna recognised it.
‘Atropa Belladonna,’ she whispered.
All around, the Severed Ones began rising, their bones rattling. Naturally, this caused some confusion across Phlogiston. Now, the Agents were seriously concerned. This was not expected. Atropa was supposed to suffer the same fate as all the others, but somehow, the vile beast had managed to attach her entity to the remains of the Dark Queen. She had stolen the material of existence in the physical realm. The Dark Queen had been sent from this world, only to be replaced by the insane monster Atropa. The new Dark Queen snarled in the silence.
She looked around and hissed to the Master of Rituals, ‘What are you waiting for? Your death?! Continue or it will be so!’ The procession to the end of the universe started up again. The mission operatives were flabbergasted. One moment all was lost, then won, then lost again.
‘This is it,’ Noel said, stunned for what he thought was the last time, ever.
‘About time,’ the voice in his head said.
‘What?’ Noel asked, surprised at the remark. George and Yohanna looked at their companion. Besterby was focussed on the next monster in his sights… it was just that his best attack was a rushing defence.
‘We didn’t say anything,’ Yohanna stated quickly, shivering in the ice that progressively enveloped everything and everyone. Noel was staring hard at Yohanna. This time she asked, ‘What?’
Noel pointed. There was a bright glow emanating from the pouch Yohanna had carried the Fantastic Crystal Prism in. Everyone stared, Yohanna froze, and Noel ran over and opened it.
‘Thank you, Noel,’ the voice said, and the crab crawled up onto Noel’s hand. ‘Please, put me down, Noel. You have done well, and now it is time.’
Suddenly Noel’s face lit up. He stood back, shaking his head as it dawned upon him, and uttered, ‘The One! It… it…it’s the crab, do you see? Yohanna and Mr Besterby were there when the Key and the One were reunited!’
George swivelled his head, dropping his neck close to the floor, and focussed one eye on the little crab, ‘Are you sure, Noel? I mean,’ and George whispered the rest but all heard it, ‘it’s a crab.’
Everybody’s eyes were fixed on the crab. There was an amazing burst of swirling coloured light, sweeping through everyone and everything like a wave of warmth melting the ice. Red sparks flew as the bright light dissolved the cold atmosphere. The tiny crab began to scuttle forward, rapidly! Atropa Belladonna shrieked. She instantly knew this armoured creature with its fair share of legs and pincers must be the One of the Prophecy. She fired out another blast of dark light. The new Dark Queen did not count on Felix Magarita, who had regained his senses although possibly not his common-sense, leaping up eagerly and taking the full force, crying out, ‘Rogues Redemption!’
Atropa Belladonna waved her arms and screamed at the Severed Ones. They began to rush at the crab! The Agents charged with their claws flashing and slashing in a whirlwind of decimation and carnage. Noel grabbed Mr Besterby, ‘Sorry!’ and threw him onto George’s neck. The Accountant instantly leaned forward edging towards George’s head, scroll in one hand and the other around George’s neck. Noel leapt up onto George and yelled ‘GO!’ George took off like a meteor. Noel grabbed Yohanna, who was only slightly surprised, and then was surprised by being tipped upside down! Her face was sort of perilously close to the floor as it sped by. She had the vaguest feeling she’d been here before, looking down from the carriage… but it wasn’t the carriage… she looked forwards and extended her arms… one chance…
The Dark Queen fired off salvos of Dark power. The Accountant swung the scroll like a mighty knight with a green and orange sparkling mace. Dark light deflected upwards striking the ceiling, walls and Severed Ones. The Hierophant discreetly slinked into a corner. Rock and dust began to fall. The monstrous evil entity swung her arms one after the other, unleashing bursts of Dark light.
Yohanna scooped up the ambling crab, ‘Yes!’
Noel hauled her up. The Agents ploughed a road to the bottom of the stairs. They sheered everything that came within range! Bones and rags flew all over the place. Frantically the Witch began using both arms at the same time… the wicked creature was becoming exhausted and panicking. The Dark Queen backed up until there was nowhere to go, except to hide in her own insanity. George gave a mighty leap! He flew up the stairs towards the mad and insane Atropa Belladonna. He hit the stairs and stopped on the very spot. Besterby, and Noel hanging onto Yohanna hanging onto the One all became airborne. They flew like darts.
The Dark Witch cringed and then laughed. She fired off Dark light and The Accountant swatted it away as he fell towards the stairs. Noel pushed Yohanna forwards with all his might as he fell away. Yohanna remembered what her uncle had taught her. This was hardly hunting from horseback, but that wasn’t an impediment. She kept her eyes on the target. Skilfully she aimed at the monster… she threw the crab as she fell away. The Agents watched. The crazed Witch madly threw herself at the One. They met in the air... the One landed on the Dark Queen’s nose.
The Witch stared, crazily, into the bright and shiny eyes of the One. There was no malevolence in those eyes, just a serene peace. Somehow, even in madness, the Dark Queen was able to comprehend that nothing could alter fate and the certain finality so imminent. The One’s pincers snipped in the air. They met together on the centre of the Witch’s forehead. The Witch’s eyes followed the pincers. A great fireball enveloped the One and the Evil Witch. The light was exceedingly bright, but all the Witch could see was Dark. There was an ear piercing screeching screaming agony as Atropa Belladonna was finally ripped from this world into the horrors of dark space. The One suddenly fell out of the air. Yohanna rolled acrobatically and caught the, rather grateful, One. The crab’s eyes shined. It knew a close call when it happened.
There was a silence. The temple wasn’t that dark anymore. There was light and brightness beginning to push back the shadows. The hard icy coldness departed and warmth was flooding in. Ferdelance the Hierophant and the Master of Rituals looked at each other and then at the Agents who pounced. The claws told them that surrender was the best course of action. The sleeveen cowed in one corner of the room. The Agents ordered the Master of Rituals to retrieve the Fantastic Crystal Prism, which was done with the absolute promptness of one who was accustomed to unquestioningly serving authority.
With the Desert Rose secured along with the Fantastic Crystal Prism, the Agents produced yet another crystal and threw it on the floor. There was a dizzying array of spectacular colours, and bright colourful lights like wisps of light floating around in the air, sparkling and flashing. Into the centre of the mass of light and out into the room marched Basil Von Thyme, followed by Agents, Soldiers, and then a variety of specialist Sages. A Bushy Possrill chased by a Bald Squirrum ran in as well. B.V.T. wagged his head. No telling where these little beasties would appear next.
‘Yohanna!’ Basil said greeting her enthusiastically. ‘Good to see you made it! Mr Besterby, looks like you made use of that scroll. You’re probably wondering what just happened.’
‘Er, yeah,’ George said, a little stunned at the intensity of action that had just taken place.
Basil Von Thyme looked at the stranger on the floor, being comforted by Noel. ‘Oh dear. Let me see. Hmmmm.’ Everybody paused to consider what ‘Hmmmm’ might mean.
Felix groaned, ‘Redemption?’
‘Enough already, you’re a Redeemed Rogue,’ Noel whispered. ‘Alright.’
‘Really?’ Felix asked, sounding oddly enthusiastic for someone possibly knocking on the door of the afterlife.
‘Yes. Really. Ok, you’re Redeemed. Satisfied?’
The Sage waved over some junior Sages, who closed in on Felix. Noel stepped back. There was a mini-burst of sharply glowing aquamarine light with sparkly silver edges as they expunged the effects of the Dark light, and then they stepped back. Felix Magarita sat up, and then sprang to his feet. Uncomfortable as a rogue might be under the glare of so much attention, he said rather defensively, ‘Well, watchya all lookin’ at?’
B.V.T. continued, sensing the roguish individual’s discomfort sprang from the novelty of being assisted by strangers with a genuine concern for his welfare. Not just checking to see if he was dead enough to have his djellaba fleeced. ‘Remember our little visit to Atropa Belladonna? I remained behind with the Key for a minute or two, yes? Wellllll, I kind of primed the Key.’
‘Primed?’ Yohanna asked.
‘Yes, using some of the special properties of the Fantastic Crystal Prism, I established a connection, a pathway-affinity, from Atropa Belladonna’s cell to the Fantastic Crystal Prism. The power of the activated Fantastic Crystal Prism enabled the Director of the Department of Augurs to see into the Dark Temple, something that could not be achieved from the outside. Once we realised the Dark Queen possessed the Fantastic Crystal Prism, then we used the pathway-affinity to open a door for Atropa Belladonna.’
‘Basil, I don’t see… how I was needed for all this to happen. I wasn’t The One. The, er, crab was,’ she said, indicating towards the great tiny crustacean. The One bobbed a little, and its eyes sparkled.
‘Yohanna, even we don’t know why the Fantastic Crystal Prism brought you here. But the nous is that it would only activate in a confrontation with the presiding Dark Queen if it was presented… by a person. You, Yohanna, out of countless people in, oh, who only knows how many universes, were that person. The Key wouldn’t have got here without you. Or the others, I dare say.’ He nodded slightly to the Agents, as well, who nodded discreetly. Theirs was a world of little spoken but highly understood respect. ‘Only under these circumstances would the power of the Fantastic Crystal Prism be activated and empower… the One. Whether or not you were the One, well, you served a vital role… you did your part, what needed to be done.’
‘But what about the Prophecy?’ The tone of Yohanna’s voice was something akin to a plea to understand why she had been involved in events so mind-bogglingly and immensely incredible.
Basil Von Thyme shifted and paused. ‘Hmmmm, the Prophecy. Yes. It is said the Prophecy was carved in stone by the ancients. I’ll tell you this. The ancients used unusual chisels, made of a glittering ice forged in the heat of blue flames. Legend has it, it was quite spectacular really. And, we still have them. These flames emanate strangely from the surface of a weird rock. The rock itself changes its colour and shape continuously. We call it… the rock.’
‘The rock,’ George said flatly, looking at Noel.
Basil continued, ‘The chisels of ice are very, very, very hot… they melted the metal in the stone such is the heat they hold.’
Yohanna knitted her eyebrows together. ‘You mean, the ancients knew that I, some person, was going to… and they carved the Prophecy in stone long ago?’
‘That’s true,’ the Sage responded, ‘but they did allow for some… flexibility. The ancients made very few prophecies, only one that I can speak of, in fact. They limited the Prophecy to merely these words: When the time arrives, the One shall do what the One can, with what the One has, in the time allocated by destiny and fate to the One. Rather a catch-all prophecy covering a lot of unforeseeable situations. Very, um, convenient, really, so all the Society had to do was fill in the missing information regarding the circumstances.’
‘So you, kind of made it up, then,’ Yohanna said, trying to gather some traction on the idea.
‘Well,’ Basil began, ‘The Society logically figured that some one would have to carry the Fantastic Crystal Prism. Who, and when, were questions the answers to which were out of the Society’s reach, though. Nevertheless, common-sense, and the nous, meant the Society understood that when the Fantastic Crystal Prism found some one suitable, this person would be destined to share destiny and fate with the Key. This is our understanding, at any rate. As far as the Society knows it could have been any one. Why you, Yohanna? As I have said, about some things truly we do not know that much more than you. But, you, why not? What makes you, or for example our friend here,’ he said indicating Felix, ‘or anyone for that matter, less capable, if not actually more so, of making a difference? You see, we all count… but there is something special about you. I can only speculate that it is because you believe in the best of everything in all of us. Maybe that is why the Key, or perhaps the One, singled you out.’
The great crab used a pincer, and gently nudged Yohanna. She looked, and the One looked at her with a sort of friendly stance.
‘I see, I guess,’ Yohanna said, still a little unsure.
‘That pretty well, sums it up.’ Basil coughed. The Sage had already disclosed a great deal by relating of what it was the Society was not aware. But the circumstances warranted it, Basil thought.
The One scuttled around in Yohanna’s hand, and then in a blaze of light, as always, separated itself from the crustacean’s body. Everyone looked on as a strange translucent entity hovered high above the crab. Yohanna held the little crab, while watching the strange being covered in a soft glow. It grew in brightness, and then vanished in a wisp of sparkling light. They could only guess where the One had gone, and if the One was in another universe… who knew what, where, or when! That was up to Destiny and Fate, and maybe their subcontractors, the Scholars of Omni-cosmic Mystic Sooth.
Suddenly a Soldier rushed up to the Sage. ‘D.O.S., we’ve located the Crystal Pyramid.’
‘Take us immediately. Take us straight there,’ B.V.T. commanded. ‘Well you lot,’ the Senior Sage said pausing to look at the four travellers and Felix Magarita, ‘coming?’
They followed. There was a sense of super excitement as the word filtered through the ranks. They followed until they were in a tower in a small room. By a shuttered window there was a transparent pyramid, the edges of the base about as long as Yohanna’s arm and the prism being one and a half times that length in height. Inside there was a great white bird sitting still, waiting to be freed. It turned its head and cooed. It seemed to know it was about to be set free. Basil looked at Yohanna, ‘Well, perhaps this is a job for… one.’ The Sage handed over the Fantastic Crystal Prism and pointed to the pyramid. ‘The Key, you see in the centre the Keyhole in the Crystal Pyramid. Place it there Yohanna and unlock the Crystal Pyramid.’
Yohanna looked around at everyone, then walked forward and pressed the Key into the Crystal Pyramid. There was a bright shower of lights ranging through the full spectrum. It seemed to be the norm. The Pyramid evaporated and the bird sat there, shook its feathers, cooed. Without warning it stretched its wings and flew straight out the window. Yohanna jumped back to avoid the take-off flutter. A massive shout went up as the Soldiers and Agents saw the Bird of the Crystal Pyramid take to wing. Noel and George were dancing around with the biggest smiles anyone could have managed, mainly on account of the huge grins that came as standard features with these two fellows. The Sages as usual made little fuss, nodded a bit, and then walked off to have a nosey around their vanquished foes’ old digs, and see what they might turn up. Yohanna ran after B.V.T., followed by Noel and George, the four Agents, and Felix. Mr Besterby had recovered Ashgrove and Butterworth. He placed the book in his bag, rather than hugging it like a shield. He looked around confidently.
‘Basil,’ Yohanna called. ‘How come the Bird wasn’t set free when the Dark Coven was destroyed? I mean, the Severed Ones turned to dust… why didn’t the end of the Dark Reign’s power release the Bird?’
‘Well, there’s a bit of a… hmmm …misconception. It is true that the Dark Reign imprisoned the Bird in the Dark Temple… but the Witches didn’t put it in the Crystal Pyramid. No, they didn’t because we did. It wasn’t a trap made with the Darkness as popularly thought.’
‘You? The S.O.S.? Why?’
‘To protect it from the Dark Coven. The Witches would have killed it, ceremoniously, a public spectacle. We knew that their intent was to take control of the Green Belt, and that the fastest way to break the spirit of the peoples was to kill the Bird. Propaganda, you see? This was early on in the Reign Of Terror, and the S.O.S. wasn’t as well organised as it was forced to become. So, we put it in the Pyramid for safe keeping so to speak, but, the Dark Coven acted in concert and captured the Bird in the Crystal Pyramid. The Bird remained in the protective prism because the Dark Reign couldn’t break it. It probably annoyed the Dark Coven, and they must have spent time and energy trying to break into the Pyramid. Of course there are less powerful, but equally effective ways of dismantling such a device. If one simply had stolen the Key…’ his robed figure, the hood covering his face as always, did not need to shift. Felix felt the Sage’s light attention on him.
‘Hey hey hey… we’re all friends. Welll how were we to know?! If I see a Key I’ll be sure to return it to my friends here in the S.O.S.’ The four Special Agents wagged their heads, smiling. He was redeemed, but still a rogue at heart.
‘We were running a big risk returning with the Key,’ Noel said quite suddenly. Everyone was thinking it.
‘A calculated risk. Judging by the degree of madness the Witches had reached, killing the Bird would have been of minor importance compared to attaining Wicked Apotheosis.’
They all paused, and no more questions were forthcoming, so Basil began to usher them all out. He stopped Yohanna though.
‘You realise now, the Bird is more symbol than power, and that was why it was the key to either breaking the peoples’ spirits rapidly, or, shoring them up. The Bird is considered magical, but I emphasise that the magic is simply in the belief of the peoples. This is what made the Green Belt what it was. No mystical power or crystals. Just people doing whatever they could, within their means, in the time they have… people like Noel and George. Eventually everything will return to the normality that existed before the Reign Of Terror besieged the Green Belt. It’ll take time,’ Basil continued, ‘but the release of the Bird and its freedom and liberty represents something that is important to the peoples. It reflects their lives and aspirations. But the Bird is just a symbol of their will and determination. A symbol can be very important, an expression of complex interactions and activities that are indivisible… the sentiments and meanings, perspectives and so on add up to the symbol, the Bird. Incidentally, we call it B. B. Burtle.’
‘Beebeebertal.’ Yohanna spoke the name reverently. ‘What does it mean?’
‘B.B. Burtle? Bird just sounded plain… so someone gave it a name.’
‘Oh,’ Yohanna smiled. No hidden mystery there.
‘C’mon then, you have some serious travelling to do Yohanna.
‘Basil,’ Yohanna asked quietly, ‘will the Key work? I mean, will it actually get me back home? Can the S.O.S. make it work?’ Noel and George mused over that critical point.
Basil placed a comforting arm around Yohanna’s shoulders. ‘Unless your purpose here is incomplete… it is expected, based on certain experiences in these matters, that we will be able to activate it.’ Then B.V.T. stopped, pausing seriously. ‘There is no guarantee you will get back to the very place whence you have travelled. It is a risk you will take, but unavoidable if you are to return home. Are you… willing to take that chance? You’d be most welcome here if that was your decision. You and your friends would have a certain mythical status after all of this is recorded and passed on.’ She could feel that reassuring warmth that flowed from the strangely illuminated robes of the Sage. He briefly switched subject, ‘And how was young Lahkysis?’
‘Young?’ Yohanna thought, but then she had no idea how old any of the Sages were. For all she knew they might have been the ancients. ‘She said… she… well, yeah.’ Yohanna wasn’t too sure what to say about the mysterious woman. ‘She never knew, I mean, about…’
‘Atropa Belladonna,’ Basil interjected. Yohanna nodded. ‘What we did… the means certainly posed questions. We will of course look back and examine how it was done. Hopefully… we did the proper thing at the time, under the circumstances… without losing sight of those things we value.’
‘How can we have been wrong?’ George asked curiously.
‘The Dark Coven was so very eeveel,’ Noel added for good measure.
‘It matters to us how we achieve our goals, because… the last thing we want to become is that which we are fighting against.’
‘I think,’ Yohanna said quietly, ‘you got it right. The Sage patted Yohanna’s shoulder. She felt that Basil Von Thyme was allowing himself a smile. ‘If anything, evil destroyed itself, if you think about it. And you didn’t lower yourself, I mean, behave like the Witches, wreaking destruction and havoc.’ Basil Von Thyme nodded, his robed figure poised as if the Sage was looking ahead, staring as if he was looking far, far away. He was thinking, sort of faraway… the ‘Case of Atropa Belladonna’ had achieved something incredible, and it had been used for arguably a fairly reasonable purpose at low cost. The Sage quietly registered that maybe someday some one might not be so choosey about how that power is employed. It was something they would have to defend and keep very, very secret. Who knew what might happen if that sort of thing was out in the open? Less secret was Mr Besterby’s swinging defence in attack. This was later recorded in the Prime High Dialogues, after some boisterous and enthusiastic recollection by the others around a modest Besterby, as Driving Forward in Defence. More informally, Sages would refer to it as The Accountant’s play.
 

***
 

Yohanna and Mr Besterby stood in the centre of the floor. Special Agents had recovered Smith, Smith and Brown. Telesto had kept Johnson, Weston and Wells safe. They were reunited with a surprised and happy Besterby. The Protector was given the signal and then the lightshow began. There was a furry tingling feeling coursing over her skin as the multi-coloured spectrum of light swirled like smoke, and sparked and popped in flashes sending small bolts of psychedelic light in all directions. She waved, and as a last minute sort of thing yelled, ‘Summum bonum!’ The Sages, all of the Prime High who had gathered to see this one depart, and Noel and George, along with the Agents, nodded that solemn sort of understated nod they all gave at almost all times. When it was all over they looked at each other.
Borborrhygmee piped up, ‘Perhaps some tea, then?’ In a sudden flurry of activity everyone disappeared out the door. The Protector of the Crystals, surrounded by Agents, dashed unceremoniously ahead of the bunch.
 

***
 

When Yohanna opened her eyes again she was right where she had been before she saw the spinning colours and lost her balance, on the sand… the warm air blew in from the sea and she could see the people on the beach, some distance away, retrieving what they could salvage from the shipwreck. Besterby stood there holding the scroll. Her mother called. The Accountant opened the bag and shoved the scroll inside, grabbed Yohanna, hauled her to her feet, and posed pointing at the ship wreckage in the distance. Mother appeared over the sand dune. Yohanna turned around, and smiled.
‘Yohanna, there you are.’
‘Mother.’
‘Mr Besterby, hello again.’
‘We were just looking at the remains of the ship,’ The Accountant replied, ‘looks like it was… a close call for everyone concerned.’
Yohanna smiled.
‘Indeed Mr Besterby, indeed,’ Mother said. ‘Ready, Yohanna?’
‘Yes Mother. Shall we?’
‘We’re off to the market. We expect to see you later Mr Besterby. We have business to discuss.’
‘Indeed, indeed,’ The Accountant replied as feebly as he could. Yohanna looked around and almost laughed. How was Mr Besterby going to hide his transformed personality? He was a warrior with a quill, and a scroll that battered Darkness into oblivion.
Yohanna put her hand in her pocket, as she walked with her mother, and suddenly pricked her finger. ‘Ouch.’
‘Alright there?’
‘Yes Mother, nothing,’ she said, slightly unsure herself. She pulled out the offending object. She stared at it. It was the pendant Ariela had given her in the exchange of gifts. She clutched it tightly and closed her eyes, her fingers pressing it firmly into the palm of her hand, and put it back in her pocket. Then opening her eyes, her face developing a curious expression… she pulled out something else… a little crab. The critter’s eyes wobbling on their stalks like grass in the sea breeze. Yohanna grinned and put the crab on the sand. It scuttled away, a run of the mill beachcombing crab.
‘Are you sure you’re all right then?’ her mother asked, wondering how on earth a crab had got into Yohanna’s pocket.
‘Fine Mother, absolutely fine. Oh, if we do get another budgie, I think it should be called B. B. Bertle. Mr or Mrs. What do you think?’
‘Beebeeburtle? What sort of name is that for a bird?!’
THE END
Greetings dear Reader,
 

I thank you for making time to read my novel. I sincerely hope this has been an enjoyable read. Or at least, that it was not an unreasonable method of whiling away time in the train, plane, or car.
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