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Chapter 1

 


The Nowhere
Islands.


           
It wasn't exactly the most enamoring title for a location, but it
certainly fit the description. Lost in a vast ocean spreading for
hundreds of miles in all directions, no sailor could make it past
the horizon without becoming hopelessly lost without a compass. A
solitary spec on a world its residents could only dream
about.

           
The island wasn't without its charms, of course. Looming mountains,
lush forests, sprawling valleys and desolate deserts made for an
adventurers delight. It was a self-supplying land, and its peoples
found wants for nothing at all. Lumber for houses, plenty of
farmland and farm-animals to sustain themselves, and fresh water
were all abound.


           
In the northern reaches of the Nowhere Islands - where the forest
turns to deserts before turning to forest again on top of grand
Mount Oriander - lived an old man. A hermit of sorts, choosing
specifically to live a good distance away from the only settlement
on the island, but he was no less a loving and supporting father
and grandfather to his family.

           
Just the other day, his daughter and her two sons had made the trek
north to his home, to visit him for the weekend. Her husband and
their father couldn't make the trip himself - he was busy with some
handiwork projects around the village, and someone needed to stay
and tend to the sheep, but his thoughts and wishes were with them
always.

           
The early morning sun shone through the two-story house's windows,
bathing its interior in its warm light. The family was awake with
the crows, each of them ready to start their day. They all had lots
of plans for their weekend, and they were all excited to get out
there and have some fun as a family.

           
All except for…

           
"Lucas!! How long are you going to sleep?! Get up so we can play!"
a boy's voice hollered up the stairs, impatient with his brother's
laziness.

           
Lucas, Claus, and their mother Hinawa had all walked the trip up
the northern desert to reach Grandpa Alec's house on the fringes,
and Lucas was still feeling it. Alec and Hinawa were naturally
early risers, and Claus was always full of pep and energy, ready to
charge headlong into whatever adventure waits before him. They only
got to see Alec twice a year, and he always had the neatest things
around his ranch to play with.

           
Lucas, by contrast, was a very shy and introverted child; he was
very soft-spoken and rarely opened to anyone besides his own
mother. He was a little on the timid side: where Claus was ready to
get down and dirty whenever he felt like, Lucas was the type to
test the waters thoroughly before making any decisions. The two
boys shared the same parents, the same village, and even the same
room, but they couldn't be more different.

           
"Get up already!" he yelled again, thumping up a few stairs to
carry his voice, "the Dragos brought their babies over! You should
see them, Lucas, they're really cute! Hurry up!" And with that,
fed-up with having to wait for his brother, Claus was out the
door.

           
Lucas was half-tempted to stay in bed - he was exhausted from all
the play yesterday and wanted to sleep for at least another half
hour. But when he heard that the Dragos were here - and that they
had brought their babies, no less - he just couldn't leave them
hanging.

           
Quickly rubbing the blur out of his visions, he wasted no time,
excitedly wobbling his sleepy legs towards the steps, pumping his
legs as quickly as he could towards the door and outside, to meet
his friends the Dragos. He didn't even notice his mother sitting at
the table in the kitchen in his haste.


           
"Are you going to play in your pajamas? Scoot upstairs and change
your clothes," she said sternly. Claus would have been one to
argue: he would have made some excuse that the Dragos wouldn't be
around for long and that they only visit once a year, and that
changing his pajamas would only waste valuable minutes. But timid
Lucas didn't bother: less because he wasn't the type, but because
he knew arguing would take even longer.

           
Dashing back up the stairs, he opened his dresser and rifled
through its drawers for his favorite set of clothes: a simple
red-and-yellow stripped shirt and a pair of comfy tried-and-true
pair of blue shorts. A quick comb through his bed-head later and
with a pair of socks and his only running shoes, he was presentable
- or, at least, enough to satisfy his mother before getting ready
to tumble through the dirt and the grass with the
Dragos.


           
Lucas ran back downstairs, eager to start the
day.


           
"You're much manlier now!" said Hinawa, "Go have
fun!"


           
With his mother's blessing, he made his way out the front door and
onto Grandpa Alec's front
porch.       It wasn't
an unfamiliar sight - the cows (or, well, just one) mooing happily
as they grazed the fields. The pigs gorging themselves on the gruel
left in their troughs just to the side. The chickens and crows just
a stone's throw from the front door, pecking at some errant seeds
Alec had thrown to them, crowing and clucking at Lucas as if they
were berating him for staying in bed for so long. And Grandpa Alec
himself, leaning against the sturdy porch he and his son-in-law had
built themselves.


           
"Oh, you're up, sleepy head!"


           
Alec ran his hand through Lucas' hair playfully, mussing up his
thrown-together morning hairdo, as if Alec knew it was just thrown
together.


           
"Today's the day you three head back home," he said, looking into
Lucas' eyes. "I'm gonna miss you guys. Life's just livelier, having
to keep you kids out of Hinawa's hair. Make sure your dad comes
with you next time, eh, Lucas? I could use a sturdy back, even if
for the weekend."

           
Lucas glanced around Alec's farm, trying to find Claus and the
supposed Dragos that were visiting. He began to quietly whimper up
a question to Grandpa Alec, trying to find the words to ask where
his brother had gone, but even to his own grandfather, he couldn't
muster up the strength to say much to anyone except his mother.
"Claus ran thataway," Alec said, reading Lucas like a book. He
pointed to the east, past a small canyon leading towards some of
Alec's unused plot. "Says he's got some Drago company with him. I'm
sure they'd love to have you with them, Lucas."


           
With a nod of thanks, Lucas dashed towards the canyon.

           
Just as he cleared the rocky walls and into the open, untamed
plains, he heard a furious battle cry erupt from his brother,
followed shortly by the sound of a pained yelp from an enormous
creature and a resounding thump as something large hit the
ground. Lucas knew the creature that made the sound, but couldn't
tell if his brother was seriously in any danger. He nearly stopped
in his tracks when, just over the bend, a dinosaur the size of
Grandpa Alec's house rose up over the hills.

           
Despite their menacing appearance, Dragos were surprisingly tame
and soft creatures - towards humans, at least. They were impossible
to domesticate, but in the wild, they were very gentle and were
always aware of everybody around them, so that they could be
careful with where they step. They understood family values just as
well as humans: they mated for life, and their young didn't leave
until adolescence. They had good memories, too.

           
Claus was huffing and puffing as he recovered from his last attack
onto the adult male Drago standing taller than a house in front of
him. All three Dragos looked amused by the efforts of the little
boy; their ideas of 'fun' were a little different, but if the child
enjoyed acting out his power fantasies by pretending he had the
strength to knock over an adult Drago by himself, well, they were
friendly enough to oblige.

           
Lucas was afraid of a lot of things - bugs, strangers, the dark -
but he wasn't afraid of the Dragos. He had known them since he was
just a little baby, and he knew their sensitivity towards humans.
It was one of the few things that lived in the wild that he could
approach with total confidence.


           
"Whew! I'm beat! I've been play-fighting with the Dragos all
morning," he explained, grinning to his brother. "I'm winning." He
turned back to the Drago he'd been tackling. It looked down to the
child almost endearingly, like Claus was its own kid, and though
its legs looked a little stiff from falling down a lot, it looked
like it was having fun too. "You should play too, Lucas," he said,
stepping aside for his brother.


           
"Here, try ramming into a Drago. And be sure to yell real loud,
too! That way you'll scare away all the other bad guys when we beat
up this Drago!"

           
Alec was sent on his way to fetch the two children for Hinawa, who
had just made their favorite for lunch. Just as he rounded the bend
towards the two children and the Dragos, though, he saw that Lucas
had reared himself up and was ready to tackle the beast himself. He
decided to hang back and watch: it was certainly a sight to see
Lucas get any kind of aggressive, even if it was just
pretend.

           
Lucas thought this game was a little familiar - all of Claus's
games revolved around the two of them beating up something bigger
in some fashion. They normally associated rocks or trees with their
imaginary opponents, but having a real-life Drago to play with
boosted the experience a hundred times.

           
Nevertheless, Lucas could never belt out as great a battle-cry as
his brother and always squeaked out something a bit less
intimidating. The Drago played along, at least.


           
"The harder you ram into them, the more the Dragos like it," Claus
explained. To Lucas it didn't really look like it mattered to them
- it looked more like the Dragos could hardly feel it. But it was
exhilarating for him, and he was just about to rear back and try
again, when they heard the most peculiar voice.


           
"Move it! Outta my way! Make way for the great Mole
Cricket!"


           
And just as soon as they heard the voice, a small insect - a
cricket, as promised - came scurrying up to them all, pausing
menacingly in front of the tallest Drago. It seemed to startle the
baby Drago, as it quickly took a safer spot next to its parent, but
the kids seemed interested in what the talkative cricket wanted,
and the adult Drago just seemed amused.

           
"I can't just sit here idly while I hear someone's play-fighting!
I'm gonna wipe the floor with all of you!" it threatened,
apparently strongly offended by the kids frolicking and the adult
Drago's cooperation. "Get in my way and you're in for a world of
pain!"

           
Lucas thought it was just trying to play along, acting tough in
front of them in an attempt to try and join their make-believe game
of heroes fighting against vastly superior enemies. But when the
mole cricket jumped onto Claus and tried to bite it through his
shirt, suddenly this game wasn't so fun anymore.


           
Lucas' first instinct was to run away. He wasn't nearly as
out-going as his brother, and the moment he realized there was any
actual danger, he wanted none of it. Play-fighting was one thing,
even against Dragos, but he had trouble stomaching any actual
violence, no matter how small.


           
Claus had a very different idea, though. Already pumped from his
earlier pretend adventures, he was raring to go and confident in
his skills to handle an insect that would fit cleanly under his
shoes. After swatting it off his shirt, the mole cricket quickly
scuttled across the ground, ready to make a second attempt at the
boy. It was met swiftly with a stomp to its whole
being.


           
Lucas was beginning to look really distraught with the whole
scenario, so Alec decided it might be best to step in and help the
boy out before he panics. But before he could even lift a finger,
Claus had the situation entirely under control.


           
"I see you have more of a spine than I thought! If you'd like, I
could train you personally sometime," it offered, its earlier
bravado totally gone. "The next time we meet, it'll be at the big
Mole Cricket Hole Stadium! And I'm gonna sweep the competition this
year!" It was obvious the cricket was trying to hide its
embarrassment by thinking it could fight kids hundreds of times
taller than it was, not thinking about the obvious result. It
scurried away as quickly as it could, shouting "I'll see you
there!" as it went.

           
Its eyes were kept on the kids, making sure it wasn't being
followed, instead of straight ahead, as it should
have.


           
*CRUNCH*


           
It was Hinawa.


           
"Oh dear. I stepped on a mole cricket. I hope it's alright… Lunch
is ready, everyone," she said, her warm smile practically glowing
as she looked over her kids. "I made your favorite omelets!

           
Claus perked up immediately when he heard that his mother had made
their favorite for lunch. "Lunch, lunch!" he yelled repeatedly,
excited to get some food in his belly. "Omelets! Come on, Lucas!"
And with that, they were both racing each other towards Alec's
house, competing for first pick. Hinawa and her father Alec
strolled leisurely behind.


           
Hinawa's omelets were just as delicious as ever for the boys. A
hearty lunch later, and the two were stuffed to the point of
bursting - their mom had made them omelets to spare and the munched
them all down. Just as Alec stood from the table to prepare washing
the dishes, Claus asked Hinawa a question neither of the boys had
thought to ask.

           
"What's your favorite food, Mom? Is it omelets? I bet it's omelets.
Why else would you make them so much, right?"

           
Hinawa considered answering honestly, but she instead just smiled
to her child and nodded. "You're right, Claus," she said sweetly.
"Omelets are my favorite food in the whole wide world. I can't get
enough of them! Can you?"

           
"No way!" he replied earnestly, his eyes turning to crescents as he
smiled. "Can you, Lucas? Are there enough omelets in the world for
you?" Lucas tried to speak, but all that came out as his reply was
a massive belch. Embarrassed, he shook his head while he reached
for a napkin across the table. "We all make a good match!" Claus
declared.

           
They sat silently for a moment, before Hinawa changed the
topic.

           
"After we're done eating, we need to get ready to go home. We have
to go through the forest to get back, so we have to leave early,"
she said. Neither of the boys argued - they knew how long it was
going to take and how risky it was to go through the forest, but
they both couldn't deny that they wanted to stay for a bit
longer.


           
"Don't be silly. The boys could probably make it back on their own,
it's that safe. Claus has got more spunk in him to beat off the
woolliest of mole crickets." Alec turned from the stove to face
Lucas. "I bet even you could handle it, Lucas!" Lucas blushed
sheepishly as he heard his grandfather guffaw over his own harsh
words.

           
Without a word, Hinawa excused herself from the table and showed
herself to the front porch. Before they could leave, there was just
one thing she needed to do.


           
She had written a letter to her husband Flint, and she needed to
send it before they could send off for Tazmily. Flint couldn't make
it with them to Alec's house way out in the fringes - he had all
sorts of obligations to hold and his weekend was going to be
back-breaking, and the sheep weren't going to feed themselves. She
understood completely, and he never left her thoughts during their
entire stay. But just to ease his mind, she had intended to send
the letter to him via carrier pigeon, so that he would get word of
their arrival long before they had even left.

 


                       
Dear Flint,


                       
Just like you said they would, the children have been running
around the   mountains and fields tirelessly
since the moment we arrived.


 


                       
Claus is as daring and full of energy as ever, while Lucas is still
a bit coddled. But  neither one seems tired of playing at
all



                       
My father seems sad to say goodbye to his
grandchildren after seeing them for the first time in so long, but
we should be home by this evening.



                       
I had forgotten how nice and refreshing the mountain air is. You
always smell like sheep  back in Tazmily Village, so I really
wish you could have been here to take in this air. The  next
time we visit, let's ask one of the neighbors to take care of the
sheep so we can all come up here as a family.





                       
Claus, Lucas and I were always thinking about you. When we get home
this evening, I'll start cooking some of your favorite omelets
right away.

                       


                       
With love, your dearest Hinawa



           
She attached the letter to a blue carrier pigeon and watched as it
flew away until it was just a dark speck in the clear blue
sky.


           
With that done, she turned around to head back into the house…when
she began to hear the strangest tune, and a peculiar shadow crawl
across the ground.

 










Chapter 2

 


Thomas came running full-tilt down the road,
south of Tazmily, his crank on his emergency horn spinning as fast
as he could spin it. Ignoring a bewildered citizen as he streaked
by in his panic, he thumped down the dirt road as quickly as his
legs could take him, rounding the corner to Flint's house on top of
its little hill and sprinting himself up the slope. A left turn at
the top of the hill, past the dog's house, and before he could
cancel his forward momentum, he slammed face-first into Flint's
front door.

           
"Flint!" he yelled, his scratchy-high voice booming as loud as he
could. With his free hand, he pounded on the wooden door hard,
shaking it to the hinges. "Flint!" he yelled again, his horn still
blaring, drowning out his own voice. "It's a fire! A fire, a fire!"
he yelled. He glanced through both windows to the sides of the
doors, peeping in to see if Flint was even there, but the curtains
were drawn. "The Sunshine Forest is on fire in a huge," he
sputtered, trying to find the right words but his tongue twisted
itself into knots every time. "A huge… fiery, flamey fire!"

           
Inside, Flint was just about to hit the sack, himself. It was late,
and he had a hard day, helping out in the village with some
construction projects. Most of them were minor things, like
repairing doors, but there were a lot of them - not to mention he
had to tend to his own herd. His back was aching and his legs were
throbbing, and now here was Thomas beating his own door off its
hinges, that annoying emergency horn of his shaking the windows in
their frames. Thomas was a good man with all the right intentions,
but man could he drive a guy up the wall.

           
Although it was difficult to hear over his horn, Flint could still
make out Thomas saying something about a fire, so he could forgive
him for being so… urgent, this time.


           
"You gotta do something, quick! Flint!! It's the forest! The forest
is on fire!" He repeated that last phrase incessantly. He was in
such a panic that he didn't realize he was repeated the same words
over and over. "Geez!" he sighed, his nerves getting the better of
him, "who would lock their door in a village with no crime?" He
stopped the crank on his horn long enough for him to grasp the
handle on the door. "Flint!" he yelled as he twisted and yanked on
the knob as hard as he could, "Aah!"


           
He glanced at the brass knob know resting in his hand rather than
firmly in the door. "Darn it, why'd you have to come loose at a
time like this?!" he chastised. Before he could pull himself to his
feet, the front door slid open quickly, and in surprise, Thomas
flung the doorknob high into the air, bouncing off the doghouse's
roof.

           
"Aahh, Doorknob! I mean, Flint!" Thomas stuttered.


           
"What's this about a fire, Thomas?" asked Flint simply. He was
tired and cranky, and didn't mince words.

           
"This is no time to be dozing off!" Thomas scorned, getting right
into Flint's unflinching face. "There's a huge fire in Sunshine
Forest! And… " Thomas paused. He didn't exactly know what Flint
could do in a situation like this, but he knew exactly what to say:
"Bad times like this call for reckless nice guys like you!" Flint
gave him a half-surprised, half-annoyed look, which caused Thomas
to recant immediately. "Please, just come, Flint! We need as many
hands as we can get!"


           
Flint couldn't argue with that, of course, and he wasn't about to
let his forest burn down. That forest was the only thing separating
him from his family at old man Alec's, and if it burnt down, they'd
be stuck out there. After stopping by Boney's doghouse for a pat on
the head, he and Thomas dashed off to Tazmily, to lend a
hand.

           
A short sprint down the dirt road, and they came across Biff, still
in a tizzy over what he should be doing himself. "Flint!" he
shouted once he saw that unshaven stubble and the sweet cowboy hat
dash down the road, relieved that a capable guy like him was on the
scene.

           
"The whole sky north of here is pitch black! I don't know what to
do myself, so I'm running to warn everyone of the flames!"

           
"That's good," Flint replied, "make sure everyone knows the danger,
and when you're done, run to the mayor and offer to help with the
efforts."

           
"Sure thing!" Biff seemed relieved that he had some actual
instructions rather than running about and being bothersome. The
three of them ran into the square of the village, with Biff running
off to the east to spread the word some more.


           
The village wasn't as lively as Flint had expected as the two came
to the well placed in the center of the village. Some kids were
heading south, towards his house, while some of the older gossipers
flapped their gums at the well, as if talking about the latest dirt
on whoever was more important than their lives and their
village.


           
The mayor's head was practically spinning off his neck in his
excitement, and, typical for him, he managed to accomplish very
little. They both headed north, between the hills and into the open
plains. Just off the beaten path was Leder, doing his sole thing he
was hired to do by ringing the bell and alerting the village to an
incoming danger.

           
"Hey, Leder!" Thomas called, tilting his head way back so his voice
could carry up to Leder. "Can you see the fire from up there?"
Leder didn't respond, though, and he simply kept ringing away at
his bell. Thomas tried several more times to get his attention.


           
"Hey, I said! … I see he's as non-talkative as ever… "

           
That was just who he was, though. As far as Flint had known, Leder
hadn't spoken a word in his life. They both shot off to the west,
following the billowing tower of smoke rising up from Sunshine
Forest.

           
The heat blowing in from the forest began to really intensify as
they got closer. Just before the Prayer Sanctuary, they saw Bud and
Lou huddled next to a tree - Bud was leaning forward while Lou was
saying some encouraging words. It sounded like Bud was heaving up a
storm.


           
"Lou," Flint said, approaching the two boys, "is Bud
alright?"

           
"He's fine," Lou replied, looking over his shoulder to look Flint
in the eye. "We were in the woods when it happened. The flames
started coming our way, so we ran with all our might. We got out of
the forest in time; Bud's just out of shape is all."

           
"Shut up," Bud managed to spit between coughs and wheezes.

           
"Did you two see Lighter and Fuel on your way out?"

           
"No," Lou said sadly, thinking of little Fuel stuck in his house in
the middle of the forest. "We have no idea where they are. We just
ran to save our own skin."

           
"I see," Flint grunted. One of his more admirable traits was how he
was totally stoic, even in the face of real danger like a forest
fire, but he was highly emotive and protective towards his family.
"You two make sure nobody else goes in after me and Thomas."

           
"We won't need to," Lou said, pointing farther down the road, just
past the sanctuary, "Ed's doing a fine job for us."

           
Flint nodded in thanks and pressed on, Thomas nervously following
behind - he wasn't expecting to be dragged into the thick of it. He
just wanted Flint to do it.

           
Just around the corner from the sanctuary was Ed, blocking the path
from a passive Ollie and an aggressive Butch, both of them trying
to get into the forest to see the fire for themselves.


           
"This is a big emergency! So I came to help out, but Ed won't let
me through! I can be useful, too!" he pleaded. "I'm not just some
nosy onlooker!"

           
"And what about Butch?" asked Thomas.


           
"Where's the fire?! Is it on fire?! Ooh! I bet it's a big, giant,
foresty fire!" Butch yelled.


           
"I see."

           
"Flint!" Ed called, wrestling with Butch, trying to keep him from
pushing past. "Lighter and Fuel have got to still be in there! I'll
hold back-" He stuttered, planting his feet firmly as Butch threw
his weight into Ed, trying to knock past him. "I'll hold back these
rubberneckers! You just go and find them!"


           
Flint adjusted his hat on his head and dashed into the thicket,
Thomas close behind. The air began to get hot and the smoke was
beginning to get thick the farther they ran in, and not too far
into the brush, they came across Mike. He was crouched over,
keeping his head low from the fumes, his breath short and heavy. He
lifted his gaze to the sound of the approaching footsteps, to see
who else could have had the guts to run into a forest fire.

           
"Flint!" He managed to cough out, "I thought I saw someone
as manly as me walking this way!"


           
Mike had a bit of an inflated head, but he and Flint were
definitely among the best and strongest in Tazmily. But where he
excelled in physical strength, he wasn't so healthy on the inside.
His throat was always very sensitive to irritation, so running into
a smoke-filled forest was a bit dumb on his end.

           
"Mike, go back to the village," Flint said, patting him on the
back. "Stand with Ed and keep anyone from following me and Thomas
in. You'll be better off there without hacking up a lung."

           
Mike nodded his head a few times as he turned back, past him and
Thomas towards the forest entrance. "What is all this 'me and
Thomas' business, Flint?" Thomas asked nervously, his hand shaking
on the crank of his emergency horn. "I just wanted you to do it.
I'm hardly any good with the whole 'being a hero' thing."

           
"You're gonna learn," Flint replied simply, and silently pressed
forward. Thomas could turn around and find something more
his league to do, but Flint would give him that silent treatment -
well, quieter than he usually was - and, he had to admit, his
opportunity to be something more than just a bazaar clerk, if only
for a while, was exhilarating.

           
Isaac's house was just a little ways into the forest - he was a
pharmacist, so his ideal space to live was near the herbs he could
make his medicines from, but close to the village so he'd be on
hand whenever they needed him. His medicines tasted awful, but did
they ever work.

           
In front of his door was Matt, an average-sized guy with
above-averaged sized hair. He was banging on the door restlessly,
calling Isaac's name, but there was no answer, but the lights were
on in his house. "Matt!" Flint called, approaching him and his
mammoth afro. "Where is Isaac?"

           
"I don't know!" he replied between each beat on the door. "Isaac
would never leave the lights on at his place if he's not in. He's
gotta be in there! But there's no answer!"

           
Thomas was looking into one of the windows, trying to scan the
inside of the house through the smoke. "I can't see anything," he
said. The shades were drawn, and he could get a few glances between
the curtains, but there was no sign on movement on the inside. "I
can't tell if he's in there."

           
"Matt, you keep trying," Flint said. "If you don't see any sign of
Isaac in the next ten minutes, kick in the window. I'll fix it
myself later if the house survives the fire."

           
"You got it," Matt said, resuming his assault on the door, "Where
could Isaac be?"


           
And just a short distance from Isaac's was another downed,
able-bodied man. Bronson was face-down in the grass, his clothes
and his face black with soot.

           
"Flint?" Bronson coughed, lifting his head from the grass, coughing
and hacking up a bit more before he could continue, "Gaah! I've
breathed in too much smoke! Lighter and his son Fuel still aren't
back yet! I'm pretty sure they're stuck farther in!"

           
"Can you stand, Bronson?" asked Flint.

           
"I'm fine!" he said angrily, coughing out some more soot from his
caked throat. "Don't worry about me! Fuel's just a little boy; go
help them! I can handle myself!" Bronson was always very proud of
his physique, so being felled by just a little dust was a little
grating to him personally.

           
Flint and Thomas carried on, the light of the fire illuminating the
night sky as they got closer, and before they even knew it, they
were in the middle of the blaze.

           
Thomas was running forward with his hands over his face, trying to
shield his eyes and nose from the intense heat. Flint kept his eyes
peeled, however, searching every inch of the burning forest he
could for any sign at all of Lighter or Fuel. Everything was either
on fire or already burnt out: he was hoping neither of them were
caught under any debris or by the smoke. Just as the two rounded a
burning tree, Flint ground to a very sudden stop.

           
He stretched out his right arm, catching Thomas before the man
could pass, and brought them back behind the tree. Thomas was about
to ask what the big idea was, when Flint shushed him by bringing a
finger to his lips, and pointing just around the base of the tree.
Standing just on the other side was a man wearing a peculiar
uniform - one neither of them had seen before.

           
He was wearing a suit that looked like a soldier uniform, except
all in pink. His helmet was clearly too large for his head. It had
a snout on it that resembled a pig's. There was a strange metal box
in front of him. The man walked over to the box and opened. Flint
saw a three bugs fly out of the box. He thought this was peculiar.
The man looked around to make sure there was no one there and then
ran off into the woods.


           
"Who was that?" asked Thomas in bewilderment. With the uniform he
was wearing, it hardly even looked human.

           
"Don't know," Flint replied, continuing forward from behind the
tree once the man in the uniform was gone.

           
"What were those bugs he released?"

           
"Don't know."


           
"Do you think…that maybe he started the fire?"

           
"Don't know." Flint continued forward, his head constantly swinging
side to side, scanning the forest for footprints or something to
tell him that Lighter and Fuel were nearby.

           
"Should we-"

           
"Thomas." Flint said suddenly.

           
"Sorry."

           
Some of the normally-shy creatures of the forest were in a panic
over the fire, shrieking and scrambling in their own ways as they
tried to find safe shelter from the blaze. Most avoided the two
humans, but others were aggressive in their sheer confusion.

           
The Yammonster usually kept to itself and did their best to avoid
any and all confrontation from any creature, especially once the
humans realized they were a delicious treat. But with the ground
too hot to stay in, some of them were running around crazily,
trying to escape the fire. They were unusually rowdy from it as
well.

           
Some of them, in their confusion, decided to attack Flint and
Thomas. Flint lay waste to them very quickly. Thomas wasn't helping
though. He was too busy blaring his siren.


           
The Yammonster's were popping up all over the place, but it was
easy as playing a game of Whack-a-Mondo-Mole for Flint. The more
pressing issue was the fire, and how it kept getting thicker the
farther they both went in. At least, with plenty of ventilation,
they didn't have to worry about smoke, but even Flint was beginning
to sweat under his collar from the intense heat of the flames.


           
It wasn't too far from their sixth Yammonster that they found
another man lying in the grass, although this time he was lying
face-up. Next to him was a massive winged insect, like Flint had
never seen before, lying dazed and defeated on the ground. Just a
few feet away was a four-by-four log of worn, square wood, dropped
hastily to the ground near the man's head.

           
They both recognized the man right away.

           
"Hey! Lighter!" Thomas yelled, cradling the man's head in his hands
while he tried to rouse him from his sleep. "Are you alright? Wake
up, Lighter!"

           
After a few more tries of shouting and shaking, Lighter began to
stir on the ground - mostly some minor twitching in his arms and
legs, but once he regained himself, he let out a massive, throaty
cough, cleaning his mouth of all the soot he had inhaled.

           
He groaned, shaking his head a bit, slowly blinking his eyes awake.
His head was pounding, and his muscles were all sore. But once his
vision focused and he could see and think straight, he recognized
the two men leaning over him immediately. "Thomas," he moaned,
scratching his throat with his left hand, "and Flint." His throat
was so backed up he could hardly squeak out a voice at all. "Damn
it," he cursed, clearing his throat and coughing some more. "I try
to beat these things up, but more just keep comin'! I can't get
past them!"


           
Flint and Thomas both looked to the large insect that lay prone on
the ground. Just like Lighter, it began to twitch to life.

           
"Just what is that thing?" asked Thomas, trying to get
some info out of Lighter in case he passed out again. "Some kind of
bug?"

           
"Dunno," he replied between coughs. "They're goin' around the
forest, lightin' fires. Makin' things worse." Just as he thought
about the last few fights with the things, his eyes shot open,
remembering about his son. "But never mind that! Fuel's still at
home!"

           
Thomas lurched forward at the news, his eyes just as wide. "What?!
Fuel's still in your shack?!" He immediately spun his head to
Flint. "Flint, you go help Fuel! I'll look after Lighter!"

           
Flint nodded quickly, picking himself up from Lighter's side and
dashing forward towards their shack, when suddenly, he was ambushed
by three more of the fireflies Lighter was having trouble
with.

           
They were massive, oddly-colored insects the likes Flint had never
seen before. They moved erratically, and when they charged towards
him, their bodies ignited in their own flames, charging forward
with uncanny power for a creature its size. What's more, they could
even shoot fire at him: they spat some kind of combustible stomach
fluid at him that caught fire as it left their mouths.


           
But with a little muscle, and putting some back into it, they
weren't much a guy like him couldn't handle.


           
Flint sprinted forward. Lighter's cabin was just a stone's throw
away, right in the center of the whole mess. Just around some
burning trees, straight down the path, and Flint could make out the
top floor of Lighter's cabin.

           
"Help!" he heard a boy cry as he neared the house. Without breaking
his stride, he looked up into the only window on the second story
of Lighter's cabin. There was Fuel, leaning out the window and
waving his arms, shouting for help with everything his lungs could
give. And in another second, the flames overtook him.


           
Without a second thought about it, he charged into the door, its
frame destroyed and its hinges practically melting. It came off
rather easily.

           
And inside, among the burning towels and smashed dinnerware and lit
timber was another…peculiar creature running to and fro along the
floor of the cabin.

           
It appeared to move and scurry like a mouse, but…it was adorned
with a set of insect wings. So it couldn't have been a mouse,
right? Mice didn't have long, papery-thin wings…

           
But whatever the creature was could wait: Fuel was still up there,
and the house was burning down around them! Flint made a dash for
the stairs in the back, when the flying mouse decided Flint had
intruded on its personal space.


           
It made a flying dive for him, dipping down and zooming by, just
barely missing his skull. Flint spun around, his fists raised
defensively, waiting for the flying vermin to make another pass. He
hadn't expected the creature to come in as low as it did, though,
and it managed to feint into him lowering his guard appropriately
as it suddenly adjusted upward to get him in the face.

           
Flint steadied himself as the creature circled the room high above
him, looking for another opportunity to come in and attack. Flint
had to watch his balance; the house was on fire, and there was no
good place to keep his footing. The flying mouse saw an opening in
Flint's concentration and dove back in for another bite, but Flint
was on his toes - the moment the creature was in arm's reach, Flint
got in a combo of his own.


           
With the beast adequately tame, Flint ran up the creaking, breaking
stairs, to find Fuel huddled in the corner, frighteningly watching
the support beams fall and burn from the roof into the center of
the floor.


           
Flint immediately ran to the other side of the room, the only path
open that wasn't about to collapse under the weight of the debris
from above. There was a beam between him and Fuel; with all his
strength, he pushed forward, splintering the weakened beam
easily.


           
"Mr. Flint!" Fuel choked.


           
Fuel looked a little dirty, but he seemed to be okay for the most
part. There were no burns on his clothes, either. "Come on, Fuel,"
Flint coughed through the smoke, picking the boy onto his feet. "We
gotta leave."

           
The two made it to the bottom floor of the house, the walls and the
ceilings crashing in from all around them. They both ran for their
lives, and just as they made it out the front door, the house
collapsed like a sandcastle hit by high tide


           
Flint and Fuel were both clear of the collapse, just as the roof
caved in under itself and took the rest of the house with it. All
that was left was a heap of burnt wood; all Lighter and Fuel had to
them now were the clothes on their backs.


           
"I'm pitch-black and covered in soot, but I'm alive! Oh, you're
pitch-black too, Mr. Flint," Fuel pointed out. Flint didn't really
pay that any mind; he was just glad that he and Fuel had made it
out without any injuries. A little soot was a small price to pay.
"Thank you, Mr. Pitch Black Flint!" Fuel said happily, although his
tone implied he was aware of the gravity of the situation. "Thank
you so, so much, Mr. Pitch Black Flint!"

           
Flint brought his hand to his eyes, wiping them clear of the soot.
"You're welcome, Fuel," he replied. "Let's get you to your
dad."

           
"Oh yeah!" chirped Fuel, turning back to the wreck of his house.
"We need to let my dad know I'm okay. He's probably worried sick
about me somewhere!"


           
They both began to head back to Tazmily, away from the fire and
back to safety. On the way, though, Thomas and Lighter were both
missing from where he had left them. Flint figured that Thomas was
just being a man of his word, though, and had gotten Lighter back
to the village safely.


           
Bronson wasn't where Flint last saw him either.


           
And Matt wasn't pounding on Isaac's door. And since the windows
weren't kicked in, Flint had to assume Isaac got to him before he
could.

           
The forest was clear of everybody, thankfully, so he and Fuel were
the last ones out. It was a long sprint - it was more taxing on
Fuel than it was on him, but the boy was strong, and kept himself
up the whole way out. It was a hell of a trek, but they got
themselves to the mouth of the path next to the Prayer Sanctuary in
one piece.

           
Leder was still banging away at his bell just north of the Square,
and standing there next to the sanctuary was Thomas, taking Ed's
place to make sure nobody else went in. "Flint!" he called once he
saw the two emerge from the forest, "You're pitch-black and covered
in soot… but you're all right! Being the responsible man that I
am," he continued, dressing himself up with his words, "I managed
to bring Lighter all the way back here. Hurry and let him see Fuel;
he could use some good news right now."

           
"Where is he?" asked Flint.

           
"Just over there." He pointed straight ahead, just a little way
down the road. "He's recuperating from some of his nastier burns."
Fuel was already off like a shot to see his dad, not waiting for
the adults to finish their chit-chat. Wordlessly, Flint followed
behind, catching up to the boy as he leaned over the table his
father was resting on. Lighter was covered head to toe in bandages,
splints, and casts - they might have overdone it a little.

           
"Dad!" Fuel called, getting his father's attention.

           
"Th-that voice… Is that you, Fuel? You're alright?!" he said, his
voice shaky with gratitude. He was really worried for his son. He
forced his eyes open, looking over the crowd for his son. There was
only one boy in the group, and his was covered head to toe in black
soot. "What happened to you?" he asked wearily, reaching up with
his right hand to cup his son's cheek, rubbing the grime from his
skin with his thumb. "You're pitch black, and covered in
soot."

           
"Yeah, and what about you, dad?" Fuel asked, looking over his
father's body. "You busted your leg!"

           
"Oh, this?" asked Lighter, his voice gaining strength to put on a
front for his son. "This ain't nothin'!" He began twisting around
on the table, proving to his son that he was still strong. "All I
gotta do is twist this like so, and do this, and then… Oww! Oww!
Oww! Consarnit!"


           
"Boss!" Lou shouted, concerned for Lighter's health. "What in the
world are you doing?!"

           
"Fixing my injuries, obviously! What does it look like?!"

           
"So, anyway, guys," Thomas said loudly, interrupting Lou and
Lighter before that fight could get any worse. "We sure are lucky
that Flint showed up when he did, eh? He and Lighter have been
quarreling buddies since they were kids. It's enough to make a guy
like me jealous."

           
Flint approached the table, keeping his eye on Lighter's injuries.
He and Lighter disagreed on a lot of things, sure…but Lighter was
his best friend. Fuel was practically his own son, at that, and he
was sure Lighter felt the same way towards Lucas and Claus.

           
"… Thanks, Flint. Guess I showed my not-so-tough side, huh?" He
looked to Fuel, then back to him. "I owe you one for today." Flint
simply said nothing in response.


           
Lou was silently aghast at Lighter's words, however. "I think
that's the first time I've ever heard the boss thank anyone."

           
Bronson laughed at that. "I think you're right! The only way this
could be any stranger is if it started pouring rain!"

           
All of a sudden, the clouds opened up and it started pouring.


           
"And… now it's starting to rain." Ed observed.


           
"Let's just hope the rain puts out the fire," Thomas thought aloud,
turning back to the orange baseline of the night sky, the column of
smoke still rising into the clouds. The rain really began to pick
up quickly, and in just a matter of moments, Flint and Fuel were
clean of their soot.

           
Ed circled around to Lighter's head, getting ready to help him
stand. "We need to tend to Lighter," he said. "Let's take him back
to the Yado Inn. He can get fixed there." The others agreed, and,
gently, began to help Lighter off the table, to carry him all the
way back to the village.










Chapter 3

 


All seven of them helped out, picking up
Lighter and gently carrying him back to the Yado Inn in town
through the heavy rain. There wasn't much more patching that needed
to be done on him, but he could receive better attention in the
village than out in the woods. Flint and Fuel took the opportunity
to get looked at as well.

           
"There you are, Flint. You're all patched up now." Tessie smiled as
she placed the finishing touches on Flint's gauze, wrapping it
securely around his left ankle. He and Fuel weren't actually that
beat up - his left shoulder was a little bruised from knocking down
doors and breaking wooden beams, and his left ankle was twisted
from all his running, but other than that, he was a picture of good
health. Fuel had taken some light burns to the face, but it was
nothing a week wouldn't fix.

           
"It's a good thing you two only suffered light injuries," remarked
Thomas, before turning back to Lighter. He was lying on the only
bed in the room, tired out from putting up with his pain, but he
was having trouble falling asleep.


           
"It's been a while since Tazmily last had rain. Flint, please try
and get some rest. Your ankle will do better the less weight you
put on it."

           
Flint stood up from his chair, feeling his ankle rub against the
tight binds of his gauze. It stung a little, but he strong; he
could still run with the best of them. But Tessie was still right;
it was late, he had a rough day, and he was just getting to bed
when the whole scenario happened. And he'd still have to get up
bright and early, because Hinawa and the kids were coming back
tomorrow.

           
He adjusted his hat on his head and nodded his thanks to Tessie,
who smiled and nodded back. With no limp at all in his walk, he
left the Inn, already craving the warmth of his bed. "Flint,"
called Lighter, just as he took his first steps away. Flint turned
back to Lighter. "Did you see anything else in the fire besides
those weird bugs?"

           
"Like what?" he replied.

           
"I'm talking about some…" Lighter paused a bit, trying to find the
words to describe it.    "Suspicious people with pig-like
masks on."

           
"Something like that."

           
"We did see a guy like that, yeah," offered Thomas, answering for
Flint more clearly. "He had some kind of weird box with him, and
when it opened, it let out more of those freaky fire-bugs."

           
"Those bastards… They turned the forest pitch-black! And you,
Flint!" Lighter shouted, getting himself riled up. "You…wound up
pitch-black too!"

           
"Dad, calm down," said Fuel, gripping his father by the shoulder
lightly. "Get some rest before you hurt yourself some more."

           
Lighter turned to his son at his side. "Oh yeah! They turned you
pitch-black, too, Fuel! Well, you'll see!" He began to rise from
his bed, fighting against his son pushing down on him by the
shoulders. "I'll teach them to mess with my forest! My
village!"

           
"Dad, you really need to stop," Fuel continued, pressing harder.
Lighter was about to get out of bed, when he felt a pain in his
chest, and reluctantly lied back down. It was a vulnerable time for
Lighter; he was forced to admit that, for now, he was just full of
hot air.

           
With Lighter done with his boasting, Flint left the room, off
towards his home once more. Just as he left the building, he stood
under the awning of the front door for a moment, letting the sound
of the rain fill his ears.

           
Off in the distance was a tall man in a plaid shirt and overalls
with a beanie hat, running up to the Inn as quickly as he could. He
kept both his arms over his head and he slouched as he ran, trying
to keep the water from his face.

           
It was Isaac.


           
"Flint! Perfect timing!" he shouted over the rain. "I heard you
were taking a rest here." Rather than cut to the chase right away,
he tried softening the conversation with some chatter. "Mighty
heavy rain, isn't it?" Flint only grunted in response, nodding
once. Isaac kept swaying on his feet, trying to keep himself dry.
"Think I'll join you under the awning."

           
Once the rain stopped beating down on Isaac, he removed his arms
from the top of his head. He quickly rubbed his hands together,
blowing in between them once or twice, trying to warm the feeling
back into his digits. "So, uh, Flint," he began. There was
something on his mind, but he wasn't comfortable with starting his
topic right away. "Have you, um…heard from Hinawa and the
kids?"

           
"Not yet," Flint said quickly and gruffly. Flint was a quiet guy,
but talking about his family was a sure-fire way to at least get a
word out of him.

           
Isaac took a long pause before continuing. He was being very
careful to map out his words and Flint's possible reactions, and
with the way Flint hardly ever seemed to emote, he was being
difficult for Isaac to judge. "I see," he finally said. "Actually,
I was in the mountains earlier, picking mushrooms, before the fire
started. While I was up there, I caught sight of Hinawa."


           
"Did you?" Flint asked, turning to Isaac. His hardened expression
visibly lightened at the sound. "How was she?"

           
"She was fit as a fiddle," Isaac said matter-of-factly. "The kids
weren't with her - I just assumed they were still at old man Alec's
for the time being. We had a good chat about the weekend and how
your kids were doing. They're doing great, by the way," he added,
answering Flint's question before he could ask it.

           
"A few hours later, I was taking a break down by the river," Isaac
continued, "I heard a few loud roars off in the distance." Isaac
was beginning to become audibly nervous as he spoke, his stutters
and pauses lengthening between each word. "It sounded like it was a
Drago, so I didn't really pay it any mind at first."

           
Isaac took a deep breath, trying to steady himself. Flint looked at
Isaac, noticing his paling complexion and his overall body language
over the story.


           
"After that, I heard… what I think… might've been screams… ."


           
"What are you implying, Isaac?" Flint said. Flint was the kind of
guy where if he asked you a question like that the way he had,
there was no escaping without giving him an answer.

           
"I…" Isaac was in too deep to start back-peddling now. "I don't
mean to imply anything, Flint, but…Hinawa and the kids made it back
home, right?"


           
Hinawa, Claus, and Lucas had definitely not returned that day - he
was getting ready to pack it in before the fire struck. He was
excited for tomorrow because he knew his wife and kids would be
back. And they were smart enough to know not to cross the forest
while it was on fire. So they…they still had to be at Alec's house,
on the fringe.

           
But now Isaac was getting Flint paranoid. They were due back a few
hours ago, but he thought their lateness was just because the kids
were giving Hinawa a hard time about leaving. And that thing about
Dragos - Dragos were kind to humans. They wouldn't have touched his
family, right?

           
Any thought of his wife and kids being in any sort of danger began
to make Flint's skin crawl. Before he started thinking drastic
thoughts, he rushed back to his house as quickly as he could. He
didn't know what to find or what to do, but anything to take his
mind off what Isaac was suggesting.


           
At his home was faithful Boney, standing at the opening to his
doghouse, greeting his master loyally once Flint made his way up
the hill. But sitting at the front door to the house was a sleeping
pigeon - a familiar pigeon, with a note tied around its leg with a
small wire. It was one of Alec's carrier pigeons, and the note must
have been from Hinawa. The weight on his mind was lifted: the birds
went pretty fast, so Hinawa must have sent it recently.

           
Eagerly but gently enough to not hurt the bird (rudely waking it in
the process), he picked it up and quickly undid the tie around its
leg, releasing the note. He unfurled it and read the contents to
himself hastily, wanting to hear the news from his wife. The first
thing he found was Hinawa's signature at the bottom; just to make
sure it was from her.


            


                         Dear
Flint

  Just like
you said they would, the children have been running around
the mountains and fields tirelessly since the moment we
arrived.


                       
Claus is as daring and full of energy as ever, while Lucas is still
a bit coddled. But neither one seems tired of playing at
all





                       
My father seems sad to say goodbye to his grandchildren after
seeing them for the first time in so long, but we should be home by
this evening.


 

 I had
forgotten how nice and refreshing the mountain air is. You always
smell like sheep     
           
back in Tazmily Village, so I really wish you could have been here
to take in this air. The next time we visit, let's ask one of
the neighbors to take care of the sheep so we can all come up here
as a family.



                       
Claus, Lucas and I were always thinking about you. When we get home
this evening, I'll start cooking some of your favorite omelets
right away.

                       


                       
With love, your dearest Hinawa

 

Flint read the letter once, then twice more,
before taking it inside. Hinawa wrote that they'd be back in the
evening, early enough for supper - it was nearly midnight now…


           
Once the cold of the rain began to get to him, he took the letter
inside, to reread a few times more. He had lost track of how many
times, and of the hour, when Isaac and Fuel allowed themselves into
his house. Since there was no crime in Tazmily, a person walking
into another person's house uninvited wasn't unusual. Once he
realized he had company, he quickly folded the letter up and placed
it into his pants pocket.

           
"They're still not back?" Isaac asked, looking around the house for
any sign of them. "With all this rain, they could catch
cold."

           
"Yeah," Flint replied, which was unusual - he normally just grunted
or nodded to a statement like that.

           
"I'll go find them!" Fuel offered, already bounding on the
spot.


           
"They're probably taking shelter from the rain somewhere." Isaac
reassured.


           
"It's getting late. We probably should look for them." He turned to
Fuel. "Let's get the over villagers to help, too. The fire is under
control thanks to the rain, so it ought to be safe."

           
"Okay," agreed Fuel. "I'll go tell my dad, then." And he was off,
Isaac following slowly behind. Flint didn't like this whole thing -
not that the villagers were willing to help out, but that they even
had to do anything at all. They should have been back by now…

           
Collecting himself, he left the house, on his way to the square to
join in the efforts to find his family. The rain was still pouring
hard, his boots tromping heavily through the mud, but before he
could go very far, Boney started barking loudly.

           
"You want to come with, boy?" Flint asked, running his hand through
Boney's fur as he spoke. Boney wagged his tail and barked some
more, answering his question positively. "Alright, buddy," Flint
said, "let's go find Mom and the kids." Boney was a smart,
well-behaved dog, and knew not to run off chasing critters or
barking when he didn't need to. He didn't even need a leash.


           
The village square was bone quiet; not a soul in sight. Except for
a very excited Thomas, running around in circles like a chicken
with its head missing, his horn ringing and roaring the whole
time.

           
"This is bad! Real bad! Hinawa and the kids still aren't back!!
Thomas was screaming.


           
Two of the neighborhood kids were talking nervously among
themselves about the missing family, in the shelter of the
decorative arch hanging high above them.


           
Matt was just a little bit farther north, gazing out into the
drenched fields of grass. He turned around at the sound of Flint's
heavy footfalls tromping through the grass, with Boney galloping
dutifully behind.

           
"Flint," he said, hiccupping once. "Everyone has gone to the Prayer
Sanctuary. They're just waiting for you to get there before they
can figure out their next move. I want to help you out honest.
*hic* I'm totally just the guy to help you out."


           
And without another word, he was off, jogging lopsidedly in the
totally opposite direction. He must have been drunk out of his
gourd.

           
It was a quick run from the village square back to the sanctuary.
The rain was really coming down hard, and he and Boney were soaked
through to the bone. The edges of his hat began to cave very
slightly with the water it was damming up over its top, and his
boots were so wet they were beginning to leak through to his socks.
Standing at the entrance to the sanctuary was not 'everyone' as
Matt had promised, but instead just unshaven Jonel and old man
Wess.

           
"Oh, there you are, Flint," Jonel began once Flint was within
speaking distance, "I asked everyone to split and search the forest
for Hinawa.


           
"You've been blessed with kind friends," he mumbled, turning away
from Flint. "That must be true happiness, in one sense." Jonel's
words were not unkind, but his tone was…disdainful. And before
Jonel could say anything more, he turned and began walking briskly
into Sunshine Forest, leaving him and Boney with Wess.

           
"You're not helping?" Flint asked, not meanly, but
inquisitively.


           
"I'd like to join the search, but they told me to stay because I'm
old. It seems no one is aware of just how strong I really am," he
sighed, shrugging his shoulders. "But when you need me - and you
will," he winked, "I'll be here." He turned sideways, allowing
Flint passage. "Go find your family, Flint." And with a
readjustment of his hat, Flint left Wess, off to join the
village.


           
It was only a few long strides into the woods when he began to hear
loud bellows for Hinawa, Claus and Lucas from the others. Some of
them complained about the hour and shivered at the cold of the
rain, but they all soldiered on - Flint and Hinawa had contributed
no more to the tiny community than anyone else, but in a village
where everybody knew everybody, a missing person was a devastating
loss. And the boys were only kids, no less.

           
The fire had been doused thanks to the rain, so most of the danger
had passed. But with the fire gone, the forest's wildlife began to
reclaim what was theirs, coming out of their hiding spots in
droves. In particular, the fire seemed to change the Yammonsters
somehow, making them larger and more physically imposing.


           
Tons of poisonous snakes, too. Isaac and his antidotes were common
necessities when hiking through the forests. Hinawa and the kids
each always brought spares.

           
Villagers were scarce in the comparatively large forest, but they
were all putting in the effort to find Flint's family. They stuck
to the trails, calling out their names occasionally, figuring there
wasn't much place else for them to hide to. They all silently hoped
that they were still at Alec's, since the only other alternative
was in the forest, during the fire.


           
The path to Alec's was blocked off earlier by flames too intense to
pass by, although that peculiar man in the uniform was able to
sprint through it without too much trouble. Flint sprinted forward;
the man in the uniform had released bugs that could spit fire, so
him taking the path towards his father-in-law's house was a bad
thing. The people's hopes weren't wavered, though: Hinawa had a
good head on her shoulders. She would have known what to do in a
crisis like that. Optimism was high with the group, but with Flint,
his hopes were the highest.


           
He kept running forward, keeping his eye out for anything the
others might have missed. A piece of cloth, or a shoe, or
something, to tell him that his wife and kids were nearby.


           
The activity was beginning to pick up as the forest met the canyon,
with more and more villagers populating the thicket the farther in
he went. By this point, he was closer to Alec's than to Tazmily, so
it made sense to concentrate their efforts farther north than
usual.


           
Up ahead was where the path branched into two: the eastern path
went straight into the fringes, bee-lining a traveler right into
Alec's house after a few minutes of leisurely walking. The west
went up some mountains, before the path suddenly dead-ended just a
short bit from the fork. A group of villagers had begun to crowd
around the eastern path, stopped by a pair of fallen trees that
were too dangerous to climb over and two wide in the bottleneck
path to go around.

           
Bronson was among the small group of villagers remaining, his hand
stroking his chin in thought over how they were going to get around
this. "I can't believe my eyes," he said, turning to Flint when he
heard him run up to his group. "Just look at this, Flint. These
huge trees were snapped in two."


           
At a first glance, anyone would have thought that they were toppled
by the fire, or maybe from some unlucky strikes of lightning. But
Bronson had put it correctly - they were snapped in
two.

           
"We're trying to figure out who could have done this," Bateau, a
mathematician, said. "There's one thing for sure, though; whatever
did this wasn't a human. And no, it wasn't me!"


           
Bronson stepped forward, looking over the trees and their many
branches and their thick trunks. "What do we do now?" he hummed,
looking both of them over again and again. "They have the path
completely blocked. We gotta move them somehow."

           
"Actually, Hinawa and the kids might still be stuck out there,"
piqued in Jackie. He was a devout artist, believing anything was a
canvas - a view most certainly not limited to his purple hair.
"Because the trees are in the way, right? So, if they're not over
here, they gotta be over there."

           
Flint and Bronson both considered Jackie's thoughts. It was a
logical assumption, at least.


           
"Even if it's not the most direct path, we should look for another
way around." Bronson said.


           
"Then we should split into a few groups," said Bateau. "Jackie,
Tessie and I will go this way. We'll try and find some other way
around, maybe through the mountains or something."

           
"Good plan," agreed Bronson. "Flint and I will pull a little muscle
with these trees." With nothing further to add, the group split
into two. Just as Flint was going to examine the debris more
closely, he heard someone calling for their attention down the
trail towards Tazmily.


           
"Have you found Hinawa and the kids?!" It was Lighter.


           
"Lighter, what the hell, man." Although it was no surprise to see
Lighter up and carrying that four-by-four plank of wood like a
walking stick, Bronson still couldn't help but smile. "This is
probably a new record for you and all, but are you sure you're in
good enough shape to be out here?"

           
Lighter seemed to take some personal offense to the comment. "I'm
always in good enough shape," he huffed. "Don't treat me like some
injured clod!" He thrust the end of his plank of wood into the
earth to emphasize his strength. "Isaac, Bronson and I will handle
the trees," he began, already taking charge. Typical Lighter. "You
got a wife to rescue, Flint. Go with Bateau and find another way
around."

           
"This way is-" Flint began, before Lighter cut him off.

           
"This will take time, Flint, which we're running out of." Flint's
expression did not change, though Lighter was putting a lot of
effort into his finality of the scenario. "Go with the others."
Flint could have argued - the way he and Lighter fought all the
time, it was almost a reflex - but he conceded this time. After
adjusting his hat to vent the water pooling over its edges, he and
Boney began west, catching up with Bateau and his workers.


           
The ground was torn up pretty bad, and numerous trees were torn
down the same way as the first two. It looked as though a Drago had
gone rampaging through the woods here, but Drago weren't usually
found in the forests, and Drago were very passive creatures. What
could have made one go on such a rampage like that?

           
Just at the end of the path, before the ground gave way to the
mountain, Bateau and Jonel were surveying their options. The only
obvious thing left for them to do was to scale the mountain and
find a way down from the other side, but the first step was being a
little disagreeable.

           
Where Bateau was thoroughly searching the area for any sign of a
path or means to go up, Jonel was too busy marveling at the side of
the mountain itself; specifically, two enormous craters notched
into its edges. "You see those?" he pointed, speaking to Flint.
"It's just a guess, but I'd say a Drago made its way up from
here.

           
"You see those claw marks? They just gotta be from a Drago. Those
were its toes. Those big holes were from its feet." He paused a
bit, trying to soak in his own information. "But why would a Drago
claw at stuff like this, enough to put gashes into the rock, even?
They're usually such peaceful creatures. Something must have
spooked it good."

           
Flint grunted in thought. "Or madder than a Mad Duck with mud in
its wings."

           
"Maybe, maybe," he agreed. He turned to face Flint. "More likely,
actually. I just…have this feeling that something bad is happening
to the forest, the people, the animals, and myself, y'know? First a
fire, then Hinawa and the kids are missing, and now some rampaging
Drago? I don't think it's all a coincidence."

           
Flint said nothing more; he was reminded of what Isaac had said to
him earlier, and he wasn't thrilled with thinking about it.

           
"Now that you mention it, Jonel," said Bateau, having overheard the
conversation. "All the forest critters have been acting weird.
Haven't you noticed? Those Yammonsters are usually so timid and
passive. I'm getting a lot of real bad vibes here." He immediately
tried to take it back, knowing that that might have made Flint feel
worse about his situation. "I mean, I mean that in a good way! What
I meant to say is, I'm getting good bad vibes, if that
makes any sense."


           
There wasn't much more to this side of the path that Flint could
see. He knew he would have been put to better work with the others,
moving the trees, so he began to head back, just when Boney started
acting peculiarly.


           
Before Flint could try and guess what was wrong, Boney had raced
back to the cliff face and began scratching and clawing at it,
barking up its wall.


           
"What is it, Boney?" Jonel asked. Boney only barked in response.
"Flint!" he yelled, "I think Boney found something!"

           
Flint came rushing up to his dog, bending at the knee once he was
close enough to pet. "What is it, boy?" he asked, running his hand
through Boney's soaking wet fur. "What did you find?"

           
Boney simply turned back to the cliff face, looked up, and let out
a great big howl, trying to point the human's eyes in his
direction. The three of them looked over the mountain, trying to
find what Boney had, when Bateau began to point up there as
well.


           
"Oh! Look up there! There's a scrap of cloth!"


           
"I don't see it," said Jonel.

           
"You don't? It's right up there! Caught on that branch near the
top! There's a bit of red flapping in the wind, there!"

           
"What is it? Is there something on top of this cliff?"


           
The three others whirled around in surprise, not expecting Wess to
be right behind them. "Old man Wess!" Jonel exclaimed, "what are
you doing here? I don't mean to sound offensive or anything, but
there's not much a rickety old man can do to help us out
here."

           
Wess began to stare daggers through Jonel. "Rickety?! I may be old,
kid, but at least I don't still sleep in a crib!"

           
Jonel was about to retort, when Flint stopped him. "Help is help,
Jonel," he said simply.

           
Wess looked grateful for the defense, particularly from Flint, whom
everybody in the village, himself included, respected. "Thanks,
Flint," he said, and began looking over the cliff face. "Don't tell
me you guys intend on climbing this cliff, do you?" Flint only
nodded; Bronson and Lighter wouldn't have moved the trees yet, so
up was the only way left.


           
"I know how you feel, but scaling this cliff face is too dangerous.
But you know, maybe my son could be put to some use. I don't know
if it'll help any, but hey, an extra pair of hands, right?" He
smiled wryly. "A pair that's not old and rickety, right? I'll need
to borrow Boney for a minute."


           
Boney perked up his ears and walked briskly to Flint, hearing his
name and responding immediately. "Hey boy." Flint bent down again,
scratching Boney around the ears and down his neck. "Wess needs you
to do something for him. Be a good boy and help him out." Boney,
understanding every word, went to Wess, waiting for his
instructions.

           
"Boney," he said, reaching into his back pocket for something,
"find my son and bring him here. My son's name is Duster, and this
is his scent. Here, have a sniff of his sock… Gaahh… that's ripe…
d-don't forget that smell, now," he stuttered, trying to get past
the powerful stench on Duster's sock. Boney took a few whiffs of
the sock himself, and nearly hacked up his own lunch at the
smell.


           
Wess untied the yellow bandanna around his neck and put it around
Boney's. "Show him this," he said, finishing the knots on the
cloth, "and he'll know exactly what's going on." He secured the
knot tightly, and stood back up. "Now fetch!" Boney barked twice,
understanding his command, and was off.

 


           
It was only a few minutes before Boney returned with Duster.


           
"At long last, it's time to put the thief skills you've studied
since you were just a kid to the test." Wess went from talking like
an old man without a lot of respect, to a harder teacher without
much tolerance for antics. "Show us your Wall Staple technique! On
this mountain wall, right now!"

           
Rather than charge forward and get right to it as Wess was
expecting, Duster hesitated, looking over his expecting audience.
"I studied the technique," he said solemnly, "I really did. But
this is my first time using it for real, and in front of the
others…I just hope this works."


           
"This area looks scalable here." Duster said quietly.


           


           
"Alright, that should do it!" he yelled down below. He was glad
that the Wall Staple technique worked as well as it had. "Come on
up, Flint!"

           
With an adjustment to his hat, he and Boney began climbing the
ladder, heading straight up the wall made out of nothing but
oversized staples.


           
Just as Flint reached the top, amazingly - just as quickly as it
had begun, the rain began to lighten up. Once he and Boney pulled
themselves onto the safety of the ground just at the top of the
wall, the rain had been reduced to just a few odd drops from the
sky here and there.


           
"Looks like it stopped raining." Duster said. He turned back to
Flint. "I have a bit of a leg handicap. Been born with a bum knee,
and all that. But I can at least help you find a way back
down."

           
"Thanks," grunted Flint, but naturally the first thing he was
interested in was the piece of red cloth hanging off the dead tree
teetering off the edge.


           
It was the same color as Hinawa's dress.


           
He didn't know what to think or what to make of it: it wasn't
difficult to find a bit of cloth the same color in Tazmily, but way
out here in the middle of Sunshine Forest was a different story. He
wanted to believe that it wasn't what it likely was, but all the
same, he placed the cloth into his pants pocket, and pushed forward
into the mountain, with Duster and Boney following close
behind.

           
Just around the first bend on the flat surface of the mountain,
though, they came across a peculiar sight:

           
It was two more of those weird men in that uniform from just a few
hours ago. They had constructed some kind of…platform thing right
there in the mountain. One of them was barking some kind of order
to the other, which was standing in from of whatever was sitting on
the device. Flint couldn't get a clear look at what the thing was
from his angle. "Are they human?" asked Duster. They looked human
enough…average height, two arms, two legs, a face…

           
The one barking the orders joined the second in front of the
platform for just a second, before going back to where it stood
before. "What are they doing?" he wondered aloud, trying to figure
out what was sitting on that platform and what they were doing to
it. They all approached the two and their device, managing to get
close without them noticing, until the first one walked around the
device and turned, noticing the three of them behind his
cohort.

           
The second didn't notice right away, until he noticed his cohort's
fixed stare behind him. When they both realized they were
discovered, they both ran behind it - the first dashed forward,
back towards his panel on the side of the device, and fiddled with
some of the controls on it before they both started to make some
weird noises at the three of them. And suddenly, the thing sitting
on the platform was zapped to life in a spectacular display of
light and electronics.

           
The thing began to make a quiet, whirring noise before the whole in
the metal-half of its head lit up. And slowly, with a loud
assortment of clicks and clangs in its inner workings, it began to
stand. The taller it got, the more familiar it began to look - it
was, or rather, it used to be a forest caribou. But those
people in the uniforms had…changed it. Its entire backside and its
right-front leg had been covered in metal, along with half its
skull, including the antler. It looked more metal than flesh.

           
And it was mad.


           
Quick on his feet, Duster threw wall staples at it with incredible
force, pinning the caribou against the ground. Flint casually
walked over, grabbed the biggest stick he could find, and started
bashing it all over, until it lay motionless on the ground.


           
With it tamed, Flint, Duster and Boney approached the two men in
the uniforms, who were understandably shocked and frightened that
they had managed to defeat their machine in combat. They didn't
want anything to do with the three, so for every step Flint took
forward, they would take two back, until they were forced to simply
turn around and start sprinting. Knowing that they were responsible
for whatever that machine was, and for the forest fire, Flint knew
he couldn't let them go. But in their haste, one of them had
dropped a notebook of some kind. It was adorned with a pink drawing
of a pig's snout on its front, and it was awfully small. Flint
picked it up as he ran, intent on flipping through it later.

           
They were awfully quick for their attire, however, and before Flint
could catch up to them, they both had crowded into a very
large…thing, which then proceeded to somehow fly into the sky, and
in an instant, shot off over the cloudy horizon.

           
With that out of his hands, he flipped open the cover of the
notebook he picked up to its first page. There was writing in it,
but it was in massive letters with squiggly lines; like it was
written by a child. It was still legible enough, at least.



                       
All the animals around here suck. We need to make 'em
cooler.


    So the theme will be:

● 
Tougher!

● 
Rougher!

● 
Badder!


                      


                       
We'll mix and match this and that to create whole new things
no


                       
one's ever seen before! I dub it the "Fascinating Chimera
Project".


   Let's reconstruct and


         modify stuff
slowly and steadily.

 


         "What does it say,
Flint?" asked Duster.

           
Flint read the page over, just to make sure he hadn't somehow
missed any smaller words between the larger letters. "We should
head back," was his only reply.










Chapter 4

 


Their attempts to find an alternate way around
the mountain was in as many pieces as the rock bridge that
connected the way from one side to the other. It looked like that
rampaging Drago had destroyed it in its haste, and with it gone,
there was no safe way across on top of the mountain. They had to
turn back.

           
They were silent as they made their way back down the ladder made
of staples. The recent events were playing through their minds
quickly, trying to make sense of everything that had happened. Two
men, wearing odd uniforms, constructed some kind of device, then
captured an animal and…changed it. They made it more metal and less
flesh, and it was extremely aggressive. And going by the notebook
Flint had picked up, it looked like they weren't going to stop with
that caribou, either.



           
Right underneath their noses, their peaceful home had come under
attack and was threatened to change into something it wasn't. Fires
and accidents they could prepare for, but they didn't even know
there were other places on the planet at all; invasion was far from
anyone's mind.

           
They didn't say a word between them as they returned to the base of
the mountain. Maybe Bronson, Lighter and Isaac had moved the trees
by now. Any good news would have been extremely welcome after
everything that was happening so far.


           
Bateau and Jonel weren't waiting for them at the base; the only
people that were still there were Wess, Biff, and Butch. He was on
his way straight to Bronson and the others to help move the trees,
if they still needed it. No point in doing nothing else, after
all.


           
"Flint!" Jonel yelled, running excitedly up to him the moment he
was in eyesight. He had a big smile on his face, obvious that he
had some good news to give to Flint.


           
"We found the kids!"


           
"You did?!" Flint asked loudly, his demeanor taking a massive spin
once Jonel said those words. "Where are they? All they
alright?"

           
"It looks like they fell into the river and washed up nearby," he
explained. He was talking very quickly, and his hands were making
exaggerated gestures as he spoke. He was clearly as enthused about
it as Flint. "They're wet and cold, but it looks like they're just
fine. You run on ahead, Flint, I'll look after Boney. Tessie's
tending to them right now, but they're looking for you as much as
you are for them."

           
Flint didn't need to hear any more; he began sprinting down the
road, eager to meet his children after the hell they must have been
through for the night. At the thought of his kids being alright, he
nearly completely forgot about his wife Hinawa until he heard
Jackie shout out to him as he bolted past.


           
"Hinawa is a wonderful person, so I'm sure God will look out for
her."


           
Just ahead was Abbot, who was looking out for Flint to pass on the
good news as well. "Flint! Duster!" he called, waving to them as
they approached. "This way! This way!" he encouraged, turning his
back and moving his arm in a 'come with me' way as he began running
down the trail ahead of them, leading Flint to the camp where his
kids were.


           
"Where are they?" he huffed loudly over his breath, puffing evenly
with his long strides. Just around a small bend in the path was a
wide clearing next to the river, where the rest of the villagers
had made a small gathering. There was a great big bonfire in the
middle, where everyone huddled around, and just to the side was a
small clothesline hitched up by two sticks, where he could see
Lucas' favorite yellow-with-blue-stripes shirt and Claus's
orange-with-green-stripes drip-drying on the line.

           
Isaac and Tessie were paying close attention to two smaller kids
wrapped in brown, thick blankets, the four of them keeping close to
the fire to stay warm. When they heard Flint's call for his kids,
they both turned around to give their father space, and for the
kids to pivot to see their dad.


           
Lucas was nearly beginning to sob right away, while Claus was doing
his best to choke his tears back. Flint, for all his character, was
doing his best to follow Claus's example. They weren't gone long,
but with invaders and forest fires and reconstructed animals and
everything that's happened in general, it was a grating episode on
his emotions.

           
Nobody made any move to say anything to the family, watching the
father and two kids share an embrace, listening to Lucas hiccup
through his tears. There was a bit of a silence before Tessie, in
her best nurturing voice, said "I made some Innit Tea, Flint.
Please have some; it'll warm you up."

           
Flint said nothing at first, though he did hear her just fine. He
held his boys closer to him for just a moment longer before
standing up again. "Thanks, Tessie," he said through a deep sniff.
Now that she mentioned it, he was pretty chilly, thanks to the
rain.

           
"In fact," she said louder, addressing everyone in the group,
"Here, everyone else should take a break and get warm, too."


           
Everybody had their tea, and they were all feeling reinvigorated,
helping them push on to find Hinawa during the early hours of the
morning. Flint tried time and again for the boys to say anything:
about what had happened, or where their mother was, or anything at
all. But all Lucas could say was Flint's title, and Claus said
nothing at all - he seemed to be fairly deep in thought, as if he
was trying to figure something out.

           
Flint knew better than to dig at his boys, though. If they didn't
want to say anything right now, that was their call. Their night
must not have been any easier on them than it was on him. But the
fact that they wouldn't even talk about their mother was a bit
concerning.

           
Just as Flint was feeling warmed up and ready to start looking for
his wife again, Bronson came blitzing straight down the northern
path, yelling his name. Given Bronson's worried urgency, he was
probably bearing bad news.

           
"Flint…" he gasped, bending over to ease the weariness in his legs.
He wasn't that great at running. "I," he sputtered and gasped. He
couldn't have been running that long - was he really that out of
shape? "I don't know what to say."

           
"Just say it," he said. It was obviously about Hinawa in some way,
since the kids were alright. He just hoped Bronson was speechless
in a good way.

           
"Okay." He was slowly beginning to catch his breath, and stood up
straight once he could. "But, just stay calm and hear me out on
this. I have good news," he counted, lifting his fingers as he
tallied, "and I have bad news. Which do you want to hear
first?"

           
Flint could feel his pulse quicken at Bronson's options. "The good
news," he said quickly, hoping the good news would calm his nerves
for the bad. The crowd, except for Claus and Lucas, began to crowd
in, eager to hear what Bronson had to say.


           
"I picked up a giant Drago fang. It'll make for a great weapon. I
figured you could probably use it, now that things are starting to
get a little out of hand here. It's just a little ways north from
here, in the clearing up ahead. You couldn't miss it." A Drago fang
as a weapon was a pretty good idea - there wasn't a whole lot one
of those fangs couldn't puncture. The challenge was actually
getting one out of a Drago's mouth.

           
"As for the bad news…" Bronson started, clearly apprehensive with
his words, choosing them carefully. "…the bad news is…" he stalled,
"The news, which is bad, that I am about to tell you, is…it's
about…where I found the Drago fang." Bronson's own heart was
pounding in his ears, and for good reason. He'd hate whoever had to
pass on this news to himself too. "It…" he kept stuttering, nearly
unable to say it. "It was…in your…" He had to look away. He
couldn't keep looking in Flint's eyes.

           
"It was pierced through your wife's heart…"










Chapter 5

 


Flint lay awake on the cold stone floor of
Tazmily's only prison cell in its only prison, face down. He had
been awake for about an hour, his head throbbing and his neck sore.
He didn't ask for any medicines to calm his pains, though - he
remembered everything he did, every mistake he made at the camp. He
was too ashamed to even look at Bronson through the iron bars of
the window. The only thing he didn't remember was how he was
knocked unconscious.


           
"No one's ever been thrown in Tazmily's jail before. You have the
honor of being the first." Bronson's tone was not light, but he did
not scold Flint. He was a grown man; he understood the consequences
of his behavior. "You gave Ollie and Abbot a real beating, Flint.
Abbot's got a bruise the size of my head and Ollie's missing a
tooth. But they'll both live." Flint didn't respond: he only lay
there silently, absorbing Bronson's words.

           
"About Hinawa… I can only offer my deepest condolences… "


           
Hinawa…how would she have reacted if she had seen Flint the way he
was? The way he lost control so violently? Knowing how easy and
understanding that woman was, she probably would have consoled him
and sympathized with him. And now she was gone forever…

           
"Still, what would make a Drago want to attack a human, huh?"
Bronson asked, knowing Flint wasn't going to respond. "They're
usually such friendly, loving creatures. It's weird to see one as
riled up as it was."

           
Bronson walked back to his desk on the far corner of the tiny
building, fetching a key from a small hook hanging just above it on
the wall. "Take it easy in there for a while," he said, turning
back towards the door. "You're a good man, Flint, and I know you
were just…lost, without Hinawa, even if it was just for a minute.
But you still beat the crap out of those two. I know it's tough to
think about, but try to get some rest in there."

           
Just as he began to turn the knob on the door, he stopped, suddenly
remembering something. "That Drago fang that was in Hin - that I
told you about at camp. It's on the desk here. Just take it when
you leave." And without another word, he was gone.

           
Flint, alone in the prison building for the first time since he
woke up, finally got up the energy (or perhaps the nerve) to pull
himself to his feet. His muscles were all cramped and his neck felt
like it was ready to tear off, but he could at least take a look
around his new live-in room for a bit.
       Unfortunately, there wasn't a
lot to see: it had two barred windows facing outdoors to the grassy
hills outside, a single wooden table, and a heavy, steel-plated
door with a rusted lock.


           
Why they would give him a table with no chair and nothing to write
or read with was beyond him.

           
There was nothing to entertain him at all in the cell. There were
no tiles in the floor or the ceiling for him to count. There were
no other tools or implements for him to keep himself busy, like a
pen or a pencil or anything. He still had everything he had on him
at the time of the incident, at least, which included a small ball
of doughy nut bread and some beef jerky, so he wasn't hungry at
least. But with absolutely nothing to do but reflect on his crime,
he did what he figured anyone else would do in the same situation:
he simply paced back and forth.

           
Only about an hour had passed since then, with nothing to keep him
company except the chirping from the sparrows just outside his
window and his own thoughts, when the door began to slowly and
loudly creak open on its rusted hinges. At first he thought it was
Bronson, but whoever was opening the door was doing it slowly, like
they knew they weren't supposed to. A quick peek out his window
told him who it was.


           
"Dad. It's me. Claus."


           
"What are you doing here?" Flint asked, bringing himself closer to
the bars, instinctively trying to get closer to his son. "Does
Bronson know you're here?"

           
"No," Claus answered without a pause. "And I actually told Lucas to
come too, but he's been crying at Mom's grave all this time.


           
Claus reached into his pants pocket, withdrawing a bright red,
recently washed apple. It was a Red Delicious, but it had these
really obvious marks and holes all around it. It didn't necessarily
look unhealthy - there wasn't a bruise on it, or any sign of rot at
all - but it was clearly…different from the bunch. "Dad, I'm going
to leave this here," he said, placing the apple on the windowsill
to the cell. "The core might be a little hard and tough, but…"
Claus fumbled with his words, trying to be discreet with his
messages.


           
"Be sure you eat it!"


           
Flint took the apple from the windowsill. It weighed quite a bit
more than an apple should. "I'm gonna get stronger," Claus suddenly
blurted. "I'm gonna…get so strong that even the Drago's won't stand
a chance against me!"

           
Flint looked from the apple back to Claus. Claus was always a
headstrong boy, running into trouble without ever looking back, but
he couldn't…plan what Flint thought he was planning, could he?
Tears were beginning to well up in the boy's eyes. "Claus?" he
asked, but before he could get another word in, Claus had run off,
knowing his father would try to dissuade the ideas he was getting
in his head. "Claus!" he yelled, but Claus was gone, the door to
the prison shutting behind him.

           
With no way to pursue his kid, he could only do what he was asked
to: eat the peculiar apple in his hand. Aside from all the odd cuts
and divots in it, it looked healthy enough to eat, at
least. He wasn't particularly hungry after eating some of his spare
jerky from an hour ago, but Claus's hint wasn't very subtle.

           
He took a single bite out of it, and immediately his teeth chomped
into something incredibly hard.


           
There was a nail file in the apple!


           
It must have taken Claus a lot of effort to dig it into the apple
so well without splitting the whole thing in half.

           
It was clear what the boy wanted Flint to do with it, but already
he was having morality problems with it; he had committed a crime,
and he felt awful enough about it that being thrown in jail for
some time was justifiable. But at the same time, he had already
lost Hinawa, and now Claus was saying something about getting
stronger than Dragos. He couldn't risk losing his boy, too.

           
He ran the file over the rusted lock on the door repeatedly. Time
and negligence had weakened the lock considerably, and it only took
a few quick saws before the lock was split in half, and the door
swung open easily.

           
Just before he left the prison, he checked the desk in the back of
the room. Sure enough, there was a polished Drago fang lying on it,
with one end fashioned into a strong grip and the other sharpened
into a stronger piercing weapon. It was Bronson's unspoken trust to
Flint, to give it to him straight out of prison like this. He'll
have to thank him later.

           
He came running out the door to the prison, his head and his neck
still sore from his earlier beating. He was going to make a quick
left, running back into Tazmily's square, before he was cut off by
Duster standing guard just outside the building.

           
"Flint…" he said, looking into the man's eyes. "I'm not really sure
what to say…What happened to Hinawa was a terrible tragedy… I can't
say I know how you're feeling, but I want you to know that you have
everybody's sympathy. Ollie and Abbot aren't even mad." Flint said
nothing in response, and he made no effort to run past Duster -
even with his bum knee, Duster was able to keep up with him and
Boney in the mountains, so by no means was he incapable.

           
"Hinawa's funeral ended without incident. Lucas has been crying at
her grave ever since." Flint went wide-eyed at the news. Even
though , well, he was in jail, he wouldn't have expected the
village to go ahead with his own wife's funeral without him. And
poor Lucas had nobody to run to right now. "His poor little heart
seems like it's about to break in two."

           
Duster leaned back, allowing Flint to pass. "Your kids have lost
their mom, you've lost your wife, and the village was robbed of one
of their own. I was asked to stand here and make sure you didn't
leave until the mayor let you out, but I figure, with everything
that's happened, your time has been served. If there's anything
else I can do for you, just let me know anytime."


           
The first thing Flint was going to do was head to the graveyard:
Lucas was probably still there, if Duster was telling the truth.
Then he had to go find Claus before he did anything childish.
"Duster," he grunted on his way past, stopping to look the thief in
the eye himself. "Thanks." And he ran off.

           
The village square was less-than-bustling with activity for midday;
a bunch of people weren't there, having gone to visit Hinawa's
grave up north. Although from the stares he was getting from the
people that were still there, it was pretty clear his self-imposed
reprieve from prison wasn't a popular decision.


           
Abbot's house was nearby, and Ollie lived only a stone's throw away
- he considered stopping by to apologize for his rash behavior
earlier, but he decided against it: it was too early, and it would
just be awkward for everybody involved. He promised himself to talk
to them about it eventually, but for now, he had to get himself to
the graveyard.

           
The grounds were maintained by old man Nippolyte. He was always
busy with the area doing something or another: digging new graves,
maintaining old ones, watering what grass and flowers managed to
grow in the dreary gray dirt, and anything else that needed doing.
He was hard at work, digging a new hole just beyond the front gates
to the graveyard, although Flint couldn't guess for what. He
probably didn't need his help to find Hinawa's grave since it was
probably still surrounded by most of the villagers, but Nippolyte
always wanted everyone to check in to him before they went stomping
away on his work.

           
"Nippolyte," Flint said briskly, approaching the old man. Nippolyte
looked away from his shovel as he pounded it in to the earth with
his foot, looking at Flint.

           
"Mr. Flint. This was such a terrible tragedy… I've humbly prepared
a grave of the finest quality for you.


           
There was a bit of a silence between them. Flint had hoped this
conversation wouldn't get as awkward as it had already. "Thanks,"
he said finally, although it sounded cheap and he knew it.

           
"I know this isn't the best of conversational topics," Nippolyte
continued, trying to ease the atmosphere between them, "but, you're
in a graveyard, and what's happened has happened. Your wife is
resting there now. Hopefully, you won't join her for many years
yet." He turned to face the direction of the grave. "Your wife's
got one heck of a turnout for her funeral, I gotta say. Nearly the
whole village is there. You should go pay her a visit."

           
"I will," Flint replied, but continued before he left. "Is Lucas
still there?"

           
"He and Claus were there since the beginning. He'll probably be the
last to leave. Claus got all huffy after we finished lowering her
casket and rushed off, though."

           
"Thanks." He continued ahead, a bit somberly towards his wife's
grave. What was he going to say to Lucas? How was he going to calm
Claus?

           
It wasn't hard at all to find her grave, thanks to the throngs of
people still gathered around. Even with so many people, though,
there wasn't a sound among them, barring the occasional sobs and
sniffles from man and woman alike. Matt, rather disrespectfully,
was still carrying a booze bottle with him, even in the graveyard.
Flint was about to say something, when he overheard the tail end of
his conversation with Jill, and decided to leave it.


           
Unlike back in the square, everybody was more focused on Hinawa and
her tragedy than they were on Flint's release from his cell. When
he came into view, none of them tried to scold him or send him
back; they only offered words of apologies and condolences as he
made he was to her tombstone.


           
Farther still was the rest of the villagers, including Thomas,
Isaac, Lighter, and of course, Hinawa's father, old man Alec. Lucas
was on his hands and knees in front of the tombstone, and his
little restrained sobs and hiccups were the loudest of them all. He
was being a little trooper, trying to hold back his tears, which
was unlike him, but he wasn't fooling anybody. He avoided speaking
to Lucas first, opting to give the boy more time with his mother,
but he didn't know if it was because he wanted Lucas to cope for a
bit more, or because he wanted to avoid having to look into those
sad eyes of his yet. He approached Alec first - he would be easier
to relate to with their shared loss.


           
"Oh. Long time, no see. I haven't been to the village in a while,
but I ran as fast as my old legs could take me when I heard about
Hinawa." Alec spoke so perfectly casually, like he was just talking
about the last batch of crops he had grown. Flint could tell that
Alec was probably hit harder about it than he had.

           
Alec turned back to the grave, staring out over the cliff and into
the wild expanse below. "Just after I had such a wonderful time
with my grandkids, too," he lamented, his voice cracking. Maybe it
was just easier if he wasn't looking at anybody. Flint could
understand that.

           
Alec didn't say anything more. He brought his hand to his eyes and
began to softly rub them, trying to clear them of their tears. He
made no other obvious movement. "Sorry," he said shakily to no one
in particular.

           
Once Alec felt he had composed himself enough, he turned back to
Flint, hoping the gleam in his glasses would hide the redness in
his eyes. "Say, come to think of it, where's Claus? Isn't he with
you?

           
"He said he was going to see you, but never came back… "


           
"He's not with me," Flint replied lowly, trying to keep his voice
quiet enough so that the others couldn't overhear. "I may need your
help later, Alec."

           
"Ah, right. Claus is who he is, and all that." He turned back to
Lucas, kneeling on one leg to bring himself to the boy's level.
"Lucas," he said gently, "do you know where Claus went?"

           
Lucas stopped his sniffling long enough to reply. He turned his
father - his face was a mess from all his crying. His eyes were
bloodshot, his nose was runny, and his hair was all matted down on
his forehead. His father…the last person in the whole island he
felt he could totally trust with his own emotions. But he also made
a promise to his brother.


           
"… No… "


           
"Lucas!" Alec scolded immediately, seeing through the lie easily.
"It's not good to keep secrets from people!" Lucas recoiled
quickly, averting his eyes to the ground and he began sniffling
loudly once more. "Don't tell me Claus went after the Drago!"

           
"Alec!" responded Flint, raising his voice uncharacteristically.
"Give Lucas a break! His mom-" He stopped himself before he wound
up saying anything insensitive.

           
"N-n-n-no!" Lucas shouted back, putting up his best in front of the
adults. "He didn't take dad's homemade knife and go into the
mountains to kill the Drago!"

           
There was a chilling silence among everybody at the reception, and
Lucas immediately clamped his hands over his mouth, realizing what
he had said.


           
"Does Claus honestly think a homemade knife can kill a Drago?!
They're barely good enough for whittling wood! He may as well just
use his hands against a Drago's scales!" He turned to Flint, who
wasn't dealing with the surprise any better than he was, and
quickly back to Lucas. "Why didn't you try and stop him?!"

           
Lucas took a moment to respond, knowing that Alec and Flint weren't
going to like his next answer any better. "Because, I…

           
"I said I wanted to go too, but he said no because he was going
alone… "


           
Flint brought both his hands to his cheeks in disbelief, running
his fingers across the bridge of his nose. He was that
close to losing both his kids at once, and he didn't even know
it! For the first time, he was happy Lucas was as timid as he
was.

           
"So you just let him go?!" Alec kept yelling, and this time, Flint
didn't stop him. "What were you thinking?"

           
Lucas didn't have an answer. He started to sob and bolted back
towards town.


           
"Maybe I was a little too harsh," Alec admitted.

           
"I can't say I'm not worried," Flint said. "Claus has gotten one
heck of an idea in his head this time."

           
"Going into the mountains, to kill the Drago that killed his mom?
With just a whittling knife? We're in a race against time, but this
can't be any ordinary Drago we're dealing with here. Something must
have happened to it if it got mad enough to attack a human."

           
Flint remembered the caribou in the mountains, and those weird men
with the masks, and what they were doing to it. "I have an idea
what's wrong with it," he said, readjusting his hat, "but I can't
say for certain. Let's head back to your place, Alec. We can start
looking for Claus there."

           
"Sounds like a plan."










Chapter 6

 


Flint and Alec walked through the Sunshine
Forest, taking no detours and sparing no moments to get to his log
cabin all the way on the other side as quickly as they could. A
large chunk of the forest was surprisingly docile and clear after
the fire; there were few obstructions and the path was considerably
more visible now that all the shrubbery and overhanging trees had
been cleared. Not to say that it was preferable that way.

           
They both tried to leave the wildlife to its own devices, and for
the most part they succeeded… but the sudden, drastic increase of
those weird winged mice definitely caught them both off guard.


           
The closer they got to the camp from last night, the more the
wildlife began to become more varied and aggressive towards them.
From Spud Bugs traveling in groups of three and four to some of the
more dangerous Crag Lizards disguising themselves as large, clunky
boulders in the mountains. Among them were the Walking Bushies as
well. They could easily blend in with their surroundings by
planting themselves and staying as still as possible. They were
indistinguishable from the average bush just off to the side of the
road, and just as well, since they had no actual means of offense.
They were shy, but they were very friendly towards anybody that
displayed affection towards them. Their leaves were fresh mints, as
well, giving Alec and Flint something to chew on while they
traveled.

           
Wild boars were also back on the paths, having calmed down from the
fire last night and resumed their lives as best as they could.
Still, they were aggravated easily, so they both took their time to
leave the beasts be.


           
They called Claus's name occasionally as they walked through the
desolate mountains towards Alec's log cabin. There wasn't anything
on the path the two of them hadn't seen before; it was all
unchanged and untouched during the blaze. The claw marks on the
ground and the destroyed trees from a rampaging Drago continued
into the mountains with them, putting them both on the edge.

           
The constructed bridge (which was little more than a few planks of
wood nailed together) had survived the entire ordeal, luckily.


           
But the Drago marks and telltale signs continued on. Apparently,
the creature fell into the ravine, then simply climbed back up the
other side. A creature like a Drago could probably have jumped, or
simply stepped across if it was large enough. So why would it go
through the hassle? It must have been horribly confused, or
enraged, to make a mistake like that.

           
At the next fork in the road, they both took the right path, and
from there it was a smooth walk to Alec's place. Unfortunately,
there was no sign of Claus - not so much as a shoeprint anywhere.
To Flint, that was at least better news than finding a patch of his
shirt flapping on a tree branch…


           


           
"Now that we're here, Alec," Flint said gruffly, "what's the plan?
How do we find Claus?"


           
Alec looked right into Flint's eyes, a look of dire seriousness in
his face. "You'll think me senile when I say this," he said slowly,
"but, according to my froggy intelligence, he's at my friend's
house. Let's head there right now!"

           
Flint wasn't amused. "Froggy intelligence," he echoed.

           
"Frogs work for my friend as messengers. I got a guy who can talk
with frogs, lizards, boar, moles, and even Drago."

           
Flint looked right into his eyes in turn. There was no way he was
buying this answer just with Alec's word. "Is it Reggie?" he asked,
his voice implying seriousness but the question was
sarcastic.

           
"I'm serious!" Alec insisted. "Flint, I just lost my daughter, and
I might lose my grandson. Why would I joke about this?"

           
Flint had to give him that. Talking to animals was a little out of
his… league, but he trusted that Alec hadn't lost his mind yet. The
mountains on the islands spanned for miles and miles everywhere,
and Claus could be anywhere on them. If talking to critters was
going to point them in any direction, it was better shot than just
picking a trail and following it forever. "Fine, I'll give it a
shot," he sighed. "Men in pig costumes, flying saucers, rats with
wings and caribou half-made of metal… what's one more fantasy
shoved in my life?"

           
"I know how far-fetched it sounds, but trust me on this." He looked
a little over Flint's left shoulder, and Flint turned, following
Alec's gaze, "See that lizard there, for instance? We just need to
go in the direction it tells us."


           
They approached the funny lizard with an arrow-shaped head, when
Alec felt he needed to fortify his insistence on his 'friend'. "My
friend," he started, then immediately pausing. "No, sorry, my
'friends', are known as 'Magypsies'. They've lived isolated away
from civilization for a very, very long time."

           
"I think I can see why." He bent at the knee to bring himself down
to the lizard's level. He couldn't believe he was doing this. "Show
us the way to Alec's 'friend's' place," he said to it.

           
"Please," Alec immediately tacked on.

           
The lizard looked at them both, and it seemed to understand what
they wanted. But its reaction to their request was far from what
Flint had expected.

           
The lizard started spinning around wildly like a dog chasing its
tail.


           
Flint turned around, glaring into Alec. "Are you serious,
Alec?"

           
"Just watch!" he irately instructed, implying he was pulling rank
with his age. Flint rolled his eyes and turned back to the lizard,
spinning wildly in place again and again. As silly as it was, Flint
had to admire how it never managed to lose balance or become
dizzy.

           
After a moment of spinning, the lizard stopped itself immediately,
pointing back south, the way they had come from. Since this side of
the mountains was a dead end, Flint hadn't expected it to say
anything else, but it also didn't prove this lizard could do what
Alec said it did.

           
Peculiarly, more of the arrowhead lizards began to show up through
the mountains. Not all of them were a great deal of help; some
would point the two in an obvious direction.


           
Flint didn't know where these things were taking him, but he was a
little irate that they had to walk all the way to Alec's just to
start back tracking.

           
But he had to admit, the little things were curious: they only
started appearing after Alec had mentioned the Magypsies, and they
understood exactly what Flint asked of them each time. Maybe there
was more to Alec's story than he was giving credit for.

           
"You're walking a bit slower, Flint," Alec smiled knowingly. "I see
my talk about the Magypsies has made you a bit curious."

           
"Like I said, what's one more fantasy?"

           
"The Magypsies have magical powers, and have protecting something
here for a very long time." Alec seemed swept up in his own
storytelling. "They're neither human nor beast, neither man nor
woman. And I can't even guess how old they are." He laughed to
himself. "Basically, they're strange. All of them. Every one. But
they are good-natured. Wouldn't hurt a fly."

           
Flint decided to humor him, since he was really getting into it.
"And what is it they're protecting?"

           
"Not a clue," Alec said whimsically. "Every time I ask, they won't
tell me."


           
The pattern of simply backtracking through the mountains towards
Tazmily continued with the lizards for a little while. They each
had the same method of staring at Flint and Alec for a moment
before spinning wildly and simply stopping in a direction they had
already come from. But finally, one of them pointed someplace
different: where the trail back led south and into the
forest…

           
Then one pointed straight into the neighboring river. When they
both went to investigate, there was a pair of pale-colored frogs
that were simply… sitting there.


           
It was kind of unnerving, actually, but what was more peculiar was
how these things were just showing up now, like they knew that Alec
was talking about the Magypsies.

           
Flint had gotten into the habit of asking these small critters for
their help, so right off the bat he asked the closest frog what
direction they should take next. And to his shock, it spoke
back.


           
"Wrong. I am the wrong frog."


           
Spinning lizards were just weird, but a talking frog was enough to
convince Flint that these Magypsies were real. A little
apprehensive, he asked the second frog the same question, hoping it
would draw a better answer.

           
"Right! Right! Right!! I am the right frog!" it yipped happily, and
immediately let out a massive croak. Then there was a bit of
silence, the sound of the running water their only ambiance, when a
second croak sounded. Then a third and a fourth, each of them
coming from the river. Flint and Alec looked across the water's
surface.


           
Four frogs had aligned themselves just right so they could be used
as stepping-stones. The one closest to them looked at them
expectantly, and Flint, knowing that he wasn't that great of a
swimmer anyway, accepted their invitation.

           
Flint realized that he had never actually gone beyond this side of
the river. There was never really a point to build a bridge over
the rushing waters since only Alec lived as far out as far as he
did. Just past the bend in the mountains was an enchanting sight: a
beautiful, pristine lake in the middle of the mountains, with an
enormous conch shell fashioned into a house resting in the middle.
A line of smaller, pink-ish rocks formed a bridge from the land to
the house.

           
The area also housed a natural hot spring, and, interestingly, a
single grazing cow.

           
"That's their house," Alec said, pointing over the lake, like there
were any other houses in the middle of the water for Flint to
confuse with. "One of them has got to know where Claus is."

           
They could hear some light music playing through its walls, and
they could occasionally hear the sound of someone laughing jovially
over the music. It sounded like they were having something of a
party. Flint didn't want to interrupt, but if Alec was right, at
least one of them knew something about where his son had gone
to.


           
He didn't know what to expect as decor for the shell's interior, so
the color scheme and the furniture weren't particularly surprising.
But the people inhabiting the shell were… different.


           
"Oh! Humans?"


           
All six looked like men with very accentuated five-o-clock shadows,
with masculine statures and broad shoulders. One of them looked
burlier than Bronson. But they all had long, flowing,
well-maintained hair and their faces were covered in mascara and
typical feminine accessories like lipstick and eye shadow. Their
dresses were all different; one wore thick overalls and nothing
else, and another wore a long, beautiful gown reaching down to
their ankles. Flint was receiving so many mixed messages from these
people.

           
One of them, wearing a green dress in the far corner, seemed to
recognize Alec immediately. "Is that Alec?" it asked, leaning
forward and squinting, trying to identify the person standing in
their doorway. "It is, it is!" it squealed, clasping its hands
together and tapping its ankles on the floor happily. "It's so good
to see you, snookums!"

           
So far, these people didn't seem very enchanting or magical to
Flint.

           
The one sitting in the center chair in the back eyed the two
newcomers, sizing them up.

           
"My, my, who are these two?"


           
It turned to the one in the green dress. "Don't be rude, Ionia!
Introduce us!"

           
The one apparently named Ionia spun to the one in the chair, its
face all flustered from its forgetfulness. "Of course. Where are my
manners?" It stretched out a hand, pointing passively to Alec.
"This is a good friend of mine. His name is Alec." It faced Flint,
staring curiously into his eyes. Flint was unnerved, but he kept up
his poker face as well as he could. "And who is this with you,
darling?"

           
"His name is Flint. He's my son-in-law." Alec seemed to be
absolutely collected in front of these 'people'. Given how fondly
he spoke of them earlier, Flint wasn't surprised.


           
"Flint, you say? Well it's very nice to meet you. Let's not keep
the others waiting, hmm?" it asked delightedly. "Let's get you
properly introduced to all of us Magypsies. And you're in luck,
too! We're having a party today, and nearly all of us are here." It
pointed to its friends, going clockwise around the room, naming
them off one by one. "First we have Aeolia," it began, gesturing to
the one sitting in the chair, "then there's Doria, Mixolydia,
Lydia, and the lazy one in the bed is Phrygia. I'm afraid the only
one that couldn't make it was Locria. And you can call me Ionia."
It finished with a wink; Flint responded by adjusting his
hat.

           
"It's been a while!" Alec said happily, nodding to Aeolia. "I'm
happy to see that you're all doing well, but I'm afraid this isn't
a social call. I heard from the grapevine that you helped my
grandson Claus. Any idea where he might have gone?"

           
Aeolia casually uncrossed its legs, shifting its right on top of
its left, deliberating on its answer.


           
"Oh, you mean that rambunctious little squirt from a while ago?
Then I suppose this Flint fellow must be his father." It smiled at
Flint, analyzing him. "I can see the resemblance. You two have the
same eyes. Energetic little kid you got."

           
"You don't know the half of it," Flint replied, figuring that the
Magypsies might not have known what Claus was planning.

           
"So, what about Claus?" Alec asked hurriedly. "I don't mean to
sound impatient, but this is sort of important. Where is he?"

           
Aeolia hummed to itself. "He took off," it replied casually, "He
was in a hurry, mentioning something about avenging his mother. I
was feeling generous at the time, so I sent him on his way with a
Magypsie super-power PSI technique. He seemed to appreciate it,
although I doubt he'll be able to use it very easily."

           
Alec looked around the room worriedly, looking at all the others.
"So, he left, then? And you didn't stop him?! What if something
happens to him?!"

           
"Oh, get over yourselves," said Mixolydia condescendingly, quickly
getting everyone else's attention, "We couldn't care less about you
humans, here one minute and gone the next."


           
Phrygia added into the conversation, taking Mixolydia's side, while
still lying on the covers of the bed. "You poor things barely live
for 100 years, if that! That's a blink of an eye to us Magypsies.
Why difference does it make if this 'Claus' was a little kid or an
aging old man? Why should we care either way?"

           
Flint was visibly becoming aggravated with their attitude - they
sent Claus to fight against an adult Drago and they didn't give a
rat's behind. He was about to convince Alec that these 'people'
weren't going to help them when Doria decided to say its piece.
"Now, now!" it heralded, trying to calm them all down. Doria's
voice was considerably deeper than even Lighter's. "Mixolydia!
Phrygia! Humans may not live long, but it's important to them! If
one of their newborns is missing, they can't help but feel
worried." It turned to Alec, who was getting just as flustered at
the two as Flint. "Right, Alecy-poo? I understand how you feel, I
really do."

           
Alec turned to face Doria, his temper having already risen from
having to hear those two not care about poor Claus's fate.

           
"I don't care if you understand or not! Just tell us where Claus
went!"


           
"The boy headed for the Drago Plateau," Aeolia said with finality.
"He's quite dashing and rambunctious, I might add. Barely seemed
concerned for his short little life. Quite the gall he has, running
straight into the belly of the beast like that! If you leave now,
you might just catch him in time."

           
"The Drago Plateau?" Alec confirmed. "Makes sense, in hindsight. We
have to hurry, Flint!"

           
"How?" He knew where the Drago Plateau was, but he never visited it
- the path going straight up the mountain was too dangerous for
humans to climb unassisted, and the Drago had destroyed the rock
bridge connecting the Plateau to the Sunshine Forest. "It would
take at least a day, and Claus could be anywhere by then."

           
"There's a shortcut to the Plateau just behind the house," said
Ionia. "Go through the caves and you'll find yourself in the
Plateau in just a little bit. You better hurry!"

           
"Thanks." And without another word, they both left the shell in the
middle of the lake, heading for the far cave and towards the
Plateau.


           
The cave was almost pitch black; Flint could barely see his hand in
front of his face. He hadn't brought a torch, or anything to make
fire with either, but he had to press forward. His son had gone
through here, so he could as well.

           
"It's pretty dark," said Alec, "but never fear. Ionia's brought me
through here so many times that I know my way around like the back
of my hand." Flint chose not to comment on the idea of Alec being
led through a dark cave with one of those Magypsies. "There's a
left about ten paces ahead that we need to take."


           
Alec was proving himself correct for a good deal of the cave: he
gave accurate distances and directions through most of it, and
while Flint couldn't tell exactly where they were headed or where
they are, he hadn't been lead to a dead-end or in circles just
yet.

           
Alec wasn't the most reliable of navigators, apparently.


           
"I'm pretty sure it was north," he said. Well, what did they have
to lose? They both turned north. "A dead-end. Sorry, Flint."


           
This was hardly the time to lose track of where they were or where
they were going, but Flint sighed; what could he do? At least Alec
had been mostly right up until now.

           
After that one mistake, though, Alec was confident in the rest of
his navigation, and sure enough, after scaling some walls thanks to
the overgrown vines flourishing in the moist cave, they managed to
pull themselves out of the cave and onto the Plateau.

           
But there was still no sign of Claus.

           
They pressed forward, desperate in their search. They were led into
another cave: this one was considerably better lit, and was only a
few paces large, serving as a small barrier of sorts separating the
forest from the Plateau. Flint had never been here before, but Alec
had, and he insisted on moving forward. They were going to simply
pass on through when they heard a quiet commotion in the hall above
them.

           
There was a small set of ledges going straight up right next to
them, and above, they could spot something that looked like a leg
swinging idly over the edge. It had a huge black boot and thick,
pink pants, and immediately Flint was reminded of those people in
the pig suits from before. Bringing a finger to his lips to quiet
Alec, they proceeded up the ledges quietly.

           
The men in the suits were talking in their own hushed tones,
relaxing simply with a small setup of machines just to their side,
with a larger one placed in the corner. It looked like they had
stopped what they were doing for some lunch. They hadn't expected
to see Flint and Alec climb up the small hill after them, and,
without their weapons, opted to retreat.

           
Flint wasn't too concerned; it was a three story drop from there,
so the only safe way down was through him and Alec. But to his
surprise, those things simply made the leap, and kept running
without pause.

           
They didn't waste any time, chasing after the men in the suits.


           
Just outside the exit of the cave was another of those large
saucers he saw fly away when he was with Duster and Boney. Flint
knew this one was probably capable of the same thing and he raced
to prevent those people from using it to escape him again, but by
the time they managed to even get close, it was already off the
ground.

           
It was playing a weird, peculiar tune as it flew, like some kind of
anthem, before it zoomed away over the cliffs.


           
"We'll have to worry about them later," said Alec. "Claus has got
to be somewhere nearby." Flint reluctantly agreed, only because he
didn't know if he'd get another chance to talk to one of those
things. He could use some answers right now.

           
Flint had never been this far into the cliffs himself. The rock
face was split into so many branches and pathways from the rushing
mountain water, it was difficult to get a solid foothold on
anything.

           
They both kept their eyes peeled on the surroundings, searching
high and low for any sign of Flint's boy, calling his name
occasionally. There was nothing to find, though; there were no
footprints or marks or anything to indicate Claus had gone through
there.


           
This far away from Tazmily, Flint couldn't help but feel a little
homesick. He had no idea what Claus could be feeling, and poor
Lucas was probably at home with nobody to care for him. He hoped
that Tessie had the good idea to visit Lucas while he hiked up and
down the mountains for his son.

           
Finally, after nearly an hour of searching the Plateau, they got
themselves a lead on Claus's whereabouts.

           
A baby Drago was playing with a small, blue shoe.


           
The baby Drago continued to play with it until it heard approaching
footsteps to its flank. Immediately, it dropped the shoe, facing
the people that approached it, and began to roar its little voice
out. After it felt it was as imposing as it needed, it quickly
hopped off, farther into the mountains.

           
Once it was safe, Flint and Alec approached the shoe that the Drago
was playing with. It was undeniable once Flint picked it up.


           
"This belongs to Claus!" harked Alec. "And that was a baby Drago
just now, meaning an adult's gotta be somewhere nearby. Claus
must be around here somewhere!" Flint agreed immediately,
but Alec stopped him before they continued. "Look, Flint, I, ah,
ran into Wess before I met you at Hinawa's funeral." He began
digging in his pockets for something. "He offered me something to
help me with my walks between my cabin and Tazmily, but I think… "
He paused, withdrawing his hand. He held a small ball of red and
yellow, adorned with an electric emblem of a lightning bolt across
its diameter. "You might find a better use for it up ahead. Just in
case."

           
Flint knew what it was, and knew that Wess was fairly stingy with
his bombs, and accepted it. He only hoped to find Claus and bring
him back, but it could come in handy, just in case. He took it, and
they doubled their efforts. As soon as they began to clear into the
mountain's peak, the scenery began to change - it was still as
rocky and barren as ever, but the telltale claw marks of an adult
Drago were littering the walls and the ground as they
proceeded.


           
They came upon another of those platforms like Flint saw earlier.
The one that those people used to reconstruct that caribou and got
it to attack him, Duster and Boney.

           
This one had seen better times, though. He didn't know what could
have destroyed it so thoroughly, but, to his and Alec's
astonishment, they knew what they were working on.

           
They brought the trees themselves to life, aggression and all.


           
And they didn't like being attacked.

           
As they approached the far end of the Drago Plateau with no other
sign of Claus, Flint was about to suggest they begin circling the
area, disregarding the obvious dangers of an adult, aggravated
Drago somewhere in the area.


           
Flint saw as strange spec in a nearby cave. Hoping it was a clue to
Claus' whereabouts, he went over to check.


           
"It's Claus' other shoe… "


           
Alec abruptly started shouting "Claus! We're here to rescue you!
Where are you?!"


           
*THUD*


           
"Oh, crap… " remarked Flint.


           
*THUD*


           
"I hope that's not what I think it is… "


           
But sure enough, behind a large pile of rocks came a mother Drago.
But it had been modified. Part of its eye was a camera lens. Its
jaw had been replaced by one made of stainless steel. It's tail and
left leg had been totally replaced by robotic ones.


           
"What is that?! That's not a Drago anymore. I have a bad feeling
about this." Alec shouted.


           
The Drago heard Alec's voice and turned his way, ramming its tail
into a pillar as it turned. The pillar smashed into a million
pieces.


           
It lurched forward, intent on destroying the threat in front of
it.


           
All of a sudden, Flint remembered the Drago Fang that Bronson had
given him. He took it out and gripped it tightly. He jumped onto
the Drago. It thrashed like crazy, but Flint held on.


           
I knew all those days riding the mechanical bull would pay off, he
thought.


           
He brought down the fang onto the Drago's head as hard as he could.
It let out a howl of pain as Flint was thrown off.


           
The Drago opened its mouth to reveal a large cannon like object. It
reared back and shot a large stream of flames. Flint and Alec could
feel the heat from the flames blistering their skin.


           
Flint grabbed nearby rock and threw it into the barrel of the
flamethrower. The Drago seemed to stop moving. It made a noise that
sounded like a mixture of a cough and a roar.


           
Then came the light.

 


           
When Alec and Flint came to, the Drago was on the ground twitching.
Flint gets up and goes over to inspect it. Suddenly, it jerks
itself to its feet, staring at Flint with eyes full of regret and
sadness.


           
Then it fell.


           
It was still breathing. Flint took out a knife and walked towards
it.


           
Flint heard a cry from behind a rock. Out popped the baby
Drago.


           
It hobbled over to its mother and started to lick it. Flint, still
intent on avenging his wife, approached it.


           
"Flint! Don't do it! That won't solve anything!"


           
It was Alec. Apparently, he had woken up and saw what was
happening.


           
Flint choked back tears and said, "I have to. For my wife. For my
son."


           
"You'll only make its child go through what Lucas and Claus had
to!"


           
That got to Flint. He dropped the knife. Tears were streaming down
his cheeks. He approached the Drago and her son, but the baby Drago
tackled him and pinned him to the ground.


           
The mother Drago shed a single tear.


           
And stopped moving.

 


           
It is possible that until now, the people of Tazmily Village had
never known sadness. On sunny days and on cloudy days, they always
greeted each other with smiles.


           
They lived in harmony with the creatures of the forest. The strong
would help the weak and those who had would share with those who
had not.


           
However, it now appears the villagers have learned all too much
about sadness.


           
Suddenly, everything is changing for the worse…


           
When did this change begin?


           
Where did it begin?


           
What set it in motion, and why?


           
Almost as if toys, the peaceful animals are being transformed into
strange, ferocious creatures that attack people.


           
Some people, like Flint, have even had their family torn apart.


           
Just what is this suspicious group that wears pig masks?


           
What are these eerie objects that soar through the once-beautiful
skies?


           
An where could the missing Claus be… ?


           
The mysteries continue to pile up.


           
And so the tale first begins…


            …
as a tragedy.










Chapter 7

 


"Flint… "


           
It was Duster.


           
"I'm not really sure what to say… I can't say I know how you're
feeling, but I want you to know that you have everybody's sympathy.
Ollie and Abbot aren't even mad." Flint said nothing in response,
and he made no sudden movements to try to break past him. "Hinawa's
funeral ended without incident. Lucas has been crying at her grave
ever since." Flint went wide-eyed at the news, and Duster could
understand why. Even though he was in jail, he probably didn't
expect the village to go ahead with his own wife's funeral without
him. The news about Lucas was probably icing on the cake.

           
Duster leaned back, allowing Flint to pass. "Your kids have lost
their mom, you've lost your wife, and the village was robbed of one
of their own. I was asked to stand here and make sure you didn't
leave until the mayor let you out, but I figure, with everything
that's happened, your time has been served. If there's anything
else I can do for you, just let me know anytime."


           
Flint sauntered by, his head low. He had a lot to think about, and
Duster didn't need to know every thought he had. "Duster," he
grunted on his way past, stopping to look at the man over his
shoulder.

           
"Thanks."


           
And he was off.

 


           
It had been a long, emotional day for Duster, and the whole
village. Flint came home alone, after a tough day climbing the
mountains, his throat sore from yelling Claus's name over and over.
He was a mess, too: his clothes were torn, he had bruises all over
his body, and his knees were wobbly with each step. And he would
never say just what it was that made him that way in the
mountains.

           
Duster returned to his house, walking through the front door just
as his dad Wess was climbing the stairs from the basement. He was
bushed; the only thing he had on his mind right now was climbing
into a warm bed and sleeping the sadness away. Tomorrow, he would
pitch in the effort to find Claus.

           
Just as the welcoming sight of his bed sheets entered his vision,
he heard the raspy voice of his old man just behind him.

           
"Duster. I speak to you not as my son, but as my pupil." Oh boy.
Whenever Wess spoke like that, he had some mission for Duster to
do, and he always rode him hard for everything, down to
the most minute of details. Being a thief, his 'profession' would
be best at the dead of night, but… he just wanted to go to
bed!

           
Still, he wasn't about to say no. That would have gotten a much
worse reaction. "Listen!" Wess said demandingly. Just like how he
always started his instructions - it was practically routine. "The
time has come."

           
"Got something big in mind this time, dad?"

           
Wess frowned. "You say that like you should be excited. It's a good
thing you're not. No, this is not something we have been looking
forward to." He turned back to the fireplace. "I had hoped the time
wouldn't come, if at all possible." He sounded a little
distraught, which was highly unusual for an all-business guy like
him. "But you and I have been constantly preparing for this day, in
the event that it did."

           
This was news to Duster. "You've been training me all my life for
an event I was never told about? All this time I thought making
ladders out of staples was just cool."

           
"Of course it was for this!" Wess yelled, turning back to his son.
"Teaching you to sneak, to fight, to steal! It was all for tonight!
Why else would I have made you do it, even with your bad knee? I'm
a father before I'm a teacher, Duster, and someday you'll be saying
the same thing to your own kid." Calming himself with a breath, he
turned back to the fire, continuing to the matter at hand. "So it
appears that you finally have a chance to try out what I taught
you. Forest fires, missing peoples, murders… the enemy's form is
still unknown. But we must now change the way we live." Wess had
never spoken like this before, and while every mission was serious,
Duster became more attentive at the implications Wess was making.
"Are you prepared?"

           
"And if I said no?" Duster said, grinning.

           
"Then I'd smack you until you changed your mind," Wess laughed
back, and became serious again. "Duster. I am now going to give you
an order. You will sneak into Osohe Castle. There, you will find a
'certain important item'," he said, emphasizing each word with
stuttered speech and finger quotes, "and bring it back here."

           
Duster nodded, but looked perplexed. It was odd for his father to
be so vague. "Any idea what this 'important item' is?"

           
Wess hesitated, looking like he was going to answer, but then
changed his mind. "There's no need for me to tell you," he said
direly, conveying that Duster shouldn't prod further. Duster got
the hint quickly. "If a thief can't determine the value of what he
steals, he is a disgrace to the profession." Duster looked straight
into Wess's eyes, almost afraid to ask anything else. "Still, any
help I give will be useful to you. It's very important
looking item. It's like… all shiny. Yeah. I will say no more than
that."

           
Duster raised an eyebrow. "So, I'm looking for a 'shiny, valuable
item'," he quoted.

           
"Like I said, you shouldn't need any more detail than
that." He turned his head to face the basement stairs. "In the
basement, you'll find some items I've prepared for you. The Seven
Mystical Thief Tools." He paused, bringing his hand to stroke his
chin. "Were there seven?" He counted silently on his fingers,
stopping at six. "Well, whatever. Take them with you. They'll give
you the upper hand for any obstacle or opponent you may
encounter."

           
Duster said nothing more; he left Wess, heading into his house's
basement to retrieve these items.

           
Some of them seemed fairly obvious enough. A pendulum, to hypnotize
opponents with. A tickle stick, to lower their guard, and a scary
mask, to intimidate them. A smoke bomb, to confuse his enemies and
hide himself in its spray. And finally, a small cage containing a
siren beetle… to make a lot of noise with. Counter-productive as
far as being a thief went, but a decent way to surprise and impede
a foe. In total, only five items, but perhaps Wess was counting his
wall staples as well.

           
"All set, dad," he said as he climbed back up the stairs. "Before I
go, though, got any background on this item I'm trying to find? Any
hints at all?"

           
Wess hummed, thinking about his answer. "Hidden inside the castle
is an item with the power to change the fate of the world."

           
"You mean, the Nowhere Islands?"

           
"This may come as a surprise to you, Duster, but there's more to
the world than just two rocks in the middle of the ocean. But
that's a history lesson for another time. Back when the king of
Osohe still lived in the castle… " He stuttered again, trying to
recollect his thoughts. "Yes, I'm pretty sure that's when it was.
Anyway, back then, I hid this treasure where no one would ever lay
eyes on it. I felt it was too much for even the king of Osohe
himself to handle… or so I recall, anyway. But the as-of-yet
unknown enemy may be trying to acquire it."

           
"So, if this item is such a big deal, and you know everything about
it, why aren't you coming with me?" Duster asked.

           
"Under normal circumstances, this would be a job that calls for me,
yes. But, Duster, I'm not going to live forever, and today's
unfortunate events is a grim reminder of that. I feel confident
that I've hammered every technique I know into you. So try to
accomplish this mission yourself."

           
Duster turned to leave, when Wess stopped him again. "Hold on. When
you go outside, check behind the house. I've hidden another
Mystical Thief Tool-like item back there."

           
Duster turned back to his father inquisitively. "Why did you hide
them in separate places like that?"


           
"Why did I hide them all separately like that… ? That's what
I'd like to know! I refill the box every now and again, so
if you need any more, be sure to check back. Now go." With that,
Duster turned about, and left the house.

           
It was a short walk to Osohe castle. It being the middle of the
night, there wasn't a whole lot of people still out and about in
Tazmily. The day's events had bored into everybody, and they all
just wanted to put the day behind them.


           
Just as he was about to take the north exit from the square, he
bumped into somebody. He was in a real hurry, and wasn't watching
where he was going.


           
"Oh, pardon me, I wasn't paying attention," he said, his breath a
little ragged. He wasn't anybody that Duster immediately recognized
- but since everybody knew everybody in Tazmily, he just assumed
that he was having difficulty seeing in the darkness, and the
person was just wearing some new, fashionable clothes. He also had
a monkey with him on a leash.


           
"I'm sorry, but we're in a terrible hurry. If you'll excuse
us."


           
He was very well mannered, although… Duster didn't recall anybody
owning a pet monkey in Tazmily. "Come now, little monkey, we must
be off," he hummed delightedly, and he strolled his way across the
square, towards the Yado Inn.

           
His pet monkey didn't seem to be nearly as enthusiastic as its
master, though. It walked fairly slowly, and its head was hung low.
Its bright collar was unlike anything Duster recognized. And just
before it rejoined its master, it gave a long look back at Duster,
as if it were trying to tell him something.


           
Duster could hardly take another few steps forward before he found
someone else. Maybe some people just couldn't sleep, knowing that
Hinawa had passed.


           
Butch was sitting there, staring at his burlap sack tied neatly
around the top. It was clearly full nearly to the point of
bursting, and he seemed to enjoy having it with him. When he
realized Duster was standing right there, he grabbed the bag in
surprise, hiding it behind himself protectively. "Duster!" he
squealed.

           
"Hey, Butch," he replied casually. "What's in the bag? Looks pretty
full. Laundry?"

           
He looked around the area a few times, making sure that he and
Duster were alone. He eyed Duster suspiciously before speaking. "If
you promise to not tell anyone, I'll tell you." Duster was
intrigued, and nodding firmly, agreeing to Butch's terms. Assured,
he placed the bag back down next to him, in Duster's view. "Check
it out!" he said gleefully. "Can you guess what's inside?"

           
Duster raised an eyebrow. "… laundry?" he repeated.

           
"No!" Butch was really excited about his new property, "'Money'!
There's 'money' inside! Ever heard of 'money'?"


           
Duster looked at the bag, his face scrunched in thought. "Mun-ee?"
he asked. "I… can't say I ever heard of this thing before."

           
"Neither have I, actually," Butch replied, his earlier enthusiasm
gone in a blink. "This is the first time I've ever seen or heard
anything like it. It's never been introduced to Tazmily before."
His face began to light up once more. "But that's why it's so
awesome it have it! We're going to be entering an 'era of money'
any day now, and with this, I'll have a massive head start on
everybody!"

           
"What's an 'era of money'?" Duster asked again. "You're practically
talking in tongues, Butch. Where did you even get it?"

           
"Oh, a traveler gave it to me in exchange for some pigs! He took a
real liking to my pigs. He was practically in tears when he asked
me to trade my pigs for all this money. It seemed pretty strange to
me at first, but hey, what if I get swindled? There's not
a lot of places for him to hide, right? He looked legit, so I
decided to trust him. He was definitely a friend worth
having."

           
"So, what does money do? Pigs are good for a lot of things. Does
money get you food?" Duster was having a difficult time wrapping
his head around this whole concept.

           
"No, nothing like that, but according to the guy, these things are
really valuable. So that's gotta be worth something."

           
Duster's eyes widened in understanding. "Oh, value!" he
said, finally getting it. "Money is valuable, okay, now I
get it!"

           
"Anyway," Butch began, hefting the heavy bag over his shoulders and
walking back into the square. "He gave it to me, which means it's
mine, right? I don't want any ignorant people taking off with it,
so I'm going to hide it in the well." Just as they came upon the
well to the city, Butch laid the bag in its bucket and lowered it
gently into the darkness below. "I'll be back for it in the
morning… Duster! This secret is just between you and me!"


           
"Yeah, I understand," he said. He better get going to Osohe castle
- he had something even more valuable to fetch. "I'll see you
tomorrow, Butch."

           
"Yeah, g'night." They parted without another word, heading in
different directions.

           
As Duster entered the clearing north of town, looking around for
anybody who might be watching, he heard a peculiar tune. It was
loud, but it sounded far away. The moonlight began to darken in the
sky, and he looked up, noticing a weird silhouette cross the moon
unlike anything he had ever seen.

           
It was a large black shadow that resembled a pig. Duster could see
small orbs falling from the bottom of it. He hoped that whatever
was dropping from that flying thing wouldn't mean trouble for him
in the castle. He hurried on ahead, as quickly as his legs could
hobble him there. He reached the cemetery lying just before the
castle and continued to rush through; it was like the hundreds of
times he walked through the cemetery.


           
"What the?!" Duster yelped, leaping back. The smell of decaying
flesh was pungent off the walking corpse in front of him. Its teeth
were all misaligned and its flesh and bones were all jumbled and
misshaped. He had no idea what to think or what to do - the living
dead rising out of the ground was not a part of his training.

           
"I'm… alive?" it groaned. Duster had no idea who this person was
before he was buried. He made no movement and no reply; he was
absolutely paralyzed with fear. Until it made another step towards
him, which quickly prompted him to take a step back.

           
Just as he got far enough from the first one, a second just up and
crawled out of the ground to his left, exactly like the first.


           
"Ohh? Ggggguhhh… ? D-didn't I… die… ?"


           
And then immediately, one just behind him.

           
"More… Mooooore… ggggg… I want to live mooooOOOOOOOOORE!"
it bellowed, its decrepit lungs punching out an incredible volume.
Duster, freaked right out and then some, tried backing away from
the three. He would run back to Tazmily, back to his house, crawl
into his bed, and tell his dad to get his own 'shiny, valuable
item'. He was prepared to handle a lot of things, but
zombies?

           
As he turned to begin sprinting back to the village, a fourth came
out of the ground in his way. He was boxed in at all sides -
missing flesh, rotten smell, and eerie groans surrounded him on all
sides.


           
"Is that you, Duster? My, how you've ggggggrown! Why," she
continued, "there's so much of you that I could eat for three days
and three nights, and still have leftovers!" She cackled to herself
at her comparison; Duster was considerably less entertained by the
joke. Although, she was dead serious, and her companions
agreed with her through a chorus of spooky moaning. They closed in
on Duster in an instant.

           
As scared as he was, though, he wasn't going to have any of
that.

           
He put all his Thief Tools to the test, to get himself out of this
jam. Kicking one in its ribs (feeling his foot crunch against its
bone, uninhibited by skin or muscle) while he reached into his
pocket, he pulled out his pendulum first, and swayed it in front of
the closest female zombie.


           
Apparently, they were very susceptible to things like hypnotism,
since they had very little willpower or conscience to resist it.
The other female zombie was too close, however, and before Duster
could react to it, she gave him a hard chomp on his shoulder.

           
She lacked any power to her bites, though - her jaw was practically
falling off her face as it was. Duster responded adequately.

           
The two male zombies were closing in on him as well. Thinking
quickly, he withdrew a smoke bomb from his pocket and threw it
straight into the first one's face. It made no sound as the small
sphere burst, coating it in a veil of smoke, unable to see anything
around it. He dodged a swipe from the second male, and finished off
the female zombie he had laid a few kicks into.


           
\With one male blinded and the last female still asleep, he made
quick work of the last male zombie, putting a strong kick right
into its neck. It recoiled harshly, its brittle bones snapping
easily, before it vanished in a puff of dust as well. The others
were easy to handle after that.


           
Rubbing his sore shoulder, he pressed on through the cemetery. It
was certainly a shock to encounter zombies in the Sunshine
Cemetery, but at least they weren't that difficult to push off. He
hurried ahead to Osohe castle, in case he met any other unwelcome
surprises and had to beat away something even more horrific.

           
He got to the castle easily enough - no more intrusions or stops -
but unfortunately, the castle's drawbridge had been pulled.

           
The bridge was usually up during the day, so that visitors could
come and go as they pleased, and do whatever they wanted on the
castle's front lawn. Nippolyte even had his own personal garden
just past the bridge. But the groundskeeper usually pulled the
bridge up for the nights, and tonight was no different. He had to
find some other way inside.

           
He decided to backtrack into the cemetery, against his better
judgment, to see if there was something in there he could use. Just
as he returned to the burial grounds, he clearly saw Nippolyte in
the moonlight, apparently having done enough work for the day and
deciding to bring it in. Duster must have ran right past him in his
haste.


           
A look over the cemetery says that he should probably join
Nippolyte in his shack before things get any worse. He could swear,
he saw one of the tombstones just pick up and start walking towards
him.

           
But tombstones can't do that. That's silly.

           
Inside the shack was not Nippolyte, as he had expected. The shack
had all the furnishings of a warm, cozy home: a bed, a dresser, a
desk with an ink and quill and dishes, and several lit candles. But
unlike most other houses, this one had a massive set of stairs
going underground.


           
Like his own house, Nippolyte's shack had a basement to it. Here
Nippolyte apparently kept his tools and his plans for the cemetery,
all kept in neat order, although the place was dirty and dark. In
the back, there was a massive bookcase with no books on it, and on
the wall behind it, there were several large cracks and gouges in
the mortar.

           
For a thief like Duster, this was a pretty lame way to hide a
secret tunnel, but, he supposed, Nippolyte was no thief.

           
The tunnel under the earth seemed to go on forever into the
darkness. Duster couldn't see very far into the corridor - light
seemed to want to evade its crevasses as far down as it went. But
he could hear Nippolyte's tired, heavy footsteps echo down the
tunnel and into his ears.

           
The tunnel went straight under Osohe castle… what did he have to
lose?

           
The tunnel was dank, and he was wet around his ankles. He took that
as a good sign, though: the tunnel went right underneath Osohe
castle's moat, so it was so far, so good.

           
The tunnel under the castle seemed to crawl onwards for quite some
distance: with so little light to guide him, Duster kept bumping
into walls and tripping over rocks trying to find his way to the
other end. By the sounds of things, he was at least able to keep up
with Nippolyte up ahead, but that wasn't helping him with his
navigation through the wet underground.

           
After some slogging through the moist tunnels, Duster's feet found
the dry dirt, and there was a source of light just up ahead. He
quickened his pace, eager to get out of the leech-infested waters
and back above ground, hopefully on the other side of Osohe
castle's bridge. Up ahead was a ladder, with a beam of moonlight
shining down from a hole up above; next to the ladder was a pick
and a shovel. Nippolyte had to be nearby.


           
Sure enough, on the other side of the ladder, he was beyond the
castle's walls. This was good news for him - now, if he could lower
the bridge for himself later, he could begin work on actually
finding this thing that his dad wanted. But even if he could get
the bridge down, the front gate to the castle was still
closed…

           
Right behind the bridge was Nippolyte, hacking away at the ground
with a long hoe, digging trails into the earth and planting seeds.
He was caring for his two garden patches just past the bridge. It
made sense to do the work on them during the night, when all his
chores with the cemetery were done, but it left him very little
time to sleep. Which might explain why he was always so
exhausted.

           
"Potatoto" a sign read.


           
Maybe he was growing some hybrids? Duster didn't take Nippolyte to
be the type with a green thumb.

           
"My humble little omelet's patch" another sign read.


           
Or… maybe Nippolyte was just old.

           
Nippolyte heard Duster's footsteps as he approached, and turned to
look at who might have followed him through his tunnel. "Oh," he
said, catching Duster's face in the moonlight. "It's old man Wess's
son, Whats-His-Name." It was a joke Nippolyte played on Duster
every time they met.

           
"You made it through that passage without being done in by all them
monsters? That's really somethin', especially with your
handicap."

           
"Thanks," he replied. "Do you know how to open the front gate to
the castle?"

           
Nippolyte didn't miss a beat. "I don't know what it is you want in
the castle, but I'm afraid you're not going to get in. The gate's
all locked and won't budge at all. Only way to get in, that I know
of, is to climb its walls."

           
Duster smiled and waved to Nippolyte, and turned back to the
castle. "Thanks for the tip, Nippolyte." He didn't respond; he just
kept going at his crops.

           
Duster scanned the front walls to the castle quickly, looking for a
suitable place to begin using Wall Staple technique. It worked well
just the other day, climbing that mountain face with Flint. There
was a decent area, just to the east of the main gate.


           
It went pretty well.

           
Just above the main gate to the castle was another door, leading
deeper into the building.


           
From here, he was going to be the first person in maybe generations
to enter Osohe castle. But he wasn't here to sightsee - it was
strictly business. He just hoped he wouldn't be running into any
more creepy-crawlies inside its hundred-year-old undisturbed
halls.










Chapter 8

 


It took him a moment to gather up his courage
to step into Osohe castle. He was used to sneaking into places
during the dead of night, when most people were still asleep, but
he was a little unnerved from the zombies wandering around in the
cemetery just a stone's throw from the very place he was
standing.

           
Still, he wasn't going to get much done otherwise. Taking a breath,
he stepped into the castle through its single open door, his
footfalls reverberating down the cracked corridor he emerged
into.

           
The painting of the nameless woman in front of him managed to pass
the test of time: it had been uncared for the whole time the castle
had been sealed up, and it still looked fairly pristine.


           
Her eyes were a little creepy, though, so Duster didn't stare at it
longer than he needed to. He decided to take the left path first;
he could see two decorative suits of armor seemingly guard a single
set of blue doors, so he hoped that that would point him in a
decent direction to start with.


           
It was just an empty corridor, though, and from the rubble lying in
the center of the room, the walls weren't holding together as well
as the painting. There wasn't anything in this room for him, so he
began to turn back around, when he heard a faint noise.

           
As if something, or someone, was wailing off in the distance. He
nearly looked over his shoulder on reflex, but after the cemetery,
he decided against it, opting to go with the 'if he didn't see it'
school of thought.

           
The other end of the first corridor had nothing to it. Just a
single statue of a man carrying an enormous iron ball on his
shoulders.


           
The flooring near the statue was cracked, and the iron ball looked
a little loose. If there was no other path for him to take, then he
might as well try making his own - and he didn't have to worry
about noise, since Nippolyte was the only person close enough to
hear it, and his hearing was going anyway.

           
He gave the statue a mighty shove, and the ball resting on the
man's shoulders fell away easily. It rolled its hands, and with a
mighty crash, it hit the ground and fell through the floor to the
bottom in one swift motion.


           
It was a one story drop, but Duster was trained to handle falls
like this one well enough, even with his bad knee. With little
hesitation, he leapt down the new hole in the floor, opening the
ground floor of the castle to him.

           
Right away, he scaled back up the wall, using his familiar Wall
Staples to make himself a ladder. In case he ever needed to get
back up, and fast. It was one of the bigger rules of being a
successful thief: always have an escape plan.

           
He was getting pretty good at this, thankfully enough. He proceeded
forward, silently creeping around the corners. The light in the
castle was poor, but there were lots of windows, so he could see
with the moonlight enough to make out objects and obstacles. What
he could make out, though, that this place was a huge wreck. Vermin
and critters had eroded this place down over the years, and the
decay was showing pretty clearly in the carpets and the
banisters.

           
Just one room over, he found himself in the foyer of the castle's
ground floor. To his left was the large castle gate, its massive
wooden doors standing steadfast, their large iron locks rusted, but
still in place. In the center of the room was a large, intricate
emblem marked into the stone as a sort of greeting to anyone who
would walk through the castle's gates.

           
He could see straight ahead that the next room was likely a waiting
room of sorts. It was small and unfurnished, as he could see
through the door's frame, but while the larger door to his right
seemed more promising, he couldn't leave any area unsearched for
his 'shiny, valuable item'.

           
The room over had very little to it. A fireplace; some debris from
the room above collected in a corner; a hole in the ground with
some steam rising up from it, and a single painting still hanging
on the wall.


           
He could have sworn he saw a painting like this before
somewhere.

           
The room below gave off an enormous amount of heat, and judging
from the steam rising up from it, it was probably the castle's hot
spring just below him. Taking a rest was an inviting idea - his
shoulder still ached from that bite - but he couldn't afford to
waste the time.

           
Well, he reconsidered, weighing his options. Still
gotta look everywhere. So he began down the ladder, and
briskly searched the room for any sign of his item.


           
After convincing himself that it wasn't anywhere under the milky
white waters of the spring, he resumed his search
aboveground.

           
Heading farther into the castle, he heard that strange wailing
noise again. It was much louder this time, and it sounded like
there was more than one. Before he had a chance to pick up the
pace, he got personal with the things making the noise.


           
Osohe castle was apparently haunted. Duster wasn't so totally
surprised by the fact - his suspension of disbelief was gone when
the zombies just clawed their way out of the dirt.

           
His kicks and hits seemed to pass straight through the ghosts,
typically, but they still seemed to reel from the damage. His body
passing through theirs diffused their surreal bodies as he moved,
effectively splitting them apart by rushing the air around them.
They smelt terrible, weirdly, but he could handle a little stink
while he fought, at the very least.


           
The main hall seemed to be docile now that the two ghosts had gone
- for the moment, anyway. He doubled his efforts on finding this
thing, figuring that the sooner he found it, the sooner he would be
done with ghosts and zombies and creepy crawlies.

           
There were three rooms directly in front of him, and a staircase
leading upstairs to his left. He chose the door on his right:


           
A pantry, it looked like.

           
Heavily infested with some of the largest arachnids he had ever
seen, with some unwashed dishes lying in the far sinks and some
rotten foods and grains strewn about the floors. There wasn't
anything particularly interesting in this room, but it had another
ladder heading down into the cellars. He had to leave no nook or
cranny unsearched, so he followed it.


           
There wasn't much to find there, either, although the wine barrels
were likely treasures in and of themselves with their likely age.
He wouldn't mind a drink to know for sure, but he was a busy man at
the moment. Maybe next time, during the day.

           
The cellar had its own little stream going under its floor, with a
simple concrete bridge connecting the two halves of the room. He
proceeded forward, keeping an eye out for any sign of something
shiny among the caskets of wine.


           
He wasn't expecting to find what he found the next room over: a
simple, small hallway with a bunch of hieroglyphics scrawled on the
walls, followed by a massive stone sculpture of an angry face
staring straight back at him. The drawings were of people: each of
them were placed into some kind of form or position, like it was
trying to spell out words with the human body, or perhaps as some
kind of ritual, like a dance.


           
He couldn't make heads or tails of what they were trying to convey,
though, so he figured that this direction was a bust. He made his
way back to the main hall and tried his luck with the middle
door.

           
Inside the middle room was another ghost. Duster's first reaction
was to leave the room and shut the door quickly behind him, but the
ghost called out to him before he did. "Hold on!" it shouted, in a
plain, not-very-creepy tone. It sounded almost downright friendly.
"I promise I won't bite. You're the first human customer I've had
in ages."

           
Every nerve in Duster's legs were telling him to run, but
ultimately, his curiosity got the best of him. Ghosts were myths;
he was given an opportunity to speak to a living (in a sense of the
word) wives tale. "Customer?" he asked wearily, getting up the
courage to turn back around.

           
"Yeah, customer!" it said happily once Duster reconsidered. "I
don't sell very much, but I got some things here you might be
interested in! How about a Rope Snake? He's incredibly popular
these days! He makes for a good pet, but above that, he can turn
into a jump rope, or a clothesline, or anything rope-like at the
drop of a hat! Living people still like rope, right?"

           
Duster looked down at the long, red snake coiled onto the blanket
in front of him. "Does it bite?"

           
"Not you, it won't. They've been domesticated for generations, and
they won't bite anything that moves. It makes it kind of tough to
feed them, actually, but they're very loyal and useful for everyday
chores that require rope."

           
Duster kept his eyes on the snake. He couldn't even understand why
he was 'shopping' at a stall manned by a ghost to begin with. And a
long, red snake that he didn't know for certain was domesticated
didn't exactly seem like a smart thing to carry around. But some
rope was, whether he was an archaeologist or a thief.

           
Before he could decline, though, the snake immediately crawled up
his left pant leg and wiggled its way up his leg, emerging out the
waist of his pants and coiling itself firmly, but not painfully,
around himself, like a belt, clamping onto its own tail for
security. He froze in place, afraid that any sudden movements would
panic the thing and cause it to attack, but it didn't make a move.
He could hardly even feel it squeeze around his waist. "I think it
likes you," the ghost laughed.

           
Duster was uncertain. He gripped the snake lightly by the head, and
tried to pry it off, but it held fast. "Like I said, they've been
bred to be loyal pets," the ghost continued. "If it thinks it
belongs to you, you're not getting away from it."

           
He sighed. He supposed that he was stuck with this thing. "Do you
want anything for it?" he asked.

           
"Us ghosts don't have a lot of need for material things, so, nah,
you probably don't have anything I want. And you're stuck with it
anyway, so just go ahead and take it."

           
Duster said his thanks, and left the odd shop in the middle of the
castle. This was probably not what Wess had in mind, but at least
we won't be walking away from the castle empty-handed.

           
One last room to check on this floor. He found a hot spring, a
cellar with some kind of tribal door at the end, and a shop run by
a very friendly and generous spirit. What could this last door hold
in store for him? Vampires? Maybe aliens?


           
Awfully little, it turned out. The room looked like it was some
kind of study in the past. He gave a quick search through the
bookshelves, looking for, say, a hidden switch or lever that might
swing the shelves open and show him to a hidden room. There was
nothing like that, boringly. But at least there wasn't anything as
weird as the last room.

           
With that out of the way, he proceeded to go up the stairs and
farther into Osohe castle. The night was young, and he had only
just begun, but he would still like to be finished with this as
soon as he could.

           
So far, so creepy.

           
The next hallway wasn't particularly well furnished. It contained
six decorative suits of armor, three lining either wall, facing in.
He chuckled nervously to himself - with the way Osohe castle had
been acting so far, maybe one of these things would come to life,
too?

           
He checked in the room closest to him first. It was practically
just a closet - it had a grandfather clock in the corner (its
pendulum still swinging, but the hands on its face were broken),
another of those strangely familiar paintings, and a fireplace in
the other corner. There was no place to hide anything in this
room.

           
The painting, however, flew off its hook on the wall at the
prospect of finally being admired for the first time in so
long.


           
It was very vocal for a bunch of colors on a canvas, speaking
passionately about art.


           
A swift foot through its frame was enough to silence it.

           
He left the room after checking the clock for anything that might
be important, and continued down the corridor, paying little heed
to the suits of armor on his sides.

           
He cursed at himself.

           
They were difficult to shove off - the haunted suits of armor were
largely aggressive.

           
And, with them being suits made of steel, they were difficult to
dent with just his feet. But, like the zombies, they lacked
willpower to stay awake from his pendulum, so waving it in front of
each of them a few times stopped them were they stood, like they
should.

           
The only room at the end of the corridor led into what appeared to
be the parlor of the castle. There was a piano, a large, fancy
table with a spread of rotten food on it, some burnt-out candles
lining the walls and the table, and an open bottle of some of that
aged wine resting upright on the floor. But there were also some
dishes and dishware strewn about the place, saying that whatever
happened here last was not without violence.

           
When he entered the room, the most frightening thing was that the
piano was still playing, after generations of being unused. And it
played perfectly. And nobody was sitting at the chair.


           
And at the table, there was a fancy, if dusty, wine glass simply
floating in the air, its contents occasionally flicked and swirled
about. On the other corner of the table was a plate of rotten food
that was sometimes picked up and simply dropped back down onto the
floor.


           
"Hey! We got a visitor!" he suddenly heard, followed by some faint
whispers and murmurs. Then each ghost - about seven of them in
total - seemed to simply melt into existence, drawing themselves
visible to Duster's mortal eye. Having met the shopkeeper just a
floor below, he kept on his guard in case these ones weren't as
friendly.

           
"YOU! You're an ordinary person, aren't you?!"


           
"Uh," Duster replied dumbly, not sure how to react to the question
or to who was doing the asking. "Yes?"

           
The ghost gave him one hard look. It floated right up to Duster's
face and, almost comically, began to stare as wide-eyed as it could
in Duster's, trying to figure him out with just a glance. Duster
was a little unnerved, to say the least. "I guess I could buy
that," it said finally, relaxing and putting a more casual distance
between them. "You're the first ordinary person we've had for many
years. What brings you to Osohe?"

           
"I'm," he began, then hesitated, considering his words. There
didn't really seem to be a good answer to give it; it would
probably see right through him. "I'm looking for something."

           
"Lots to find in our castle, here," it said casually. "The way up
ahead has been collapsed for years now, but all the best stuff is a
floor or two above us, if you can find a way up."

           
Duster looked around the ceiling, spotting a hole just over the
table that he could climb through if he could reach. The wall right
alongside it seemed soft and empty enough for his Wall Staples to
work. "Thanks for the tip," he said, feeling a little weird about
the whole conversation.

           
The others weren't as helpful, but they were still very friendly
and unassuming. He gathered that they were having a party, which
explained the food and the wine and the piano playing, but none of
them seemed to remember when the party began, or if it ever stopped
at one point.


           
"Would you like something to eat?" one of the ghosts asked him.


           
Duster looked over the food on the table. The meat was green, the
apples were brown, and the desserts were moldy. "No thanks, I ate
before I got here," he lied. The ghost simply shrugged and went
back to his eating.

           
Before checking the hole in the ceiling and pressing on through the
castle, Duster decided to at least check the rooms adjacent to the
parlor. He had to be thorough, of course. The room just south was
the kitchen, holding a number of stained and rusted pots and pans
stacked high in their sinks.

           
It was pretty overrun, too, with some of the most massive
cockroaches he had ever seen. In the corner, the stove was running,
and on top of it was a pot broiling with some kind of stinking
liquid that he didn't exactly find palatable.

           
It was being stirred with a ladle, and of course, a ghost was
gripping its handle, somehow.


           
"Even if you forget the small poles on my vacuum dinner pie—!" it
was singing.


           
It turned to face Duster, a smile on its awkward mouth. "I still
haven't learned the lyrics quite yet, but it's just so catchy!" And
it resumed its work without a second thought.

           
He couldn't make it out of the room without being attacked by
something that had no business being possessed, like strawberry
jam, for instance,

           
The door on the end of the parlor led out onto the staircase,
where, just as the ghost had said, the area was in disrepair. There
was no way he could continue on from this direction, so he had to
turn back and resort to his Wall Staples.


           
It seemed a little weird, using his technique indoors, even for the
second time. Probably because he had people - that weren't exactly
people anymore - watching him again. But whatever worked,
ultimately.

           
The floor above had a single door in front of him that just led
back down to the parlor, if it hadn't been caved in. The only other
option was down the corridor he had crawled himself into, but there
was a gap in the floor too large for him to cross. The hole was
likely just from natural degradation over time.

           
There was a candle fastened to the wall just over the pit, however.
He had no Thief Tools to help him go across, but the moment he
thought of attaching something to the candle, he thought of a rope,
which lead him to think about his new belt.

           
"Uh," he stuttered, not sure how to word exactly what he wanted.
And the fact that he was talking to a snake fastened around his
waist. "I need a rope," he said.

           
The snake was listening, and at the sound of Duster's plight, it
understood the words exactly and unfastened itself from around him,
quickly traveling up his shirt and down his left arm, coiling
around his forearm. As weird as it was, Duster was beginning to see
the merits of having a sentient rope.

           
"I need you to be a hook," he said to it, "to cross this gap. You
need to latch onto that candle on the wall… " He paused, lifting
his arm up and pointing it at the candle, so the snake could follow
along. "And you need to hold there while I swing across. Got it?"
In response, the snake began shifting and slithering its way around
his arm, positioning itself perfectly so Duster could grip it by
the tail and so that it could see the candle from where it
was.

           
Counting down from three, Duster flung his arm forward, catapulting
the snake into the air.


           
Awesomely, it went without a hitch. He managed to swing across the
gap with no problems, just like those heroes in his childhood
stories. The snake quickly traveled back up his arm and down his
stomach, wrapping itself back around his waist, waiting for
whenever it's needed again.

           
Taking a few exploratory steps forward, Duster felt his foot crunch
under something in the carpet.

           
It crunched back, but with just a few stomps, it was subdued.

           
He continued on through the castle, making his way up the floors.
Just beyond the next door and up the partition, however, he
suddenly fell back, keeping his back to the wall and his breathing
low. He kept his eyes on the stairs, watching for anything - any
sign of movement or rustling or anything.

           
He heard footsteps up ahead.

           
Thankfully, they began to dash off in the opposite direction,
completely oblivious that he was there. He detached himself warily
from the wall, in case it was a trick, and peeked up from under the
banister to see if he was indeed alone. He was, and he spied
something glittering just in the doorway up ahead as well - whoever
was just here and dropped something in their haste.

           
It was a shiny pendant.


           
He didn't think this was what his father wanted him to get, but he
kept it anyway, just in case that second person was a rival thief
or something. That was a concept he was unfamiliar with: directly
competing for the treasures of whatever he was looking for. At
least if this thing was actually it, he just got himself a big lead
on his new rival.

           
There being no other direction to go but forward, he followed
behind the other person, pressing farther into the castle. The next
hallway was adorned with several clean mirrors, still dusty but
otherwise fine. He could see himself, and the sweat building on his
brow in the glass just fine.


           
The castle seemed to go on forever; the next corridor contained
four more doors for him to explore. He only just emerged from the
one farthest to the left, so that narrowed his possibilities, at
least. A suit of armor stood guard between each door - taking
necessary precautions, he knocked the helmets off each of them,
knowing for certain whether or not they were going to attack.

           
He got to work as usual, reaching for the door closest to the one
he came from, ready to explore the room behind for any sign of a
hiding spot for that item he was searching for. But just as he
reached for the knob, it began to turn itself. At first he thought
it was his new rival coming from the other side, but before he
could react in time, the door flung open, and inside was another
haunted object ready to attack him.

           
Possessing a whole room. That was new. Rather than try to fight it,
he simply slammed the door shut again.

           
He skipped the second door, trying to second-guess the ghosts in
the house, predicting that it too was haunted. He went straight for
the door on the very end, cautiously opening it, relieved when he
had to turn the knob himself.

           
In the next room, his ears were assaulted by a single, low, windy
note that never seemed to stop. The furniture all around the sides
of the room were shaking violently, rustling in a cycle of wind
that circled the middle of the room. He felt a tug on his clothes
and on the rope snake, which clung to itself tighter at the
sensation. In the center of the room was a single ghost, different
from the others, wearing a simple black lapel and curly 'hair' atop
its ghostly head. It swung a baton in its right hand and led
patterns with its left.

           
Above them both was a small tornado of three objects: two
candlesticks, and a single, frightened mouse. The objects seemed to
swing and wave with the ghostly conductor's motions, weaving and
bobbing in the small area with every toss of the baton.

           
This wasn't the first time that night that Duster had seem ghosts
manipulate objects - that strawberry desert in the kitchen put up
quite a fight - and zombies were far scarier than some conductor
waving a few objects around. Still, not fearlessly, he approached
the ghost, and it seemed to sense that it was not alone. Its head
spun around on the spot several times, before finally coming to
rest looking directly at him.

           
"I am Mr. Passion," it said, barely loud enough to hear over the
whistling of the wind he was making, "The music I am playing is
"Family Matters, 2nd movement."


           
"It sounds like just some wind, to me," Duster replied, knowing it
would probably provoke the ghost. He had a feeling that what he was
looking for was just beyond that door that Passion was blocking
with his 'music'.

           
"What? This is what artistic know-nothings like you get!" Mr.
Passion screamed.


           
The wind got louder and blew harder. From the corner of his eye,
Duster saw a candle stop moving and point at him. With cat-like
reflexes, he jumped out of the way as the candle flew towards him
like a throwing knife.


           
Duster then heard a squeaking coming from behind him. He whirled
around and saw the mouse being hurled towards him. It hit him
square in the face, but it was a nice mouse and didn't bite
him.


           
Chairs and candles were flying at him from all directions. It's
like Mr. Passion was throwing everything but the kitchen sink at
him!


           
Ironically enough, at that moment, a sink whizzed by his head.


           
Duster took out his Pendulum and started waving it in front of Mr.
Passion. He immediately stopped moving and was entranced by the
swinging object. At that moment, Mr. Passion went into a crazed
frenzy, waving his arms and conducting like a mad man, when
suddenly everything hovered over his head and crashed down on top
of him.


           
With the ghost gone, the music ceased almost immediately. The
candles lay motionless, and the mouse quickly scurried away, shaken
but apparently uninjured as it hid under the couch in the
corner.


           
With nothing left between Duster and the door, he kept going, his
arms and legs tired from all the adventuring he'd had for one
night. He hoped whatever Wess wanted him to get was nearby; there
wasn't a lot of other places left to look in the castle.

           
In the back of the next room, there were more of those weird
hieroglyphics written on the walls, and another scary tribal face
etched into the stone. But more importantly was an urn sitting
simply on the center of the floor. Unlike everything else in the
castle, the urn was spotless, its lustrous shine sparkling in what
little light the room had to offer. He could see himself in its
reflection very clearly.

           
There was no question about it. He could feel a slight tingle in
his fingers - a telltale sign his body gave him when he knew he
found what he was looking for. This urn was definitely shiny, it
was definitely valuable, and it sure looked important, especially
if something like Passion was protecting it. This must
have been when Wess wanted him to get.


           
It looked like a spittoon.


           
He wasn't looking forward to trudging his way back through the
castle to the front gates, but at least now he could finally put
this castle behind him.










Chapter 9

 


With the urn tucked protectively in his arms,
he began the long process of walking all the way back to the first
floor, avoiding as many encounters as he could and sidestepping all
the threats. On the way back, he decided against having to climb
two sets of Wall Staples to leave the place - he was on the other
side of the main gate, so he could easily shove it open from the
inside.


           
Day had broken while Duster was running about inside the castle.
From the angle of the sun, he guessed it was probably late morning;
he had been in there for hours. And weirdly, he didn't even feel
that exhausted, even though he was practically ready to crash on
his bed the moment he saw it. Nonetheless, he was hoping his father
would congratulate him by letting him sleep until tomorrow.

           
Nippolyte was still there as well, having tended to his garden
until daybreak. He was standing just over the grate leading into
the sewers going towards his home, although the hole was grated up,
preventing anyone from going in or out. Duster never saw him not
working on the cemetery during the day, so… when did he ever
sleep?

           
"Oh, hey," Nippolyte called, seeing Duster emerge from the front
door of the castle, carrying a shiny urn in his arms. "It's old man
Wess's son, What's-His-Name." Duster laughed - it was good to be
out of that castle. Hopefully he won't have to deal with ghosts or
spiders the size of his face ever again.

           
"Hey, Nippolyte." Duster was awfully chipper now that he was away
from that nightmare. "You were busy with your garden all night?
When do you sleep?"

           
"I sleep whenever you don't see me," he replied cryptically. "I was
asleep the whole time you were in the castle, and whenever you're
not watching me on the grounds, I'm in my bed, catching some Z's."
They both had another laugh over his riddles, "If you're headed
out, crossing the drawbridge would be faster and safer than taking
this underground passage." He dug into his pocket, reaching around
in it for a moment before withdrawing a small, slender key. "This
is the key for the drawbridge. It'll let you take the express way
out." He handed the small, toothy string of steel to Duster. "You
can keep it. Consider it a reward for being the first in quite some
time to be inside Osohe castle. This underground passage here is
good enough for me."

           
With a duly thanks, Duster left Nippolyte to doing what he was
doing, and proceeded to the drawbridge. There was a padlock on the
bridge's crank that let the bridge rise and fall; unlocking it, he
gave the crank a few turns, and the bridge fell into place.


           
He rushed back to his home, careful of the urn in his hands,
running over the bridge and through the calm cemetery. Maybe it was
just a night-time thing with the zombies? Whatever the case, there
were none at the moment.

           
The square was bustling with activity, although it was clear
everybody was still broken-hearted about Hinawa's tragic passing,
and nobody was really giving it their all at anything. Flint was
nowhere to be found - maybe he was in the mountains again
already.

           
Heading east at the well, across the stream, and up the hill, he
was back at the front door to his home. His mission was a complete
success, and the grin on his face could tell anyone as much.


           
"Dad!" he cheered as he charged through the open door, the urn safe
and sound in his arms. "I'm back!"

           
Wess was sitting in front of the fireplace, stoking the blaze he
had lit, and from the smell of things he was busy cooking up some
breakfast. He turned around, facing a smiling Duster as he entered
the door, the item tucked under his right armpit. "Is that a snake
around your waist?"

           
"Um," he stuttered. He could feel the snake ripple and coil at the
sound of its name. "Yeah. It's a long story, but I found a pet in
the castle."

           
Wess hummed, nodding in understanding. "When you were a kid, I
always thought of getting you something like a pet. Teach you some
responsibility and all that. A snake was not my first idea,
though." He clapped his hands together, rubbing them excitedly.
"You came back faster than I expected, too. Let's have a look,
then."

           
Duster carefully withdrew the urn and placed it on the floor
between them. It practically sparkled in the dancing embers of the
lit fireplace, its incredible shine illuminating the room.


           
"Is this… ?!"


           
Wess looked the urn over, keeping his hands to himself, noting
every nuance of the urn. The careful craftsmanship in this simple
item was astounding: there wasn't a single flaw anywhere in it.
After years of neglect, the dust seemed to be completely repelled
by the urn's shine and masterful design. There wasn't a nick, or a
chip, or so much as an imperfection in even the paint on the urn.
Wess was almost speechless.

           
"This luster," he awed. "This texture," he marveled "This delicate,
profound, shiny… quality!" With some reluctance, he tore his eyes
away from the urn to look at Duster. He was feeling pretty proud of
himself, having brought it back and making his father happy. "This
is the legendary Noble Spittoon, passed down from generation to
generation in Osohe. You found it! I can't believe it, Duster! My
judgment was correct after all! Duster, you're exceptionally…


           
"STUPIDER THAN I THOUGHT!!!"


           
Duster jumped back in surprise, all the little hairs on his body
standing on end at his father's incredible mood whiplash. His voice
was loud and echoed repeatedly in Duster's ears.

           
Before Duster had a chance to collect himself, Wess picked up the
urn and smashed it against the ground, shattering it into thousands
of pieces.

           
"You moron, you MORON, YOU MORON!!"


           
Duster, now fearful for his own safety, and his earlier sense of
accomplishment evaporated, backed himself up to the door, ready at
a moment's notice to open it and begin sprinting for his very life.
"You call yourself a thief," Wess shouted, "yet you can't even tell
what it is you need to steal?!" He backed up to his fireplace,
shouting how Duster was pathetic and moronic the whole time he
checked his eggs.

           
Duster didn't know what to say. He went into Osohe castle, he
searched it high and low, and that urn was what he had to show for
it. There was nothing left! That was the most valuable thing the
castle had to offer him! But he didn't dare try to raise his voice
against his father, not the way he was acting now.

           
"Did you bring back any other jackpot items?! Is that really all,
moron?!" he yelled condescendingly. Even though he was taller than
Wess, he could still feel like he was physically being looked down
on. "Did you find the Royal Bedpan? Or maybe the Jeweled Bib? Are
you sure you're not fooling around to try and entertain me? You
moron."

           
Duster quickly searched his mind, trying to think of something,
anything, that might appease his father after this apparent screw
up. He dug about in his pocket, his mind racing, when he gripped
onto something smooth, with a long, beaded string. Immediately, he
remembered the pendant his rival had dropped in the castle in his
or her haste into its depths.

           
With nothing else to show for his efforts, he withdrew the pendant
and placed it where the spittoon was. While not nearly as shiny as
the urn, it did manage to catch Wess's attention.


           
"… ?! Th-this," he stuttered, grasping the pendant gently by the
string. Duster didn't know what to expect now. "It's not what I was
looking for," he continued, although there was no ire in his tone.
"But I wonder… "

           
Wess took the pendant back over to the fireplace, inspecting it
closely, flipping the eggs in his pan effortlessly without turning
his eyes away from the small accessory. "Duster," he said loudly,
although it sounded as though he had forgotten completely about his
son's earlier mistake. "I think I know who owns this pendant. I
think it belongs to the princess of Osohe castle."

           
"The princess?" Duster asked, finally getting up the nerve to
speak.

           
"Did you meet her?"

           
"No, I… heard footsteps near where I was, so I hid until they
passed. That pendant was lying on the floor when they were
gone."

           
Wess hummed and nodded again. "At least you learned
something." He gave the pendant back to Duster, who
stuffed it hastily into his pocket, and looked his son in the eye.
"Your first mission was a complete and utter failure, Duster, but
this is no time to be calling you a moron. I'll come with you this
time. We're heading to Osohe at once. Take me to the room you found
the spittoon in."

           
Duster gulped - all the way back to the top? Were the
ghosts still active in the day? But he wasn't about to say 'no' to
his dad, so he nodded. "There's no time to waste, Duster. We have
to find the princess, quickly. There's another thunder bomb outside
for you."

           
Picking up the bomb, they both rushed off to the castle, intent on
finding Duster's supposed 'rival'.

           
Just as they made for the north exit of the square, they stopped.
There was a loud rumbling off in the distance, and a cloud of dust
was beginning to rise in front of the castle.

           
"Huh?" Duster audibly wondered. It was only a few minutes - he
hadn't expected something to be happening at the castle during his
short absence.

           
"Any of this seem familiar, Duster?" Wess asked.

           
"No, none of that was there when I came out of the castle.
Especially not that odd noise." They continued forward, rushing as
quickly as they could to the castle. Halfway through the junction
between the village, the forest, and the cemetery, they found a set
of tracks.


           
Of what, though, they had never seen before. It definitely couldn't
have come from any animal, and it wasn't from any carriage or
wheelbarrow they had ever seen. Whatever they were, though, they
were pointed right at the castle.

           
As they approached the castle, they found the source of the dust,
the sound, and the tracks, all at once. But neither of them knew
what to make of it.


           
Enormous steel carriages, with large, purposeless snouts on their
tops, and pulled by nothing at all, were roaring their way down the
castle's dropped drawbridge. Following behind them were men in
weird costumes, unlike Wess had ever seen, but Duster recognized
all too quickly. He pulled his father off to the side before they
could be seen.

           
The only one dressed in blue turned to face its comrades dressed in
pink, and made some kind of waving motion to the others with just
its right arm. The others each complied, making the same movements,
like some kind of dance or something.


           
And they began to file into the castle, heedless of Nippolyte's
garden in front of its gate, walking all over and killing his poor
potatotoes. Peeking around the corner and surveying the area to be
sure that they had all left, Duster signaled for his father to
follow, and they carefully stepping onto the castle's
grounds.

           
There was Nippolyte, dirty and beaten on the ground in front of his
village patch. They both rushed to his side, helping him to his
feet as he coughed up the dirt he had swallowed when the men in pig
masks rubbed his face in it.

           
"Ow ow oww… Sure wound up in a bit o' trouble, didn't I? Some
pig-looking guys just bust into the castle," he coughed, hacking up
some phlegm into his hand.

           
"Nippolyte, get back to your shack," Wess instructed. "Duster and I
have business in the castle here. We won't let them get away with
destroying our island."

           
"Do be careful," he coughed, and he slowly hobbled his way back to
his shack in the cemetery. Duster and Wess head into the castle's
open front doors instead, intent on paying the men in pig masks
back for what they had done, and to find the princess of
Osohe.

           
They charged inside, straight into the foyer, where two of those
same men in pig masks were guarding the way farther in. They had a
peculiar puppet with them as well; it appeared to be made of clay,
with a single, bobbing wire with a red ball on its end jutting out
of its top. It had long, thick, flat arms and legs, and a pair of
holes and a mouth drawn into its skin where they ought to be if it
had a head.


           
Once the two pig masks realized they had company, the one closest
to the doll pulled out a pair of long, silver prods, and it fiddled
with something on its hip. An arc of electricity arced between the
two prods, and quickly, the pig mask shoved them both into the
puppet's clay skin.

           
Wess laughed, confident that with their Thief Tools, they could
handle the two pig masks easily. But he silenced himself when they
electricity brought the large puppet to life; somehow, the thing
managed to stand under its own power after it took that shock to
its system, and the first thing it did was walk towards them
both.


           
And that's basically all it did.


           
It sure looked intimidating, but it did little but throw a punch or
two. If it got too close to Wess and Duster, they would just take a
few steps backwards and start attacking it again. After a while,
Duster got tired of using his Thief Tools and gave the creature a
swift kick to the face.


           
It went down like a rock.


           
Once the creature was down the same pig mask withdrew the same pair
of prods and went through the motions to bring it back to life.
After shocking the clump of clay with the battery on its hip once
more, it backed off, expecting it to jump to life again. When it
did not, the pig mask kicked the clay, making an audible grunt of
frustration before it and its partner, dispirited from fighting a
man with a poor leg and his father, retreated farther into the
castle.

           
"Who were they?" Wess asked. "Were they here this morning?"

           
Duster thought back to his first trip through. They weren't
anywhere in the castle when he first marched through it, but he did
recall seeing - and hearing - that blimp off in the distance as it
launched three or four of somethings behind it. "They might have
been," he replied, "but they waited until now to strike."

           
Wess chuckled to himself. "Well, that clay thing wasn't so tough.
If that was their weapon and we still beat it, then we should be
able to walk all over them."

           
The main hall of the castle was haunted the first time Duster
investigated it, but now, the only thing that patrolled its halls
were those pig masks. They wasted no time in occupying as much of
the castle as they could at once; they must have been halfway up
the castle by now.


           
They carried the oddest looking club either of them had ever seen,
and they held them a very inefficient way to hold a stick. But when
the sticks fired a blinding, and painful as Duster found out, beam,
they realized they were not sticks at all.

           
Duster knew exactly which way to go and didn't bother with the
cellar or the little bazaar in the center room. They both ran
upstairs, into the hall with the three possessed suits of armor
that had attacked him earlier. He remembered how difficult it was
to combat them, and hoped the pig masks would have as much
difficulty with them as him.


           
They hardly put up a fight after a few kicks to the belly.

           
Duster knew exactly which way to go and didn't bother with the
cellar or the little bazaar in the center room. They both ran
upstairs, into the hall with the three possessed suits of armor
that had attacked him earlier. He remembered how difficult it was
to combat them, and hoped the pig masks would have as much
difficulty with them as him.


           
No such luck, unfortunately. But maybe they got caught up in the
ghost's party in the parlor? He recalled one of them saying how
their party never actually ended, so the pig masks must
have run into them as well.

           
Apparently they did, and they were conquered just as easily. Duster
had hoped their numbers would have put up a strong defense, but he
was clearly wrong.


           
A few of Wess's thunder bombs were enough to clear the room out,
though.

           
"Where next, Duster?" Wess asked, looking around the room and
spying the ladder of staples. "Up there?"

           
"Hold on," he replied, taking a risk knowing how his father would
likely react. He head in the opposite direction, towards the
kitchen next to the parlor. "I want to check up on some friends of
mine."

           
"What friends?" Wess asked, a little indignant that Duster would
deliberately detour them when their objective was of the utmost
priority. "This better be good, Duster."

           
He opened the door, heading straight into the kitchen, and just as
he figured…


           
"This is a pretty good reason," Wess immediately recanted, getting
the attention of every ghost in the room. It looked as though the
pig masks had simply crammed all of them into one room rather than
try and defeat something they couldn't touch.

           
"Hey!" one of them shouted. They didn't know which one. They were
all perfectly identical. "It's that normal person from before!" One
of them from the crowd floated up and over the others, making its
way to him and Wess quickly. Duster recalled one of them being
fixated on him being a 'normal person'.

           
"You're from the party?" Duster asked, making sure his identifying
with the right ghost. "You told me which way to go?"

           
"That's right," it replied, a cartoon-like grin on its transparent
face. Duster was calm as could be, but Wess was practically shaking
in his boots, "A bunch of weird guys showed up and started wrecking
the place, so we all fled into this room."

           
Duster was surprised by that. "You mean, they didn't force
you?"

           
"No. Most of us don't have the spine to stand up to them - pun
absolutely intended - and we all took shelter in this
kitchen." It looked around the room, noting all the pairs of eyes
that were focused on them. "They have stuff we've never seen
before, and we got spooked ourselves." It laughed at its own joke.
"Are those things usual in the living world now?"

           
Duster shook his head. "We've never seen anything like it either.
We're working on finding someone, and once we find her we're going
to work on kicking the guys in pig masks out. Have you seen a
living girl anywhere in the castle?"

           
"Oh yeah, the princess?" it asked, winking one of its eyeless
sockets. "She's the only person who can still say she
lives here, after all this time. She's probably hanging
around the upper floors of the castle somewhere; it's pretty
linear, so you shouldn't miss her."

           
"Thanks again for the help," Duster finished, and showed Wess out
of the room, before the old man had an aneurysm over witnessing the
living dead like that.

           
"Duster," he said once they were clear of the kitchen, "you're
friends with those ghosts?!"

           
"Not all of them," he replied, "but they can be cool if you get to
know them a little."

           
On the upper floor, they came across the same gap in the floor,
with the same candlestick in the wall. Duster was a little
concerned that the candlestick might not be able to support both
him and Wess, but no better way to find out than to try. "Hey dad,"
he said slyly, "want to know what this snake is good for?" Wess
eyed him suspiciously, but said 'sure' all the same.

           
"Hey, rope snake," Duster said, gripping the snake gently by the
head like he had last time. The snake responded immediately,
loosening its grip around his waist a little bit. "I need a rope
again." Just as it had last time, it loosened itself from his waist
and slithered up his stomach, under his shirt, and then down his
left arm, coiling itself around his forearm. Wess shivered in
disgust.

           
Duster didn't even need to instruct it what to do this time; it
simply assumed the same position as it had last time, ready to
sling forward at a flick of the arm. "Hold on, dad," he instructed,
and Wess complied by gripping onto Duster's shoulders, though he
was unsure of just what Duster was thinking. With a single motion,
he slung his arm forward, and the snake launched out, grasping onto
the candlestick like before.


           
"Where did you learn to teach it that?" Wess asked, a little out of
breath from the sudden exhilaration. Duster didn't answer; he
pressed on forward, getting his father to follow.

           
"This was the room I found the pendant in," he said once they
entered the small stairway partition.

           
"It was right here in this doorway. The footsteps led farther into
the castle. But then the whole place just seemed to stop, and I
never ran into her on the way out, so I don't know what to tell
you."

           
"There are more secrets to this castle than meets the eye, Duster,"
Wess said cryptically. "She alone knows this castle better than
anyone else, so I'd imagine she managed to slip by you."

           
Interestingly, the pig masks didn't seem to make it this far into
the castle - perhaps they didn't have the sense to climb to the
ladder of staples Duster had left them, or maybe they couldn't make
it across the hole in the floor. But nonetheless, the ghosts still
ruled in the following rooms and corridors, just as he had left
them.


           
"It's just past this last room," Duster said, hurrying on past the
others. He opened the doors to the room he met Mr. Passion in, half
expecting the ghost to be back, flinging around his baton the same
way he had before and causing another whirlwind right in the middle
of the room.

           
That wasn't the case, fortunately enough. The room was calm, with
everything left exactly where Duster had left it last. They kept on
to the final room.

           
"This is the room I found the spittoon in," Duster murmured as he
spun the knob and pushed the door open. The simple gray room it led
them both to was almost completely featureless: no windows, no
creases or cracks in the stone and very little dust anywhere in it.
But in the rear of the room, adorning the walls, were drawings of
men doing particular dances and poses. In the middle of them all
was an enormous stone face, its mouth clamped tightly shut, its
expression gazing down on them both, almost judging them.

           
"The real treasure is further inside," said Wess, staring into the
rock face's eyes. Duster stepped aside, allowing his father to
examine the features of the craftsmanship up close. He ran his old
fingers across its details, taking in everything about the face,
"It appears someone has opened this door… very recently too. I
believe only the princess has the ability to unlock this secret
door," he mused. He sighed, then turned around. "Duster," he said,
"this is embarrassing. I need you to turn the other way."

           
Not one to question his father's commands, Duster did as he was
told, facing towards the wooden door they had come through. "Don't
look, now!" he heard Wess say, and soon the sound of tapping shoes
began to echo through the otherwise silent room. "I'm not going to
stick my butt out or anything like that, though. Just so you
know."


           
After a while, Duster heard the sounds of grinding stone.


           
"The princess most likely went through here. And those pig fellows
are probably still inside as well. So we need to be careful!"
Before Wess allowed Duster to do or say anything, he added, "you
moron!"

           
Duster assumed it was safe to turn around, so he did. He eyed the
new face in the stone wall, fascinated how a funny little dance
could move stone all by itself. And the grin on the face was just
so happy! They showed themselves down its open mouth, and once they
were both clear of its teeth, the stone face snapped shut once
more.

           
The room immediately following the stone face was a skybox of
sorts, overlooking a large garden Duster had never seen
before.

           
In the very center of the lush, green garden was a shiny object
that Duster couldn't quite make out from this distance. It looked
something like a pen, or a needle, sticking out of the ground, and
it glowed brilliantly in the late morning sunlight. "Hey dad," he
said, pointing over the balcony, "is that what we're-"

           
"Focus," Wess scolded, pushing him forward and towards the only
other exit to the room. "What we want is in the castle's tower, not
in its backyard. The sooner we find it-"


           
There was a flash of light and they both fell down.


           
Duster got to his feet first, rushing to his father and covering
him with himself, he looked up the stairs to see their attacker
himself, already thinking up different strategies and possibilities
to return the offensive.

           
At the top of the stairs was a young woman with red hair, dressed
in an unwashed, yet still elegant, sky-blue dress. She was sitting
on the ground, with a large, clearly unfashionable contraption
wrapped painfully around her ankle. She carried a rather large
knife in her right hand, and she glared down mercilessly at the two
men below her.

           
Before something else happened, though, she immediately made a
surprised gasp, and lowered her weapon. "Wess?" she asked, her
voice shaky from the pain in her leg. "Is that you, you old
geezer?!"

           
Wess recognized that voice immediately, and wordlessly pushed his
son out of the way so he could climb the steps himself. Once he got
a good look at the girl, he let out a sigh of relief. "Oh,
princess!" he said, his heart still racing a mile a minute from
that blast. "So it was you!" He laughed nervously. "My,
how things bring back memories! Sometimes… I wouldn't remember you
for not but a little bit! No, no, wait, I'm so giddy that I've
mixed up my words! I haven't forgotten about you for but a bit!"
Duster raised an eyebrow at his old man; he almost never saw his
dad all flustered like this, so this girl must have been the real
deal. "No, no, wait," he blustered, realizing his screw up.
"Duster, you moron! Get your act together!"

           
"What did I do?" asked Duster, mockingly hurtfully.

           
"Whatever. I got my leg caught in this stupid-ass trap. I can't
afford to die here, so I was just thinkin' about cuttin' my foot
off." She spoke so modestly, like it was something she did every
weekend.

           
Wess laughed, clearly calling her bluff. "I see you're as reckless
as ever!" he chided, "but you needn't resort to cutting your foot
off, princess. For me and my Thief Arts, a simple trap like this is
absolutely nothing to never worry about!" He caught his tongue much
faster that time. "No, wait! What I mean is, just leave it to me!
I'll have this off faster than you can say 'piece-of-cake'!"

           
"Your mouth-motor is still greased up good, I see," she hummed
while Wess went about his work. After fiddling with its pins and
hinges for a moment, the clasp around her ankle sprang open,
releasing her from its grasp. She stood up, the pain from her ankle
easy enough to ignore, clearly.


           
"Princess… I'm so pleased to know you're all right… " Wess
wheezed.


           
The first thing the girl noticed, however, was the gleam coming
from Duster's pocket. "That's my pendant!" she said excitedly,
reaching for the jewelry sticking out of his pants pocket, when she
recoiled immediately at the sight of the bright red snake wrapped
firmly around him. "Is that a snake wrapped around your waist?" she
asked incredulously.

           
"That is a snake wrapped around my waist," he replied, reaching for
the pendant himself and offering it back to her.

           
Rather than accept the pendant from his outstretched hand, she
snapped it away in a quick swing, her eyes narrowed in anger at
him. "I was looking for this!" she shouted. "So it was you
who stole it from me! Damn. Can't let my guard down for even a
second. He your son, geezer?" she asked Wess, giving Duster the
cold shoulder. Wess nodded in response, and the girl faced him
again, her eyes running over every inch of him. She hummed in
thought as she got closer, her face just inches from his - it made
him a little cautious. He didn't know what it was she threw at them
when they first came in the room, after all. "His breath kinda
stinks," she said finally, backing away.

           
"Wess said your name was Duster?" she asked, rudely turning away
from him while addressing him. "My name's Kumatora. It's good to
meet you." She pivoted once more and extended her hand for him to
shake.

           
She was giving him a lot of mixed messages with her personality,
but he accepted anyway. Better to have an ally than an enemy.
"Likewise."

           
"I can probably guess why you two are here," she continued after
their handshake, turning back up the stairs, "so let's get a move
on, huh? The sooner we get to this thing, the better, don't you
know?"

           
"Where are you going, princess?" Wess asked, suddenly speaking to
her like she was Duster's sister.

           
"Isn't it obvious? You guys're here for it too, aintcha?"


           
"But," he began, eying her blood-stained ankle, "your leg is
injured… you'd do best resting someplace safe, my dear."

           
"Just a little spit on it and it'll be good as new!" she chirped,
eager to get a move on up the stairs. "I'm all grown up now, Wess.
A little bite like this isn't gonna be anything. Let's get a move
on! Hey, geezer's son! Escort me, will ya?! Geez!"


           
Defeated, Wess gave a heavy sigh. There wasn't any fighting
Kumatora back then, and there isn't any now.

           
"Do you mind if I ask, princess-" Duster began, before she angrily
cut him off.

           
"None of that 'princess' crap with you, okay Duster?" she snapped.
"Wess is old, so he can get away with that, but it feels too weird
if someone my age says that. Just call me by my name."

           
He chuckled, waving his hands in apology. "I'm sorry, Kumatora.
But, if you don't mind, what was it you tried to hit us with when
he first came in the room? Some kind of bomb? It was odd."

           
It was Kumatora's turn to laugh. "That," she said
boastfully, "was a little trick I learned a long time ago from some
eccentric friends of my family. They called it 'PK Freeze'.
Whatever it hits, turns solid ice." She smiled broadly, proud of
her unique skill.

           
"A trick?" he asked, confused. "Like, our Thief Arts?"

           
As they proceeded down the corridor, Kumatora began to get antsy,
ready to finally show off her skill to someone that would watch.
"Not even!" she said loudly. "You see these wisps all over the
place? "I can freeze them with my mind!"


           
Duster was having difficulty believing it, even though he just saw
it with his own two eyes, but Kumatora was telling the truth: she
simply concentrated a little bit, and suddenly, the floating flame
froze in a solid chunk of light-blue ice. She acted as though she
was a kid in a playpen, freezing the wandering spirits with just a
wave of the hand and a blink of the eye.

           
"Can you set fire to things to?" Duster asked, bewildered. He had
heard fantastic stories and about people who could set fire to
things with their mind, but never ice. Maybe she was as limited as
those fictional heroes and villains were.

           
"Sure can!"

           
Duster was aghast by the powers she so casually wielded, using it
on whatever, whenever. He was glad she was on his side.

           
The three of them scaled the tower of the castle, making their way
to the very top floor. There were more holes in the floor, like
they had found just above the parlor, but these seemed more like
they were placed deliberately than that one. Each time they made a
lap around the tower's insides, they came across the same hole in
roughly the same spot, making an enormous drop from the top to the
bottom straight down their centers.

           
Duster felt pretty bad for his pet snake, asking it to ferry all
three of them like that, but it was cooperative, if not actually
enjoying itself. He was glad somebody was, because the trip up the
tower was just seeing the same thing over and over. The same
corridor, the same stairway partition, the same hole in the ground.
If nothing else, at least it was easy.

           
After their third lap, Kumatora began to walk a little lopsidedly.
"Whoa," she said, her pace suddenly leaning a bit to the side. She
reached out for the wall, bracing herself against it. Her face
began to flush; it was all very sudden.

           
"Princess!" Wess nearly shouted, very concerned over her
well-being. "Are you okay?" He got a look of her face; she was a
little feverish, and her forehead began to moisten with sweat.
"You're sick!" he declared, quickly rummaging through his pockets
for something to treat her with. "Duster, check your pockets! Do
you have anything to help her? Medicines, herbs, at least some
mints to keep her comfortable?"

           
"Calm down, geezer," she laughed. "This is a good sign." Wess
didn't believe her for a moment. "This has happened once before,
when I first learned that PK Fire trick. If I use enough magic, I
get all feverish and dizzy, and I can hardly walk straight."

           
"Oh, is that it?" he asked, somewhat relieved. "Then just stop
using it. Duster and I can pick up the slack; our Thief Arts are
more than formidable for any ghost."

           
"No way!" she answered, not indignant, but delighted. "Just wait a
little bit, and you'll see, old man. It's been so long since I've
felt this… it's gonna be awesome, just watch."

           
After a small disagreement, they continued on Kumatora's orders,
climbing the tower the whole way. They eventually came to a
widening in the floor plan - they were nearing the tower's keep at
the top.

           
"I know this part," Kumatora said between sickly heaves. "See those
brooms that are just moving back and forth? Don't get caught by
them," she cautioned. "I don't know what it is they're packin', but
they got some crazy magic where if you do-"

           
Against her own advice, she wandered out into the middle of the
room, having known their pattern, but her sickness got in her way,
and she got a little clumsy. The moment they were spotted, Duster
could feel something grip him tightly all over his body, and before
he knew it…

            …
they were back where they started.

           
"That's kind of annoying," Duster spat as they climbed out of the
trash can large enough to fit them all.

           
"It's pretty fun, actually," said Kumatora, dusting herself off,
"when that's pretty much the only entertainment you have in this
castle."

           
They began their walk back up the tower, boringly making their way
back through the corridors, reaching the keep once again. They took
much more careful measures to avoid the brooms this time.


           
It was followed by yet another partition, but the final corridor
above it all was dressed differently, in elegant carpets and
draperies. The paranormal activity was still as rampant as ever;
possessing articles of clothing bearing Osohe's old colors before
its abandonment, seemingly realizing that the castle was under
attack and that they were being called to arms once more.

           
And to prove the point, just before the door into the keep itself,
the spirits of the castle united in one last attempt to keep their
treasure from being stolen away.

           
They put up a decent fight, but after coming so far, Duster and
Wess weren't going to leave the castle empty-handed.


           
"This is the last stop," Kumatora stated, her fever still high.
"Ain't nothin' left in this tower after this door. But I figure
you're after what's in there anyway."

           
"You're quite brave to soldier on with such a high fever,
princess," complimented Wess, offering a sympathetic hand on her
shoulder.

           
She pushed his hand away, however. "It's nothing," she said,
getting a little irate over Wess's paranoid protection. "And
actually, it should be going away in… "

           
She stopped her speech and straightened her back. She brought her
hand to her forehead and closed her eyes, taking a deep breath;
after a long exhale, her hand began to glow an off-green, and then
it was over. Her fever was gone in an instant: she wasn't heaving
or sweating, and her throat was clear.

           
She inspected her fingertips, and with just a thought, she flung
out a few static bolts from her nails. Itty bitty ones, but they
were just a demonstration: she could summon electricity at will,
adding to her already formidable arsenal. "Cool," she laughed.
"Now, let's get that thing."

           
The keep of the tower was mostly featureless, but it had more to
offer than the chamber with the urn. It held a pedestal on a raised
bit of stone flooring. On both sides of the pedestal was a lion's
head carved out of more stone, but the obvious attraction was the
small, shiny, valuable object resting between them. It looked
something like an egg, with drawings in red paint all across it,
and a pair of fake-looking wings on its apex. But the red on the
egg resonated white periodically: this was no average
decoration.

           
"Yes, here we are," Wess said, looking around the room
nostalgically, "This is where I hid it. Duster. This," he paused,
"was the 'certain important item' I had instructed you to bring
back." Wess looked it over, his hands by his sides, not yet ready
to remove the treasure. "It's known by some as the 'Egg of Light',
or the 'Hummingbird Egg'. And truth be told, even I don't know much
about it. The Hummingbird Egg is a ball of secrets inside secrets
that are inside even more secrets… or something like that,
supposedly, apparently."

           
Duster crossed his arms and looked at Kumatora, unsure of what to
think of his father's words. She just nodded, confirming Wess's
statements about the egg. "And now that ball of secrets is needed,"
she said. Wess stood aside, allowing the princess full access to
the egg herself. She took his place, staring almost dreamily into
the reflective shine of the egg. "If this wound up in the wrong
hands," she began, "the lid on the secrets would come undone, and…
" She gave the egg a soft flick on its shell, jittering it on its
pedestal. "… bad things would happen."


           
"Just what sort of hope - or calamity - is hidden away inside this
egg? I've been around for a long time, and not even I know," he
sighed. He approached the egg once more. "In any case, the
Hummingbird Egg is our secret."

           
"But doesn't it seem kinda ridiculous that the egg of a tiny lil'
hummingbird holds all the worlds secrets?"

           
"It's probably just a name," Duster answered, getting his father's
attention.

           
"You don't believe any of this, do you, Duster?"

           
"With everything that's happened in the past few days, dad, I can't
afford to not believe anything." He rubbed the exhaustion from both
his eyes - he still hadn't slept in a good twenty-eight hours now,
and adrenaline from adventuring could only get him so far. "I
started believing once Flint and I found what we found on the
mountaintop the day before yesterday. So if this little egg holds
the secrets to everything, well, color me ridiculous."


           
"Indeed, it is quite ridiculous. But what's most ridiculous of all
is this moron standing right here." Wess began to stare daggers
into him once again. "Duster," he spat, "this egg gives off such a
thick scent of secrets so concentrated it almost reminds me of
condensed milk. Yet you couldn't even catch a single whiff of it!
That's how much of a moron you are!" Duster didn't bother replying.
It was no use fighting his dad like this. But when Wess added
"you're a failure as a thief!" he began to get disheartened. He
backed away from the egg, afraid he might do something dumb like
drop it.


           
"You shouldn't keep callin' your own kid a moron like that."
Kumatora chimed in.


           
Just as Duster was going to thank her for the defense, she
continued. "Because if he really was a moron, he wouldn't
understand anyways." Suddenly he felt very insecure about himself.
"Anyway, we can't let the bad guys get their hands on this
egg."

           
Just as she said that, there was a loud thump on the closed door
behind them. They both whirled around, surprised at the sudden
noise, watching the door intently. "Speak of the devil!" she
hollered, "Geezer! Duster! We gotta get out of here!"

           
Without any hesitation, she removed the egg from its pedestal.
"Princess!" Wess shouted alarmingly, "please wait! I know it seems
to be sitting there nonchalantly but I placed traps around the
egg!"

           
Kumatora realized what she did the moment he said it, but it took
her a moment to register her folly. "Traps?" she echoed worriedly,
glancing around the room for something to happen.


           
And then the floor opened up.


           
"Princess!" Wess hollered as they all plummeted down the tower,
through each floor, down each hole they had crossed with the rope
snake on their way up. None of them had any control over their own
flights, flipping and spinning wildly as they dropped.

           
"My bad," she simply replied.

           
Their long fall eventually came to an abrupt stop at the bottom of
the tower, in a massive well filled halfway with water. The well
sported two large piles of bones as decoration, their collections
piling high above the flat surface. Wess was the first to bring
himself back up over the water, finding himself alone in the
tower's base.

           
"Princess! Are you alright?!" Wess shouted at the top of his
lungs.


           
Kumatora emerged just as he finished his cry, quickly spitting the
water out and wiping the moisture from her eyes. "Yeah," she
answered, having heard him clearly under the surface, "I'm just
fine, but… " She looked around the room, trying to find
something.

           
"Whatever is the matter?" he asked, looking around the room with
her, trying to find whatever it was she was. "If you're worried
about that moron, don't be. He's been trained for just this sort of
thing."

           
"Falling a dozen stories, into a pool of water in a well? He's been
trained for that?"

           
"Sure has."

           
Kumatora was dumbstruck. "And what about the egg? Has he been
trained to retrieve an item from the well at the same time?"

           
"Come again?! That moron isn't gone… but the egg is?!"


           
Shortly after, Duster broke the surface himself. He took a deep
gasp for air, shaking his head of the water from his eyes. "I'm
okay," he sputtered, treading the water, "and I got this."

           
Duster rose the egg up out of the water like it was a holy
object.


           
"Oh the egg! Oh, and Duster. Well done! You got the egg! I've
called you a moron eleven times so far, but I take it all back! You
are no longer a moron. Hurray!"

           
Duster looked at his father, hurt from his words. "You've been
keeping count?"

           
Just as he said his words, a large shadow crept up from the depths
below, circling the bottom of the well a few times before coming to
rest just underneath the egg.


           
"I don't know if I'd say 'Hurray' just yet… " Kumatora uttered
slowly.


           
A large, pink snake slowly revealed itself from under the water.
Kumatora, thinking fast, tried to freeze the creature, but it did
almost nothing. It bit her leg and tried to drag her under the
water


           
Duster's kick, although in water, was still extremely fast and
painful. The snake let go of Kumatora and rose up high.


           
Duster, Wess, and Kumatora climbed up on top of a skull pile.


           
"Water conducts electricity," Kumatora recalled out loud, "So let's
see what happens when I do this."


           
Kumatora let loose several bolts of lightning from her fingers and
into the water. There was a huge flash and the three of them fell
into the water.


           
When they opened their eyes, the snake was floating belly-up on the
surface.


           
All of a sudden the whole building started to shake.


           
"Now what?!" Wess yelled.


           
There was a loud crash and they turned around. The wall had opened
up and they were being sucked through it!


           
"Swim away!" Kumatora yelled.


           
But it was no use. The current was way too strong for them and the
three of them and the egg were swept away.

 


           
Wess awoke with a start, lurching forward once he regained
consciousness. His body ached all over, and his clothes and his
hair were all matted down with water, but he was alive, at the very
least. The first thing he saw when he awoke was Kumatora standing
dutifully at the foot of the bed, with Lighter and Fuel watching
over him as well.

           
He swung his feet over the edge of the bed, standing himself
upright. He was quickly assisted by the others, worried about his
old, rickety bones.


           
"Oh! You're awake, geezer!" Kumatora observed with glee.


           
"Where are we?" he asked, a little light-headed. He glanced around
the room, noticing a few familiar objects hanging off the walls and
resting around the place. "My house?"

           
"You and this especially tough girl got washed down the river,"
Fuel explained happily. "Good thing my dad was there, 'cause I
would have pretended not to see you if it'd just been me." He said
that with the most sincere grin on his face, it was almost
unbelievable.

           
"I see," Wess answered. "Thank you, Fuel."

           
"I see you two are doing fine," Lighter began, "and we really gotta
get going. We have a house to build. You two take it easy." He
motioned to his son. "Come on, Fuel."

           
Just as they began to leave the house, Wess called out to them.
"Did you find that moron with us, too?


           
"You mean Duster? It was just you two. You know, for a couple, you
two sure have a huge age difference. Not that I'm judging or
anything."

           
Wess ignored the remark. "That moron - I mean, Duster, taking his
damn merry time," he cursed. "He's in big trouble once I
find him… "

           
Lighter and Fuel began to show themselves out. "You were both
unconscious," he said over his shoulder. "You should get a little
more rest." And they were both gone.

           
"Don't be dumb! Let's go look for him right now!" Kumatora
asserted.


           
The first place they could have looked was back in Tazmily village,
in the square. The stream that ran from Osohe castle's moat ran
right next to their house and out into the ocean - Wess put on a
tough front when it came to Duster, but he was still his father. He
hoped Duster hadn't washed away forever and that someone found him
and was helping him.

           
They both went to the square, to begin their search and start
asking around for Duster.


           
There was a small group gathering around the well in the center of
town.


           
"Ahh! Old Man Wess!" It was Butch, "Where's Duster, that
scumbucket?! He's the only one I told about the money I hid in the
well… and now it's gone! That means Duster stole it! That was
my money!


           
"We've already asked a thousand times, but where did you get it in
the first place?" A woman from the crowd asked, "And besides, what
is 'money' anyway?!"


           
"This sounds all to fishy if you ask me!" Another woman piped
up.


           
"Shut up. Shut up. SHUT UP!!" Butch screamed, "Look, Wess and
Duster both are thieves. But they never did anything before, 'cause
we never had anything to steal in our village! But we all know
they'd steal good stuff like money if they ever saw it!"


           
"Alright! shut yer hole and listen, punk!" Kumatora
interjected.


           
She approached Butch as he ran behind someone, as if using them as
a shield between him and Kumatora's rage.


           
"Who are you?!" Butch asked, quite frightened, "A friend
of the thieves? No violence! NO VIOLENCE!!"


           
"Old Man Wess."


           
Everyone turned and saw the voice they all recognized.


           
It was Flint.


           
"Let's just all of us calm down. Kicking up a fuss won't help us
figure out anything, especially with Duster gone. The villagers and
I believe you. So, for now, let's just wait for Duster to come
back." Flint said calmly and slowly.


           
There was a small pause.


           
"Duster, you moron… " Wess muttered quietly, "You better come back
soon… "

 


           
The mysterious group that has been tinkering with the forest
creatures in almost a toy-like fashion has finally commenced its
plan to alter the town, the lives, and the hearts of the people


           
It seems as if a grand scheme of some sort is hidden behind the
actions of the suspicious peddler who has recently arrived.


           
However, not everyone is content to sit quietly by as the enemy
continues its odious attacks from every angle.


           
Flint, who's family bonds were torn to shreds…


           
Wess and his son Duster, the Thieves of Justice…


           
Princess Kumatora, the mysterious girl who suddenly appeared…


           
Destiny is bringing together those who would use their power for
good.


           
And what has become of Lucas, the crybaby… ?










Chapter 10

 


The last few hours were largely an unfocused
blur. He remembered being with his girlfriend in the deeper bushes
of the Tanetane Island, cleaning her of the ticks off her back,
when he spotted something large and silver in the sky. There was
nothing for a little bit after that, then he recalled being in some
closed area, still with his girlfriend, but the walls and the
ground were cold and very hard. There was nothing comfortable for
him to sit on, and he was always shivering.

           
He remembered a loud, unnatural buzzing noise coming from
everywhere all around them, and he remembered chattering soothingly
to her, keeping her calm, telling her that things would be alright.
Then there was nothing for a little while again. One of the walls
to the small place they were in suddenly fell away, and standing in
the gap was a massive, fat creature with no eyes and a stiff mouth,
unlike anything they had seen before. It carried two small rings in
its large appendages, and it swiftly clamped both the rings around
their necks, securely on them, but not tight enough to be
uncomfortable.

           
After that, they were both dragged, literally, to another opening
in another wall, where he was pushed out into the open air once
again. He took a moment to get his bearings - he had never seen any
place like they were in before. There wasn't a tree to climb or a
vine to swing from anywhere until the land met the sky - when he
took a hit to the back, pushing him into the rough, scorching hot
dirt below. He tried to stand, to be back with his girlfriend, but
more of the large beasts surrounded them, gripping them both by
their paws, and now, here they were.

           
For a moment, they were all still as could be, the rising and
falling of their chests their only movements. Any time he put up a
struggle, the one holding him would grip him tighter, making it
clear that whatever was happening was out of his paws.

           
And then he heard footsteps to his left. He turned his head as best
he could, feeling the unusual tug of the ring one of them had
fastened to him pull against his fur. To his left was another thing
that took their basic shape, but was still very different - it had
eyes, and a flexible, more natural face, and it was adorned with
many other items and colors that the others did not. At the sight
of the new thing, the one holding him released him immediately, and
the others began to sing and dance in some alien way, flailing
their arms and making scary noises out of their toothless
snouts.

           
"Alright, monkey, listen up!" the new thing said loudly, quickly
making its dominance over them known. He had never seen a creature
like this before, but somehow, he knew exactly what it was saying,
and he could follow along easily. "I have a job I want you to do,
and if you don't do it, then this girl monkey is as good as
dead!"


           
He wanted to run from these things - he wanted to take his
girlfriend and run, and get as far away from these things as
possible, back to the jungles of Tanetane and back to the little
things they had taken for granted. But that wasn't going to happen,
especially not with so many, and their strength.

           
The new thing turned back to him, its face flexing the corners of
his mouth into an awkward, upward curve. "Do what you're supposed
to, and you two will have a nice, happy reunion later," it
promised. "I guarantee it! Just do what I say for a little while,
and you two are free as birds! Understand?"

           
He didn't believe what it was saying. His paws were pulling at the
ring around his neck, pulling and tugging, trying to break it off.
"Stop that!" it immediately shouted, and he flinched, jumping back,
not wanting another hard shove to its back or anywhere on it. "If
you don't do what I say, both you and this girlie monkey could wind
up dead, if you're not careful!"


           
Without warning, it dug into a small hole on the side of one of the
ornaments it had draped over itself. It took out a small piece of
silver with a single red circle and a long, thin twig attached to
its corner. It pressed the circle on the silver, and he felt the
ring around his neck begin to send pain all through his body.


           
Without intending to, his body began to move and twist all by
itself. He couldn't control his arms and legs as they began to move
and fling all around himself by themselves, without his so much as
thinking it. And everywhere, all the time, as long as the thing
kept pressing the circle on the silver, he was in tremendous
pain.

           
"Well?" it asked, releasing the circle, and finally, his painful
dance came to an end. He wanted to cry out in horror the whole
time, but his mouth would not obey. Now that he could move
everything himself again, he found that he was too scared to. "How
do you like it?" it asked again. "That ring around your neck is no
ordinary collar. It's so advanced," it began to say, "that no
matter how far you ran - if you made it to the ends of the desert -
no! If you made it all the way back to the jungle! - punishing you
would still be a snap."

           
He didn't know what to think of this thing, having complete control
over him like this. His paws began to reach for the 'collar', as
the thing put it, around his neck once more, when it hovered one of
its dangly claws over the circle. It made a sly 'ah-ah' sound,
threatening to press it once more, and he stopped, moving his paws
back to the ground.


           
"Come to think of it, you don't have a name, do you? You're going
to need one from here on out." It brought one of its paws to its
chin, running its claws across its skin in thought. "We're going to
be socializing, and you're going to be my pet, so I need something
to call you."

           
"Sir," another of the things said suddenly, raising one of its own
paws to its face to get the new thing's attention. "How about
'Charlie'? Charlie the Chimp?"

           
The new thing frowned at the suggestion, hesitating on its answer.
"Nah," it said, "too cutesy."

           
Another raised its paw next, pitching its own suggestion. "How
about Geoffrey? 'Enquiring' Geoffrey?"

           
"Too plain," it hummed.

           
"Bob the Baboon?"

           
"Too serious."

           
"Diddy?"

           
"Too awesome."

           
One of the other things, colored a watery blue instead of the
fleshy pink of the others, raised its hand, pitching its own name.
"How about Salsa? That seems like a good pet-monkey name."

           
"Too-" it started, before turning to look at the small monkey in
the sand before them all. It gave him a longer stare than usual,
considering the name. "Yeah, okay. Salsa sounds good. Alright,
stupid monkey! Salsa! I'll only say this once, so listen close! If
you wanna enjoy your little journey with me, just remember these
two things," it began, lifting its paw, its claws bunched into a
ball. "First," it started, lifting its first small, soft, blunt
claw, "you and I are buddies. Buddies do not abandon each other.
They do not dare to try and leave each other. Got that?" Salsa
could only lower himself in submission, listening and obeying to
this thing. "Always behave, and act nice and friendly. Got that?"
He made a weak whimper in compliance. "Good." It extended another
of its fleshy claws before continuing.


           
"The second thing to remember: never disobey my commands. If I say
dance, you dance!" it boomed, raising its voice and
shouting down on him. "If I say laugh, you laugh! If I say
jump, you jump!" It lowered both its claws, its paw
clenching itself into a tough, pink stone right in front of his
face, conveying a threat that was not lost on him. "It's that
simple. Got it?" All Salsa could do was whimper some
more.

           
"Do as I say," it said, relaxing its paw and standing back upright,
"and we'll both get through this without any hard feelings." It
made some kind of noise, like a repetitive grunt, as its mouth
curled upward awkwardly again and its belly shook.

           
Salsa looked up from where he was to the thing. What had he and his
girlfriend ever done to them? Why were they being treated like
this? His eyes narrowed and his muscles tightened, an unfamiliar
emotion beginning to well up inside him.

           
"Oh… ? What's that defiant look in your eyes?

Dance!" it yelled. Salsa did no such thing, staring the thing into
its eyes, unmoving and mad. "Do as I say!" it yelled, and without
hesitation, it pulled out the small piece of silver with the red
circle, and before he could brace himself, he felt another wave of
the pain emanate from the collar and all through his body.

           
"Dance!" it yelled again. Salsa, after that last wave of
pain, understood the consequences loud and clear. It did not offer
him a chance to revive himself after the shock, but with the safety
of his girlfriend in mind, he had to obey. He danced.


           
"That's such a silly monkey dance that just watching it is
embarrassing!" the thing said, making more of those odd grunting
noises. He didn't know what more it wanted from him - he was tasked
to come up with a dance right on the spot, and that was the best he
could do. "Try a different dance," it commanded, and Salsa, for all
his frustrations, could only obey.


           
"Good boy," it praised, before giving another command.
"Laugh!"

           
Salsa knew what it was like to 'laugh', so that was easy enough to
accomplish. He could at least fake that pretty well.

           
"Do a backflip!" it commanded. Those were a bit tougher to pull
off, but it wasn't something he couldn't do.

           
"Good boy. Good job," it complimented. "No doubt everyone will
believe we're a performance duo now."

           
The large thing holding his girlfriend began to walk back into the
enormous pod they had all came from, dragging her along with it.
She began to whimper and screech, calling for his help, but when he
tried to respond, the collar around his neck kicked alive and all
he could do was jitter helplessly in pain. It only lasted a moment
compared to the other times, but that just made it hurt worse when
he had to watch his girlfriend be taken away. When she was pulled
out of his sight, all the other things began to pile into it as
well, leaving just him and the new thing with the control.


           
Before the last one entered the large silver pod, it turned around
and, without any provocation, simply kicked him in the chest.


           
When it entered, the large silver plank leading into the hole in
the pod's side vanished into the pod itself, and the hold sealed
up. And somehow, without wings to lift it, the enormous pod began
to pick up and fly into the air. Leaving him behind with this
terrible thing, and taking his girlfriend away with it.


           
Watching it take off, with his girlfriend, and with his old life,
he felt for the first time what it was like to be so truly,
absolutely helpless. He simply sat there, his back hunched, his
eyes towards the hot dirt in his sorrow.

           
"Hey, you stupid monkey!" the thing yelled. It had his complete and
undivided attention, but he didn't have the energy or the will to
lift his head to it, "You only cry when I tell you to! No crying on
your own!" it yelled, and again its hand dug into a hole in its
ornament. "It's punishment time!"

           
Salsa lifted his head, quickly shaking it back and forth, putting
on the happiest look he could possibly muster. He was about to get
up and do another dance, if it just meant not getting another round
of that terrible pain all through his body. But the thing was not
appeased: it took out the same small piece of silver, and all he
could feel once more was pain.


           
Once the pain stopped, he simply sat. He could feel his muscles all
bunch and jump, still responding to the pain, but he made no effort
to pick himself back up from that last shock. "Quit sleeping on the
job!" the thing barked, but it put away the piece of silver,
thankfully.

           
"Alright, listen! There's a white, round building to the west of
here. That's where we're going, and you're going to lead the way."
Salsa forced himself to stand, even though he had nothing to stand
for. "And you can get started now, monkey."

           
Faced with no other option, Salsa obeyed, although he did not know
which direction was 'west'. He simply picked a path and went with
it, and when the thing following close behind him did not retrieve
the small piece of silver again, he figured he must have been going
in the proper direction.


           


           
They had not been traveling long - only about five minutes or so.
But Salsa was not used to this climate: with his fur he was
practically baking alive in this new environment, and with walking
on all fours his feet and paws were all scorched red from the
incredible heat the unusual dirt below him gave off. It was not
better than the pain from the collar, but it was not worse, at the
very least.


           
This place was dominated by all sorts of weird creatures and
insects he had never seen before. They looked relatively like the
walking snacks of Tanetane's jungle, but they were larger, and of a
different color. They also pushed around balls of dung larger than
they were, regularly.


           
There were also larger lizards, much like the ones in the jungle,
but still vastly different - different size, different color,
different movements and appetites. The lizards were predators in
Tanetane, and they were a constant threat below the tree's
canopies, so Salsa avoided them at all costs, now that the safety
of heights was lost to him.

           
The new climate wasn't completely unforgiving, however: it was a
rarity, but he and the thing following him eventually found a small
oasis in the middle of their trek.


           
Salsa was more than happy to get his burned paws and feet off the
rough dirt and onto the soft, familiar grass, soothing his skin for
a moment to reenergize before continuing onward. The thing didn't
take any clear offense to his minor detour, and was probably
feeling thirsty itself; they both stopped for a quick drink,
letting the cool water quench their thirsts.

           
Salsa had no idea which way they were going during the trek, or
what they were looking for beyond some kind of white, round
building. He knew what 'white' was, but not 'building', so he was
constantly glancing back and forth across the hot dirt, looking for
this thing.

           
They eventually came across something that was white, but also had
some red all along it. It wasn't very large, maybe only as big as
he was, but he inspected it anyway.


           
In it was a banana. A surprisingly healthy banana, as if it were
plucked straight off the tree. It was warm and soft, and it looked
like it could feed him for the rest of the day. His mouth began to
water already.

           
But the thing following him had other ideas. "That's a pretty
luxurious banana!" it exclaimed, leaning in over him to inspect the
prize. "Hey! Stupid monkey! If you think you've earned that luxury
banana, you've got another thing coming! Gimme that!" it yelled,
and quickly snatched the banana from his paws.


           
The thing quickly and crudely unpeeled the banana and took a single
bite off its top. Not even a quarter of the whole thing, just off
the top. And then it discarded the banana to the dirt, tossing it
inside-down, ruining the whole rest of the fruit in a single
toss.


           
The physical and emotional abuse were bad, but for a connoisseur
like himself, this was heartbreaking.

           
Clearly this wasn't the 'building' he was looking for, so they kept
going. Minutes felt like hours in the blazing heat, however, and
even though they had just left from the oasis, he felt himself
pining for more of that delicious cool water. After only a little
while, he could swear that his eyes were beginning to play tricks
on him.


           
They were running into the strangest of creatures he had ever seen.
The thing following him would often respond to them as well, so if
they were just mirages, it could see them too.

           
In this strange place, creatures could even live and thrive in the
hot dirt. Things living in the ground wasn't uncommon in the
jungle, but he hardly expected anything to be strong enough to
enjoy living in the baking ground.


           
In between the many large, rocky canyons was just more and more
emptiness, sprawling in every direction forever, its heat digging
into his fur. They would occasionally take an opening in the cliff
face going in one direction, just to find that it was a dead end,
and forced to turn back. The thing never made a move for the small
piece of silver whenever they did, though, and he wasn't about to
question why.


           
One dead end held a cache of dung that the thing behind him didn't
care to visit, although Salsa didn't pay the droppings any more
mind than usual.

           
Their wandering the hot landscape didn't last forever; they
eventually found a small ditch, the stone walls reaching higher
than the thing following him, leading deeper into the place. The
tall walls provided a decent shade for him to hide in, offering
cooler temperatures, but it was still hotter than anything in the
jungle.


           
The ditch went forward for a little distance, only leaning in
either direction for a bit before straightening out again. It came
to an abrupt end, and at the bottom of the dead end was a large,
white dome sticking up from the ground. It had something on its
top, like some kind of awkward branch, and sleeping in front of the
depression at its side was another beast he had never seen
before.

           
At the sound of incoming footsteps, it picked itself onto its legs,
and growled ferociously at them. Its belly was a little thin - it
must have been terribly hungry.

           
"Listen, monkey!" the thing commanded, getting Salsa's attention.
"That there is a Cactus Wolf, the meanest thing in the desert." He
had no idea what a 'cactus', 'wolf', or a 'desert' was, but he did
understand the word 'mean'. "But we can't get inside with it
standing there. Go beat him up."

           
Salsa nervously looked from the thing, back to the Cactus Wolf, and
back to the thing. "If you lose, I'll have an extra serving of
punishment ready just for you!"


           
The thing picked up a nearby rock and threw it at the Cactus Wolf.
There was a low growling as the Cactus Wolf woke up and identified
the attacker. Salsa knew that if the Cactus Wolf got to the thing,
then he would feel the horrible pain again. So he grabbed a banana
from the things bag and threw it on the ground in front of the
Cactus Wolf, attempting to distract it.


           
It didn't go quite as planned. Instead if eating the banana, the
Cactus Wolf slipped rather violently, landing in the sand with a
puff of dust.


           
Now it was angry. It lowered its head and ran into Salsa. The large
awkward branch, he found out, was very painful, almost as painful
as the red button.


           
Salsa didn't know what to do.


           
"Well?" the thing said.


           
Afraid of the pain that might come next, Salsa did what he knew
best,


           
He danced.


           
The Cactus Wolf tried to bite him, but he danced out of the way.
When it tried to head-butt him, Salsa pirouetted in the other
direction.


           
This lasted for several minutes before the Cactus Wolf almost
collapsed from exhaustion. It managed to scamper away so it
wouldn't hurt itself.


           
With the beast turning tail and running, the thing following him
approached the door and fiddled with something in the indentation
on its side. Suddenly, a quiet whirring noise filled the air, and a
hole appeared in the dome, leading into its dark inside.

           
"Get in, you!" The thing commanded.


           
Salsa obeyed - and just as he entered the dome, he felt the kick of
a boot on his back.










Chapter 11

 


There wasn't much to the inside of the dome -
it was just another small room, much like the one he was in when he
was first brought to this hot place. Once the thing following
behind him stepped into the dome and closed the hole behind it, it
fiddled with something just on the wall nearby, and suddenly the
room rumbled to life. He felt a force lifting him off his feet, but
soon the sensation was over.


           
One of the walls opened up again, allowing them to step out. He had
no idea what magic had just happened, but the hot climate with the
rough dirt was completely replaced with a dark, dank, cold hall. It
didn't give him the best of feelings, but the cooler temperatures
were refreshing against his body.

           
The way in was crudely lit with artificial suns lining the walls
periodically. The entire place was littered with more of the same
silver, but it was all very dirty, and some of them had browned
over time and the elements. Large ropes ran along the walls and
into the ground, sounding as though they were funneling something
from their inside.


           
It was infested with some of the largest insects he had ever seen.
They were normally walking snacks for him and his kind, but these
types, he wasn't so sure.

           
They followed the corridor until it came to its end, opening into a
much larger room with fewer ropes, more space, and a large,
floating pink pod, much like the flying silver one but much smaller
and with more aesthetics attached to it. "Hey, stupid monkey, look
here," the thing following him said, "This is a high-tech vehicle
known as a Pork Bean. We're going to take it to an
unbelievably uncivilized village called Tazmily. Walking
there would take forever, but with this Pork Bean, we'd get there
in a blink of a 'Nwehe'!" Salsa figured that last word was made up,
but he didn't know for certain. "Understand?" He looked to the
thing and nodded: take this 'bean' and go to a place called
Tazmily. Easy enough to understand.

           
Its paw dug into another opening in its ornament, and Salsa
immediately flinched, expecting the small piece of silver again.
But it instead withdrew a long, curled piece of parchment,
unfurling it and looking it over quickly. "We are at this red dot,
monkey," it said, showing him the parchment.


           
"And we need to be at the blue dot. It won't take long with this."
It curled the parchment back up, and then walked to a tall standing
device in the corner. It was adorned with the snout of a boar,
although it looked softer and more colorful than anything he saw in
the wild. "This wonderful device here is called an Instant
Revitalizing Machine," it said, reaching for a handle and pulling
one side of the device open with a whoosh. Salsa approached
curiously, but warily, careful not to do anything to offend the
thing, "In only a few seconds, it'll fully revitalize you, just
like a good night's sleep. Under normal circumstances it'd be
wasted on a stupid monkey like you, but I need you to be able to
put on a good show, so I'll give you special permission to use it
for now." Salsa understood that it wasn't an invitation, and that
he should get in. It was a little cramped, even for a small,
flexible monkey like him, but it held him fine.

           
Just like the thing had said, only moments after stepping into the
device, he felt an uplifting sense of energy all through his body.
His earlier muscle cramps and bruises from fighting that wolf
earlier were gone in an instant: it truly felt as though he had
slept hours in there, after only a few seconds.

           
Once Salsa was done in the device, the thing pulled him down and
dragged him to the 'bean', pausing just before they entered it.
"Get in. I'm driving," it said, opening the hatch for him to crawl
through. "No way am I letting a monkey at the wheel."

           
Inside were some peculiar stools for them both to sit on: they
formed peculiar shapes, much like some stones he could find in the
jungle, but they were very soft and plush. Salsa crawled onto one
once he saw the thing take a seat on another, just in front of some
weird peddles and a wheel rising up to about its chest.

           
Once they sat themselves down, it began to touch and spin some of
the devices, and suddenly, the 'bean' they were in began to
move.


           
At first, Salsa was pushed into the cushion he was sitting on by
some unseen force, but he quickly adjusted to it, and was able to
sit properly on it, watching out the invisible wall at the front of
the 'bean'. He couldn't understand it: he put his paw to it,
feeling along its cold, smooth surface, but it looked as though
nothing was even there. It showed him the outside of the 'bean' as
they went past, he could figure out that much, but how he
could see through something so solid was beyond him.

           
The dreary walls of the long tunnel they were traveling through
came to a sudden stop for a small portion of the tunnel. From there
he could see a sprawling forest; different from the jungles he was
familiar with, but the sight of healthy green trees was enough to
remind him of his home, and rejuvenate his spirits.


           
After only a short cruise, the tunnel opened up once again, and the
first thing Salsa saw was some larger machines he had never seen
before. Although by now that was not a sensation he was unfamiliar
with.

           
Large machines, shaped a little like the 'bean' they were in, but
still vastly different. He had no idea what the large snouts at the
tops were for - maybe as a point of entry and exit?

           
The continued until the very end of the tunnel came into sight, its
large stone wall closing in on them quickly. Salsa was about to
panic, when the 'bean' came to an abrupt stop, roughly over the red
square on the ground nearby. The thing sat up from its seat and
commanded him to follow, opening up the side of the 'bean' and
stepping out into the new area once more.

           
"Up the ladder, monkey," it said, following close behind him once
again. Salsa looked around, spotting the only ladder in the area,
and made his way towards it. It rose up pretty high, but he had
climbed trees that were much taller before.

           
It must have taken a while longer in that 'bean' than Salsa had
thought, because wherever they were now, dusk had long since
fallen. The thing behind him was following closely, and once they
were both out of the hole in the ground, it turned around and
resealed their passageway.

           
It looked around, getting its bearings, before it spoke to him.
"Just south of this cemetery is the village we're looking for," it
said, "There's a place called the Yado Inn, where we can stay for
the night. That's where we're headed now." How was he supposed to
know where this "Yado In" was? And what was it 'in'? Something
called a Yado? But nonetheless, he complied; he figured which way
was south by looking about, finding a set of lights off in the
distance. If they were from the village, that was probably where
they wanted to go.

           
There were other things here like the one following behind him, but
they were of a greenish color and were as thin as sticks. They
slept in the ground, too. Salsa just shrugged it off, thinking it
was normal, although the thing following him seemed to think
otherwise, reacting oddly to the new things and pushing him to go
faster.

           
Just beyond some large black gates was an open field. Its soft dirt
and cool, bristling grass was a welcome, natural feeling on his
paws; a sensation he missed far too much already. Just a little bit
farther than that was a large, artificial arch, opening into
another open field, this one made of stone with a large, almost
showcased hole in its center.

           
Before they passed under the arch, however, they met yet another
thing just off to the side of the main path. How many of these
creatures were there? Salsa was about to walk right on past, not
wanting any more trouble than he was already in, but the one behind
him pulled them over to speak to it.

           
"Why, hello there," it said, almost jovially, getting a nervous
reaction out of the other thing. Salsa had never heard it take on
that tone before. It was almost pleasant, "What did you think of
that bag I gave you? Is it to your liking?"

           
This other thing was shorter, but much wider than the one that's
been with him the whole time. It was practically admiring a smooth
bag of some kind of soft, durable material with a knotted top
before they interrupted. "Oh, it's you, Mister Fassad," it said.
Was 'Fassad' the name of the thing following him? Or was its
species a 'Fassad'? "Don't scare me like that," it huffed,
"Actually, I was just counting to see how much is in here."


           
Fassad made some more of that awkward huffing that he had done
shortly after they met. "Just be very careful it doesn't get swiped
by any thieves," it replied. "But we really must be going, Mister
Butch. Please enjoy your gift." It walked ahead, gesturing to Salsa
to follow behind, for the first time in their journey. It was
acting so peculiarly - was this what it meant by them being a
'performance duo' earlier?

           
Fassad wasn't watching where he was going; its eyes were on him,
expecting him to follow. Just as they passed under the artificial
arch high in the sky, it bumped into another thing like it, both of
them walking into each other at a casual pace. They both stuttered,
but neither fell.

           
"Oh, pardon me, I wasn't paying attention," it said, his breath a
little ragged, probably from the collision. This one was tall and
thin, and it had some fur growing out of his face where the others
didn't. Salsa could relate to this one right away, "I'm sorry,
we're in a terrible hurry. If you'll excuse us. Come now, little
monkey," it clapped delightedly, "we must be off." It began to walk
south before him, expecting him to follow. His own safety in mind,
he did as he was told, but he had to get one last look at the guy
before they left.


           
He knew how he looked - beaten and ragged, his shoulders slumping -
and he hoped that this new thing could understand his sorrow and
his abuse. It looked back at him, and without another motion, they
both turned about and went their separate ways.

           
Fassad, up ahead, ducked behind the large structure built on top of
the hole in the center of the village once it confirmed they were
alone. Salsa stood, head crooked to the side, when it reached
forward and pulled him close, concealing them both behind the
structure. "Don't make a sound," it instructed meanly, its grip
tight on his arms.

           
They waited for a small while; Salsa was wondering just what it was
Fassad was trying to do behind this thing. After a minute or so of
sitting and waiting, they began to hear a voice. A familiar voice;
it belonged to that 'Mister Butch' they had spoken to just
recently.

           
"Anyway, he gave it to me, which means it's mine, right? I don't
want any ignorant people taking off with it, so I'm gonna hide it
in this well here," it said loudly enough for them to hear. Salsa
couldn't tell who or what it was speaking to. There was a moment of
silence, before they both heard what sounded like something large
splashing into water inside the hole, "Duster… this secret is just
between you and me."


           
Then they heard two pairs of footsteps, both very close by, but
then quickly moving away in two directions. Fassad waited for a
moment, making sure that they were absolutely alone, before it
released him. It then made that same weird grunting noise. "That
Butch kid is pretty dumb," it grunted. "We'll leave that for now,
though. Monkey, that building there is where we're headed." It
pointed to a larger building just behind him. "We'll be going
inside."

           
He was still relatively new to the concept of 'buildings' and
whatnot, but if this one was anything like the dome in that hot
place, this had an opening in its side that they could enter
somewhere. It wasn't too difficult to find, thankfully.

           
Once inside, Fassad took the lead once more, directing him to a
large wall off in the corner of the building's insides. The wall
went far over his head, but it was only up to Fassad's belly or so.
"How much is the lodging fee, my good man?" it asked, but Salsa
couldn't see who it was speaking to.

           
There was a moment of silence before he heard another voice. "Oh,
uh," it stuttered, trying to respond. "Fee?" it asked, clearly
confused.

           
Another thing, that had been milling about the building up until
then, quickly joined Fassad, speaking to it directly. This one's
voice was considerably different than the others: every other one
he heard had a deeper, more… stern voice, but this one's was much
lighter and softer. It looked considerably different than Fassad,
but then again, they all did, so Salsa couldn't tell why its voice
was so different.


           
"There is no "how much" here. Feel free to stay the night."


           
It turned to this new one with the different voice. "Oh, I see," it
replied. It reached into one of the holes in its ornament, and
Salsa began to tense again - he wanted to flinch, but he didn't
know if that would make things worse with all the new things around
them.

           
"Still," Fassad hummed, and pulled out something different again,
other than the small piece of silver. It was a bag, like the one
Butch had, but a bit smaller. It placed it on top of the wall just
next to them, "It's hardly a cumbersome thing to have… "


           
"I guess it's okay, then," the new one said, apparently
uninterested in the gift but appreciating it anyway. "I'll kindly
accept your offer. It might make a good doorstop or something." It
glanced over the wall for a moment, reaching for something past the
wall, and handing it to Fassad. "Your room is the one in the
middle. Please make yourself at home, and have pleasant
dreams."

           
"Thank you very much," it answered, taking whatever the second one
was offering. It turned to him, its expression soft, but Salsa
could see right through it. "Come, little Salsa, where's your
'thank you'?"

           
He was put on the spot immediately; he knew Fassad wanted him to do
something, but he wasn't positive of what. He thought back to the
hot place, and how they rehearsed some of their instructions a
little bit before setting off - he just picked one of them and
hoped it was enough.


           
"How cute!" the second thing said, and to his relief, Fassad seemed
to approve of the act.

           
"If you'll excuse us," it said, letting out a yawn and sounding
fatigued. "We've had a long day. And we got a bigger one tomorrow!"
It stepped out in front, expecting Salsa to follow behind. "Come,
little Salsa, let's show ourselves to our room."

           
It didn't wait for Salsa to catch up, leaving him alone in the
corridor with those other things. He didn't know what it was
planning with him, but at the moment, there was nothing between him
and the door. He could run.


           
But he reconsidered. He had no idea where in the world he was; the
jungles of Tanetane could be an hour's walk from this village, or a
day's, or for all he knew he was on a different planet where
Tanetane did not exist. And Fassad mentioned that the ring around
his neck could reach him no matter how far he ran - if he did, and
unless he could get it off, he would know nothing but pain until he
returned.

           
He had no choice but to return to the thing that made his life
miserable, and knowing that he had to twisted his belly into
knots.

           
Fassad was waiting for him in the middle room. It had removed some
of the heavier ornaments on its feet, placing them next to the bed
in the corner. An indescribable smell permeated the room.

           
"You're going to work hard for me, starting tomorrow." Said
Fassad.


           
Wasting no other words, he walked to the bed and simply flopped
down on top of it, laying across it sideways. "Now go to sleep!" it
commanded, and soon it was out like a light.

           
As much as he hated Fassad, the day had certainly done a number to
him as well. There were no comfortable spots for him to sleep on
the hard floor, so he picked a spot near the back of the room and
sprawled out, trying to get as comfortable as he could before
sleeping.


           


           
Salsa had never managed to fall asleep. He was tired and his
muscles were all aching for a good nap, but with everything on his
mind, he was just too stressed to do it. He tossed and turned for a
bit, until he heard the sound of footsteps - light ones, trying to
be as quiet as they could, but they were still clear enough. They
started at the bed and went to the door, before silencing all
together.

           
He took the dare and opened his eyes, letting them adjust to the
darkness. Fassad was not on the bed - in fact, he was alone in the
room completely.

           
He wondered if it was another test, like just a few hours ago. He
already knew the answer to it if it was, but this time, he felt an
urge to try and run anyway: maybe Fassad was bluffing, and if he
managed to run far enough away, the small piece of silver would not
be able to activate his collar.

           
It was risky… but it would be worth it if he managed to get
away.


           
Just as he passed the gate leading towards the center of the
village, he heard a loud chiming coming from somewhere, which was
quickly silenced. Just next to the large hole they hid behind was
Fassad with its hand to its ear. It sounded like it was speaking to
someone, although he didn't hear any responses, as though it was
just talking to itself.

           
"You've arrived at Osohe castle?" it asked. "Good. Wait until dawn,
then storm the place." A small pause. "Everything's progressing
smoothly here. The monkey's slow, but it's cooperative."

           
Salsa quickly took cover, concealing himself before Fassad noticed
he was standing there.

           
"You saw someone else hanging around the castle?" Another small
pause. "That's it? You only saw him? Then leave 'im be. He's
probably just some villager who got drunk and got himself lost. He
walks with a limp? I think I might've seen him myself… He's got
brown hair, a gloomy feel, slightly bad breath, and looks kind of
like a bum? Yeah, don't worry about him." Another pause, lasting a
bit longer. "Yeah. Okay, I leave it in your hands. Stay alert!" It
stopped talking all together. The quiet air was soon replaced with
the sound of water sloshing about, followed by a thump of some
sort.


           
Whatever Fassad was doing, it sounded like it was just wrapping it
up. It might head back to the room at any moment.

           
Peeking around the corner to make sure it was looking the other
way, Salsa dashed forward, reaching the other half of the village
square. Fassad was standing right there, and it was
impossible to get by straight through the center.

           
Salsa looked around, trying to find some way around without
catching its attention. There was a small alleyway between two
buildings nearby; if he could squeeze through there and making it
out the other end, he might just be able to get away from
Fassad.


           
He tried following it… but somehow Fassad must have seen him,
because before he could leave the alley, all he felt was pain.


           
When he finally regained control of himself, Fassad was standing in
front of him, its left paw angrily gripping onto the small piece of
silver. Before he could react to anything happening to him, it
pressed the red circle on it again, and he was shocked once more.
It only lasted a second, but that didn't make it hurt any
less.

           
"Did you think… " Zap. "… you could run away from me?!" Zap.
"That's why… !" Zap. "… you're such a stupid monkey!" Feeling that
its message was clear enough, it replaced the small piece of silver
and spoke to him directly, "Don't make me say it anymore… Go back
to the room and sleep! My business is my own; don't you snoop
around me when I don't need you!" Salsa looked back into Fassad's
eyes, doing his best to stare his own daggers into it. "What's with
that look?" it demanded, reaching into its ornament and withdrawing
the small piece of silver once again, although it refrained from
using it just yet. "Laugh!"

           
Noting that one of its fleshy, flexible claws was hovering
perilously over the red circle, and still feeling the sting of the
last four shocks, Salsa reluctantly obeyed.

           
"Now get back to the room before I really make you regret
it!" it fumed, its claws still very near the red circle. He knew
the risks, but he also knew the rewards; he was just careless this
time. For now, though, for his own safety, he obeyed, running back
to the room in the 'in' and cowering in the corner, Fassad in hot
pursuit. He did his best to make himself fall asleep after
that.

           


           
Salsa had a dream that night…


            …
more like a nightmarish recap that he had to watch. And practically
experience. That last shock that Fassad had given him before his
dream had ended… it was so real. The pain crawled all over his skin
and his muscles. It hurt. It hurt a lot. It hurt so much
that-

           
-he could still feel it.

           
"How long do you plan on sleeping?!" Fassad chastised. "You stupid
monkey! Wake up!"

           
Waking from one nightmare into another, Salsa slowly crawled
himself upright. Today was the second day he would be with Fassad,
and so far it was too days far too many, as far as he was
concerned.

           
"Listen," it began again, its tone a bit softer, although he wasn't
falling for it. "Today is the day we work. Just keep doing your
tricks all happy-like, just like we rehearsed. Prance around all
nice and funny and help charm the villagers. Do a good job, and
I'll set you free, just like I promised," it continued, the corners
of its lips curling up once again. Salsa wasn't falling for that,
either. "I'll even take you back to that girlie monkey of
yours."

           
As solid as a face Salsa was trying to put on, he couldn't help but
falter a bit at the sound of his girlfriend. A part of him dared to
hope that Fassad was telling the truth. His biggest concern, over
all else, was her safety, though, and he would put up with Fassad
as long as it took if he was somehow guaranteed her physical
safety.


           
"But if you bore the audience… You'll get an extra heaping of
punishment! Am I clear?!" Salsa only lowered himself submissively,
trying to convey that he understood Fassad's order. "Now let's go.
We're going to the well in the center of town."

           
It was a brisk walk; the well was just outside the building. Once
they were there, Fassad began to raise its voice, drawing as much
attention to itself as it could. It yelled things like 'good
news!', and 'happiness is here!'. Salsa, knowing his position in
the arrangement, did nothing until he was told.

           
After only a moment, Fassad was drawing quite a crowd, getting up a
decent amount of people to gather around it and listening to what
it had to say.


           
"Come! Gather round!"


           
Salsa didn't know what Fassad was saying or why it was saying it,
but he knew from earlier that they wanted as many people to stick
around as they could. For his sake, and for his girlfriends, he had
to put on as good a show as he could, even if it made him feel
rotten on the inside.


           
"Come, one and all, fair citizens of Tazmily!" it cheered, waving
its arms and speaking as upbeat as it could. "Congratulations are
in order for the hard work you put in every single day!" Fassad
looked to Salsa and dropped its arms, expecting something out of
him. Just as they rehearsed, Salsa began to laugh.

           
"I've come here today to give you all wonderful news… about
happiness!"

           
Already, they had lost someone's attention - a larger thing with a
lot of hair on its face, carrying a massive stick on its shoulder.
Fassad tried to keep the crowd by having Salsa dance.

           
"… Blue skies. White clouds. Bountiful crops. Stout livestock.
Happy families and kind-hearted neighbors This village is filled
with so many wondrous things!" So far, Salsa's dance was working
well enough - nobody else was leaving yet. They all had some pretty
downtrodden looks about them, like something drastic had happened
to them all recently.

           
"But there's still something missing," Fassad continued, "A tiny
speck of uncertainty that steals into each bright day."


           
It approached one of the things at the front of the crowd,
addressing it directly. "Is this really how things should be?!" it
demanded. "Shouldn't we be living much more comfortable, enjoyable
lives?!" It changed its focus, turned to another thing standing on
the side of their semicircle display. "It's only natural to harbor
such suspicions."

           
Another of the things, farther in the back, turned and left out of
boredom. It looked smaller, and less mature than the others, but a
loss was a loss. Salsa tried his best, coming up with other moves
to keep them entertained.


           
"Odd animals that have never been seen before now lurk in our
forests, and giant balloon-like objects soar our skies!" Almost
angrily, it turned to another thing in the corner. "What's going
on?! What's happening to the world we live in?!"

           
Fassad approached the well, keeping his back to the audience,
trying to make things sound dramatic. "And that's not all! Not by a
long shot! The word on the wind says that in the very near future,
lightning powerful enough to burn down forests and woods will rain
down on us almost daily!"


           
The first one that it talked directly to immediately scoffed at the
idea. It was absurd! Lightning, always falling, even on sunny days?
Fassad was quick to catch it, and approached it once more. "You
laughed at that, didn't you? You thought to yourself, 'get real!
Something like that would never happen!'. But I truly, honestly
believe this will soon be a reality."

           
They lost another one, with yellow, wavy hair, also in the back.
Without any other command, Salsa just kept on dancing. "And in
times like this," it continued, "isn't it human nature to want to
be happy? To live with a smile on your face? But I have good news
for you! Today is your lucky day!"


           
Fassad turned to Salsa, and made a gesture towards the sky. He knew
what it wanted - it was a little tricky, but back flips were still
doable.


           
That got an impressed response from the crowd, calming Salsa's
nerves a bit. A little back flip was enough to get a decent
response. "You can obtain happiness very easily," Fassad continued.
With another gesture, Salsa was made to dance once again. "Just
look here! Even my cute, adorable Salsa is dancing so happily. The
reason for this, you see, is that this monkey has gotten a head
start on obtaining happiness!"


           
Yet another gesture, and Salsa laughed, going along with Fassad's
commands just like they had gone over. It clearly wasn't enough,
though: three more of the things weren't buying the charade, and
decided to leave.

           
"How exactly did little Salsa here manage to find happiness?

All those who are interested, please raise your hand boisterously.
Who wants to be happy?!"

           
After an unimpressive pause, three of the things raised their paws
into the air. Another, in the middle, hummed and thought about it,
before raising its paw as well.


           
"Okay! Little Salsa!" Fassad cheered happily, apparently
appreciating that enough people had responded. "Go and ask the nice
people who want happiness their names. Folks, please keep your
hands raised."

           
They hadn't trained for this part… but all he had to do was
approach the things that had their paws raised, right? Shouldn't be
too difficult. He started with the one closest and made his way
around that way.

           
"I'm Biff. I'm not really sure what this is all about," it
admitted, "but if I can get something out of it, I'll give it a
shot."

           
"Alright, Biff!" Fassad said happily. "You've made a great decision
today! Happiness is closer than you think, just for you!"

           
Salsa moved on to the next one. A shorter one, with long, straight
brown hair on its head, wearing some oddly different accessories
than the others.

           
"I'm Abbey. I respect my husband Abbot. There's nothing bad about
having too much happiness, is there?" it asked.

           
"Of course not!" Fassad guffawed. "Soon you and your husband will
have all the happiness you could ever ask for!"

           
He moved on to the next one. A larger, burlier thing, wearing some
kind of fluffy cap on its head.


           
"I'm Isaac. I just wanna see if it's really that easy to be happy,"
it said simply.

           
"Oh, dear Isaac, I can guarantee, it'll be the easiest thing you've
ever done! You have Fassad's promise on that, friend!"

           
Salsa approached the last one. It also wore something on its head,
although its size and color were much more grand than the one on
Isaac. Beyond that, though, it looked fairly small compared to some
of the others.


           
"My name is Abbot. I've been an avid collector of things ever since
I was a boy," it told. "It's hard to explain, but just collecting
stuff… it somehow makes me happy. And, I guess I'd like to see what
happiness looks like too, y'know?"

           
"Abbot, you say?" asked Fassad happily. "Lovebirds with Abbey, am I
right? Don't you fret, neighbor: if happiness means collecting
things, then before the day is out, you won't have enough space for
all the things you'll get."

           
Salsa took another look around the crowd, to be certain that he
hadn't missed anyone. When he was sure he hadn't, he returned to
Fassad's side. "Everyone! If even just one more of us can achieve
happiness, all will be right with the world!"

           
It looked about the semicircle, eying everyone that hadn't raised
their hands. "For those of you that didn't raise your hands,
please, think it over later, and if you do decide that you want
happiness after all, feel free to let me know anytime."


           
Taking a breath, Fassad decided that that was enough for the day.
He raised his hands to the sky in celebration. "Well, that's all
for today's show!" it said. "May happiness come to this village!"
Salsa, taking the gesture to be a command, did another back flip
for the crowd. "Take care!" And to finish it off, Fassad had Salsa
laugh once more for the crowd.










Chapter 12

 


They arrived back at the room shortly after
their work in the stone field was done. Salsa took his spot near
the rear wall, where he had slept earlier, before Fassad could give
the command. It was his way of trying to show obedience.

           
A loud chime rung a few times, startling him at first, but it was
quickly silenced when the thing pulled some kind of device from
another hole in its ornament. It brought the device to its ear, and
began speaking to nobody again, like it had last night. "Yeah, it's
me," it said plainly, to nobody Salsa could see. "What is it? Did
you find it? What?! There are other people inside the castle?! Why
can't you just kick them out?" it asked angrily, turning away from
Salsa. Whatever it was mad at, he was just relieved it wasn't mad
at him. "What do you mean, 'they're too tough'?! What did we train
you guys for?!"

           
There was a bit of silence before it continued speaking to nothing.
"Alright. I'll be right over once I'm done here. But until then,
make sure that you find it!" Done with whatever it was
doing, it placed the device back into its ornament, then faced
Salsa.

           
"Alright, monkey! Listen up! The Happy Boxes are hidden in the
cemetery. Go deliver them to everyone whose names you took earlier.
Abbot, Abbey, Isaac, and Biff. Those four people." Salsa could see
a flaw with this plan already. "I have no idea where they live, so
tough luck for you. And don't even think about trying to
run away. When you're done, you will come straight back to this
room. If you can't do it in under 23 minutes or so, your punishment
will be even more severe! I'll zap you until your fur turns black
with soot, you got me?" Salsa bowed submissively, but Fassad was
unconvinced. "Just to make sure the message gets through, If you
try to run from me or disobey me, I'll make sure to punish that
girlie monkey, too!"


           
Salsa was hanging on every word Fassad said, but now he was
practically standing at attention. This whole time, he knew his
girlfriend would be in danger if he ever did anything to gain
Fassad's doubt, but being told it specifically was all the more
incentive to follow its command to the letter.

           
Even then, it still pulled out the small piece of silver and
shocked him.

           
"Then get to it already!" it said, but before Salsa actually could,
it kept talking. "If you can finish delivering them all in less
than 22 minutes, I'll give you a banana or something. You've worked
hard and you're probably hungry, so be grateful… if you can pull it
off." It finished with more of that grunting noise.

           
With everything that's happened so far, Fassad has given him no
reason to believe anything it said. While his ears were deaf to
Fassad's promises, his belly was not. At the promise of food, he
took off like a shot to get the deliveries done in the time it gave
him.


           
He made for the cemetery as quickly as he could, remembering that
they had passed through it on their way to the 'in'. The ground
looked a little different than he remembered it when they first
entered the village…


            …
but he had other things to worry about at the moment.

           
The grayed dirt all around it wasn't any less dreary in the day
than it was at night, but he at least had an easier time seeing
where he was going.

           
Near where they had come out of the ground when they first arrived
were four brown boxes, each adorned with a cute, if unrealistic,
heart drawn on their front. These were probably what Fassad wanted
him to retrieve.

           
The biggest challenge was delivering these heavy things to the
thing they spoke to earlier. He had no idea where any of them were;
he just knew that he had to give these boxes to them.

           
His stomach was grumbling, though, so he hefted one box onto his
back and made his way back to the village. He'd have to make the
rest of it up on the fly.


           
Once he made it back to the village, he made his way to the first
door he saw and, with a little trouble, he managed to swing its
door open without dropping the box. Inside, however, were more
things he had never seen.

           
"Why exactly is there a monkey in my home? You're an eyesore. Could
you please go away?"


           
They were pretty rude, too. Clearly, this wasn't the living space
he was looking for.

           
Thankfully, the next one over held things he did
recognize. Two of them, in fact. That would make delivering the
second one easier.

           
The one with the large accessory on its head turned to see who was
at the door, and looked a little surprised to see a monkey there.
But it quickly recomposed itself, recognizing him immediately. "Oh,
you're… " it stuttered, trying to remember the name, "… Salsa! The
monkey with that guy peddling 'happiness'!" Salsa showed himself
into the place, heaving the box with him dutifully. "Honey! Our box
of 'happiness' is here! Oh, wow! So this is a Happy Box!
Hahahahaha! This is great! A Happy Box! Thanks, Salsa!" it said,
taking the heavy box from his arms. He was glad to have the weight
off his back. "Phew," it said when it lifted the box itself,
"happiness sure weighs a lot," it joked.

           
The other thing living with it jumped in to help the first, taking
some of the weight off its arms. "You ordered one too, Abbot?" it
asked. The first grunted positively as they moved it to a table in
the corner of the house. The first quickly unwrapped the box, and
pulled another, smaller, pinker box from it. "I guess we don't need
two, then, do we?" It turned to Salsa, bending at the knees to
bring itself to his level. That was a very generous gesture; nobody
had done that for him before. "I'll cancel my order, then. Sorry to
bother you."

           
Well, hey, bonus. Only two left for him to haul around. The biggest
challenge would be to find where they lived.

           
Another uneventful trip to the cemetery, and he was lugging around
another of those heavy boxes, wandering the village in an attempt
to find one of the other two things that said they wanted
one.

           
It was a little harder to find one of them this time around, but
with some diligence and a little luck, he found himself on a farm
at the outskirts of the village. There was a simple farm there -
not many crops, but lots of animals good for all sorts of things.
By now, though, his arms were tired and his back was aching: he
just wanted to drop this thing somewhere and be done with it. His
stomach continued to growl, the reminder that Fassad had promised
food still top priority.

           
Outside, just near the single building in the area, was one of the
things that raised its hand at Fassad's show earlier. Salsa
recognized it by its long, greasy orange hair and its gangly
appearance.

           
It happened to turn his direction as he approached, and it
recognized him right away as well. "Oh, it's that monkey from this
morning," it said, pleased with the delivery. "I didn't expect you
to be here with my, um, 'happiness' so soon, but thanks a bunch!
How I can be happy, too!"


           
It lifted the box from Salsa's arms, and immediately, he felt as
though he was light enough to float away. His cramped muscles
stretched back into place and the joints in his bones all snapped
back together once the strain was gone. "This might sound a little
dumb," it began, heaving the box to the ground, "but for some
reason, knowing that I have this thing, I really do feel a bit
happier."

           
He felt glad for the thing, but knowing its feelings didn't help
his own. He had wasted a lot of time trying to find this one, and
there was still one box left to deliver. He had scoured the whole
village; he had no idea where to look for the last one. And beyond
Fassad's promise for food, it also promised pain if he was
late…

           
He hurriedly made it back to the village, deciding that finding the
last person before he carried around that heavy box would be a
better plan. Just as he was about to make another trip around the
well, he heard a loud bark just to his side, startling him. "Hey,
there, stranger," something asked, causing Salsa to stop. The thing
speaking to him was a smaller thing; a bit more relatable than the
larger ones he had been working for lately, with all the fur and a
more bestial appearance, but it was still a stranger. "What's your
rush?"

           
"I'm in a bit of trouble," he replied, feeling he could speak more
casually to this thing than to any other thing he met so far. "I
gotta find one of those tall, hairless things, quick, and if I
don't, I'll get-" Salsa, frazzled as he was, nearly took off again
without finishing his sentence.

           
"Whoa, hey there," it barked again, jumping ahead of Salsa before
he could get far. "I know anyone that's anyone in Tazmily. Do you
know their name? Lemme help a fellow critter in need."

           
Maybe staying and listening to this thing would be the better
decision… it seemed to where everybody lived in this village, and
he could use the help. "The name," he hummed, scratching his head
in an attempt to jar his memory. "Um… I already met those two that
were named the same… Ab… Ab-something… "

           
"Abbey and Abbot, you're thinking," it replied.

           
Salsa's expression lightened; that was them all right. Maybe this
thing could help him. "The other two I need to visit… uh,
one was… it was really short. Buh… Bye… um, Bee… "

           
"Biff?" it asked, its head crooked to the side. "You just came from
Biff's place by the farm. Are you sure that's who you're looking
for?"

           
"No, I'm done with that one," Salsa continued, desperately racking
his memory for a name. "The last one… it was really tall, really
wide. Had a thing on its head, and some fur on its face. Its name
was Eyes-something."

           
"Oh, that's obvious," it barked knowingly. "I know who you're
talking about is Isaac. I also know that Isaac's house is at the
entrance to the forest."


           
"What's a forest?" Salsa asked.

           
"It's a green place with a lot of trees."

           
"Oh, a jungle. It's called a jungle."

           
"No, it's called a forest," it stated again, crooking its head to
the other side. "Well, whatever it's called, take a left at the
big, grassy field just past the gate, and go into the second, the
second," it emphasized, "building you find. The people
will get really, really mad if you try to go in the first."

           
Salsa was already halfway towards the gate at the direction. "Thank
you!" he shouted as he ran, heading back to the cemetery for the
final box.

           
Hefting the last box in the cemetery onto his back, and feeling his
body creak to accommodate it, Salsa did as he was instructed and
made a left at the fork in the grassy field, after aligning himself
with the village to his back.

           
It was a little walk from the field until the first building he
saw, but just as promised, he saw one. And just as he was told, he
ignored it. It looked pretty fancy and important for a building,
anyway, compared to the ones he had visited so far. Avoiding it was
probably the smarter move.


           
The dirt path suddenly crooked to the side shortly after the first
building, leading into a shaded, green place with lots of trees
everywhere. It was considerably different than the jungles he was
used to - the humidity wasn't nearly as bad, and all the sounds he
had to listen to for nearby predators were nowhere to be heard. The
trees were vastly different as well: their leaves were smaller and
thinner, and their barks were a whole lot rougher.

           
Still, Salsa didn't let his guard down - walking along the 'forest'
floor with such a heavy thing on his back, he was wary of
everything that could potentially hurt him.


           
Thankfully, the only thing that was any aggressive to him right
away wasn't much larger than his paw, and was stepped on easily
enough.


           
The cool atmosphere was otherwise pretty relaxing to Salsa. It
didn't look like any place he'd want to live - there didn't look
like a lot of places he could easily nest in, and he had no idea
what he could do for food, but it was still a nice place to visit,
under any other circumstance. His muscles were burning from all the
walking, and, after too long, another building came into view in
the middle of the woodsy place.

           
Salsa showed himself in like he had before, and, just like the
furred thing had said, there was the exact thing he was looking
for. Isaac, it was called. At the sound of its door opening, it
turned to see who it was, and recognized the monkey just as quickly
as the others had.

           
"You're that monkey from this morning," it announced, reaching for
the box on his back., "Oh, is this it?! What is it? Will
this thing really bring me happiness?"


           
With a heave, the thing took the box from him, lifting the last
weight from his shoulders. Before standing back upright, Salsa
stretched flat on the ground, getting all the knots out of his
muscles. "Yeah, it must have been heavy for a little thing like
you," it said, bringing the box to the corner of the room easily.
It carried it around like it weighed nothing. "Be sure to give
mister Fassad my thanks for his generous gift." It unwrapped the
brown box, and like the couple he first delivered to, pulled out a
smaller, pinker one from inside. "Whatever it is."

           
At the sound of Fassad's name, Salsa ran back to the Yado 'in' as
quickly as his tired, hungry self could - he was practically
salivating at the idea of getting something to eat, and not getting
hurt by the collar on his neck was another perk he was desperately
looking forward to.

           
Just as he managed to swing the door to the room they were staying
in open, he saw Fassad-

           
-delightfully eating a banana.

           
"Twenty-five minutes," it chided, the corners of its lips curling
up once more. The expression seemed a bit more demeaning this time
than all the other times. "Nope! Too bad!" It took a painful amount
of… glee in its words. "I was thinking of giving you one of our
special bananas from our plantation, if you had done it all quick
enough… but I guess you just didn't want it that badly." Just then,
Salsa's stomach growled loudly, more than loud enough for Fassad to
hear. It made some more of those odd grunting noises.


           
"You insolent little monkey! Nwehehehehehehe!" Fassad pulled out
the small piece of silver. "But I did promise this, if you were too
slow." Salsa, as heartbroken, famished, and angry as he was, still
had the sense to brace himself for it.

           
It almost hurt less than his hunger.

           
"Don't stay down for too long," it taunted, pushing him roughly
with the toe of its foot. "We gotta run to Osohe castle.
Something's come up, and I'm needed over there right away. Just
keep going straight after the cemetery; not even a dumb monkey like
you could miss it."

           
Once he regained feeling in his body, Salsa reluctantly obeyed. His
walk was slow and slouched in defeat, however, dragging their walk
on longer than it needed to be - until Fassad gave him a
not-a-suggestion to go faster by kicking him in the back once
more.

           
Just beyond the cemetery was a very large, dilapidated building,
clearly showing its years. The ground looked unnaturally disturbed
near where the building's bridge met the cemetery, and the sound of
an odd rumbling replaced the earlier ambience. Just beyond the
building's front gate was more of those machines like they had seen
underground, as they zipped by in the 'bean' they rode in.


           
"Inside the castle, monkey," it demanded behind him. Salsa went
forward, entering the large stone building. It's look made his fur
stand on end; he was getting a lot of really creepy vibes from it.
He hoped they were just going to be in and out quickly.

           
Just past the front door were two figures he recognized
immediately: they were the same things that had captured him and
his girlfriend, and they were there at the hot place when he and
Fassad met. They both appeared to be resting on their rumps,
heaving soundlessly, their scary, uncanny mouths unmoving and their
large, black eyes unblinking.

           
At the first sign of Fassad, though, they whipped themselves into
position, quickly doing the same dance they did back at the hot
place and making that peculiar squeaking noise.

           
"What's going on? Did you find it?!" it demanded, raising its
voice. They made some more squeals, and Fassad suddenly became
visibly upset. "You still haven't found it?! An entire
army of our best and brightest were outsmarted by some outback
hicks?! Just who are these guys?" Only the left one continued to
make the noises, apparently answering its question. "An old man and
a guy with a gloomy feel about him?" It doubled back, making sure
its disbelief was well conveyed. "Him?! The guy with the
brown hair, a gloomy feel, slightly bad breath, and looks kind of
like a bum?! Where are they now?"

           
The other two creatures looked at each other, then back to Fassad,
then back to each other nervously, silently debating their answer.
They were in enough trouble as it was - Salsa knew the feeling.
Finally, the right one answered the question. "They're headed for
the top floor?" Fassad confirmed, its irritated tone crystal clear
with the two. The two creatures answered positively.

           
"YOU FOOLS!!!!"


           
As though they were kids caught in a corner, they both tried
looking away, or stepping back, or fidgeting on the spot, anything,
to lessen the tension on them and drive away Fassad's anger at
them. "Whatever you two do," it yelled, its paws raising and
bunching into balls, shaking furiously at them both, "do
not let them get there first! We'd be set back years! We'd
have wasted millions! We need that item!"

           
Without giving him a chance to scold them further, they ran farther
into the building, intent on catching up to the supposed
intruders.


           
"As for us, monkey," it continued, looming over Salsa menacingly,
its stress and frustration clear. "Those intruders got what we
want. They're on the top floor, so that's where we're heading, you
got that?" Salsa, having never seen Fassad this mad and worried
what it might do to him if it got madder, only followed the two
other creatures, going into the building.

           
There were other creatures like the two at the entranceway - some
of them were scouting the area, keeping it secure from any other
would-be intruders trying to take 'their' stuff. On Fassad's
command, though, they didn't pay much attention to the others; they
were intent on just reaching the top of the building as quickly as
they could, before whatever item they were looking for was gone for
good.


           
However, the way farther up from the parlor was blocked. The
building was falling apart, it looked like, and some of it had
collapsed onto the stairs in front of them. "Back to the parlor,
monkey," it demanded. "I saw a ladder going up in there. We can
take it to the next floor."

           
On its command, they turned around, and sure enough, there was a
ladder in the wall leading up to the next floor. The prongs were
fairly smooth and shiny, like they were placed there very recently.
At least it was all very sturdy on the way up.

           
But once they got to the top, they came across another obstacle
they hadn't expected. There was a large hole in the floor that was
definitely unjumpable.


           
"Imbeciles," Fassad cursed. "They find a way farther up this
blasted tower but they forget to leave a way for others to follow.
What did we train them for?" It spoke louder, addressing Salsa.
"Monkey. We have to find another way up this tower. I don't care
how; I'll make you climb up it from the outside if I have to. We're
going back."

           
Salsa wasn't looking to that at all, and he knew that Fassad wasn't
bluffing. They began to run back down the tower and to the base of
the building, when the device in Fassad's ornament began to ring
again. It grunted in frustration, figuring that it was just more
bad news that it had to endure.

           
"What" it asked into the device flatly, all sense of humor
and patience gone from its voice. There was a pause as it listened
to whatever the device was telling it, "They fled into the
basement?! And they have it with them?!" Compared to just a few
seconds earlier, it almost sounded chipper. Maybe Salsa wouldn't
have to climb any buildings, if he was lucky. "Alright, I
understand. We'll try to cut them off from here." Placing the
device back into its ornament, Fassad turned back around and
hurried Salsa forward. "We're heading to the basement now!" it
yelled, picking up the pace. "We're looking for a way down, into a
cellar or something. We have to find it fast, monkey!"

           
It sounded a lot more energetic now - although the intruders had
their item, apparently them getting lost in the basement was a good
thing. As far as he knew, though, as long as Fassad was happy, he
was safe. They backtracked to the building's first floor, back to
the foyer with the other creatures.

           
"Check that first door, monkey," it demanded, and Salsa complied.
They approached the first pair of moldy, broken doors on their left
and Salsa managed to push them open easily.

           
Other than some peculiar, small machines that floated just off the
ground, there wasn't much of worth to Fassad in this room.
"Nothing," it spat. "Let's try the next one."

           
The next room held even less.

           
"You better hope there's something in the last room, Salsa," it
said lowly, agitated with their results. The fact that it called
him by name sent a cold chill down his spine. He could do as it
suggested and hope.

           
Thankfully enough, the next room, containing lots of old foodstuffs
all over the place, also held a trap door right in the center of
the floor, leading into the ground. Salsa heaved a relieved sigh,
thankful that Fassad would stay its paw for his punishment, at
least for now.


           
"No time to waste, monkey." Without any warning, Fassad shoved him
down the hole with another kick to his back. The fall down wasn't
very far, thankfully, and he managed to land on his paws, but the
sudden impact caused each of his joints to ache. Fassad was close
behind, opting to take the ladder down than simply jump.

           
It was a peculiar room - cubes and cylinders made of wood lines the
walls, and a simple stream of water passed through the center and
underneath a simple stone bridge. It was very… unique, for lack of
a better word.

           
The next room over was very simple: just a straight line between
the heavy stone walls. At the end was a strange face carved into
the stone, frowning angrily at anybody standing directly before it.
On the walls themselves were drawings - very simple drawings, of a
creature just like himself (or maybe more like Fassad, it was
difficult to tell) in all manners of positions and poses.

           
Why anyone would want to do this to themselves, though, was beyond
him for the most part. Maybe it was some kind of game?

           
Alarmingly, there was no path farther into the basement of the
building: the hallway simply stopped at the large stone face. He
didn't want to think about what Fassad might do now that they had
another roadblock to deal with; it was pretty mad was it was. As
they approached, it took the lead and inspected the stone face,
looking across its surface, trying to find a way to open it, or
perhaps remove it, or something.

           
"We go through here," it said suddenly, turning away from the face.
"There's a clear breeze coming from this. Stupid monkey! Do
something to open it!"


           
Fassad only continued to ask the impossible from him. Those wooden
doors with the shiny metal orbs on them were tough enough to open,
but this didn't even look like a door. Still, he had to do
something, or else risk getting zapped by his collar
again.

           
At an absolute loss right off the bat, Salsa tried poking and
clawing at the stone, seeing if there was something he might do or
push or twist that the face might react to. Nothing was happening,
and Fassad was growing even more irate, so, out of sheer
desperation, Salsa did a back flip in front of the door.

           
It was clear that the effort was lost. "Don't be an eyesore!" it
chided, and, to make an example of him, Fassad pulled out the small
piece of silver and gave him another shock.


           
But right away, that got him to thinking. 'An eyesore', it said? He
was supposed to do something pleasing to the eye?

           
Taking a moment to reflect on that, Salsa thought about what he
could do that might be aesthetically pleasing. He could dance, of
course - maybe the drawings on the walls were more important than
they seemed. Were they trying to tell them something? Maybe they
were… instructions?


           
Salsa studied the pictures intently. Then as the saying goes,
monkey see, monkey do, he started to do the odd moves depicted on
the wall. He sped up faster and faster after he got the hang of it.
It seemed like the weird little dance lasted ten minutes, but was
only really two. After all the pictures had been imitated, Salsa
collapsed on the ground, exhausted.


           
He heard a rumbling in front of him and looked up to see the stone
face open it's great big mouth.


           
"Hmm." Fassad remarked, "Maybe I won't kill you after all."


           
Beyond the stone face was a simple circular room with a hole in its
center, and a ladder going straight down. Fassad was feeling in
higher spirits now that they were making some progress, although
its urgency hadn't gone yet. They still didn't have the item it was
looking for.


           
At least it didn't push him down the hole this time. It looked
quite a bit deeper than the last one.

           
It was difficult to say exactly where they were - were they still
even inside the building? They had entered some kind of deep
underground cavern that stretched out in all directions. There was
very little light this far below the surface, and neither of them
could make out if there were any walls or if there was any
end to the darkness all around them.

           
They could still see the path laid out for them, though, so they
didn't have to worry about making a misstep and falling forever.
Fassad was still pushy and insistent, but even it recognized the
caution necessary to continue.

           
Bones lay skewed across the ground occasionally. There was no smell
of rotting flesh in the air, so they had clearly been there for
quite some time.


           
The pathway was very straight, curving little aside from the
occasional rise and dip, making its only real threat is lack of
sides. They found their way to another ladder going even farther
down, and before it was simple metal door. It appeared to be locked
from the other side.


           
There wasn't much they could do about it, though, so they had to
move on. They needed to go quickly - whatever Fassad wanted, there
was a chance it might pass them by if they dawdled.

           
They felt their way along the continuing path, and eventually it
bridged over a pool of water just below them. There was a lever
jutting out of the ground just on the other side of the bridge. But
there was no clear label or indication of what the lever might
do.


           
Fassad hummed to itself, looking over the lever, trying to decipher
what it might be used for. "What's it for, I wonder?" it asked
itself, searching along its base and its back for something like an
inscription or whatever that might give it a hint. It stepped back,
looking to Salsa expectantly; if the lever did anything bad, Fassad
wanted him to be the guinea pig, clearly. "Pull this lever!" it
demanded.

           
Whatever it did would probably be less painful than the collar on
his neck, so he obeyed. It wasn't like he had a choice
anyway.

           
There was a massive rumbling all throughout the cavern, knocking
them both off their feet. In another instant, the pool of water
below them began to gurgle to swish to life, eventually forming
into its own powerful underground stream, running out to who knows
where. A large wall just beyond the lever began to lift up and out
of the water, letting the dammed water flow freely.

           
The lever controlling the dam was a surprise, especially since they
hadn't seen the dam before.


           
But they certainly hadn't expected people to come rushing
out with the water. Along with some other kind of softly-glowing
sphere rushing behind them, its light a little obscured by the
water but it was still easy to make out. They each tumbled along
with the rushing water, eventually disappearing into the darkness
of the cavern ahead.

           
"It's them!" Fassad shouted, leaning over the edge of the bridge,
trying to keep its eyes on them as they vanished with the water.
"They fled into the waterway!" Salsa hoped it wasn't going to
suggest he go in and chase after them…

           
Just as the intruders vanished, he and Fassad were joined by two
more of those pink creatures with the stiff faces. They immediately
began more of that honking and squealing, and more of the same
awkward dance. "What?!" Fassad asked, and they did the exact same
thing again. "Yes, you numbskulls, I could see they escaped with
the item! After them! After them! After them! GO AFTER THEM! No,
wait," it recanted, realizing its mistake, "they're still inside.
Corner them, is what I said! Do that! Contact me the instant you
find them!" With their orders, they made some more squeals, and
then ran off. Fassad grunted in frustration. "There's not a single
useful person here!"

           
It turned back to face Salsa, its expression sour over how
everything has turned out so far. "We're heading back to the Yado
Inn for now, monkey. Maybe a nap will put all this behind
me."

           
It was a long way back, but the trip back was easier than the trip
there.


           


           
Just as they exited the building and was about to cross over the
moat surrounding it, they came across a peculiar scene between two
more of those creatures. They moved erratically and aggressively,
like they were mad at each other, and two of their large machines
were parked directly on the bridge, preventing anybody from
crossing it.

           
"What are you doing?! One of you two, get out of my way!" Fassad
ordered.


           
They both stopped their fighting to face Fassad, realizing that a
superior was talking to them. Right away, one of them turned to the
other and began barking its own orders at it. "You heard mister
Fassad!" it shouted, speaking words Salsa could actually
understand. "Fall back!"

           
"He was looking at you when he said it!" the other retorted, not
backing down. "You fall back!"

           
Fassad, mad enough at everything that had happened the past hour,
cleared the confusion between them.


           
"SHUT UP!! I don't give a damn about any of that!" it roared at
them both. "Both of you get out of my way, now!"
Salsa had never seen them move so quickly before; in a matter of
moments, they crammed themselves into one machine each, and they
were both moved out of the way, parking the machines back onto the
building's front lawn.


           
"Just look how late it is now! You're so stupid!" Fassad fumed.


           
Even in front of a furious Fassad, neither of them seemed to get
that they should just be quiet.     "It's all your
fault, you idiot!" one said.

           
"He was looking at you when he said it! So you're the idiot, you
idiot!"

           
"I know you are, but what am I?! You idiot!"

           
Fassad had had just about enough.


           
"Both of you idiots, go find them NOW!!"


           
Without another word, they both ran off.





           
The cemetery and the grass field separating it from the village
were totally alone, making their walk thankfully uneventful. When
they past the north gate to the village, however, there was a loud
raucous near the well. There was a great big crowd, and voices were
being raised. At least one of them - Salsa recognized it, it was
the same one he and Fassad met at night when they first arrived -
was almost hopping mad, but it was also cowering behind one of the
taller, lankier ones.

           
"Besides," it shouted over its human shield, "I bet you were the
one who let Duster get away in the first place!" Another thing,
having a hair color nothing else had and wearing a long, blue
ornament over its whole body, turned to face the first. It
immediately began hiding behind its shield again.

           
"I have done no such thing," another said, approaching the first.
It looked older; most of the hair on its head was gone, and it had
creases all along its face that told its age. "Nor would I have any
need to."

           
Fassad clearly saw an opportunity to raise its own social standing
with the villagers among their squabbling. Turning around to fix
its face a bit - trying to relax himself from the bad day he's had
so far - it approached the crowd in high spirits and confident
strides, putting on the same facade as they had earlier that
morning. "My goodness!" it said, almost jovially, "I simply can't
believe someone would steal the money I so humbly gave you! Perhaps
it's true, then." It began to sound a little sad, like it had made
an unfortunate conclusion. "Perhaps this village really is starting
to become cursed… " Taking a place with the thing with the colorful
hair, Fassad addressed the whole crowd. "We can't allow Tazmily
village to become a dismal hive for evildoers to run amok. We must
all seek happiness… or this village will be in grave danger! Come,
little Salsa," it said, clapping its paws together to get his
attention. "We must retire to the Inn for now. I will think of some
way to help this poor village after some rest."

           
Salsa approached Fassad, but was too engrossed by the thing with
the colorful hair to move to its side immediately. There was…
something about it that drew him to it. From the look of its eyes,
it seemed to feel the same way about him.


           
For just a moment, he felt that they were somehow… communicating
with each other. Without any words or noises, Salsa managed to let
out all his pains, cries, hungers and frustrations to this thing in
the span of a few seconds, and it listened and sympathized to them
all.

           
The moment passed, and suddenly his mind cleared. This thing could
understand him? He knew it was a silly thought; nothing, aside from
that furry quadruped earlier, could understand anything he said or
did at all. But still, the thought-

           
"Oh? What's this?" Fassad asked, breaking his trance. "Are you fond
of the nice lady there?"

           
It took a moment for him to respond, but he eventually tore his
eyes from the thing and back to Fassad. "Come now. I'll give you
lots and lots of Luxury Bananas later, so let's return to the Yado
Inn."


           
That was a laugh. The moment he was pulled away from the eyes of
the crowd, the familiar shock from his collar rang through his body
once again.


           


           
ZAP!


           
"Hey! Stupid monkey!" As if it still needed to grab his attention
after that. "It seems like you still don't understand the situation
you're in! I don't know how many times I need to make it clear to
you, but if you ever disobey me or try any funny business in the
slightest, not only will I zap you so hard you'll feel it
yesterday, I'll make sure your beloved girlie monkey winds up in
some serious trouble. Remember that!" It walked over to the bed in
the corner and flopped down crudely across its sheets. "I've had
enough of today. Only three boxes; the item is gone; I can't do a
thing to those trespassers as long as they're in the village' and
insubordinates everywhere. Go to sleep, monkey! Maybe the message
will have gotten through your skull by the morning."

           
Salsa's time with Fassad had been very grating on himself as well,
not just today. In a flash, his old life was gone, and now he had
to slave away with this cruel thing that threatened to hurt his
girlfriend at every turn. He's been beaten, his muscles are almost
always twitching from the constant shocks, but the worst was having
to pretend that he was happy all the time in front of the
others.

           
Just as his belly growled for the umpteenth time that day, Salsa
couldn't help but just cry. It was the first time he had the
opportunity since the hot place so long ago.


           


           
Salsa had cried himself to sleep a few hours ago. Thankfully, this
time, his sleep was dreamless, allowing him to rest for the day
ahead.

           
He was awoken, however, by the sound of a voice. He blinked his
eyes open groggily, trying to focus on the sound. It was a fair bit
different than Fassad's voice - and from how it kept laying there,
the sound of its offensively loud breathing still booming through
the room, it was clear Fassad was still asleep.

           
"Hey," the voice said again. It was very hushed, trying to whisper
to him without waking the lumbering oaf on the bed. Salsa managed
to lift his tired head, looking around the room for where the voice
could be coming from, but it was only them in the room. He heard
quiet knocks on the wood, and Salsa turned, looking towards the
windows. Their shutters were closed, but the knocking was
definitely coming from them.

           
Looking at Fassad, then back to the window, Salsa took a chance. As
quietly as he could, he stepped onto the small wooden table on the
corner, boosting himself high enough to reach the window above.
Carefully, he spun the shutters open - and on the other side was
that thing from before. The one with the colorful hair that he felt
some kind of connection to. "Hey, monkey! We're here to rescue you!
That cheap bastard's asleep! Hurry here!"


           
Worriedly, Salsa turned back to Fassad. It was still lying there,
sound asleep. Hadn't as much as moved an inch. But knowing that it
still held all the power, even when it was asleep, Salsa hesitated.
What would they do to his girlfriend if it woke up and Salsa wasn't
there?

           
He knew what she would have said to him, though. 'Worry about
yourself!', she would have chided. And for once, Salsa had to agree
- he knew it was unlikely that Fassad would ever let them go, and
that it would probably work them both to the death. If he was
presented with a chance to run, he had to take it.


           
Salsa jumped out the window and saw the colorful one and an old,
wrinkly one. The three of them ran into the center of town.


           
You're safe now." Said the wrinkly one.


           
"Dunno how you got involved with that lie-spewin' fraud," said the
one with the colorful hair, "but you must've had your reasons, I
guess. Poor li'l thing."

           
The older one turned to face the other. "Princess. This is a great
deed you've done." Salsa felt worlds better now that he was away
from Fassad, if for however long, but at least this little bit of
freedom was enough to rejuvenate his spirit. The older one said
that the younger one's name was 'Princess'? He'd have to remember
the names of his saviors. "Now let's go find that lazy mor - I
mean, Duster - and the egg he has with him. I know he's alright;
morons like him never get sick, no matter where they go or what
they do."


           
"Yeah. We just gotta find Duster and the egg." Princess turned back
to Salsa, looking him in the eyes. "But even we still gotta free
this monkey. Even if we're away from that phony, this guy's still
not free." It walked to its side, and began fiddling with the tough
collar around his neck. He allowed it to, although he was a little
afraid it might go off with too much pressure. But, nothing it did
got it off him.


           
"No good on this end," Princess concluded. "Geezer. Go steal that
zapper gizmo while that lyin' freak's still asleep."

           
"Oh, right," Geezer agreed. "I should've swiped it earlier. My
mistake. I'll be right back." Leisurely, it turned right back
around and walked back to the open window at the 'in', effortlessly
and soundlessly slipping in.

           
"You'll be free in a minute, monkey," Princess soothed. And in his
happiness for finally being away from Fassad, he dared to believe
it. "You must've had it rough. That old geezer's the best at what
he does; it's just a little bit longer."

           
Salsa couldn't wait. He couldn't wait to be done with all the kicks
to his back, and all the starvation and abuse, and he most
certainly couldn't wait-


           
ZAP!


           
-for that to stop happening.

           
Geezer climbed back through the window after only a moment,
apparently already done with what it needed to do. "Hey, monkey,"
it said apologetically as it approached him and Princess. "I stole
the doohickey. I accidentally bumped it on the way back. Are you
alright?"

           
The sooner Salsa was done with this thing, the better. He
shouldered that last zap; compared to when he first felt it, it was
hardly anything at all by now. Geezer withdrew the small piece of
silver with the red circle from one of the holes in its own
ornament. It was unquestionably the same one Fassad used time and
again. Slowly and carefully, Geezer placed it on the ground between
them.

           
"Here, monkey," Princess began, the corners of its lips curling up
like Fassad's did sometimes. But this time… it was comforting to
look at. "You destroy it."

           
He was glad to.


           
"Alright, monkey, you can go wherever you want now. You're free."
Salsa had never heard sweeter words before. But his girlfriend's
well-being had never left his thoughts - if he ran, she would be at
Fassad's mercy, and it'd probably treat her a lot worse than him.
He couldn't simply do what Princess was saying; he had to somehow
make certain that she'd be free, or at least okay, before he could.
"You got something keeping you from running away?" it asked. "What
is it?"

           
Salsa didn't know how he could explain it to them… he knew what he
needed to get across, but there was a language barrier between
them.


           
Before any of them tried to say anything more, Salsa felt that
connection between him and Princess once more. It only lasted a
moment, just like last time, but he still felt as though he was
telling it his whole predicament: the whole story, from when they
were captured in the jungles of Tanetane, to the last time he saw
his girlfriend. He had no way of knowing for certain, but he felt
that it was somehow understanding every 'word' he was
'saying'.

           
"Your girlfriend's been kidnapped?" it asked, mostly to fill in
Geezer. "Or 'monkeynapped', as I should say? Damn that cheap
bastard! He's screwed up! "

           
"Oh, did you call for me?" Salsa froze on the spot, his fur
standing on end. A chill ran down his back - that was the last
voice he wanted to hear, now, of all times. Less than a minute
after his freedom. "I happen to be that screwed-up, cheap bastard
you speak of!"

           
Fassad approached the three of them from the southern gate, backed
by at least four of the same pink creatures with stiff faces. They
were very stealthy, having managed to regroup without any of them
noticing a thing.


           
"To think that I would get to meet you here of all places, Princess
Kumatora."


           
It made some more of that odd grunting noise. Geezer approached
Princess, its eyes never off the others, while Salsa began to
visibly shake in fear in front of Fassad. "You stupid monkey! Did
you really think you could get away from me?!"

           
Salsa knew what Fassad was capable of, even without the small piece
of silver. Panicked, he dashed behind Princess, relying on it for
his protection. If it could free him, maybe it could keep him free.
"He can!" Princess answered for him. "And we're gonna let him!" For
all its big talk, they were still clearly outmatched, and Princess
knew it. They backed up against the well, trying to put distance
between them and Fassad.

           
"Geezer. Monkey. Are you two ready?" it whispered, its eyes still
defiantly on Fassad. "One… two… three!… Is when we run! Got it?"
When it didn't get a response, it turned around, noticing that
Salsa and Geezer already had a huge start on it. Alone and
vulnerable, the others began to close in on it quickly. "Damn,
they're fast," it noted, before finally turning around and making a
break for it itself.

           
"After them!" Fassad commanded its league. "Don't let them escape!"
The four creatures behind it broke into a sprint after them, while
it quickly retrieved a device from a hole in its ornament and
brought it to its ear. "They're headed your way!" it urgently said
to nobody, then waited a moment for a response. "I see. Then remain
there on standby. I'll be there shortly." Replacing the device in
one hole and digging in another, it retrieved a banana, and took a
single bite off its top before throwing the rest to the ground,
"There's no escape from me! Nwehe-nwehehehehe!"


           


           
Past the north gate, just onto the grassy field, they found the
north pass into the cemetery was cut off by another of those
massive machines Salsa had seen at the castle earlier. "We gotta
escape into the forest!" it yelled over its rumblings. "We're
screwed anyway else!" Thankfully Salsa knew exactly which way the
forest was, and he couldn't agree more. Running off the path and
cutting through the fields, they made a dash for the forest's
entrance.


           
But Fassad's group had apparently thought ahead and were ready to
meet them there.


           
It was dispatched quickly, though; Princess just waved a paw at it,
and suddenly, a bright flash erupted from its claws. A string of
lines, like he saw in the sky sometimes when it rained, arced from
its paws and into the creature, knocking it still
immediately.

           
He had never seen a creature manage to do that so easily. Just what
was Princess capable of? First, being able to 'speak' to it in a
way he couldn't understand, and then this?

           
They continued running deeper into the forest, trying to find any
sort of salvation from Fassad's group. But it was pretty clear, as
they went farther in, that they had somehow anticipated all their
moves and they were cutting them off at every opportunity.


           
"Damn! Is our only choice to go back?!" Princess fumed.


           
They tried to run back but another one of the massive machines
coming towards them. They turned around, but only to be blocked but
two pig masks.


           
"We're surrounded… " Princess observed.


           
"The large machine revved its engine and started moving even
closer.


           
"Oh crap! It's attacking!" Wess shouted.


           
They both ran as they could in the opposite direction, knocking
down the pig masks in their way.


           
Princess was firing bright lights at the large machine and it
seemed to be slowing it down a bit.


           
The large machine fired a huge black sphere just barely missed
them. It landed with a large crash in front of them and they all
avoided it. The machine, however, wasn't as bright and it ran right
into it, causing it to swerve into a nearby tree.


           
The three of them collapsed onto the ground, thinking it was all
over. But then they heard the rumbling again and the turned around
to see the machine speeding towards them.


           
The wrinkly thing, acting quickly, took a small black ball from his
pocket and lobbed it at the machine. There was a blinding light and
a huge explosion.


           
When they opened their eyes, there were scraps of metal
everywhere.


           
They three of them got up and turned around. There were two of the
odd pink creatures, shaking like leaves.


           
Salsa heard a familiar voice behind him. He turned around and a
feeling of horror washed over him.


           
Fassad was headed their way with a whole bunch of the pink things
behind him as well as another one of the large machines.


           
"Now then, Princess Kumatora… " Princess and the wrinkly thing
whirled around, "May I ask that you behave and do as we say?"


           
Just as he said that, a very small creature with yellow hair on his
head walked over to them.


           
"Who're you?" Fassad asked, obviously not happy, "Get outta here,
you stupid kid!"


           
The small thing let out a whistle, and a small, green lizard thing
hopped to its side.


           
"OH MY PORK!!" Fassad screamed, "What is a baby Drago doing here?!
You! Baby Drago! Get outta here!"


           
The lizard thing let out a small roar. The ground began to shake,
as if a large animal was approaching.


           
Everyone turned around to see a huge lizard thing that was about
twice the size of the small lizard thing.


           
It whipped its tail around and two of the pink things went flying.
Everyone started to back away as it approached.


           
It then let out the loudest roar that Salsa had ever heard in his
life. The small yellow-haired creature approached it without any
fear. Princess, Salsa, and the wrinkly thing ran to his side. He
let another shrill whistle.


           
The large lizard jumped towards Fassad and his army. It then
proceeded to get rid of the pink things one by one. Some were flung
far away, other were smashed into trees. The four of them stood
perfectly still until the only one left was Fassad.


           
"No… Stop… " Salsa had never seen Fassad this scared before, "Stop!
Don't! Please!"


           
Princess laughed, "Feeling better now, monkey?"


           
Salsa thought for a bit, and then whistled as hard as he could. The
large lizard roared and charged at Fassad.


           
"Aaaaahhhhh!" He shrieked as he was flung through the air and off
into the forest.


           
The small lizard thing let out a small growl and jumped on the
large lizard thing's back. They large lizard turned around and
roared, as if to say, You're welcome. They then hopped into the
forest and disappeared.


           
They all faced the yellow-haired thing.


           
"Lucas," the wrinkly thing said, "I've heard that you've done
nothing but cry since the day your mother passed away, but what you
did just now was wonderful. You saved our lives. Thank you,
Lucas."


           
"Oh, right. Gotta say hi. Hi! Nice to meetcha! And thanks!"
Princess said rather happily, "You don't even know what was goin'
on, but you saved our lives! It's probably a little late for it
now, but you should ask this geezer about what's goin' on."


           
The yellow-haired thing slowly turned to look at Princess and then
at the wrinkly thing.


           
"Sure, I can fill you in on everything!" The wrinkly one said,
"Will you listen, Lucas."


           
The yellow-haired thing slowly nodded its head.


           
"Well, it goes like this… "


           


           
"And that's everything that happened." The wrinkly one had finished
retelling the past events, "No, Lucas. You stay here in Tazmily.
I'm certain Claus will come back sooner or later. I'd like you and
Flint and the others to work together to protect our village. Oh, I
intend to help, too, of course. What little I can, at least," He
turned to Princess, "Princess! I leave the monkey in your hands!
Oh, and search for that moron, too!"


           
Princess approached the yellow-haired thing. "Lucas. I dunno why,
but I somehow get the feeling I'll be seein' you again. Take care
of yourself! Okay, monkey! Let's go!"


           
Salsa turned to her with a look of sheer joy. And with that, they
ran off.

 


           
Tazmily village is now transforming exactly how the newly-come
peddler had planned.


           
Only a handful of villagers realize that things that were good and
right are being tossed away one after the other.


           
Although prosperity is increasing, an eerie darkness seems to be
growing heavier over the village at the same time.


           
However, within that darkness, a frail young boy begins to grow
ever stronger.


           
Soon, Lucas will repaint this tale of sadness with a bright, new
color.


           
The deeper the darkness, the brighter the sunrise at dawn.


           
The once-coddled Lucas is now on his way to becoming a brilliant,
young sun.










Chapter 13

 


Three years have passed since then… 

           
It was the start of a new day.


           
Flint wasn't anywhere to be found. That wasn't surprising. Every
day for the past three years, he went out to Hinawa's grave first
thing in the morning, and from there straight out to the Drago
Plateau to resume his search for Claus. It was hard on Flint,
having to go out there every day to avoid having to face the truth,
but it was harder on poor Lucas - it was tough seeing his dad
destroy himself like this. Flint and Alec were the only family he
had left.

           
Every morning Flint wasn't there to greet him as he woke up only
reminded him of everything that had happened over the last three
years. He didn't want to seem like a bad brother by trying to move
on, but it was… hard to think about. There was no place Lucas could
offer his respects, assuming his brother really had passed away -
Flint would aggressively refuse to have a grave built for him,
since there was no body, and therefore no proof of his death.


           
Every morning, when he looked himself in the mirror, finding all
the loose hairs and frazzled locks from his bed-head, he thought
about his mom.

           
That was always the hardest part of the day. He could never brush
his own hair or get the stains out of his own clothes like she
could. But he did his best, for himself, and for his father.

           
He didn't have a whole lot planned for today. Head out to his mom's
grave and pay his respects, like he did every morning, and then
into the town. Maybe look for a job or something. His father left
him a daily allowance of a handful of dragon points, and he wasn't
usually wanting for a whole lot himself, but repairs were pretty
costly. His dad could only make so much money doing so many things.
He had to pitch in himself somehow.

           
Boney was with the sheep, playing and rousing about with them, but
also making sure that they never went too far from the house. Lucas
couldn't remember when exactly the two black sheep weren't actually
black: their wool had been charred that way from soot, from
constant showers of entirely coincidental lightning bolts striking
his property over and over again, usually around three or four
times a week, regardless of the weather.

           
"Hey, boy," Lucas said in his quiet, shy way, to Boney. There
weren't a lot of people Lucas could find himself opening up to, but
Boney was an excellent listener whenever he did have
something to say. Boney barked in reply and immediately began
tugging at the hem of his shirt; he always had exactly one thing in
mind.


           
They sheep just milled about, keeping to themselves whenever Boney
wasn't with them. They never tried to leave the property, so Lucas
had no problems leaving them to themselves while he went into the
town for a bit.

           
There was the odd tourist lingering around his backyard , trying to
get a good view of his house. Ever since the lightning kept
striking his house from absolutely natural means, his place had
garnered something of a reputation throughout the Nowhere Islands.
People would come from miles around to see Tazmily's famous
'Lightning House'.

           
They had been offered a few times to make their house a tourist
attraction, but that would mean allowing people on their property
nearly all hours of the day. Their privacy and values were worth
more than some coin someone said was worth something.

           
One day, a few years ago, pretty much everybody's house in Tazmily
was struck by lightning, one right after the other. Nobody was
hurt, thankfully, but there were exactly three exceptions: Abbey
and Abbot's house; Biff's place out on the
farm-turned-military-training-camp; and Isaac's house in the
forest. Fassad was there the whole time, insisting that these
people had been 'blessed with happiness' because they were willing
to try its Happy Box gimmick. Under that kind of pressure, Tazmily
caught on to the Happy Box fad fast.


           
The only people to always refuse getting a Happy Box were himself;
his father; Fuel and Lighter; old man Nippolyte, caretaker of the
graveyard; and Reggie, the spiritualist to the west of the town.
Nippolyte's shack had been struck with lightning fourteen times
over three years, and as a testament to its structural stability,
it only collapsed recently. Lighter's house, which he and Flint had
built from scratch a month after the fire, was struck recently, but
only lost its top floor. Thunderbolts had also rained down on
Reggie's place since that day, but because it was so small, they
always managed to miss. Lucas could only hope Reggie's luck had
held out another week.

           
In only three short years, Tazmily had transformed completely from
a small village with a handful of cheery people - where everybody
knew everybody; there was no crime; and there was little desire for
material things beyond food, shelter and clothing - to a commercial
centerpiece of the Nowhere Islands, thriving on cash flow and
business for everybody. Prosperity was higher than it ever was in
the history of the islands…


            …
but it still felt as though something was missing.

           
In the center of town, where the well once stood, Fassad was
standing and peddling its constant nonsense to anybody that offered
to give it the time of day. Neither it nor Lucas had forgotten that
one event in the Sunshine Forest three years ago, and because of
that, they actively went out of their way to ignore each other out
of disgust. Fassad relied on word-of-mouth from the others citizens
to try and get Lucas or Flint to purchase one of its Happy
Boxes.

           
Aside from the principle of not buying into whatever Fassad was
selling, he and his father just didn't see the appeal of the Happy
Boxes. They were large, ugly, cumbersome, and they just flashed
colors and noises all hours of the day. Everybody else found them
almost hypnotic, but to them, they were just… weird.

           
Lucas and Boney continued north, to the railroad station that
connected Tazmily to the industrials parks a train-ride away. Gone
was the village bell, and gone was tall Leder, the quiet man whose
sole job was to ring it.

           
Lucas had never been on a train, and often wished he could ride
one, but tickets cost almost as much as repairing their house from
the lightning. And he could never simply walk to the industrial
parks because somebody was always there to stop him for one reason
or another.

           
As a small detour, he stepped onto the station's platform. The only
two machines solely meant for transport were the mayor's vehicle
(which couldn't even be used outside of the town) and this train.
Sometimes he liked to 'window shop' by marveling at the machine
up-close, and daydream about the day he might finally get to ride
of the thing for once.

           
Just as he stepped onto the platform, two familiar faces wearing
orange factory clothes emerged from one of the train's cars.

           
“C’mon now, Jackie, get real. It can’t possibly be him.” Bronson
said.


           
“But just think about it," Jackie replied, spinning around. "No
one's seen hide nor hair of Duster since he disappeared three years
ago. It's gotta be him." Just then, the door to the train's car
slid shut, and off it sped, back into the mountain and back towards
the factory.

           
"C'mon now, that's nonsense!" Bronson chided, shaking his hand and
his head dismissively. Just as he did, he realized Lucas standing
there, watching them both talk about Duster. "Oh, hey there Lucas,"
he said. With how close Bronson was to Flint, he practically
considered Lucas to be his own son.

           
"Hi, uncle Bronson," he replied, knowing full well that Bronson
wasn't actually related to him. "What are you guys talking
about?"


           
"Hmm? Oh, nothing . There's this concert hall called Club Titiboo
past the factory, and the bass player there looks a bit like
Duster." He turned to face Jackie, waving his hand dismissively
again. "Jackie here is convinced he's Duster. I think the work's
getting to him."



           
"But it looks just like him!" Jackie protested. "I really
think we should tell old man Wess. He deserves to know that his kid
might be alright after so long."

           
Bronson sighed, walking past them both. "Maybe if he knew for
sure," he continued over his shoulder, "But we'd only end up
disappointing Wess if we were wrong. The guy we saw just happens to
look a lot like Duster. That's all. We don't know any more than
that. Period." It was clear Bronson wasn't taking 'maybe' as a good
enough answer. He was clearly final on the matter. "But enough
about that. I'm tired and sore and hungry. It's time to head home
and have some chow while I watch the Happy Box."

           
Jackie was happy they could at least agree on that. "You took the
words right out of my mouth! I'm starving, too!" Just before they
left, Bronson turned to Lucas once more, "Well, see ya Lucas, tell
Flint I say hi."


           
They both left the station after that, leaving Lucas to go back to
his own schedule. Having enough of the detour with the train, he
resumed on his way to his mother's grave.

           
The only real part of Tazmily that hadn't seen a lot of change was
the cemetery. Where the old dirt paths were replaced with smooth
asphalt almost everywhere else in the town, the simple grey, dreary
dirt paths in and around the graveyard remained.


           
It had something of a vandalism problem, now, though, probably
because of the lack of conformity. Old man Nippolyte was getting up
there in the years, and he was having trouble trying to keep up
with the vandals. Three years ago, everybody would have jumped in
to offer their support - well, three years ago, there wouldn't have
been any vandalism anyway - but nowadays, volunteers were a
scarcity, and Nippolyte couldn't find the time to make the money to
hire the help.


           
Or to help him rebuild his house. But thanks to the old folk's
retirement home to the west of town, Nippolyte at least didn't have
to worry about shelter. He only had to worry about his
dignity.

           
"Oh, Lucas," Nippolyte huffed, busy digging away in front of what
remained of his house. Lucas had no idea what for: either for a new
grave or just for the sake of it, he couldn't tell.

           
"Hi, Nippolyte," was all he could confidently reply.


           
"Your old man's always visiting Hinawa's grave. Is that what you're
headed now?"

           
"Yeah." He could hardly get his voice up louder than a whimper.
Thankfully Nippolyte's hearing was still as good as ever.

           
"Like clockwork," he laughed to himself, still chipping away at the
ground. "You know where." Lucas only nodded in reply and walked
off, Boney close behind.

           
The area surrounding Hinawa's grave, and the tombstone itself,
weren't so much as threatened by the vandals the whole time. For
everybody that remembered her, Hinawa was beloved by all and she
was deeply missed even today. For everybody that didn't, they
didn't want to get on Flint's bad side by disrespecting her
grave.

           
Flint was there, kneeling at the tombstone with his head down. Once
Lucas approached, he stood, looking as though he had just finished
paying his respects, and turned around. "Oh, Lucas," he said, not
hearing the footsteps from behind. It's been a while now. You
should go talk to your mom."


           
Lucas approached the tombstone and knelt the same way his father
had. "Hi, mom," he whispered.

           


           
Flint had left while he was reminiscing. With that done, he stood
and dusted the dirt off his knees. Ruffling the fur on Boney's
head, they both turned and left the grave, back towards the town.
He had no real objective in mind, other than to look for some work.
Maybe he could get a job at Caroline's Bakery like Fuel had.

           
As he returned to the town's square, he could see Wess approach
Fassad's speaking area from the west, from the old folk's home.
Lucas couldn't tell from this distance, but from the way he walked,
Wess had a few things to say, and none of them were pleasant.

           
"Fassad!" He yelled, getting Fassad's, and the group he was
speaking to, attention. "Stop it! Quit ruining this town any more
than you already have!"


           
Having managed to pull the attention from Fassad to himself, he
spoke more openly to the crowd, trying to challenge Fassad at his
'game'. "There's something not right about all this lightning,
especially not today's!" he insisted. "And I think you and the
Pigmasks are behind it, somehow! Leave Tazmily this instant! Keep
your hands out of this village's affairs!"

           
Fassad confidently strode up to Wess, speaking right into his face,
accepting his apparent challenge. "Why, hello there, mister Wess,"
it replied calmly. The smarmy way Fassad replied to him was like a
verbal slap in the face - it clearly didn't take Wess
seriously.


           
"You know, if you keep making the veins in your forehead pop out
like that, happiness will only escape you." It smirked, looking the
old man over. "By which I mean your hair, in this case."

           
A local Pig Mask that was on-duty patrolling the square overheard
the commotion Wess was raising, and silently joined the circle,
directly behind the old man. "In any case," Fassad continued, its
grin unwavering, "I haven't the slightest idea what you're talking
about." The Pig Mask approached, ready to grab Wess and drag him
away. "It's been fun. Please try not to trip, get hurt, or go bald
your way home."


           
Before Wess could react, he was suddenly captured in what Lucas
thought was probably the least dignifying way a person like him
could be caught.


           
In a potato sack.


           
"Cease this violence! I'm not a bug! I'm an old man!"


           
"With that, he was slowly dragged away. Lucas approached the scene
- he felt that he should help Wess somehow. He was there; he
witnessed it all, and to be honest, he agreed with Wess completely.
Fassad noticed him stand approach, and quickly walked up to the
boy, intent on shooing him away quickly: for the sake of its public
image, it couldn't have a child like Lucas pulled away the same way
Wess was.

           
"Lucas!" it whispered venomously, leaning in close, "Quit snooping
around me! Don't get in my way!"


           
It straightened himself up, and spoke louder, letting the others
listen in. "Lucas," it sighed regrettably, "I really wish you would
put a Happy Box in your home already, so you can be happy just like
everybody else here." Lucas frowned himself, staring into Fassad's
eyes. His silence was his weapon in this confrontation.

           
Apparently unconcerned with whatever Lucas did or did not have to
say, Fassad faced the crowd once more. "I'm always hoping for that
day," it said over his shoulder, before resuming his peddling to
the others. As much as Lucas hated it, he had to leave it be - he
had no proof or reason (or backbone) to combat Fassad in public
like this. With nothing he could do, he had to resume with his
self-assigned chores for the day.


           
Ever since the introduction of dragon points as a source of
economy, Lucas had taken to wandering the beaches on the west side
of the town to collect anything that had washed up there to sell to
Thomas at his general store. They never got very much, but it was
just enough to purchase a loaf of bread, or a few cookies,
from the bakery. That kept him and Boney fed until his father came
home from the mountains.

           
A depressing sight was there to greet him when he entered the west
side of the town. There was a small crowd gathered around a small
cranny between two hills in the corner, where Reggie's hut was. Or,
used to be. Reggie himself was pretty distraught over the sudden
issue.


           
"The lightning used to be Reggie's friend. But now the lightning is
bad to Reggie." He said.


           
The prison nearby was still standing, and was recently remodeled
slightly to reflect that it was a police station instead of a
simple building with a concrete box in it. The prison itself wasn't
used too often, but there was still the odd criminal here or
there.


           
Whether their arrest was justified or not was entirely to the
policemen's discretion, which put Lucas off from the whole
profession. He tended to stay away from the building often.

           
Farthest west, towards the end of the world as he knew it, had
turned into something of a tourist hotspot. A lot of people went to
the beaches for either a decent tan, or to marvel at the idea that
nothing besides more and more ocean existed beyond that point. The
beach there got a decent amount of attention by itself: the
occasional over-thinker., the star-crossed lovers, and the… well,
the lonely weirdoes. He recognized a girl his age there, Nana: she
stared out across the ocean all by herself, looking lonesome. The
least he could do was stop and say hello.

           
"It would be best if you didn't talk to me. Got that? Everybody
hates me, you know. They all say I talk too much and never shut up.
Are you sure you don't wanna turn back now?"


           
Lucas tried to respond, but she started up again.


           
"Do you know what a trumpet is? I was actually thinking of learning
how to play the trumpet…but I didn't. It's not that I was bad at it
or anything. That's just how it was destined to be. Do you know
what destiny is? Destiny. If you do, then that's cool. My destiny
just didn't cross the destiny of trumpets. That's all. But thanks
to my not taking up the trumpet, I can spend all the time I would
have spent practicing it on other things. That's one way of looking
at it. It's not like I'm doing something wrong here. Yeah. I'll
start something else, and who knows, maybe that will go well. Like
maybe I'll start practicing the yanopi. Do you know what a yanopi
is? It's the proper term for a piano. What if I start practicing
the yanopi now, and wind up being the greatest yanopist ever,
charming the hearts of men the world over? It'd mean I was right
about everything wouldn't it? My fate still hasn't kissed the
yanopis' fate at a crosswalk just yet, but nobody knows what the
future holds. Not even mole crickets, water striders, or horned
owls. Hey you, smile! Yes, you have a really cute smile, you know,
that? So anyway, basically, you should've turned back when you had
the chance… You know I think I could start to like you…"


           
Lucas waited for her to say more, but when she didn't, he went back
about his routine, looting the shore for all the shells it had to
offer, then turning them in at Thomas's shop, then buying a loaf of
bread at Caroline's to split with Boney. He had been too shy and
quiet-voiced to ask for anything more than that, though, such as a
job, and he'd feel too awkward to go back in and ask. He figured he
could wait a little bit before trying again; he decided to head to
the east side and see what was new there.


           
A stray dog ran up to Lucas, probably thinking that he was coming
to give it a treat. Lucas couldn't remember what color that dog was
supposed to be. The house it seemed to adopt as its home was
untouched over the last three years, refusing the modernization
that the rest of the town had accepted. It had no Happy Box, and
yet it was never struck by lightning…


            …
because technically, nobody had owned it for the past six
months.


           
Biff's and Matt's farm had been bought out by the Pigmasks a few
months after the incident in the Sunshine Forest three years ago.
They were still allowed to live in their house, but the land had
been turned into a training facility for newcomer Pigmasks that had
enlisted. Their large tanks were parked in the corner, and the
trainees were currently doing shallow laps to their military theme
playing from a nearby cassette player.


           
He hadn't seen Matt in days, but he could probably guess why.

           
Matt had a bit of an addictive personality, so it wasn't surprising
to see him glued to the Happy Box as he was. It was a bit more
surprising to see the it captivate most people the same way,
though. He had found Abbot watching his own Happy Box the same way
Matt was now once.

           
The old folk's home was in the area - maybe he could try getting
some work there, and if not, at least he could visit his
grandfather Alec. It used to be Wess's house, but a little while
after the Pigmasks invaded Tazmily, there was some kind of legal
fight or something regarding the property - which was resolved when
lightning coincidentally struck the building a few times. It was
rebuilt into the home for old people it was now.

           
Wess still lived in it, and, it turned out old habits die hard.
Lucas had learned of the place where he kept his thunder bombs a
year or so ago, when he was asked to do some volunteer work around
the lawn. He knew they were dangerous, but that didn't mean they
didn't get a decent amount of dragon points each. Of course, Wess
always knew Lucas was taking them; he didn't seem to mind too
much.

           
The inside of the building left a little something to be
desired.


           
On paper, old folks were considered to be valuable members of
today's productive society. But nowadays nobody really cared for
them. They cut a lot of corners when the home was built, and it
showed. It was held together with little more than hope and prayer.
It was disheartening to know his grandfather was relegated to
living in this dump.

           
The first room at the top of the stairs belonged to Mike. He wasn't
old enough to be called 'old man Mike', and he was only barely old
enough to be pushed into the place. Nonetheless, he seemed to take
the whole transition in stride.

           
"This place isn't so bad," he told Lucas, after he decided to stop
by and at least keep the guy company for a bit. "I can't be a
burden on Lisa forever, but I do have a Happy Box and nice-bodied
girls like Nan and Linda here to keep me company, so I'm pretty
happy in my own way." He smiled a little wider than Lucas was
comfortable with. Just as he said the way he said it, somebody else
came into the room, apparently overhearing the conversation between
them.


           
"I'm sorry Mike, but that's called sexual harassment these
days."


           
All the glee and joy in Mike's expression vanished the moment Linda
stepped back out. Sadly, he turned back to the Happy Box, losing
himself to its glowing and flashing. "This is a hard world we live
in now. How disappointing," he sighed. Lucas knew that that was his
time to leave.

           
The room farthest in had Alec staying there. Each of the rooms came
with a complimentary Happy Box, regardless of whether or not the
patron asked for one. Alec was doing nothing in particular; he was
facing the rear wall, hand stroking his chin, as he looked it over.
He was probably thinking of doing some do-it-yourself handiwork to
fix the sad shape the leaking and peeling wall was in.

           
"Oh, Lucas. And Boney, too," he said happily once the boy entered
his room. Ever since he was put into the home, he hadn't gotten a
lot of visits from his family. Flint used to visit his log cabin
every day since it was on the way to the mountains, until it was
destroyed, "Lightning hit my mountain cabin million times, making
it impossible to live in anymore. I know it's hard to imagine
lightning hitting my house specifically," he muttered, a little
sour over the fact, "but come on! One million times?!" He was
probably exaggerating for effect, but either way, Alec didn't buy
into the Happy Box craze, and he paid the penalty for it.

           
"You could rebuild," Lucas offered. "I'm sure dad would be happy to
help."

           
Alec frowned sadly, thinking about Flint. "The man has a lot on his
plate," he replied. He remembered joining Flint for the first two
months of his search, but after they had roamed the entire plateau
for the third time, he had to concede defeat. Flint was too broken
to do the same; all Alec could do was leave him and entertain his
hope that Claus was still out there. "I'm sure he'd love to, too,
but I couldn't impose like that."

           
He could see Lucas knew exactly what he meant, and that it was not
lighting up the boy's mood. "I'm glad you came to visit me, Lucas.
It means a lot to this old man. But you could probably do better
around here by helping with Wess the next room over. Ever since the
codger's been evicted of his home, he's been sour grapes about
everything all the time. You could probably do him some good by
dropping by."

           
Lucas knew Alec wasn't actively trying to get him to leave, but
even he had to admit that he wasn't the best conversationalist. He
nodded and said "okay", then turned around and left the room with
Boney, walking into the next one over.

           
In the center of the room was Wess, standing there, stiff as a
brick, his mouth always grumbling words and thoughts only he could
understand. His only company was a carrier pigeon that roamed
freely around the room: in a time when a postal service was devised
for handling letters and messages, few people like Wess stuck with
carrier pigeons, but there it was.

           
Lucas and Wess had something of a bond between each other - it
wasn't much, but ever since that day in the Sunshine Forest, Wess
was one of the few people Lucas could confide in, if however
slightly, and only when Wess was in a good mood.


           
"That Fassad has screwed everything up in every way possible…"


           
Typical of Wess, he skipped the introductions completely. "What is
he trying to do to this village?" Lucas didn't respond; less
because he was shy, and more because he knew he didn't need to.
Wess took a deep breath to calm himself, and the tension visibly
drained from his shoulders. "Sorry, Lucas," he apologized. "I
really embarrassed myself earlier. But curse that Fassad! Treating
me like a bug! Like a stag beetle! The guy really riles me up!
Worse than my bumbling moron of a son did when—" He stopped his
hollering. As much as he considered Duster to be a screw-up, he was
still that screw-up's father. It hurt himself to talk about his son
like that.

           
"About Duster," Lucas said once Wess gave him the opening. "I, um…
heard uncle Bronson and Jackie talking about it. Him. At the train
station. Jackie thinks he… saw Duster somewhere."

           
Wide-eyed, Wess immediately lowered himself to Lucas's level.
"What?!" he alarmingly asked, placing both his old hands on Lucas's
shoulders. Ever since Duster disappeared three years ago, Wess
hadn't had a chance to do any thieving now that the Pigmasks ruled
Tazmily - so this was the first time in years he felt his old heart
begin to race.

           
"Jackie said that… there was a guy at some, uh, music club by the
factory that looked a lot like Duster. Uncle Bronson doesn't
believe it, err, him, though."


           
"A guy who looks just like Duster? Could that moron still be…?"
Wess straightened himself out, and reached for the drawer in his
desk sitting in the corner. From it, he took out a small scrap of
paper with some writing on it, but Wess folded it into eighths
before Lucas could read it. "Lucas!" Wess yelled suddenly, getting
a spook out of the boy, "I'll now lower my voice and talk to you in
a whisper!"


           
"Um," Lucas stuttered, "okay?"

           
"I hate to ask, but could you go and see if this look-alike is
really my moron or not? I'd go myself in a jiffy, but Fassad's
cronies are on the lookout for me, so I'm locked in this wretched
old hive." He knelt down once more, and for the first time Lucas
could remember, Wess almost looked vulnerable. "Please. Go find
that moron for me."

           
Lucas was uncertain, but a bit excited. "Does that mean I get to
ride on the train?"

           
"If you can afford it." Suddenly he wasn't as excited. "I've never
accepted those 'dragon score' things ever since they were
introduced. You know that. Whoever decided to cut a circle out of
some copper and call it valuable is a moron."

           
Wess stood up and walked to the carrier pigeon still freely roaming
the room. Gently, he lifted the bird and tied the piece of paper to
its leg. "But that's a rant for another time," he digressed, "If
you do find Duster, send this pigeon to let me know."


           
Wess handed Lucas an egg with a small switch on it.


           
"Just press the button and the pigeon will fly right to me, no
matter the location. Please press it if you find Duster. You'd
really be doing me a tremendous favor if you did, Lucas." Lucas was
still unsure; Wess was asking him to simply walk all the way from
Tazmily to the factory in the middle of nowhere to find a person
that might not be who they thought it was. Who knows how far away
it was? Who knows when he'd be back?

           
On the other hand, his mother and father had raised him to always
be courteous to the elderly, and he was personally good friends
with Wess. And while he's there at the factory, they might hire him
- the factory tended to hire just about anyone for whatever it is
they do, so the trip may be worth it. And… since that day, he never
got up the courage to go on an adventure without his brother's
support. It would be exciting to finally have one, after a
three-year break.

           
"Okay," he uttered.

           
"Good boy," Wess said thankfully, ruffling Lucas's hair with his
hand. "Help yourself to a Thunder Bomb behind the building when you
leave. You might need it."


           
Lucas was way ahead of him. Looks like he wouldn't be needing those
dragon points today.



           
Without the money to get onto the train, and seeing as the train
wasn't even at the station right then, the only other option was to
sneak past the security and try to beeline down the tracks on foot.
It would take a while, but he and Boney would get there
eventually.


           
Looking around to make sure nobody was watching, they ducked into
the tunnel the first chance they had-


           
"Wait wait wait WAIT!!"


           
But those 'safety first' guys had eyes everywhere. Not that Lucas
could really blame them.


           
"I dunno what reasons you got, but it looks like you wanna go
through this tunnel, right? I know you won't listen to me even if I
tried to stop you," he hummed, shrugging his shoulders in defeat,
"so here, I'll give you this instead." From his back pocket, he
pulled out a long, rolled up piece of paper, and handed it to
Lucas. It was a map of the railroad - not that there was a whole
lot to it, being a straight line, but it did offer landmarks and
distances.

           
"Do you know what the most frightening things inside the tunnel
are?" he asked suddenly.

           
"S-slitherhens?" Lucas asked.

           
"Nope."

           
"Muttshrooms?"

           
"Not even. It's not a monster or anything like that. The answer is
trains. Trains are the most dangerous thing in there. So be very,"
he emphasized, "careful to not be hit by any." And with that, the
man simply walked away.



           
Lucas would have to keep that advice in mind.












Chapter 14

 


He had never walked down the train's tracks before. The cave
they immediately went into wasn't very dark at all, thanks to the
two open ends for the train to pass through.


           
An odd breakaway path lead further into the mountains, but it had
been fenced off. Lucas thought that was strange - wouldn't more
paths reaching out to different areas of the islands be a good
thing?


           
The track was occupied by lots of chimeras, which wasn't too
surprising to Lucas. Chimeras had been introduced to the island
maybe a year or so after the incident, and as their numbers
increased, natural animals began to dwindle. He hadn't seen a
normal praying mantis or a common woodland bat in ages: it was all
slitherhens and reconstructed moles instead of the animals he grew
up with. The mushrooms were the closest to 'normal' he had known
for the past two years, and back then they never had legs to run
around with.

           
The tunnel was short and uninteresting, aside from the chimeras and
the fenced tunnel. It opened up into the middle of a different
forest - or maybe just another part of the Sunshine Forest. The
trees looked alike but he had never gone in this direction before,
so he didn't know for certain.


           
If he was still in the Sunshine Forest, then it had some
new creatures he had never seen before; among them a simple stick
with a bird's head jutting lewdly out of the ground.


           
He had never even heard of something like this before. Its
squawking seemed to specifically attract attention to itself,
because as soon as it felt like it was in danger, it let out a
great, loud one, and suddenly, many other chimeras came to its aid
to even the odds.


           
The tracks alternated between inside the mountains and outside in
someplace else, such as the forest. It would have taken only a
moment on train, but on foot, it took twenty minutes to get from
the first cave to the next.


           
This one was a bit darker and a bit longer than the last, but it
was still easy to navigate. No matter the light, it was still a
straight line.


           
The next area that the cave opened up to was a quaint little valley
in between the second and third mountains that the tracks passed
through. It seemed like its own little dry paradise - no trees or
water, but very fresh and isolated. Butterflies dotted the grass in
all the valley's corners.

           
Other than that, it seemed fairly unremarkable. They hadn't been
walking long, but even with the map, Lucas didn't know exactly how
far they had left, and no matter what he would like to at least be
at the factory by sundown. Boney, however, had a different idea,
and almost as soon as they entered the valley, he began barking at
something off to the side and ran over to investigate.


           
At the foot of a long ladder reaching directly up the cliff face,
there was a dress made of high-quality fabrics, along with some
lady's undergarments and high-heel shoes. Lucas looked around the
area: there was no other sign of anybody having been nearby, so
whoever owned these clothes was probably at the top of this ladder.
Or else there was some naked woman running between the valley and
the factory.

           
Lucas pulled the map he received from the man out from his back
pocket.


           
He and Boney were almost exactly between Tazmily and the factory.
It seemed like such a short walk, but between the long treks and
having to fend off chimeras the whole way, he realized just how
bruised he was. The sun was high in the sky, so he guessed it was
around noon or so, and he was naturally, innocently curious as to
why there was a pile of clothing at the bottom of a ladder going
straight up a cliff. They could afford a short detour.


           
At the top of the ladder was a natural hot-spring, like the one in
Sunshine Forest. Considering its location, it was pretty
convenient. And bathing in the water was a femininely figure, with
bright-red hair that curled into locks at its ends, and large
earrings hanging from its lobes. The person hummed delightedly to
itself, it's back turned to Lucas, while it happily washed and
scrubbed the dirt from its skin.

           
Lucas thought of turning around and leaving the person to its
privacy, but the hair reminded him of that woman he met three years
ago in the Sunshine Forest. He had to know if it was the same
person.

           
"Um," Lucas stuttered meekly, hardly louder than a squeak. The
person didn't hear him. "Excuse me," he said a bit louder, causing
the person to jump in surprise and quickly whirl around. Suddenly,
the fact that the person was bathing naked out in the open took
second priority to the fact that the femininely figure with
earrings and curly locks had the manliest stubble he had ever
seen.


           
"Aiiiiiiieeeeeeee! You caught me stark naked!"


           
Getting over the initial shock quickly, the person in the hot
spring immediately leaning in, squinting its eyes, trying to get a
better look at Lucas. "Don't I know you?" it asked, continuing
before Lucas could answer. "I'm sure I do. I know I've
seen you before somewhere. Let me get a better look at you."

           
Lucas stood there nervously, unsure of what the person meant. Was
it going to come to him? "Don't be shy!" it assured, winking at him
assuredly. It just made him more apprehensive. "The water's fine!
Come right on in!"

           
Lucas turned to Boney, as if he could give Lucas advice on what to
do. Boney just kind of stared blankly back at him - he should have
expected that answer, really. "My dad… my dad told me not
to-"

           
"Is your dad's name 'Flint'?" the person asked. Lucas, wide-eyed,
nodded once. Where did this person know his dad from? "I promise
you, child, I'm no stranger. I'm a friend of your father's! I won't
bite!" It smiled warmly.

           
Nervously, Lucas stepped into the water, without removing his
clothes; they hadn't been washed in a while, he rationed, but
really he was just too nervous to disrobe in front of anybody,
including family. Boney happily splashed in after him, causing the
person to giggle at the dog's cute antics.

           
Now that he was close enough, the person in the hot spring
approached, getting a closer look at Lucas.


           
"Oh, aren't you that boy I met at Aoelia's house three years ago?
Remember? You said you were going to the Drago Plateau to avenge
your mother… " Lucas abruptly realized why this person thought it
and Lucas were acquainted: to anybody else, he and Claus were
almost virtually indistinguishable. Or, at least, while he was
still around… Lucas simply shook his head no, looking away from the
person sadly. "That wasn't you?" it asked, startled, "Really? How
odd…I'm Ionia, one of the Magypsies."


           
One of those butterflies from down in the valley flew gracefully
over the cliff, fluttering above the hot spring, seemingly drawn to
Ionia. "This is a Magic Butterfly colony," it said in a sing-song
voice. Lucas was so confused about this person. "I often come here
to revitalize after I've worn myself out using PSI." With a
delicate hand, it reached up, offering a perch for the butterfly to
land on. It did for a moment, but flew away again just as quickly.
"Are you here because you overused your PSI, too?"

           
"Um, no, Boney and I, we're just tired," Lucas tried to explain,
but his crippling shyness was getting in his way. "We're walking to
the… to the factory. I don't even know what PSI is."

           
"You don't say?" it asked, surprised. "That's odd. I sense loads of
magical power coming from you!" Ionia looked hard into Lucas's
eyes. "Turn around," it suggested softly. "I'm going to let you in
on a secret." Lucas did as he was told, and quickly, he felt a pair
of hands resting gently on his shoulders. Even if this Ionia person
knew his father, he didn't himself, and he couldn't shake his
feeling of insecurity with it. "Wait," it said, its voice suddenly
sterner, its grip tightening. "Just endure this for a little
bit."

           
"Endure wh-" Without warning, Ionia pushed down on Lucas's
shoulders, forcing his head under the hot water. He panicked and
began struggling, letting out a nervous gasp once he was under, but
its grip was strong.

           
"Don't struggle!" he could hear Ionia command under the surface.
That was easier said than done: some stranger was trying to drown
him! "Just endure it for a little bit!" Lucas kicked and thrashed
under the water, reflexively trying to breathe hard, only to gulp
down a mouthful of water. His pulse was racing and his thoughts
were all over the place, trying to break free. "Just a little
more!" Ionia insisted, but Lucas was hardly listening, doing his
best to get free of this weirdo and run back to his house in
Tazmily and wait for his dad to come back and -

           
Ionia suddenly let go of him, letting him break the surface and
take a huge huff of air. He was under the water for far too long
for his liking, and the first thought he had when he was suddenly
let back up was to just get out and run.

           
His second thought was decidedly different.


           
He felt… something. Deep within his heart, he felt some kind of
incredible strength he had never realized before. It was as if all
his love and emotions were being welled up inside him, and only
now, in this hot spring in the middle of nowhere with this weird
guy trying to drown him, did he understand the kind of potential he
had been carrying with him all this time. It was thrilling and
exhilarating; it was like he could feel a kind of warm energy
tingle all over his body, from his scalp to his toes, and now he
had the ability, and the confidence, to finally utilize it.


           
"Oh! My goodness!" Ionia exclaimed. Lucas had entered something of
a trance once all these new feelings began to flow through him; he
nearly forgot about the whole drowning episode until he remembered
he wasn't alone. "I can't believe it! You can use PK Love! Not even
use Magypsies are able to use it! You sly devil, you!" it laughed
heartily.

           
Lucas brought his hands up from under the water, getting a look at
his own open palms. His hands looked and moved just like he had
always known them, but right now, they couldn't feel any more
different. And he liked it. "I don't know where you came from or
where you're going," it winked, "but we might meet again. So, at
least tell me your name."

           
Currently washed up in the new feelings he was experiencing, Lucas
could see himself forgiving this person for trying to drown him
just seconds ago. Especially if it meant all this. "My name is
Lucas," he said, and for the first time he could remember, he said
it with total confidence, to a total stranger.


           
"……Lucas. Thanks, I'll remember that. Now go," it said, raising a
hand out of the drink and pointing a finger over the far horizon.
"I want to boil up, too." Without another word, it turned back
around, resuming its own cleaning from before Lucas had
interrupted. Lucas was soaked and his clothes were dripped when he
stepped out of the hot spring, but he felt as though he could take
on the world. Boney was right behind him; he wasn't too certain of
what was happening, exactly, but he went wherever Lucas went, and
Lucas looked happy, so he was happy.

           
Stepping back onto the train tracks, Lucas continued down the way
towards the factory. He felt the same, warm power continue to
course through him, and he practically strode into the mountain
confidently, feeling an alien feeling of being secure with himself
and his abilities, whatever they were now.


           
Just a short way into the tunnel, they were both assaulted by some
rowdy, aggressive chimeras from both sides of the track. Chimeras
were usually violent, no matter the 'breed', as a result of their
changing, so being attacked by some just for walking by wasn't
really new. He was ready to defend himself just like he had the
first half of the tracks, but right now, he wanted to try out some
of that new power he was granted.


           
As soon as the wave totally passed through his fingertips, he felt
the true gravity of the powers he had just used. It gave him
strength and confidence, to be sure, but it was clearly not a toy;
for a pacifist like himself, the fact that he had such amazing
power readily available to him was almost polarizing. Not to
mention, as soon as his attack had ended, he felt a little less
energetic.

           
Still, they pressed on. According to the map, this cave went on for
a good distance; about as long as the last stretch of forest.
Followed by a bridge over a ravine, one more mountain, and then the
factory. Easy enough: after all, it was still just one straight
line.


           
The darker and danker it got, the more mushrooms, sentient or not,
began to grow and flourish. Full-grown muttshrooms packed together
in areas, and they weren't afraid to defend their territory. Lucas,
knowing exactly how powerful PK Love was, did his best to refrain
from using it until the worst of cases.

           
Aside from it getting a little difficult to see, the cave went by
relatively smoothly (if a little long at twenty minutes) even with
the muttshrooms about. The opposite end opened into the welcoming
day above the ravine, with a large steel bridge crossing overtop
it. Lucas looked about when he first emerged from the cave, and
found a sign nearby: hoping it would say something useful, he
checked it out.


           
"Please don't write graffiti on signs. Like "Hot Dog." Or "Dog
Food."


           
He was disappointed.

           
The area was home to lots of flying mice, the buzzing of their
weird propellers echoing off the rocky walls all around them. They
were more or less just a nuisance to get around, and none of them
hovered about the bridge - apparently steel didn't make for a good
living space.


           
Across the bridge, however, were some territorial moles that
weren't as easy to bypass.


           
Armed with drills for front paws and very intrusive, they were much
more difficult to brush off than the mice. Still, Lucas held back,
being very careful on when and where he used his new talent.


           
Just across the bridge, once the moles had been driven away, was a
simple guidepost, posting arrows and names of the locations, but
not distances. To the west was Tazmily, and to the east was the
factory; he already knew that.


           
The tracks dipped into the last mountain, and according to the map,
it looked like it was very short. Still, they had gone so far and
it already felt like it had been a while since the hot spring, so
Lucas kept his eyes peeled for any chimeras that might be lurking
just around the bend. For such a short cave, it was surprisingly
dark, so he focused hard on the walls, so far as he could see them,
making sure that nothing was lurking about.

           
He spent so much time watching the outsides of the track that he
wasn't paying attention to what was right in front of him, and when
he finally looked forward—


           
HONK!!!! HONK!!!!!


           
—it was very nearly too late. His heart was pounding and his
goosebumps had goosebumps; Boney was clearly just as spooked, but
they were both alright. They took a moment to recollect themselves
before getting back up. Compared to reconstructed moles and flying
mice and muttshrooms, trains really were the scariest thing in the
tunnel.

           
There wasn't even anything in the last mountain, so his caution was
for nothing, and it distracted him from the most threatening thing
they could have ran into. Emerging from the final tunnel, the sight
of the other train station was in clear view, and the factory's
smokestacks were rising over a small rocky crest just in the
distance. It was only mid-afternoon by the time they had reached
the other side - it wasn't nearly as long as he assumed it was.


           
Cattlesnakes roamed this side of the tracks. He had heard stories
from some of the workers after they disembarked the train in
Tazmily about them: this was the first time he had seen one up
close. They were normally docile but they were easy to offend, and
they often took at least six people to restrain. He couldn't
imagine a guy like Bronson or Isaac having trouble trying to
overpower anything, so he wisely kept his distance.


           
Lots more of those weird squawking sticks, too. He went past the
station and straight for the factory, keeping his eyes peeled for
signs going to Club Titiboo, when the first person he happened to
run into was Butch, wearing the same bright-orange jumpsuit Bronson
and Jackie wore when they arrived.

           
"Lucas?" he asked, bewildered. Lucas had never been to the factory,
and the train had just left. "What are you doing here? Did you walk
here from Tazmily?"

           
"Yeah," he replied simply, shocking Butch. As confident as he felt
earlier fighting the chimeras, he was back to his nervous,
introverted self in front of people. Or maybe he was still a little
shook from the episode with the train. "What are you doing?"

           
"I'll tell you what I'm not doing," he suddenly insisted.
"Slacking off is what I'm not doing. I'm sort of, like, you know,
keeping an eye out for people who are slacking off.
Yeah.

But a better question is what you are doing here, Lucas.
Something big, if you had to walk here from home. Decided to
finally get a job? You're a little young, but the management will
probably still take you. Always looking for spare hands."


           
"No," he answered softly, shaking his head. "I want… um, I need to
get to Club Titiboo."

           
Butch leaned back, a smirk on his face. "You must have heard how
awesome the club is for the factory workers, huh? Some of the
waitresses there are pretty hot, too."

           
"Something like that."

           
"Well, you can't just 'go' there. The club is a place for the
factory workers to go and unwind after a hard day's work. So if you
want to go to the club, you gotta pitch in, you understand?"

           
This was a bit of a detour, but still, he needed a job. This would
be a good way to kill two birds with one stone. "How do I get so-
err, a job here?"

           
Butch pointed towards the factory to his right. "Go in through the
first door you see and talk to the Pigmask behind the counter.
He'll set you up." Lucas nodded appreciatively and headed towards
the factory, Boney dutifully following behind.


           
Lucas had no idea what the factory produced, or even what it looked
like, before now. He saw stacks of massive crates all along the
perimeters, with high-tech heavy machinery littering the yards and
huge piles of sawdust grouped into one of the corners. Smoke was
coming out of the two large smokestacks on the factory's roof, and
the sounds of metal banging and sawing into metal sounded from
inside the building.

           
Wherever Butch was, Biff was usually not far behind, and sure
enough, he was lounging just outside the factory's door, leaning on
a vending machine shaped like a pig's snout. "Finally decided to
join the cause, Lucas?" he asked casually. Lucas only nodded in
reply.


           
"Working in the factory isn't easy, but you get free tickets to
Club Titiboo out of it. So it's not all that bad. Put some back
into it and break a sweat, and you'll know just what it's like to
earn the points in your pocket, eh?" Lucas smiled back and said
nothing; he just hoped he could land the job.

           
Inside the building, there were two large machines on either side
of the first room, humming and vibrating away at whatever it was
they were doing. A few large creatures made of clay roamed the
floor; they were very off-putting, aesthetically, with two eyeless
holes and a simple line for a mouth.
           
Isaac was busy tending to one of them in the corner and didn't see
Lucas come in, while Lucas just tried to stay away from the clay
people as best he could.

           
A blue Pigmask was standing behind a desk next to one of the large
machines, and quickly motioned for Lucas to go to him once he
entered the room.


           
"Hey! You suspicious fellow! What are you doing here?!" it
barked.


           
"Um," Lucas stuttered quietly, suddenly put on the spot. "I need to
- I, uh, need some work-"

           
"Speak up!" the Pigmask demanded. "Use your outdoor voice! I can't
hear a thing over the generators!"

           
"I want to go to Club Titiboo!" he shouted back.

           
"Wassat?" It turned its head and brought a hand to its 'ear',
although it was just solid helmet. Lucas felt like he was being
mocked. "You want to go to Club Titiboo? That's a special place for
workers here to go and relieve their exhaustion. It's not for
people who don't work here."

           
"Then," Lucas began, starting again when he realized he was
speaking too softly again. "Then, I'll work here!"

           
"That's the spirit!" it replied happily. "I can set you up with
some part-time work for a little while. It won't be long and the
pay won't be much, but it'll be enough to have a good time at the
club with enough left for a ticket home. Whadya say?" Lucas nodded
enthusiastically. "Then that makes things easy."

           
The Pigmask leaned over to the table. "Your job will be to
transport Claymen from the pits to the repair center of the
factory. First, go all the way to the very back. You'll find a
ladder there. Go down it. You'll find a bunch of Claymen in the
area below. Some of them will be tired and busted. You gotta bring
those ones back to us, one at a time. You're just a kid, so I'm
giving you the easy, easy stuff. I hope you appreciate it! Just
bring three back to us safe and sound, and you'll be done for the
day." The Pigmask stood up straight and opened a drawer in its
desk, pulling out a small map, giving it to Lucas.. "The basement's
not that difficult to 'get', but just in case, here's a sketch of
its layout."

           
Lucas hoped he didn't get too many more maps - he was running out
of places to put them. From the same drawer, the Pigmask pulled out
another, much finer sheet of paper, and a pencil, and handed them
both to Lucas. It had a lot of really small, complicated words on
it, with a single long line across its bottom.


           
"And sign this document."


           
Lucas looked at it for a moment, trying to understand the words on
it, but he could hardly even see them, much less understand them.
"What is it- does it say?"

           
"Who cares?" the Pigmask replied dismissively. "Nobody reads these
things anyway, but my bosses insist that everybody's gotta sign it
before they work." Lucas shrugged his shoulders and wrote his name
as best he could on the line at the bottom, handing it back when he
was done. "Awesome!" it said, taking the paper and placing it back
in the drawer. "As for your dog, we got something from him to do,
too. Dogs have dog things to keep them busy! Dog!" it commanded,
getting Boney's attention. "Go in the back and do whatever the boss
dog says!"

           
Lucas was almost excited to finally get some work to do and help
make some money. His dad would be proud of him! Boney, however,
wasn't quite as thrilled to hear he wasn't off the hook. He hung
his head and sulked slowly off to the back of the building.


           
Lou and Bud were hard at work in the next room, surrounded on all
sides by huge piles of gray clay. Lou was moving back and forth
from one pile to the next, while Bud was standing next to some red
platform, sticking two silver prods into another lump and
electrifying the whole pile.


           
They were working on their slapstick comedy routine all the while,
tossing out lame jokes and boring quips at every open opportunity.
They didn't offer Lucas anything more than a nod as he walked
past.

           
The last room had a large hole with a single ladder leading down
it, along with lifting platform hinged to a set of rails on the
other side. In the back, on top of some treadmills, was a pig, some
other dog, and Boney, all hard at work running their legs and
powering some unseen machine. Jonel was in the room, but he seemed
preoccupied with some other materials piled onto one side of the
room.


           
Boney looked happy to be getting a good workout, at least. Lucas
looked down the massive hole in the floor and gulped hard: it was
well lit, at least, but he wasn't completely comfortable with going
so far underground.


           
He wasn't given one of those orange suits to wear overtop his
clothes, either, and this kind of work would probably get them
really dirty. There was no turning back now, though, and he was
promised some money and a trip to Club Titiboo at the end of the
day, so, nervous as he was, he got to work.


           
The whole underground was lit with the occasional light bulb
against the tall wooden bracers all throughout the tunnels. It was
surprisingly tidy and clean along the beaten paths, and the smell
was neutral enough, but the dust in the air made it hard to see and
hard to breathe. He set out right away, remembering his instruction
to find any tired and beaten Clayman and bring it back to the
surface.

           
He found several of the large things all over the place, doing
hard, manual jobs rather than leaving the work to the people.
Claymen didn't require pay and were easy to replace, so they were
preferred for the harder jobs than humans, although they seemed to
break down almost every time they were left alone.


           
Lucas couldn't tell what exactly they were digging for,
though. Any time it looked like a Clayman dug up something other
than dirt, it was just tossed aside with the rest. Were they just
digging for the sake of it?

           
The tunnels weren't very complex, especially not with the map he
had received, so he didn't have much of a hard time finding the
first busted Clayman just towards the end of the whole path. It
lumbered slowly, one shoulder limping down, and the antennae on its
head had no red glow that the others had.


           
It was pretty clearly one of the busted Claymen he was sent to
find. Getting it back all the way to the elevator platform was a
bit of a chore, though. It was unresponsive to his calls and was
too heavy and cumbersome to try and pull, so, laboriously, Lucas
had to direct it from one side of the tunnel to the other by
cutting it off whenever it tried to go in a direction it
shouldn't.


           
It wasn't uncooperative, but it wasn't exactly willing, either. Low
on energy, it seemed confused and disoriented whenever it tried to
move somewhere, and Lucas had to cut it off. By the time he had
managed to show it the way back to the elevator, his hands were
covered to the wrists in clay, with the odd smear on his
shirt.

           
"Oh, brought one already, have you?" asked the Pigmask managing the
lift. Shoving the Clayman from one side of the cavern to the other
took him quite a while - an hour or so, he guessed, so the comment
surprised him. "Alright, hold on. When the lift comes down, I'm
going to push it onto the lift, and I'll send you both aboveground,
alright?" Lucas nodded his understanding, and the Pigmask went
about the commands.


           
From there, it was just more of the same, pushing it into the next
room.


           
Lou was there to take the Clayman from him.


           
"Oh. Good work, Lucas."


           
The Clayman was loaded onto a large red bed of some kind. Suddenly
there was a loud zap and a flash of light. The Clayman then got up
and ran back to work.


           
"That's one," counted Bud. "Just two more." He looked over Lucas,
spying all the stray smears of clay all over his hands and clothes.
"Feeling the love for those dragon points yet?"

           
"Yeah," Lucas replied with a small smile. "It's hard work." It
wasn't really difficult, but trying to direct those huge, mindless
things around was certainly grating.

           
"Well, just hold on, pal. It'll be quittin' time before you know
it, and then it's off to the club. I can hardly wait!" Lucas nodded
in agreement and walked on, back to the cavern. If they weren't
going to give him a suit, he'd hope the factory would at least give
him a place to wash up before leaving for the night.


           


           
The other two Claymen were pushed up to the surface the exact same
way. He had to scour the caverns a bit to find them, but once they
did, it was just a matter of directing them back to the lift and
getting shocked into working again. It had taken him quite some
time - by the time he brought the third back to Lou and Bud, the
sun was beginning to set outside.


           
"Whew. Good work. That's enough for today. Don't forget to pick up
your paycheck from Mister Brown! He's the Pigmask at the front
desk." Lucas still hadn't had a chance to wash off all the clay
that had built up all over him. "And there's a stream just to the
right of the ropeway going to the club, if you want to clean
yourself up before we go."

           
Lucas thanked him for the advice and went to the front desk, as he
was instructed. Boney, finishing with his day's work as well,
joined him quickly, panting hard and his tongue dry. He had been
running nonstop since they got here a few hours ago.


           
"Oh. Good job today. Here's your reward for a hard day of
work."


           
The Pigmask handed Lucas an unsealed envelope, which he took
careful pains to handle. Whatever was in there, he didn't want to
stain with the clay dripping off his fingers. Slowly and carefully,
he managed to withdraw a single yellow-and-red ticket with Club
Titiboo's emblem emblazoned gloriously all over its front, along
with exactly two hundred dragon points. One hundred for himself,
and one hundred for Boney, probably. It wasn't an enormous amount
of money, but it was his - and Lucas couldn't help but feel a sense
of pride over that fact.

           
"Come back whenever you want some spare cash or you want to go to
Club Titiboo for free again, and I'll hook you up with something.
We're always in need of a spare pair of hands here at the factory."
Lucas looked over the ticket - it wasn't for the club, but rather,
for the ropeway going from the factory to the club on top of the
mountain nearby. It admitted two per ticket, and it expired
tomorrow.

           
"It's gotten really late," the Pigmask noted, looking at a clock
hanging on the wall behind one of the generators, "Go relax at Club
Titiboo and have a good time. Good job today!"


           
"Thank you," he replied meekly, and motioned to Boney to follow
him. Exhausted but loyal, Boney happily obeyed as they left the
factory.

           
Just outside the front door was the vending machine Biff was
leaning on earlier. He and Boney had been working for hours, and
just the sight of some of its junk food for sale made his stomach
rumble something fierce. He figured they could put some of the
dragon points they just earned to some good use so he bought a few
beef jerkies.


           
He didn't know how fresh the jerkies were, but any food was better
than no food. He bought one pack for each of them, and, although
the clay on his fingers made them hard to open, they were eaten
almost as quickly as they were bought.

           
They were among the first to get out from work that night,
apparently. He had expected some big rush to get to Club Titiboo as
soon as the work day was over, given its reputation with the
workers, but there wasn't a soul in sight scrambling to the
rope-line. Lucas didn't want to wait, and the clay all over his
body was beginning to chafe and harden in the cool night air, so
they made their way north, ahead of the crowd, towards the
shuttle.


           
The northern exit to the factory's walls was framed by glowing neon
signs advertising the way towards Club Titiboo. They were painfully
difficult to miss.


           
The way to the rope-line was also hard to miss, but still, he
wanted to scrub himself down before presenting himself to a club as
high-brow as Titiboo, so they had to make a quick detour just to
the right of the platform. He could hear the sound of rushing water
over the shallow hills already.


           
They pushed on, and just as promised, there was a stream supplied
by a roaring waterfall right next to the ropeway.


           
It was a little difficult to reach the water from the shore, but
with some effort, Lucas managed to clean himself and his clothes
from most of the clay, and Boney was more than happy to get some
water into his thirsty mouth. By the time they were all clean, he
could hear the happy ruckus of some of the other workers, done with
their day, heading towards the rope-line to start their
night.

           
"Come on, Boney," he said, hurryingly pulling his shirt over his
head. "We can't miss the lift." They both took off for the lift,
dashing up the dirt path, managing to catch the trolley just before
it set off.

           
Standing by the door to the trolley's station was its only
attendant, ushering the others into the trolley after taking their
tickets. "You're just in time," he said, looking to Lucas and Boney
as they ran up the path to the station. "If you could just show me
your tickets, then you'll be the last lucky passengers for this
trip."

           
Thankful for his clean hands, Lucas reached into his pocket and
gave it to the attendant.


           
"…Yes. Everything is in order here. Please, get on."


           
The door to the shuttle closed behind them as they pilled
themselves in, struggling to find a place to sit. With a jerk, it
hummed to life and lifted into the sky, smoothly making the trip
from the factory to the top of the mountain. Lucas looked out the
window and watched the ground below leave him for the first time,
but the general chatter among the other workers didn't ebb at all,
being used to the sensation.


           
The shuttle stopped at its destination with another jerk, and the
steel door was pulled open by another attendant standing just
outside. A huge rush of wind ran through the cabin, startling
Lucas, but the others hardly seemed to notice it and carried
themselves out in their enthusiastic rush to get to the club. Lucas
and Boney were the last ones out, and when he stepped onto the
solid stone beneath him, he had to pause.


           
He could almost see everything from up there. A pair of pay-for
binoculars were right next to the station, offering a better view
of the entire western half the world as he knew it for just a
single dragon point.

           
Digging into his other pocket for the allowance his father had
given him that morning, he put in the small coin and awed at the
world seemingly so far below him.


           
He had never seen either of those buildings before, but until just
a little while ago, he knew very little about the Nowhere Island's
geography beyond Grandpa Alec's cabin on the fringe. Just as he
turned to the left and began to spy the beginnings of what looked
like a dessert, the binoculars snapped shut.

           
He pat Boney on the head. "It's something else up here," he sighed,
almost wistfully, looking out over the night horizon. Club Titiboo
was just behind them, their lights and the muffled jazz from the
inside disrupting the scene. All the other workers had entered the
building long ago; he better get started on why he even agreed to
be up here in the first place.

           
They crossed a wooden, well-maintained bridge over a long chasm
between the mountain's two spires, and stood in the light of the
club's front doors. A pair of enormous, decorated elephant statues
sat in front of the club; their significance was beyond him aside
from aesthetics.


           
They approached the door to the club, almost not noticing the two
large men standing on either side, figuring that since they took
the ropeway up the mountain, their admittance was already
assumed.


           
Apparently that wasn't the case.


           
"Whoa there! We haven't seen you around here before…We don't allow
pets inside," the bald one said sternly, looking down on Boney.
"Gonna have to ask you two to leave." His accomplice - a rotund man
with far more unruly facial hair than Lucas had ever seen - joined
the bald one in denying them.

           
"Come back some other time," the large one said. Lucas looked to
Boney, then back to the two men. They needed to get into Club
Titiboo, but he wasn't about to leave his dog behind. Lucas tried
to appeal to them by putting on the saddest look he could, but when
it didn't work, he just turned and sulked away. Boney followed
behind just as sullenly.


           
Just a moment later, Lucas tried again without Boney. Instead,
following behind him with the most peculiar walk either of the
doormen had seen, was a bipedal fellow wearing a nonchalant cap
with a plain green shirt, with no shoes, and no pants. He had the
most body hair imaginable, and his face was practically mutated
into extending over half a foot from his skull.

           
"Whoa," said the bald one, looking at the new person Lucas was with
incredulously, "It's that guy who had a dog with him a minute ago…
" Boney looked to Lucas, but made no sound. "And some dog-like
dude," he finished.

           
"He's not a dog," Lucas insisted suddenly. "He's a perfect - err, a
perfectly normal human with a very serious… condition. And he does…
he does his best to fit in, and he doesn't like being called a dog,
so… can we go in, please?"

           
They both pushed forward, trying to squeeze past before either of
them could figure out Boney's disguise, but the large one started
to get suspicious. "No, there's somethin' fishy about this!" he
declared, looking hard at Boney, trying to see through the disguise
but he wasn't completely certain, "Where that dog from earlier go?
And where'd this dog-like dude come from?"


           
"I said… this isn't a dog-like dude," Lucas stuttered, keeping up
with the act but his nerves were failing. "He's a good buddy, and…
we'd just like to listen to the DCMC. We worked hard for the
tickets." Lucas turned to Boney. "Right, Bones?"

           
"I'm not convinced!" the big one insisted, turning to Lucas. "On
top of that, you smell underage! *sniff* *sniff* You smell like
some underage kid and a dog!"


           
Neither of them dropped their act, though they were getting more
and more flustered the longer the doormen looked them over. "Now
that you mention it, this is weird!" the bald one piped.
"And it doesn't matter if this dog-like dude is really a dude or
not; no suspicious people allowed! It's one of our rules! Scram!
Get lost, you kid-like dude and you dog-like dude!"


           
"Nah, I say we just pulverize 'em right now!" said the big one,
cracking his knuckles. The doormen began to approach them both, and
Lucas, fearful for their own safety, was just about to use another
PK Love, when the door to the club suddenly flung open. The doormen
turned around to see Violet standing in the doorway, smiling at
them both


           
She wore a very glamorous top with some short-shorts and her long
red hair was done into an elegant knot on her head. From the way
she dressed and the way she talked, and from the way the doormen
visibly relaxed when she came out, she was a real knockout with the
regulars to the club. But Lucas couldn't take his eyes off her for
a different reason. "If it isn't the underage-smelling Poo and the
dog-smelling Wuuf!" she laughed, winking to them both.

           
"You know these two, Violet?" asked the hairy one. Lucas didn't
know her - or, at least he thought he didn't - but he
wasn't about to tell them that.

           
"Of course I do! We go way back, Poo, Wuuf, and I. I take it you
two've been mistaken for an underage kid and a dog yet again?"


           
The two doormen looked back to them both. "The dog-like one's name
is Wuuf?" the bald one asked. "But this kid here just called him
'Bones'."

           
"That's just his nickname," Violet giggled, catching on quick. "We
call him 'Bones' because of the way he walks. They're totally cool
with the club, guys, I promise!"

           
The large one was still unconvinced.


           
"I dunno. I still say there's somethin' not right about these guys!
Especially this 'Wuuf' guy here." He extended his open hand,
expecting Boney to take it. "Shake!" he commanded, but Boney,
knowing that they'd be caught if he did, looked the other way.
"Don't look away from me!" it nearly yelled indignantly. "Shake, I
said!"

           
Faced with no clear option, Boney reluctantly let a paw forward,
awkwardly grasping the man's fat palm and pumping it twice. "See?"
he asked. "Was that so tough? I knew you had it in you."


           
Satisfied, the doorman stepped aside. "He definitely looks like a
dog," he concluded, "but I guess he's not one. I'm sorry to treat
you that way, Mister Wuuf. But, if by chance you are a
dog, you'd be one of the best dogs to ever shake."


           
Violet looked to both the doormen. "Are we all convinced, then?"
she asked gleefully. "Wonderful! Come on in, guys! We got lots of
fun for you to forget about all your worries!" She spun
around slowly, inviting them both into the club. Lucas felt like he
was ready to throw up that beef jerky, but thanks to Violet, they
finally managed to get into the club without any problems.

           
"Hey," the big one said just as they passed. Lucas nearly leapt in
surprise, but, as difficult as it was for him, he did his best to
keep his composure, "Have fun."



           
And with that, they were finally let into Club Titiboo.












Chapter 15

 


The front door to the club opened into a rather small lobby, but
it was very colorful and adorned with DCMC merchandise all over its
walls. Hats, shirts, and posters were all displayed prominently in
the hall, practically directing a person through the center doors
and into the jazz hall of the club. A soft country tune was playing
through a set of speakers lining the top corners of the room.

           
Violet was standing in the middle of the lobby, looking to Lucas
expectantly. Once Boney walked in awkwardly, the two doormen closed
the doors behind them. Lucas's heart was still beating a mile a
minute, thankful they had managed to avoid that confrontation.
"Thank you for-" he began, when Violet quickly silenced him.


           
"Ssshh."


           
Lucas stopped immediately, noting the urgency in Violet's face. Had
he just walked out of the frying pan? She knelt down in front of
him, leaning in close, wafting the thick smell of her perfume into
his face. "Listen, but don't change your expression," she
whispered. Lucas didn't know what to think, but did as he was told.
As confused and as excited as he was, he did his best to keep his
face as smooth as he could.


           
"I know I'm dressed in this crappy, girly outfit, but it's me!
Kumatora!"


           
He resisted the urge to react. So that was why he found
her so familiar! She had changed a lot the last three years, but it
was definitely her. "We met in the Sunshine Forest,
remember?"

           
"I re-remember," he stuttered, still caught a little off-guard from
the whole series of events.

           
"I'm about to go play 'Waitress' some more, so I'll have to explain
everything to you later." She leaned back, getting a good look at
him. "You've grown into a real piece of work, kid. Working hard at
the factory? Those clay stains are gonna be hell to wash out." She
frowned a little when Lucas, still doing as he was told, refused to
change his expression. "Put on a smile, will ya? Just because
you're not changing your expression doesn't mean you have to look
so soulless."

           
Kumatora was giving him a lot of conflicting orders, but, shyly, he
put on the best smile he could muster. "That's better." She stood
back up, speaking more casually, "Okay. The next DCMC song is about
to begin. Poo and Wuuf, go on in and try to find yourselves some
empty seats. Enjoy the show!" With a giggle and a wink, she turned
towards a room marked 'staff only' and left the lobby, walking with
a lot of exaggeration in her hips. She must have to switch between
herself and 'Violet' a lot to make the transition so quickly.

           
Opening the big double-doors into the stage area of Club Titiboo,
he was treated to a sight of a huge throng of fans, all cheering
and whooping for the DCMC's individual band members. One person was
shouting for Magic, while others were hollering for Baccio and OJ,
while still others wanted to see more of Zmizz and Lucky. Bronson
and Jackie hadn't mentioned which one of them was supposed to be
Duster, but if the resemblance was so uncanny, he thought he should
be able to figure it out on his own.

           
"Tonda Gossa!" he heard a woman say to his left. At first he
thought it was just something the regulars say, when she got his
attention by pulling on his shoulder. "You must be new here," she
smiled, "but 'Tonda Gossa' is the DCMC's greeting. You know, Tonda
Gossa!"

           
Lucas looked nervously to the stage, then back to her. "Um… Tonda
Gossa?"

           
"Now you're getting it! You're one step closer to being the DCMC's
biggest fan!" Her smile waned slightly. "The next step is to not
miss their shows. The DCMC's concert is long over now. Everyone's
just waiting for an encore now!"


           
"Oh," he replied sadly. Although all he needed was a good look at
the band, he was looking forward to knowing why everybody was
raving about the DCMC so much. The floor was a little barren and
practically hidden under a sea of litter bearing the band's logo;
from drinking cups to food wrappers to entire shirts. But there
were still a handful of the band's fans waiting impatiently for the
band's encore performance.


           
Lucas waded around the crowd, trying to find a seat that wasn't
sticky with soda that still had a decent view of the stage.
Eventually, Boney got his attention with a quite woof, being
careful not to give away his disguise.


           
Lucas couldn't tell what he was saying, but from the way Boney kept
shifting back and forth on his hind legs, it was clear enough to
him that he was starting to hurt from standing upright. "Okay," he
said, loud enough to get over the crowd. "Let's go find a place to
sit." Having to compromise, Lucas found an empty table a bit off to
the side of the center floor, taking a seat for himself and letting
Boney take another.


           
Lucas kept looking around the room, trying to find if anyone else
he knew was in the crowd, waiting for the DCMC. He didn't remember
seeing Tessie at the factory, either, so did she have to pay for
the ropeway? Or did she work behind the scenes?

           
Thomas came walking in from the large double-doors at the back of
the floor. He walked that funny way he walked to an unused seat
closer to the stage; right behind him was Kumatora, as Violet, and
quickly, Lucas looked away, trying to act as casual as he
could.


           
"What would you like to drink, sir?"


           
Pretending like he was just another customer, he turned around in
his chair, looking up at her but avoiding her eyes. "Um," he
mumbled, thinking about it. He didn't know what they had to serve,
and his dad got mad whenever he even read the labels on his
whiskey, so he played it safe. "I'll just have… water?"

           
Violet gave him a stupefied look, like he had just said the dumbest
thing ever. "You want water?" she asked slowly, trying to hint to
him that 'water' was the wrong choice. But he still didn't know
what else he could ask for.

           
Out of the corner of his eye, he saw Thomas attempting to hold onto
his sputters of laughter.


           
With a big grin on his face, he turned to look at the guy who was
un-manly enough to order water, of all drinks, of all places like
Club Titiboo. When he saw it was Lucas, he eased up very quickly.
"Oh, hey there, Lucas!" he greeted warmly, "I was wondering who
would order water in a place like this! I mean, come on, a glass of
water?!" He went right back to suppressing his laughter.

           
Lucas blushed sheepishly at Thomas's ribbing. "Yeah, I… I was just
kidding," he defended, trying to save face in front of the adults.
Still, he didn't know what else to order.

           
"Hey, Violet! Baby, honey, schnookums!" Thomas called. It was only
a moment, but Lucas could see her face flinch at the names. Having
to put up with the 'waitress' character must have been a lot to ask
from her. "Get your cute buns a Fuzzy Soda for our hard-working
lad, here! And a Big City Cola for his tall, dark and dog-like
friend. It's all on me, the great Thomas, of course!"

           
"Certainly, sir!" she confirmed, "One Fizzy Soda instead of Water
and a Big City Cola, coming up!"


           
She giggled - it must have been a 'Violet' thing - and then left
the floor, leaving Lucas and Thomas alone. "I'm surprised," he
said, leaning back. "I never thought I'd see you here, Lucas. No
offense or anything, but you're a pretty coddled, sheltered boy.
Your old man finally make you get a job?"

           
"No," he said, shaking his head. "I decided to - to come here
myself. Make some money." He decided to not mention that Wess had
sent him to find Duster.

           
"Ah, that's even better!" Thomas laughed. "That's a real sign of
maturity, Lucas. Going out and joining the hard-working class.
Being a part of something great, you know? You get that feeling
yet?"

           
Lucas looked down across his clay-stained shirt. "Sorta," he
replied, getting another laugh from him.

           
Just then, Violet came back, carrying a large tray with two tall,
bubbly drinks with ice in them. "Here you are, gentlemen!" she
giggled, reaching onto the tray. "A Big City Cola for our
handsomely dog-like friend here," she narrated, placing the tall
drink in front of Boney. He had no idea how he was supposed to
drink it. "And a Fuzzy Soda for our strong, hard-working boy here,"
she said again, doing the same for Lucas, only she took her time
standing back up.


           
"Sshh. Listen, but don't change the expression on your face," she
said sternly.


           
Lucas suddenly went rigid, trying his best to do as he was told.
"There's a lot I need to talk to you about after the DCMC concert's
over," she whispered. She looked around the floor, looking to see
if anybody was watching them. Thomas seemed a little suspicious,
but other than him, they were in the clear. "After it's over, don't
leave. Hang out in the lobby. I'll be there to get you." Lucas,
keeping his expression, did not confirm.

           
She stood back up, speaking more casually. "Alright, I'll see you
later, then." Lucas thought that that meant he could relax his face
again, and nodded once.


           
"You idiot! Don't change your expression!"


           
She stepped away from their table, and instantly, her body language
changed once again. "Well, enjoy yourselves!" Winking and giggling,
she turned and left the floor again.

           
Lucas turned back to the drink he was just handed - it didn't look
like any drink he had ever seen before. It fizzed and bubbled a lot
like the drink his dad had sometimes and never let him have any.
Was he even allowed to drink it? Boney was looking hard at his own
drink, trying to figure out some way to actually drink it without
attracting attention.

           
"Hey, Lucas!" Thomas asked loudly once Violet left the room. "What
were you and Violet talking about, eh? You've been here five
minutes and already you got them crawling all over you!" Lucas
turned back to Thomas, not understanding what he meant. "I suppose
it's all in your boyish charms, eh?" He smiled lewdly, and Lucas
didn't know what to say in response.

           
The lights began to dim, and suddenly, the crowd livened up once
more. "Oh, the encore! It's starting!" Thomas said excitedly,
turning back to the stage. A single spotlight came on, focusing on
somebody Lucas didn't know, standing front and center of the
stage.


           
"Tonda Gossa!" the figure yelled.


           
"Tonda Gossa!" the crowd yelled back simultaneously. Lucas was a
little slow, but got into the act and yelled it too all the
same.

           
"Are you all enjoying the show?" the man asked, getting a positive
response. "We've been having a blast, too. Tazmily sure knows how
to treat a guy! But OH MY PORK! It looks like our time is up!"


           
The crowd began to boo at the announcement. "Yeah, yeah, I know, it
hurts me too," the man said sadly. "But I suppose we got enough
time for one last song for everybody." The crowd began to cheer
once more, happy that the band was going to leave with a bang. "So
here's a crowd favorite, 'King P's Theme'!" He turned to face his
band-mates. "Hit it!"


           


           
After the encore, everybody began to pick up and leave the floor,
on their way home for the night to wait until tomorrow and start
the whole cycle over again. Lucas and Boney left too, their drinks
untouched on the table. One of the waitresses was handing out DCMC
pamphlets at the door, passing one out to everybody as they
left.


           
Just as Violet had told him, he and Boney pulled out into the lobby
of the club and hung back, allowing everyone else to leave before
them. Some people were so riled up from the performance that they
hung back, hoping to catch a glimpse of one of the members later.
In the corner of the room, in the doorway marked 'employees only',
stood Violet, looking towards them expectantly and mouthing the
words 'this way' to them both.

           
The next room over held a simple locked door crudely marked 'keep
out', but most peculiarly was that some of the tiles in the corner
of the room had been rolled up like a carpet, revealing a ladder
going straight into the mountain the club stood on.


           
He didn't see Violet in the room, and the door was locked, so he
and Boney made their way down the ladder, checking to make sure
they weren't being followed. Violet was waiting for them in the
cold, drafty caves below, urging them onward through the
darkness.


           
"C'mon. Hurry up, this way!"


           
She went on ahead, going north into the mountain's belly. The caves
looked like they went on for a while, and it quickly became too
dark to see where he was going, so they had to feel their way
through the caverns, tromping through thick mud all the way. It
occurred to him halfway that he only had Violet's word that she was
who she said she was; he gulped, hoping that he wasn't about to
fall down a pit or walk straight off the mountain or something.


           
More than once he felt some kind of creepy-crawly find its way onto
his hands as he felt around the narrow passage under the club. Not
being able to see what it was, he yelped in shock more than once,
his cry echoing down the walls as far as he could hear.

           
The tunnels went on and on, but eventually there was a single beam
of light from the ceiling, showing them the tunnel's end with a
rope ladder hanging steadily against the stone surface. They could
hear the soft music from the club's speakers through the hole
above, meaning that the ladder must have gone back into the
building.


           
It was a little hard for Boney to climb, but they made it
eventually. The ladder led straight into a room with a warm, pink
decor. The sound of running water from an adjacent room was fairly
clear over the music, as well.


           
"That secret passage is handy, but I always get covered in mud
every time I use it. Not to mention the sticky junk from all of
those slugs." Between that and working at the factory, he could use
a good wash, too. "I'm just going to wash up real quick," she
called over all the sounds and from another room, "so you two make
yourselves comfortable here, okay?"

           
She didn't spend a lot of time in there, just giving herself a
quick rinse. She stepped back into the room, fully dressed and
refreshed. "So," she asked, fiddling with the knot in her hair,
doing it back up. "How do you like the room? Pretty fancy,
huh?"

           
Lucas looked around. The coloring wasn't really his tastes, but the
furniture was definitely something else. He looked at the bed and
felt like he could sleep on it for days. "It's pretty good," was
all he could reply.

           
"I can't say I like this whole 'Violet' gig," she sighed. "Being a
waitress is… aggravating. Remembering orders an' tables is hard
enough, but havin' to put up with perverts like Thomas just makes
it harder." Lucas looked away, remembering the way Thomas looked at
her and talked about her. "But on the flipside, Titiboo likes me so
much they just gave me this room one day, and it's pretty
boss.

           
But enough about me," she said, stepping to one side to let Lucas
and Boney pass. "Go and shower, you two. There's even a hot spring
in there, if that's more your thing." You look like you could use a
good wash after today, and don't worry about the carpet. We can
talk afterwards."

           
Lucas was more than eager to accept her invitation to a good wash.
He felt disgusting. "Thank you very much," he said full-heartedly,
showing himself into the washroom with Boney close behind.

           
He preferred hot springs over showers - to him, a shower felt like
he was standing in the middle of a heavy downpour, and it was
difficult to get comfortable with compared to the warm calmness of
a hot spring. But showers were quite a bit faster, and while he'd
like to use the time to soak, he and Kumatora had an awful lot to
talk about.


           
The three conversed at great length, almost as if filling in the
three-year gap that had separated them.


           
They discussed the rescued monkey…


           
They discussed the Hummingbird Egg from Osohe Castle, and how it
went missing…


           
They discussed the fact that one of the DCMC members appears to be
an amnesic Duster…


           
And they discussed the mysterious army that had radically
transformed Tazmily Village…


           
As if assembling the jumbled pieces of a jigsaw puzzle, they told
each other what they knew to put their thoughts together.


           
The coming battle will not be easy…


           
This, more than anything, they knew all too well.


           
"I want to be stronger…"


           
It was around that time that Lucas truly began to have such
feelings…

 


           
"…And that's how I managed to sneak in here myself. But we'll never
find out what happened to the Hummingbird Egg until Duster regains
his memory," she sighed despondently. "At this rate, there's no
tellin' when the pigs'll get their hands on it."

           
Kumatora had done most of the talking between them, but he had said
he fair share. He had reflected on a lot of what they had
discussed, and he knew that their next move would be a difficult
one. With everything he knew now, this wasn't just a favor for old
man Wess to find his lost son - he was just as certain as she was
that the Pigmasks had to be stopped. And with his newfound PSI
powers combined with her own, and with tricky Duster and loyal
Boney, they had the skills to do it themselves.

           
"Lucas," she said, snapping him to attention. "See Duster an' try
talkin' to him. Maybe he'll remember something if he sees you
two."


           
She shrugged her shoulders and faced the door to her room. "There
are guards outside," she commented.

           
"I noticed," he replied. "The same guys, too."

           
"Yeah. They're not bad guys, but I don't wanna risk makin' things
more complicated. So I'll let you in on a trick this room has." She
walked up to the bed and faced a seemingly unimportant section of
the wall; there were no breaks in the wallpaper or any sign that it
was important, until Kumatora reached underneath the lamppost and
pressed something. Almost soundlessly, a part of the wall simply
flipped over, revealing another ladder going straight up.


           
"Climb up this ladder and go through the attic. You can get into
Duster's room from here. It's not the most direct way of gettin'
there, but you're less likely to get caught."

           
"What about you?"

           
"I'll get all the DCMC members together. I'll need to explain the
situation to them, too." She looked almost hesitant. "I've been
working her for a little while, and they all know me pretty good…
it's gonna be one hell of a bombshell to drop on them. But with you
here, we can't stop now. I'll see you in a little bit!"

           
She left the room, casually slipping by the two doormen, leaving
Lucas and Boney to themselves. Once she closed the door behind
them, they set to work immediately, heading into the club's
attic.


           
It was dusty and full of cobwebs. The wood was stained from some
leaks that were apparently patched up some time later, and the
path, such as there was one between the stacked boxes and large,
rumbling pipes, was unclear. With how dirty and moldy everything
was up there, it wasn't too surprising to him when he suddenly
began to feel a little under the weather.


           
He didn't really think much of it at the time, however; it was
probably just his sinuses acting up from how filthy the attic was,
so they kept on.


           
Not too far into the attic, they found that they were certainly not
alone in its wide space: spiders, easily the size of his fist, had
made their homes in Club Titiboo's attic, and were eager to defend
it. Lucas wanted to avoid them - to simply walk around them and
leave them to their own devices, especially since he was feeling a
little lightheaded. But after his discussion with Kumatora, he
promised to make himself stronger, and that meant having more
self-confidence.


           
Baby steps, of course. Spiders were not Pigmasks, after all.


           
And neither were mice. But still, any experience was good
experience. These creatures were violent and aggressive towards
whoever invaded their territory anyway, so it wasn't like he was
going out of his way to beat up these little things for his own
enjoyment.

           
The attic was confusing to map out to himself: from the way all
sorts of useless junk was stacked and piled, there was only one way
to move about the massive upper floor of the club, and sometimes it
branched off into paths. Some directions led to a dead end, while
others led him in circles.

           
While he was trying to figure out the maze's secrets, he and Boney
got themselves into a little trouble with the locals.


           
Just as he was about to get to work, dealing with it the same way
as the others, his head felt a little strange. He faltered for a
moment, giving one of the arachnids an open opportunity, and he
felt the unwelcome sting of a spider bite on his arm. He flung it
off as quickly as he could, and just as he swung his arm, he felt
himself use his PSI almost unintentionally.


           
It wasn't like the PK Love he had learned with Ionia. It was a
different skill altogether, and once he felt himself 'cast' it, he
felt a sense of fortitude he had never felt before. Like he was a
brick wall that could not be toppled over.

           
He took a moment to recollect himself, unfortunately leaving Boney
to fight the creatures alone while he spaced out. Once he realized
where he was once more, he got right back to work. Anything the
smaller creatures hit him with seemed to just bounce off his
skin.


           
Bats, not unlike what he had known in the Sunshine Forest, found
their way to Club Titiboo high in the mountains as well. They
appeared larger and more vicious: possibly a trait from having to
make the climb to the club in the first place. Nonetheless, they
were shooed.


           
The club stored mats with diamond-shaped patterns on them in the
attic as well. He remembered seeing carpets like that in the lobby,
so obviously, the club still makes use of its crawl spaces and
somebody was likely up here not too long ago. Did the club just not
care about their infestation problems?


           
And why did they have so many spares?

           
Their efforts to press forward were largely uneventful. It was just
more of the same as they went: more arachnids, more mice, and the
occasional bat thrown in. Lucas was feeling pretty good about
himself, being able to push away so many opponents with his friend
Boney. The feeling washed away in a blink when suddenly, he felt
his head begin to spin once more.


           
It must have hit him worse that time, because he could have sworn
he and Boney were under attack by a floating electric guitar and
its buddy, a single, well-beaten drum.


           
Until, with an electric shock from the electric guitar, he realized
how real the situation was. The guitar could attack by arcing
electricity from its jack near its bottom, and its possessed drum
friend simply whipped at them both using its drumsticks. As sick as
he was feeling, Lucas didn't want to expend himself by fighting
physically, so he resorted to using his PK Love trick at least once
more.


           
They were both beginning to smart from all the unprovoked attacks
from the dungeon of an attic they were trying to march through.
Boney's awkward walk began to limp from having to put up with all
the tension in his feet, and Lucas's shoulders were beginning to
strain from all the effort he had to put into swinging his arms.
"Some attic, huh, pal?" he asked weakly, his head still throbbing.
Boney whined in response; the trip was taking its toll on him,
too.

           
Between trying to ward off giant bats and spiders, and now
possessed instruments, the wounds were beginning to show through
Lucas's clothes and Boney's fur. Who knew simply walking through
Club Titiboo's attic would be so physically demanding? His fever
wasn't making matters any lighter; he rubbed his forehead, trying
to soothe the pain away, when, incredibly, his fever simply…
left.


           
He looked at his hand, feeling a kind of warm fuzz cover his open
palm. It didn't look any different, but he could feel that he was
using more of his PSI talent, albeit unintentionally. He rubbed his
hand over his shoulder, letting it sit for a moment, when the pain
simply melted away. There was no sore or cut where he was hurt,
either.

           
"Boney," he said, reaching out to his dog and giving him a pat on
the head, underneath his cap. Boney appreciated the love, but
quickly, his ears perked up, and his 'walking' stance straightened
out. Luckily he could apparently use his powers on anyone, not just
himself. "I'm pretty sure I'm invincible right now," he
laughed.

           
Feeling a bit more energetic, they kept going, making their way
through the junk and around the pipes, until finally, they heard
voices coming up from below. It sounded like someone was asking a
question, and in response, he definitely heard Kumatora
give an answer. They were close!

           
Just as they rounded the next corner through the maze of junk, they
found another instrument. A different one, compared to the guitars
and drums that had been long since discarded in the attic. It
hovered just over a hole in the floor, seemingly watching whatever
was going on below, and when he and Boney approached, it hardly
seemed to notice them.

           
Lucas was about to swat it away like the others, when, ethereally,
it somehow spoke to him. "As you can plainly see," it said
resentfully, "I am a wooden bass. I'm still in my prime; there's
not a single imperfection on my brilliant frame. But ever since the
bass below showed up, I've been left to rot in this moldy-smelling
attic." It turned to face them both. "I'm filled with so much
frustration," it uttered. "I'm gonna turn this frustration and take
it out on you guys! You're gonna be bawlin' your eyes out!"

           
This brought to mind a moral question for Lucas: if this bass
guitar could feel emotion, could all the instruments he and Boney
splintered on their way to the DCMC's dressing room feel them,
too?

           
He didn't have a lot of time to think about it, though.


           
All of a sudden, the electric guitar and snare drum burst into the
room, obviously not happy with certain previous events.


           
The bass started strumming itself while the guitar and drum played
away. It was probably the most horrendous thing Lucas had ever
heard in his life. Without thinking he let loose a shot of PK
Love.


           
The guitar played an awful chord and fell to the ground along with
the drum.


           
"What do you have against lovely music?!" the bass screamed and it
started flailing it's arms wildly. A few times it hit Lucas and
Boney, but didn't hurt that much. Lucas tried to attack it, but it
was too busy smashing into walls and things.


           
Lucas remembered the Thunder Bomb he got from behind Wess's house.
He took it out of his pocket and lobbed it at the bass. It landed
with a bang and the bass played its final chord.


           
Lucas noticed a hole in the ground. Looking through it, he saw
Kumatora and the members of DCMC. He jumped down.


           
THUD!


           
"What took you so long?" asked Kumatora.


           
He and Boney were dirty and dusty again, but at least they were
cleaner than before they got to Violet's room, and they weren't
terribly injured thanks to his PSI. The entire DCMC stood silently
in the room, all of them staring towards the ground, as though they
were deliberately trying to avoid contact with each other.

           
"I just finished explaining everything to the band members," she
said, "so if they seem a little melancholy right now, that'd be
why." Lucky looked the most distraught of the five. He was just
told that everything he knew about himself wasn't the whole story,
and that he was a part of something much larger. It was a lot to
soak in.

           
"Tonda Gossa," he greeted Lucas, although his demeanor didn't
really change. He was still lost in his own thoughts and concerns.
"Who are you?"


           
"He's the one I was just talking about, Duster. You two know each
other."

           
"You keep saying that," he uttered sadly, "but I don't even
remember my real name. How do I even know its 'Duster'? All I
do know is that I've lived my life as Lucky for years,
now."

           
"Okay," Kumatora said, nodding. "All right, Lucky. I hate to ask,
but could you tell Lucas everything you remember, too?"

           
"What good would that do?"

           
"Even if you're not Duster, you'd at least be filling him in.
Whatever we can learn would help."

           
Lucky turned around, his hand stroking his chin in thought. "Yeah,
alright," he replied after a moment, "I can definitely tell that
something important is taking place here…"


           
Lucky took a moment to collect himself, getting ready to tell the
story once more. "I had absolutely no memory whatsoever from before
I came to Club Titiboo," he said clearly. "I had no idea where I
was, where I came from, where I was going, or why I had a pet snake
wrapped tightly around my waist. But for some reason - not a day
goes by that I don't think about it - I was clutching a weird,
glowing egg with great care, like it was my kid or something. I had
a mission, I knew I did, and while I didn't know where I was going,
I kept walking until I got there."

           
"Do you still have the snake?" Kumatora asked, remembering when
they first met and how it seemed so normal to Duster that a snake
was wrapped around his waist.

           
In response, Lucky lifted his shirt, revealing the snake to be
wrapped from his left shoulder to his right hip. "I trained it to
coil around me like this instead of like a belt, so I could hide it
under my shirt," he explained. "It would have been a bad thing if I
walked onto the stage with a huge snake holding my pants up, but I
could never get it to relax in a cage, so the snake and I, we had
to compromise."

           
Lucas was hanging on every word, trying to imagine what it was like
to be Lucky when he didn't even know his own name. He and Duster
weren't particularly well acquainted three years ago, but everybody
was friends with everybody in Tazmily, or at least, they were back
then.


           
"All I knew was that the egg was very important for some reason. I
knew I absolutely had to keep it safe," he stressed, "so I
looked for a place to hide it. I was in the middle of nowhere;
anyplace that wasn't out in the open would have worked." He turned
around, looking at Lucas, who was listening attentively. "And
finally, after walking, and walking, I buried the egg inside a big
dirt clod in a valley, where I knew no one would ever find
it.

           
"Do you still… know where it is?" asked Lucas, interrupting him for
a moment.

           
"Of course. I haven't forgotten a single detail. It was very
important that I didn't. You go up a cliff near a giant waterfall,
and there's this huge tower…"


           
"Unknown Valley! That's it, Duster! The egg we all worked so hard
to protect is there in Unknown Valley!" Kumatora seemed awfully
excited about it, although given that she had been searching for it
for three years, Lucas could understand. "Let's go there right
now!"

           
Lucky was still indecisive and looked around the room sadly. He was
constantly fidgeting; scratching his head, tapping his feet,
leaning from side to side. He was visibly very nervous. "But am I
really Duster?" he asked quietly. "If I really am this 'Duster'
guy, that means I'm going to have to leave the band, right? Duster
or Lucky…one of them will cease to exist after today…If it turns
out I'm Duster, what will happen to the DCMC?!" His voice was
raising and he was practically beginning to shake. His identity was
beginning to cause him a headache. "But if I continue to live as
Lucky, then what was that egg thing all about?" He began looking to
his band-mates for answers or suggestions. "What should I do?!" he
pleaded. "I just can't decide… "

           
"Of course you can't," said someone behind Lucas. He remembered him
on the keyboard during the encore performance, but he wasn't
totally clear on his name. "All you can do is ask destiny."

           
"Yeah," said another, with full, long blonde hair and a pair of
slick sunglasses, "If destiny decides it, I'll say goodbye to you
with a smile on my face.


           
Nobody said anything for a while, but Lucky had calmed down
slightly, apparently knowing exactly what they were talking about.
"Destiny, huh," asked another. Lucas recognized him as the lead
saxophone from the song. "Yeah, let's ask destiny! We have a way,
after all. The same thing we've always done when we weren't sure
what to do."


           
Lucky knew exactly what he was hinting at. "Stone-sheet-clippers,
huh?" he confirmed. Lucas knew the game - it was a child's game to
settle disputes over things like who got to sit where or who got to
eat what. He was never any good at it because he tended to pick
sheet first. The leader looked to Lucas and waggled a finger,
telling him to come closer. He did as he was told.



           
"Yeah," the sax-player said. "This Lucas fellow will play
stone-sheet-clippers with us. If he beats all five of us in a row,
then you'll go. But if he loses once, then you'll stay with the
DCMC and you'll keep on playing the bass."

           
"What?" asked Lucas, suddenly on the spot. "I got to… I have to…
five times?"

           
"Without losing once," said the man, kneeling down to face him. "If
you pull it off, then destiny will definitely be on your side,
right? And if you're right, then there's no way you'd lose."

           
Lucas could see the flaw in this plan. "But… but I can't, I mean,
I," he stuttered, never really managing to say what he wanted.


           
"Five in a row, huh…I'm cool with that. You, there. You're okay
with that right?" Duster asked.


           
Lucas gave a heavy sigh. There was no saying 'no' to this one. "I
guess," he said quietly.

           
The sax-player stood back up once Lucas cooperated. "Cool. Then
we're ready to begin when you are. You can start with any one of
us."

           
"Can I start with you?"

           
"Well, except me. I'm the band leader, you know. I gotta see this
one to the end, so I'll play you last."

           
Lucky was closest, so Lucas started with him. He extended his hand,
balled into a tight fist, ready to begin this game that could
decide Lucky's identity. Don't start with sheet. Don't start
with sheet, he chanted in his head, hoping to begin his streak
on a personal high-note.

           
Just before Lucky extended his own fist, however, he had something
to say.


           
"I seem to recall whenever me, Magic, and our band leader'd play
stone-sheet-clippers, we'd always end in a tie." Lucas looked up at
him, raising an eyebrow. Why would Lucky tell him this? "Is it best
if I win?" he thought aloud, then shook his head. "No, I can't
think about. It's best if I let destiny do the thinking for me."
Lucky put his hand forward, bunched into a ball like Lucas's, and
they both pumped three times, saying 'stone, sheet, clippers' with
each bounce.

           
Lucas kept at his mental mantra just before he had to make a
decision, and he wound up choosing stone. It was a terrific stroke
of luck; Lucky had chosen clippers.


           
"Looks like I lose. I guess destiny is telling me to lose." Lucky
said.


           
"I'll go next," another band member said. He had a really
unforgettable hairstyle, and some really unforgettable skills with
the guitar. "After all, always end up tying when I play
stone-sheet-clippers with Shimmy."


           
Lucas didn't understand what exactly they were doing. They were
practically telling him how to win - did they not want Lucky to
stay with them? "My name is Magic, by the way," the man smiled.
"Best guitar in the west. Not that there's a whole lot of 'west' to
the Nowhere Islands, eh?" Just like Lucky, he brought his hand
forward, and they did the same three pumps, saying the game's name
the whole while.


           
"Gah! I won't complain. You win!"


           
They were deliberately making it easy for him, and he couldn't wrap
his head around why. "Me next!" the yanopist said eagerly, pushing
forward for Lucas. "These games of destiny are always so exciting,
don't you think? Guys like ole' Bacchio here always try to
over-think these things and he always just makes the same move over
and over, which that's why he always loses to Magic."

           
There it was again. It was like these guys wanted Lucky to
become Duster so they could find that egg and save the world… did
they? "The name is Shimmy Zmizz, by the way," he introduced before
sticking his fist out. Lucas wasn't entirely sure if these people
were just leading him on and telling him what to pick, but if he
were to believe them, then Zmizz would probably pick stone.


           
"I lose…I lose with pizazz!"


           
The last one to play before the band leader was Bacchio, and
according to all the hints he was given, Bacchio was definitely
going to pick clippers. "Since I've already had my introductions
done for me," he sighed, looking at Zmizz, "let's just get this
party started." Like the other three, they went through the same
motions, and, just as the others had hinted, he went clippers.


           
"I lose! Luck is with you."


           
"Okay, then!" said the band-leader, looking over his friends and
band-mates. "If I win this, Lucky will stay in the DCMC. And if I
lose, he goes with Lucas and Violet." He looked straight at Lucky.
"You cool with that, bro?"


           
"I wanna go with destiny. If it's my destiny to go, I'm sure he'll
win. And if it's not my destiny," he continued, "he'll lose and
I'll stay here. It's… as simple as that."

           
"Okay, then!" the man said happily, facing Lucas again. "Since we
haven't been introduced yet, Lucas, it's better late than never."
He offered his open palm to shake, and Lucas shyly accepted. "My
name's OJ. And that's not a nickname or anything; I got the
documents to prove it."

           
"L-Lucas," he replied, giving the man a weak, but meaningful,
handshake.

           
"Good! Now that we're all acquainted, Lucas, I have a favor to
ask." He knelt down again, suddenly very serious, looking right
into Lucas's eyes, "Do 'clippers'. I'm going to do 'sheet'."


           
Immediately, Lucas thought it was a trick. OJ didn't really want
Lucky to leave, and he was trying to mislead him into picking
clippers so he could pick stone. But he wasn't entirely certain -
what if he was being honest, like the others, if a little blunt?
What if he wanted Duster to leave and become a part of something
even bigger than the most popular band in the Nowhere Islands?
"Tonda Gossa!" OJ cheered, raising his hand up dramatically high
and making a show of turning it into a fist. "Alright, here we
go!"

           
Lucas still wasn't sure of what he should do, and when they got to
the third pump in their shake, he found himself going for stone, if
only because he forgot to open his hand.

           
At that exact moment, someone practically blew the door to the
dressing room off its hinges. Right away Lucas recognized the shape
of the man and the amount of hair on his face, and silently began
to panic.


           
It was one of the guards.


           
"Oh I'm so happy!" His high tone and his flighty speech were
dripping sarcasm. "Not!" he yelled, looking pretty
furious. "Everybody keep it down! Save yer hootin' and hollerin'
for the stage and give the rest of us some peace and quiet!"

           
Nobody responded, practically quaking in their boots while he
stormed his way out of the room and slammed the door behind him.
Lucas gave a very nervous sigh of relief; it felt like he managed
to avoid that catastrophe by the skin of his teeth.

           
OJ was apparently just as stricken. "It looks like he didn't notice
you and Wuuf," he said shakily. "I forgot what we just did that
time, so let's do a do-over."

           
Lucas nodded, remembering clear as day what the results to that
last one were. He did it again, and this time, he did it right.


           
"I see. So this is destiny."


           
OJ leaned back, satisfied in the results. "I guess Lucky probably
is this Duster guy after all," he sighed. "I mean, to win five
times in a row?! Destiny must really have wanted you to win this
thing." He turned to Lucky, a wide, warm smile spreading on his
lips. "Go!" he encouraged. "Don't worry about anything else at all!
Lucky or Duster, you'll always have friends here in Club
Titiboo!"

           
Kumatora was certainly happy with the results as well. "I think
Duster hid the egg somewhere in Unknown Valley," she said, already
reaching up to undo the knot in her hair. "Which means I have no
reason to stay here, either." She was quite ecstatic at her own
news.


           
"Alright! Time to get outta these girl clothes." Kumatora
remarked.


           
Just before she left, she got one last good look at the band, still
together. "Thanks for everything, guys. It's been a real blast an',
lookin' back, I wouldn't'a traded the experience for anything. Take
care!" Eagerly, she left the room, making a bee-line straight for
her dressing room while it was still hers, to retrieve her old
clothes.

           
"Lucky," OJ began, having calmed down a bit. "No… Duster, I guess.
You were the best bass player ever, bar none. I'm… " He began to
choke up a bit, but quickly recomposed himself. "I'm gonna miss
you, man." He made for the door, and just before leaving, he turned
to the others.


           
"I hope we meet again someday."


           
And then he left the room without another word. "I'm sure we will,"
said Magic, before following behind OJ.

           
"Don't go forgetting the time you spent with us now, you dig?"
asked Zmizz, just as happy as ever. He didn't seem to regret the
decision destiny had made for him, and casually, he strode out of
the room as well.

           
"Lucky." Bacchio approached Lucky, looking at him hard, his mouth
trying to word what he wanted to say, but nothing would come out.
Instead, it was all he could do to simply leave the room without
saying a word. Lucky understood what he meant.


           
He turned to Lucas.


           
"I still don't remember anything but I will come with you guys
anyway. I've said my goodbyes, and I have no regrets," he said, and
Lucas knew that he meant it. "I'll take you guys to the egg, and
from there… me and my snake friend will go where we're
needed."

           
Lucas smiled back to him. "Thanks… Duster," he said. He didn't know
if it was insensitive to call him that when all he knew was his
time as Lucky, but he didn't seem to mind. With Boney, still
walking on two legs, following behind, they left the dressing room,
only to be greeted by a rather grisly sight.


           
"I took care of the bodyguards."


           
Kumatora looked like she hadn't aged a day since he first met her
three years ago in the Sunshine Forest. She looked so happy now
that she was out of her Violet persona, and that she was wearing
her normal clothes and her normal hair. "I never wanna see another
pair of high-heels again," she spat, "so all the better to get out
and go, don'tcha think?"

           
Lucas couldn't agree more. With Duster by their side, they were
ready to find the Hummingbird Egg, and from there, hopefully put a
stop to the Pigmasks' transformation of Tazmily.



           
And with that, they finally left Club Titiboo.












Chapter 16

 


As they rode down the ropeway, a large tower in the distance
began showering lightning upon the island.


           
WHIRR…ZAP!


           
WHIRR…ZAP!


           
On Dusters instruction, they began to head north, walking upstream
and into a large mountain that a waterfall had carved through. It
took them underneath a concrete bridge, holding a 'highway' Lucas
had heard about, but never seen until now.


           
It was only a short walk through the mountain's cavern, but it did
contain a hot spring for them to relax in. It had only been a few
hours since Lucas had showered, but he wasn't going to turn down a
dip while he had the chance.


           
It opened into an enclosed field that contained more chimeras.
Larger, and much more… creative ones than anything close to
Tazmily, such as kangasharks and mechaturtles.


           
The turtles were at least fairly slow and innocuous, but at least
once the four got a little too relaxed near them and allowed it to
turn its back on them.


           
It was a mistake they made sure not to repeat.

           
They were passive at a distance, but mean and aggressive the moment
they crossed some invisible boundary. Lucas and Kumatora had an
easier time dealing with them with their PSI, although Lucas still
preferred to hold back while Kumatora zapped anything that looked
at her funny.

           
They made their way forward silently, keeping an eye open for any
large holes in the ground, when Boney gave a sudden woof.


           
 "Oh yeah," Lucas said, stepping towards his dog. "You don't
have to wear your clothes anymore, Boney," he explained, unaware
that Boney had already made that conclusion, and helped him out of
his shirt. Elated, Boney fell forward, back onto all four paws, and
gave a quick shake and a stretch, happy to not have all his weight
on his back legs anymore.


           
It was only around the next bend when they came across the first
enormous hole in the ground, and Duster quickly took the lead.


           
"Yeah, here we go. The hole looked like this." He wasn't too
pleased to find it, however. "But," he uttered, looking over the
plains just in front of him, "I don't remember seeing so many holes
the first time," he said, piecing his words together confusedly.
"I'm pretty sure I would have remembered a detail like that, but
all I remember is that I jumped down a hole and got someplace
new."

           
Lucas looked over the field, noting the several chimeras lingering
about. "Oh well," Duster continued. "One of them has got to lead to
the egg, so we're still safe with a little trial and error." Just
after their wash in the hot spring, Lucas wasn't looking forward to
getting himself all dirty a third time, but he couldn't
complain.

           
"Gotta start somewhere!" Kumatora piped, and immediately leapt down
the first hole. The drop wasn't too far, thankfully, so she didn't
hurt herself on her landing. "It's not so bad, guys! Come
on!"

           
Looking to Lucas, Duster shrugged his shoulders and followed suit.
It took Lucas a little bit longer to gather up the courage, but
after taking a deep breath, he and Boney plummeted straight down
after them.


           
The cavern below was enormous, with lots of room to move about. The
ceiling was hardly held up by anything at all, and they were just
walking on it. Light beamed down from the many holes all around the
top, helpfully showing them which ones led to nowhere. The caverns
sprawled out in every direction, with huge walls and pathways made
of dirt leading every which way, confusing them all easily.


           
Moles were all over the place; some were busy digging away and
expanding their tunnels, while others were just milling about. More
chimeras had gotten lost in the underground as well, unfortunately
for them.

           
While the cavern was large, the exit wasn't too difficult to find.
There was a large tunnel at its rear that led straight back up to
the surface, on the other side of the open field, allowing them to
try again.


           
They had thought ahead, though, and from mapping out the one path
they couldn't reach from their side of the cavern with the only
hole that took them across the gap, they only needed to try once
more. Duster still couldn't decide whether or not it was the hole
he found three years ago, but it still led them somewhere
different.


           
The new tunnel came back up aboveground, past a large outcropping
of rock surrounding the earlier field leading to a simple straight
line going around another bend. It had another hole leading back to
the cavern, but more importantly, it had a mossy clod of dirt
sitting at the very end of the way.

           
The mossy clod had a peculiar shape to it, though. It wasn't an
ordinarily shaped rock. As they got closer, Lucas had an easier
time making out its features, and eventually he realized that it
was actually a Clayman sitting there, covered in moss.


           
"Yeah…this is it. I hid the egg inside this mud figure," he said,
approaching the long-since decommissioned doll. "It's been three
long years," he hummed aloud, getting on his knees and inspecting
the clay, "and every day I thought, 'what was the deal with that
egg'? Maybe now I can get some closure." He wiped away some of the
grown moss, checking the moss for some telltale marks he had left
behind so he would know the egg had been untouched.


           
"Yes! It's still here! I'm going to have to get my hands a little
dirty," he began, already rolling up his sleeves, "but in just a
few-"


           
ZAP!


           
"Duster, are you okay!?" Kumatora shouted.


           
It took him a moment to crawl himself back to his feet, but he
managed to just fine. He was visible shaken, his hands constantly
jittering at his sides, but he appeared physically okay.


           
"Yeah…I-I'm fine…"


           
His speech was a little stuttered, not that Lucas could blame him.
That lightning bolt just came out of nowhere! "Was that lightning
just now?!" Duster practically yelled, beginning to get all excited
from his very near-death experience.

           
"Yeah," Lucas said, his voice cracking a little - he looked to the
sky, not seeing a single cloud anywhere. That bolt missed Duster by
a few feet; he couldn't think it was just a coincidence. Were they
open targets right now? "We should get the, that egg and start
running, huh?"

           
"I'd say!" agreed Duster, approaching the Clayman once more, quite
a bit more cautious. "Just gotta make this quick and easy, and
then-"

           
There was a quiet rumbling coming from the Clayman, and immediately
Lucas remembered working at the factory just yesterday, and how
Claymen were re-energized. With a quick zap to their system.


           
Alive again after at least three years, the Clayman stood still for
a moment, looking directly at nothing. The red light at the end of
its antennae glowed very brightly, and the antennae itself stood
completely erect on its head. After a nervous moment of nobody
trying anything, the Clayman apparently remembered its objective
and set out to accomplish it.


           
With gusto.

           
"It took off with the egg!" Duster yelled, surprised that the mud
figure came to life.

           
"We gotta go after it!" said Kumatora, already picking up her pace
in pursuit of the Clayman. "Come on, we can't let it get away!"
Without missing a beat, Lucas, Duster and Boney began the chase as
well, charging after the runaway Clayman and the item that could
apparently decide the fate of the world tucked away safely in its
belly.


           
Just as they rounded the bend, however, they were taken aback by
the incredible tower sitting in the middle of the forest. Its red
girders climbed straight up for whole stories with the occasional
red-and-yellow emblem plastered on their sides, and an enormous
yellow ball sitting at its very apex with a massive contraption
unlike anything they had seen pointed to the west jutting out its
top.


           
"There's a pretty good view of this tower from Club Titiboo," said
Kumatora, craning her neck to get a good look at the whole thing.
"I dunno what it's for, but I always figured it wasn't for anythin'
good. Who builds a big tower in the middle'a nowhere?"

           
She was interrupted of her open thoughts by the heavy sound of the
Clayman's footsteps blasting their way down the path, running into
walls and trees the whole way as it did its best to get to its
destination.


           
"But enough of that crap!" she chastised herself, "we hafta catch
that thing, and quick!" They all bolted down the path, sprinting as
quickly as they could to catch the Clayman before they lost it.


           
Unfortunately, it was fairly overrun with chimeras of all types
milling about, making it difficult and hazardous to pass through.
Still, they could hear the sound of the Clayman constantly bumping
into things as it ran, so it probably wasn't making as much
progress as they were, thankfully.

           
The path wound down and led them next to a large building that laid
at the very end of the concrete highway. Lucas remembered seeing
the building through the binoculars at the top of the mountain near
the club, but, like the tower, he didn't know what it was for. They
didn't waste any more time, though; they could still hear the
Clayman run spastically into the forest, and they were beginning to
catch up.


           
Luckily for his curiosity, the dirt path led straight into the
building's front entrance.


           
It looked a little bit like the factory, but still
different. There were no massive piles of lumber or sawdust or
metal or clay lying around, or at least, not outside. But there was
a small fleet of vehicles parked just outside that looked vaguely
similar to Mayor Pusher's car in Tazmily.


           
Only much larger and colored differently. Actually, the only real
similarities were that they both had four tires. But all that was
less important compared to the matter at hand.

           
"Where'd that damn thing disappear to?" Kumatora cursed, looking
around the yard for any sign of the Clayman. There were a few signs
of it being in the area - bits of moss lying on the concrete yard
of the building, and bits of regular clay attached to some walls
and machines it had bumped into on its way.

           
"Inside," offered Lucas timidly. "No place… couldn't be anywhere
else, right?"

           
"Good point," she conceded. "I dunno what this place is, but we're
crashing the party." She showed herself into the large front door,
followed by the others.


           
A heavy odor, the sound of heavy machinery, and a startling sight
greeting them just inside the large warehouse: an enormous lump of
clay, easily the size of Lucas's house, was piled just a little bit
past the door. Bodies of Claymen had been discarded in the pile;
some of their shapes were still identifiable as they just seemed to
mold into the massive collection, slowly losing form as they became
one large piece of clay to recycle later.

           
On the other side of the door was practically an army of Claymen,
all standing idle. They were not placed into any recognizable row,
apparently just being placed in one location to be called on later.
The warehouse was obviously some kind of Clayman manufacturing
facility.

           
Just as they were about to explore deeper into the building, Duster
spotted a number of people off in the distance and pulled Lucas and
Kumatora to the side, behind the mountain the clay and out of
sight. Boney loyally followed.


           
"Hey, do you take your mask off when you go to the bathroom?" asked
a Pigmask.


           
"No, I leave it on," replied one. "Why? Do you take yours off?" The
first one nodded. "You go through all that trouble? In the
bathroom? And then you go through all the trouble of putting it
back on when you're done?"

           
"Yeah, I go through the trouble," the first answered, almost
defiantly. "I mean, there is a place to hang your mask,
and all. I think it would be rude to not use it, personally."

           
The other became indignant to the ignorant response.


           
"Man! You're dumb! That's not for you to hang your mask! That's
where you hang handbags and umbrellas and all that stuff!"

           
The third one was silent until just then. "I thought it was for our
masks, too. So that's why it was always so hard to get it
to stay in place!"

           
"These guys are idiots," whispered Kumatora, eavesdropping on the
conversation. "Let's just go over there and tell them what we're
lookin' for, and if they don't let us past, we get our hands
dirty."

           
"You want to risk that?" Duster asked. "What if they're… less than
accommodating? This place could be restricted access, for all we
know."

           
"Come on, Duster, we're a little kid, an unassuming redhead, a
gimp, and a dog. We're not the most terrifying of the bunch." She
laid a hand on Lucas's back and gently pushed him forward. "Go and
talk to them, Lucas."

           
"Why me?!" he whispered back a little loudly than he meant.

           
"'Cause outta all of us, you're the most disarming. Just go over
there, put on your best 'lost little boy' look, and ask if we can
be let in." She flexed her fingers, letting electricity arc between
her fingernails in a bit of a show. "If things go south, we'll be
right here to back you up."

           
Lucas whined a little as he was pushed forward, but it was too late
to back down; one of the Pigmasks had seen him and yelled out to
him as he approached.


           
"Hey you! What's your guys' problem. What're you lookin' at?"


           
"N-nothing, sir." Lucas jittered and fidgeted under the watching,
scary eyes of the Pigmasks, and he found it difficult to speak. "We
were just… we just wanted to-"

           
The Pigmask closest to him leaned forward slightly, getting a
better look at Lucas, before standing to attention immediately.


           
"Aaah! He's…!"


           
And in an instant, he simply turned tail and ran as fast as he
could in the opposite direction.


           
Watching the Pigmask run away so quickly made Lucas freeze on the
spot, and clearly, the other Pigmasks were beginning to get a
little distraught themselves. Had he said or done something wrong?
         Or was Kumatora
getting ready to light some fireworks behind him? He wanted to turn
around to his friends and ask what he should do, but against the
soldiers he couldn't help but stand completely still in fear.

           
"What's all the ruckus?!" they heard somebody from the next room
yell, and soon they were joined by another man in the uniform. His
clothes were blue, however, clearly signifying higher rank and
command. The pink ones looked to see who was approaching, and
nervously stepped aside to make room for their commanding
officer.

           
"We just," Lucas kept stuttering. He was always such a timid boy,
especially in front of strangers. It was times like these he wished
he was more like his brother Claus.


           
"Sir! I wasn't aware that you were here, sir!"


           
Lucas was like a caribou in a torchlight in the confusion. He
didn't know what was going on and he knew better than to ask,
leading himself in circles. "Please forgive my rudeness!" the blue
one insisted. Maybe he was just being very polite?

           
"Um," Lucas managed to hum, trying to articulate
something. "We just," he tried again, stalling once more,
but managed to continue this time. "We're look- looking for
something."

           
"And I'd be glad to help you, sir!" the officer said loudly,
standing back up straight. "Just say the word, Commander, and
consider whatever you're looking for found!"

           
Something was definitely fishy with these Pigmasks. He managed to
get up the courage to turn and look to Kumatora for guidance, but
all she did in reply was nudge her head forward, trying to tell him
to just play along.


           
"Wearing such a shabby outfit will set a bad example to the men,
Commander. I'll prepare a change of clothes for you and a dressing
room just around the corner." He glanced at Duster and Kumatora,
noting their outfits. "Likewise for the folks accompanying you. The
sooner you put on your colors, Commander, the quicker we can find
this thing of yours!"

           
Lucas nearly protested, but quickly silenced himself when he was
ushered into a back room with Duster and Boney while Kumatora was
shown to another. They were rushed through the whole change,
quickly switching his trusty shirt and shorts with something much
thicker and heavier, but still very cozy and suave. Duster and
Kumatora were both given something quite different to wear, and
Boney was just given a simple headpiece.


           
"All right. That's better. Well, I'd better return to my duties.
I'm afraid I can't assist you personally in your search, sir, but
you have a whole warehouse of able men ready to help at your beck
and call." And with that, he spun around and walked back into the
warehouse, to resume whatever duties he had, giving Lucas and his
friends' time to consider what just happened.


           
"Looks like there's been some sort of misunderstanding," Duster
turned to him, "We should hurry up and find the egg before they
figure out who we are."

           
"This is pretty sweet, huh, Lucas?" Kumatora asked, laughing
lightly. "We came here lookin' to just get in and get out, and now
you own the entire Pigmask army! Not a bad deal!" He knew she was
just trying to calm him down, but he was still having trouble
stomaching the whole ordeal. He didn't find it nearly as funny.
"Anyway, Duster's right. We dunno how long this'll last, so let's
get crackin'."

           
As frightened as he was, he could at least agree to that. They got
to work, trying to find the haywire Clayman before anybody caught
on to the blue Pigmask's mistake

           
The next room over held a massive assembly line comprised of all
machines working diligently, pressing and cutting and forming lumps
of clay from shapeless mounds…


            …
to round balls of clay…


            …
to large, flat slabs of clay…


            …
where they were finally cut into Claymen, like some kind of cookie
out of dough. The cut Clayman then disappeared down one conveyor
belt…


            …
where the excess was simply dumped down a hole to be recycled
later.


           
Although to the untrained eye it looked as though Claymen were
nothing more than shapes cut out of clumps of dirt. What gave the
Claymen their 'sentience', such as it was, was a complete mystery,
even to most of the people working at the warehouse. Reputedly,
only one man really understood how the process worked and what gave
the Claymen their minds.


           
"Basically, we mix this weird stuff in with the clay, and when an
electrical shock is applied to a lump of it, it starts moving
around…Does that help explain it any? Well, to be honest, I don't
really understand how it works, either."


           
It took them a moment to actually get any information on the
specific Clayman they were searching for. Not because nobody knew -
some of them were fairly informative and were easy to speak to.


           
But because only Lucas could ask, and he was having difficulty
simply walking up to a Pigmask and 'demanding' to know where it
went. Seeing as all his demands came out as polite requests, the
others seemed to respond almost sarcastically, even knowing he was
a 'superior' to them.


           
He walked up to a white Pigmask.


           
"Have you seen a Clayman running around here? There's something
inside it."


           
"What in the world did you hide in it? Oh? You can't say? It must
be something pretty embarrassing then, huh?


           
"Just… tell me where it went," Lucas insisted. As timid as he was,
he still had limits, and knowing that the Clayman was on its way to
be disposed of, time was ticking.

           
The white Pigmask suddenly reeled back, remembering who he was
speaking to. "Uh, yes sir!" he saluted, turning to point at the
back door to the warehouse. "A Clayman fitting your description
came running through here just a moment ago. It went straight out
that door. You'd better hurry if you want to catch it,
Commander."

           
Thanking the soldier, they all made for the rear exit, keeping a
lookout for the Clayman. It wasn't too difficult to find, just as
it was thrown into the back of a truck and sped down the
highway.


           
Without thinking to go back into the warehouse and 'ordering' a
Pigmask to take them to wherever that last truck was going, they
ran off after it, pursuing on foot after the truck.


           
They hadn't anticipated the highways being as chock-full of
chimeras as the Unknown Valley, but with their prominence
everywhere else, they couldn't have been too surprised.


           
Aside from chimeras were actual robots, although they looked very
old and beat up. In the shape they were in, they were hardly
difficult at all to simply brush down. They kept up their chase,
running as quickly as they could down the highway; the garbage
truck was still well within their sights, the highway being as
straight as it was, but with all the distractions, it was gaining a
lot of distance between them.


           
Another vehicle was coming up to them very quickly, although Lucas
was prioritized on the truck. He simply made sure he wasn't in its
way and intended to keep up his chase, when it pulled itself to a
stop right next to them in the middle of the road.


           
It was a large white and pink bean-shaped vessel with a pig's snout
on the front.


           
Its side opened up seamlessly, revealing its high-tech insides,
including several seats and a lot of screens, dials and gizmos that
he couldn't hope to decipher. From the front seat, a Pigmask
lumbered its way between the cushions and stepped out, greeting his
Commander apologetically.


           
"Oh, I'm sorry! I didn't know it was you, Commander."


           
They were all huffing and puffing after their sprint down the
highway, and Lucas was preoccupied with the truck to stop and talk
to one of his subordinates. The Pigmask turned and looked down the
road, seeing the truck off in the distance as it pulled away. "From
the looks of things," he said slowly, mapping it all out in his
head, "you probably threw something into the trash, and now you
want it back before it gets to the dump, right?"

           
"Right," he replied between heavy heaves. As badly as they needed
to chase the truck, he knew it was hopeless on foot.

           
"Well, no sweat, sir." It stepped aside, giving them passage into
the large, circular vehicle. "Figuratively speaking, anyway. If
you're headed for the garbage dump, please follow the truck in
this."


           
Lucas began to stutter once more. He didn't quite know what to say,
or what to do - he didn't even know what it was. "We'll take it,"
Kumatora answered for him, showing herself into the pod. "Come on,
Lu - Commander, you know it'll be faster than running." Duster
agreed, and climbed into the floating machine, and Boney, seeing
everyone pile into the cramped space, simply followed.


           
"The garbage dump is northeast of here. Please hurry after it and
retrieve whatever embarrassing thing it was that you accidentally
threw away."

           
Lucas sighed, looking down dejectedly. "Why does everybody think…
it's embarrassing?"

           
"Why did you throw it away?"

           
"I didn't mean to, I just… wanted to hide it."

           
"Why do you want it back?"

           
"Because it's important."

           
"Is it important… because it's embarrassing?"

           
Lucas looked back up at the Pigmask, trying to read the person
behind the helmet. He didn't like being made fun of, and replied
with the first thing that came to his mind. "There goes your
promotion," he said as bravely as he could while he stepped into
the pod behind the others.

           
Duster had taken the front seat, sitting behind an even more
complicated dashboard of buttons and levers, trying to make sense
of everything in front of him. One of the buttons he pressed closed
the door behind Lucas. "I have no idea what I'm doing," he murmured
loud enough to hear over the machine's engine. "I just hope one of
these things will-"

           
He pressed into one of the many levers the machine displayed to him
as he spoke, and in an instant, they shot off.


           
CRASH!!!!!

 


           
"Commander! Commander, wake up!"

           
Lucas had blacked out immediately after the crash. He hit his head
on something just as the pod collided with a cliff shortly after
they took off. He groaned, rubbing his forehead, trying to ease the
pain from the hit, and slowly blinked his eyes open. The hit from
the crash thrust him out of the bean and into the open; he was
lying on his back, looking up at a cloudless sky, surrounded by
rocks and asphalt.

           
"Thank goodness!" he heard a very low, beefy voice say. Lucas sat
up, shaking his head, trying to still his vision from the abrupt
hit. He heard other groans of pain all around him, and when he
finally managed to squint his eyes open, he saw Pigmasks all around
him. It took him a second to remember that Duster and Kumatora were
dressed in their uniforms - Boney sat there loyally, waging his
tail, simply waiting for Lucas to wake up.

           
"Are you all right?" the same voice asked. Duster and Kumatora were
going through the same motions, blearily trying to wake themselves
back up. He couldn't speak for them, but at least he was feeling
okay enough.

           
"I think so," he said, wobblingly getting up. He was a little
dizzy, but nothing a good walk wouldn't fix. He was amazed he was
standing with as few injuries as he had: just a minor headache and
a few aches in random places. He looked around, trying to find who
was speaking to him, when he met the largest Pigmask he had ever
seen. The guy was nearly five times his size!


           
"That damn Fassad's been tossing banana peels everywhere, so it's
easy to slip on them. You can take my Pork Bean, if you'd like," he
said, the muscles in his arms bulging with every word, and when he
stepped aside, the ground practically rumbled under his feet. "A
master driver like you must have been in a real rush to
make-"

           
Just as he was walking away, he looked back to Lucas. Lucas never
felt so small in his life. The mountain lumbered his way over,
looking his 'commander' down, trying to see why he seemed so
different than what he remembered. Very suddenly, he pressed his
nose to Lucas, taking a few quick sniffs of his scent. "Huh? I'm
not sure why, but you smell like a dog and a kid…"


           
He leaned back a little, trying to remember where he had smelt that
same smell before. "You're that kid from Club Titiboo!" he accused,
pointing one of his massive fingers right at Lucas. "Maybe you
think you can fool everyone else, but you can't fool my wild nose!
You sneaky piece of scum, pretending to be our commander!"

           
Suddenly, he reared his fist back, preparing to strike Lucas with
everything he had - judging from his size, a single blow like that
could outright kill him. "Wait a second!" Duster said
suddenly, raising his hands up in defense, and luckily, the large
Pigmask stopped just before it was too late.

           
"I thought I recognized you, too!" Duster laughed, bringing his
hands up to the rim of his helmet. "You're the DCMC's biggest fan!
I mean, figuratively." He nearly lost his balance trying to get his
helmet off, but eventually he managed to, and the Pigmask
practically gasped in shock.

           
"Lucky?!" he nearly squealed, forgetting all about Lucas
in an instant. "The DCMC's bassist is here?! Wearing our uniform?!
Riding with our Commander?!" Apparently, he also forgot that Lucas
wasn't their commander in the excitement.

           
"It's me, in the flesh!" Duster laughed, tucking his helmet under
his armpit. "I've seen you at every single DCMC concert since the
day we were formed. You never missed a single one, and you were
always in the same front-row-center seat with a pair of lucky
ladies in each arm."

           
The Pigmask was almost dancing in delight on the spot, ecstatic
that one of the DCMC's players was standing right in front of him
and talking to him personally. "Oh my Pork, you remember me!" he
nearly shouted, reaching out and grabbing Lucky's hands, shaking
them both rapidly. "This is like a dream come true! I have
all your stuff! I have posters, figurines, pamphlets,
hats, shirts, albums, everything! I even have two pairs of
those limited-time, extra-expensive collector's item DCMC
underpants!"

           
Duster shook both his hands once the Pigmask remembered to let them
go. The guy had one powerful grip on him. "It's always nice to meet
a fan," he remarked. "Are you wearing those underpants right
now?"

           
"Oh, gosh, no! I'd - I mean, you - just, I wouldn't want to have to
get them dirty, 'cause then I'd have to wash them, and that'd lower
the quality, so I still have them in their packaging. Every DCMC
thing I have is as pristine as the day I bought them! I take a half
hour out of my time every day to clean those figurines!"

           
Lucas and Kumatora stood behind the massive Pigmask, not wanting to
get between the hyperactive fan and his idol. Duster seemed to have
things under control. "You know," Duster said, leaning in but not
lowering his voice. The Pigmask leaned in, letting Duster get as
close as he wanted. "Some of the guys and I, after every gig, we
would say 'let's bring that big guy backstage. He never missed a
show; let's show him that we appreciate our fans as much as they
appreciate us.'" The Pigmask held his breath, visibly shaking in
elation. "But the Club never allowed it, as much as we fought. They
said it would have 'compromised our integrity' or something like
that."

           
"Oh, so, you're saying, I need to have a word with the people
running Club Titiboo, is that it?" As a show, the Pigmask cracked
his knuckles and rolled his head on his neck, his joints popping a
chorus all on their own.

           
"No, no, we can't have that," Duster insisted. "Violence would just
bar you from the Club, and then our band would be robbed of its
biggest fan!" The Pigmask slumped his shoulders, seeing Duster's
reasoning. "But still, I'll tell you what. Just to show you have
much I appreciate a fan like you, I will personally sign your
helmet."

           
The Pigmask couldn't pull his helmet off fast enough. With one hand
he fought with the clasps on the helmet; on the other he dug into a
pouch on his belt, pulling out a thick pen for Duster to sign with.
Once he finally managed to get both off, he handed them to Duster.
The trooper was bounding back and forth on his feet, clapping his
hands lightly, so happy that he was getting Lucky's autograph. "To
our fan," Duster narrated as he wrote before stalling. "Um… "

           
"Oh, just make it out to F.P.T," the trooper instructed. "My
initials."

           
"To our fan, F.P.T. One step closer to have the whole collection!"
Duster finished it off with a few scribbles - he had never
practiced his autograph and just came up with something on the
spot. "Signed, Lucky."

           
Duster handed the helmet back, and again the trooper began to
squeal with glee, but he paused just before he put his helmet back
on. "Oh," he sighed, looking at it in his hands. "I can't wear this
now. I'll have to get a new one from the base." But his demeanor
changed again just as quickly. "But this means a lot to me, sir -
Lucky! Thank you so much!" Tucking his own helmet under his armpit,
he reached out with his free hand again and shook Duster's hands
once more. "I can't wait to show this off to the guys!" And without
thinking twice, the Pigmask sprinted down the highway, whooping
excitedly the whole time and holding the helmet high, like a trophy
he had won.

           
The four of them watched the Pigmask run down the highway, hearing
his echoes through the tunnel. Duster smiled wryly and clapped his
hands like he was shaking the dust off them. "Wow," said Kumatora,
awestruck at the whole display. "He really is your biggest
fan."

           
"Literally," added Lucas.

           
"Yep," Duster laughed, reaching for his helmet and fastening it
back on. "It's a shame we had to meet out here. Everything I said
was true. It's going to hurt him a lot when he hears the band broke
up."

           
"Still," Kumatora said, stepping forward and giving Duster a
congratulatory pat on the shoulder. "Nice work. It woulda
been bad if we had'ta fight him. Guy looked like he could take a
hit."

           
"Um," Lucas interjected, getting their attention. "We still have
to… get to the dump, and quick." They all turned around and made
for the Pork Bean the Pigmask had left them, opening its hatch and
piling into the same seats.

           
"Okay," Duster said, looking over all the controls carefully. "I
think I got the hang of it this time." He reached for a lever with
his hand and, very gently, eased it forward. Like he had predicted,
the Pork Bean crawled forward very slightly, and accelerated the
more he had pulled it. "And this thing," he said to himself,
gripping a yolk positioned at his chest, "will steer us… "

           
Slowly and carefully, they began to go down the highway, following
the directions one of the signs had marked as they went down one of
the tunnels to their north.


           


           
It wasn't long from when they departed from the scene when
suddenly, Lucas began to feel a little under the weather. He felt a
familiar dizziness and a steam under his collar from just sitting
there in his seat.


           
"You okay there, Lucas?" asked Kumatora, noticing that he was
beginning to rub his forehead and was having trouble keeping his
eyes forward.

           
It took him a second to respond, but eventually he turned his head
to see her. "Yeah," he replied, smiling to confirm himself. "I'm
just feeling a little sick all of a sudden, is all."

           
"Oh yeah?" She suddenly sounded excited at the news. "That happen
to you a lot lately?"

           
"Yeah. Sometimes… ever since I learned PSI, I… just get a little
sick, suddenly."

           
Not that Lucas could see it, but Kumatora smiled widely. "It's
awesome, isn't it?"

           
"I love it," he laughed. "I can't wait." Kumatora stretched out her
hand for Lucas to high-five, and he gladly answered.

           
"I'm lookin' forward to my next fever," she said just as the Pork
Bean cleared the tunnel they were in. "In fact, speak of the devil.
Hope it's somethin' good. Maybe, like, controllin' the wind, or
causing earthquakes, or-"


           
As they continued down the road to the dump, the Pork Bean they
were in began to sputter and choke, trying desperately to continue
on, when it eventually stopped dead halfway across a bridge over a
wide lake. "What's goin' on?" she asked, leaning in to look over
Duster's shoulder. "Why'd you stop, Duster? We need to hurry!"


           
"Damn. It's no use! It won't go! Looks like it's out of power. I
guess all we can do now is walk," he lamented. "I barely know how
to make this thing even go, let alone recharge it or something. We
just have to hustle."

           
Lucas sighed. His fever still hadn't left and he wasn't too fond of
having to walk with it. "Really?"

           
"Sorry, man. I took us as far as I could."

           
With it out of their hands, Lucas opened the hatch to the Pork Bean
and they all stepped outside into the hot highway sun. His
'Commander' getup was pretty snug as it was, but he couldn't
imagine how hot it was going to get for Duster and Kumatora.


           
Their walk took them into the next tunnel. Their fevers were still
going strong, robbing them both of their focus a little bit,
causing them to get a little careless when it came to the machines
still littering the road all over.


           
The refreshing shade of the tunnel made it easier on their fevers,
at least, and, both at once, they disappeared, and both Lucas and
Kumatora found themselves using the PSI on reflex.


           
Lucas felt a different kind of fortitude compared to what he felt
in Club Titiboo; his body didn't feel any stronger, but his mind
was crystal clear and focused, and it felt like nothing could break
his concentration. For Kumatora, she could take advantage of
anything that did not have the same defenses, and with physical
contact, she could usurp more PSI energy from anything she touched
to replenish her own.

           
Lucas was seeing a pattern with his usual new tricks, mostly having
a support theme - not that he minded the least little bit, and it
suited his preferred pacifism perfectly. Kumatora was less pleased,
though: she was hoping for something flashier and more destructive,
aiming to wipe out leagues of enemies with just a thought. She
resigned, however; better something than nothing.

           
The current tunnel only went for a short walking distance, and
without their fevers, it was much easier to start jogging without
worrying about becoming disoriented. Just as they left the tunnel,
by sheer luck, they saw the garbage truck take off for the next
tunnel.


           
It looked as though it had taken a short stop at the nearby
restaurant, giving them all the time that had passed to catch up.
"Hurry up!" Kumatora yelled, sweltering underneath her uniform but
sprinting after the truck anyway. "We're close!"

           
Watching the truck casually drift down the road as it had had
spurred them into their chase. According to the road signs all over
the highway, the dump wasn't too far away, and the truck was still
plainly visible down the tunnel.


           
Like every other place on the expansive highway, the roads in the
tunnels were occupied by more and more machines, with the chimeras
actually dwindling in numbers a bit.


           
The machines were looking much healthier and up-to-date compared to
the machines closer to the warehouse, but they still didn't put up
much of a fight.

           
Just around the next bend in the tunnel, they saw the truck reverse
next to a large hole in the ground. The smell of rotting food and
waste assaulted their senses (Boney whined loudly in discomfort),
but they forced themselves to endure it. The truck raised its
carriage, and out plopped the moldy-green Clayman, suddenly as idle
as the moment they found it in the Unknown Valley.   
"Finally!" Kumatora huffed, exhausted from all the running. "It's
about time! The sooner we get that egg, the sooner we can stop
roasting in these
things!"      

           
"I don't mind it, actually," Duster replied, turning to face her.
"I just hope the egg is safe. I was so focused on it that I barely
noticed the heat."

           
"Good man. Got priorities."

           
Braving the stench and the lack of sanitation, they made their way
into the trash pit below.


           
From their angle above the trash pit, they couldn't see where the
Clayman had landed. Almost reluctantly, they began to dig through
the heap when they didn't immediately find it. "What is
that?!" asked Duster suddenly, pointing into one of the
larger heaps. At first, it just looked like a simple lump of
garbage…


           
…but looks can be deceiving.


           
What appeared to be the Clayman with tons of garbage attached to it
rose out of the pile. It took a large piece of scrap metal and
lobbed it at Lucas, but he quickly dodged out of the way.


           
"Let's see how you like some lightning, you creep!" Kumatora
shouted.


           
"No don't!" cried Duster, "It's a Clayman! It would only give it
more strength! WE just have to wait this one out!"


           
And so they did, dodging everything the Clayman threw at them until
it resorted to throwing its own makeshift arms.



           
After a long throwing spree, the Clayman collapsed.












Chapter 17

 


The moment he laid his hands on the Egg of Light, Duster's
amnesia left him all at once.


           
"Now I see. I really am Duster. I'm Duster," he repeated, as if he
were trying to convince himself. He laughed once, clutching the
egg, and looking to the three of his companions joyfully. "Guys!
I'm Duster!" He was dancing in place, overcame with joy that he
could finally remember everything after the last three years. "My
father's name is Wess!" he recalled. "We all live in Tazmily!
Nippolyte is a groundskeeper, and Thomas owns his own shop! I
remember now! I really am Duster! Yahoooo! I finally have my memory
back"


           
Kumatora approached him, patting him on his shoulder again.
"Awesome!" she cheered with him. "We got back your memories! Yep,
your name is Duster!" She repeated his name a few times as Duster
kept up his happy dance. "I'll call you that as many times as you
like!" She pulled him to a stop, making sure he was paying
attention to her. "Just don't lose the egg again, y'hear?"

           
Lucas wanted to join in Duster's celebration, there in a landfill
surrounded by putrid trash, when he spotted something stuck to
Boney's fur on his front-left leg. It was green and dangly, and it
looked like it was stuck to him well with one end almost shaped
like a hand, as if it was grasping on. He didn't want his dog to
get sick with anything from the garbage, so he bent down to peel it
off, when the party was cut short by a Pigmask shouting down at
them from over the edge of the pit.

           
"Commander! What are you doing, goofing around in a place like
this?!"


           
Lucas righted himself quickly, and Duster and Kumatora quickly
adopted a more militaristic stance, remembering their personas.
"What, ah," Lucas stumbled, trying to raise his voice and sound as
confident as a commander should. "What's the problem?"

           
"We got an issue at Thunder Tower, sir!" it squealed in reply,
forming a bullhorn with its hands across the helmet's snout. "We
need you there right away! Hurry and get out of the trash!"

           
From the sense of urgency the Pigmask was giving them, he figured
he couldn't exactly say 'no'. They all climbed their way back out
of the pit and into the Pork Bean the Pigmask had driven with it.
"We're going straight there," it said as it piled itself into the
driver's seat, "If anyone needs to use the restroom on the way
there, please hold it in!"


           
Boney immediately began to whine. "No time to buckle up!" it nearly
shouted, its arms and legs a blur as it adjusted levers and tweaked
knobs. As soon as it thrust a pedal on the floor down with its
foot, the Pork Bean shot off. With as quickly as it was going,
Lucas could feel himself being pressed into his seat. After only a
moment, he thought he was going to get sick again.

           
It was just a quick run down the highway, especially at the speed
the Pigmask was driving, but shortly after they had left the dump,
and with one impressive swing around a tight corner, they found
themselves at the front entrance to the tower they had passed
around the Unknown Valley.


           
"Pretty sweet piloting, if I do say so myself!" the Pigmask
boasted. Lucas couldn't keep his focus long enough to make a reply;
he was so nauseous and dizzy from the speed and the weaving that he
was practically falling over himself as he stepped out of the bean.
"I'm sure you know the way from here, sir," the Pigmask saluted,
"but I'm needed back at the Clayman factory right away. Please get
to the generator room as quickly as you can!"

           
Lucas registered what the Pigmask was saying, but he didn't have
the right mind to make a coherent reply, and before he even knew
which way he was facing, the Pork Bean whizzed off as quickly as it
had arrived.

           
"Commander," Duster said, reaching out and steadying the boy by the
shoulders. "Focus, now." It took him another moment to calm his
upset stomach, but soon enough he was able to walk once more. Just
in front of them was a short walkway leading to an open elevator,
with a single Pigmask watching the door to the entrance. It offered
no words but a simple salute as Lucas and his Pigmask entourage
simply walked past.


           
The door to the unusually large elevator snapped shut behind them,
and they slowly began to creep their way up the tower from the
inside. "I'm kinda excited," said Kumatora suddenly, over the
whirring of the elevator's gears. "I'd been wonderin' about this
tower for ages. Now we're about to find out."

           
Duster hummed in agreement; he had always wondered about the tower
since his days with Club Titiboo, but he had never really had the
opportunity or the incentive to take the ropeway and find out about
it. "So, Lucas," he said instead, breaking the silence once more.
"How are you handling being commander of the entire Pigmask
army?"

           
The question was fairly out-of-the-blue, but Lucas wasted little
time deliberating an answer. "It's… it's actually kind of fun," he
replied, breaking into a smile. "My brother and I… we sometimes
played these games, you know, where we pretended to be all sorts of
cool heroes and stuff. We could tell our armies to fight this
massive, evil Drago or something and we'd get into this big fight.
I… wouldn't try something like that, but it's still fun to… " Lucas
trailed off, not knowing how to finish that sentence. "Well, you
know."

           
Kumatora laughed to herself a little. "Man, you're th' most
important person in the army, an' you haven't so much as commanded
for a Nut Cookie or something. I'da have these people bend over
backwards for me if I were you."

           
The elevator came to a stop just as she finished, and the door
behind them slid open once again. On the other side was yet another
Pigmask, dutifully waiting for them to emerge, yet it said nothing,
simply expecting them to know where to go and what the emergency
was.

           
"Um," Lucas hesitated. For all his talk, the fact that he wasn't
who they thought he was rang clearly to him. "You," he pointed,
getting the Pigmask's attention.

           
"Sir?" it asked, giving a salute.

           
Lucas didn't have much spine without his brother's constant energy
and imagination, so he had to take a moment to compose himself for
what he was about to say. "I want," he began, thinking for a
moment. The Pigmask hadn't moved a muscle. "Food," he finished.
"I'm hungry."

           
He could hear Kumatora stifle a laugh behind him. "Um," the Pigmask
replied, its arm slowly lowering from its position, "There's a
cafeteria in the back. I'm sure they'll have something you might
like, sir."

           
"No, I," Lucas replied, getting a little flustered but trying to
keep his cool. "I want you to get it."

           
The Pigmask wasn't entirely sure what he was supposed to say or
what to do, but he was given a direct order from the highest
ranking. "Okay," it replied slowly and cautiously. It wasn't really
trained for something like this. "What do you want from
there?"

           
Lucas nearly answered that he wanted a Nut Bread, to one-up
Kumatora's suggestion and they were delicious anyway. But, just
like how ordering water in Club Titiboo was the wrong answer, he
didn't know what else to get. "I don't… care," he finally said.
"Surprise me."

           
The Pigmask gave one more salute and then jogged off, farther into
the tower towards the cafeteria. "That was great, Lucas," Kumatora
said quietly, still trying to hold back her laughter. "Boss that
next guy around and ask where the generator room is."

           
There was another Pigmask in the lobby, loitering around an Instant
Revitalization Device tucked next to the wall, along with another
vending machine shaped like a pig. "You," Lucas said loudly,
pointing his finger again, getting the other one's attention. It
too immediately went into a salute. "We need to get… to the, um,
generator room," he stuttered again. He knew that, as the
commander, he probably should have known where the room was and was
piecing his act together as he went. "Where is it?"

           
The Pigmask took a moment to answer. "Sir, not to be rude, but I'm
certain you've been there before."

           
"I know. Just, um, explain it to… " Lucas turned around, looking at
his companions. "… this guy," he finished, pointing to Boney. "He's
a… new recruit, and I'm too busy to explain it to him
myself."

           
Like the first Pigmask, this one was taken aback by Lucas's
command, but eventually had to follow through with it. "See this
map, grunt?" it asked, pulling out a large map from one of the
pouches along its belt and bending down to show it to Boney,
apparently not realizing, or simply not questioning, that he was a
dog.


           
"We are currently at the bottom here, where it says 'EV'," it
explained. Lucas followed along closely. "The generator room isn't
far; it's just the second room with the lightning bolt symbol. You
have to go around it to the north side to get to its door,
though."

           
Just as it finished explaining the map to Boney, the first Pigmask
came back, carrying a tray with a single bowl of noodles in it.
"I'm sorry, sir," it said as it handed Lucas the tray, "but they
weren't ready for lunch yet, so this was all they had… "


           
It was a cup of instant noodles with bits of pork in it. It looked
freshly prepared, but even if it wasn't, Lucas wasn't going to push
them around in case it might break his cover. "Thank you," he said
politely, taking the cup and handing back the tray. "Good, err,
work, you two," he complimented, quickly showing himself up the
stairs. "Me and my friends have to get going, though." Awkwardly,
he and the others left the two Pigmasks in the lobby, wondering why
their commander was acting so peculiarly.

           
The next room over contained a few robots, but they were otherwise
alone, allowing Kumatora to finally burst out her laughter. "That
was gold!" she managed to say between heavy guffaws. "That
was… I can't… oh man!" She was having difficulty breathing through
her laughter and tried to rub her aching forehead through her
helmet. "I think I'm going to be sick! That was too good!"


           
Lucas blushed, trying to contain himself after that. He hadn't
expected it to go on for as long as it had, or to be pulled off so
well, and he couldn't help but feel exhilarated from the
experience. He got directions, and even some food out of it. "It
was pretty good," Duster agreed, chuckling, "but we should hurry
up. They might catch on."

           
Kumatora let out a couple more laughs, easing herself down. She
knew the seriousness of the scenario, but it was just too brilliant
to keep bottled up. "Yeah," she agreed, bobbing her helmet as she
nodded. "Yeah, we should. We know where to go because of that." She
ran her fingers through Lucas's hair appreciatively. "That was
great, Lucas. I haven't had that much fun in three years." Lucas's
blush deepened a little from the praise. His heart was still
pounding in his chest from it. "Back down to business,
though."

           
He agreed, and they continued on, heading towards the generator
room the Pigmask had pointed out.


           
The loop around the base of the tower was very straightforward. It
was naturally very busy with Pigmasks stationed at their computers,
watching graphs and charts that meant nothing to him, and when
Lucas entered the room, they just went about their business, trying
not to get in their commander's way.


           
The robots weren't nearly as accommodating. They simply attacked
him and his friends whenever they got close enough, and the other
Pigmasks did nothing to restrain their robots. Was this a common
thing their commander had to put up with?

           
The point of the ring that had the door going into the generator
room was only a short walk over. It had a good deal more Pigmasks
than the others, all watching their individual monitors. Some of
them spoke to themselves as they worked, allowing Lucas to clue in
on what their jobs were.


           
This tower was what made lightning strike his house so many times.
It was what ruined Lighter's new house, Nippolyte's shack, Reggie's
tent, and what struck his grandfather's house one million times
over three years. This tower was what caused everybody to buy into
the Happy Box fad.

           
He felt several emotions rise up from making the connections, and
none of them were pleasant. He clenched his hands into fists,
eyeing the monitors and their readouts, feeling compulsive enough
to smash them to bits with his magic. And with how the Pigmasks
were acting around him, they might let him do it. But he knew it
was suicide, at least for now - if the tower wasn't destroyed by
the time he left, he promised himself he would be back.

           
The next room was, as promised, the generator room. In it was a
myriad of wires leading from an enormous tank in the center of the
room out into the surrounding walls. The tank, weirdly, was a fish
tank, containing three exhausted and sick electric catfish.


           
"We use the electric catfish in this room to power our
electricity," one Pigmask remarked when he saw Lucas looking at
them oddly.


           
They used at least three electric catfish to power entire lightning
bolts. To spur the catfish into action, a pair of Pigmasks stood at
the glass, constantly taunting and berating the fish with a manner
of poses and dances to get them to generate more electricity.


           
"So, um," Lucas started, getting the blue Pigmask's attention. "I…
was rushed here because there was some emergency, or
something?"

           
The Pigmask looked back to its clipboard, turning the page over.
"Aside from our power crisis, which you've known about for a while,
Commander, there isn't really any emergency," it
explained. "We've been working to either find an alternative way of
finding power, or just catching more catfish. However, the general
upstairs has recently called for your audience, and Fassad's."
Lucas and Kumatora subconsciously held their breath at the name.
"Dunno why the general would call it an 'emergency', though."

           
"I see," Lucas said, his voice breaking. Fassad was
coming? Not that he was afraid of Fassad physically, but it was
really intimidating when it wanted to be, and it would see straight
through Lucas's disguise and they'd have an entire tower of
Pigmasks to fight.

           
Kumatora knew the danger of Fassad being there, but it flew right
over Duster's head. Now that they were there, the only thing they
had to do before getting out as quick as they could was see what
the general wanted. The safer option would have been to leave -
Lucas didn't have to speak to the general if he didn't want to, but
he was worried that they would run into Fassad on the way out.
There was only one elevator, after all.


           
The upper floor of the generator room was decorated with more DCMC
merchandise than Lucas remembered seeing in Club Titiboo. Flags,
figurines, posters, hats and shirts were carefully and meticulously
strung about the area. The figurines looked recently washed and the
posters and flags were kept in absolutely mint condition. Off to
one side was a helmet, hung on a hook in such a way that Lucky's
signature was practically highlighted on its side. They each had an
idea who their general was.


           
"Yo. I heard that the DCMC broke up," he said very plainly. He
didn't sound sad or upset, but that just made Lucas even more
nervous.

           
Duster pushed his way forward from his companions, approaching the
trooper directly. He went for the clasps around his helmet and
lifted it off his head once again to address his fan. "I'm sorry we
had to meet the way we did, FPT," he apologized sincerely. "I meant
everything I said. We really did want to bring you backstage and
everything."

           
The trooper made no movement, looking Duster down. In his new
colors and his enormous new helmet, he appeared much more imposing
than on the highway. "But look on the bright side," Duster began
again, trying to sound more upbeat. "Everything DCMC thing you have
is officially priceless. I noticed you had a poster of us hanging
on that wall over there," he pointed over his shoulder with his
thumb. "That's not even supposed to be out yet, and now it probably
never will. You are, by far, the biggest fan we ever had."

           
"I appreciate you trying to cheer me up," the mountain of muscle
said, "but do I even know for certain that you're Lucky the
bassist?"

           
"Well, if you have a bass guitar handy, I could prove it to you, if
you'd like."

           
At that moment, Kumatora's fever that had been bothering her since
Lucas's prank suddenly vanished, and, reflexively, she cast a bit
of her PSI from her palms behind her back. She felt a fierce chill
cover her hands down to her wrists, not unlike her already known PK
Freeze, but much more potent, given that she had to really hold
back on it for now.

           
The trooper let out a soft chuckle. "Yesterday that would have
meant the world to me. In fact, it still does. But I've been cut
deep from the band's disbanding." He looked over all his figurines
and merchandise. "I always knew it wouldn't last forever, but… I
guess it just feels too soon for me."

           
"I know," said Duster, sharing his pain. "Life came at us fast.
Yesterday I didn't know I'd be here, in Thunder Tower, wearing a
Pigmask uniform. Me and the guys were actually planning to do a gig
in the big city." He lifted his head, trying to see into the
trooper's eyes through his helmet. "But here we are."

           
There was a bit of a silence between them. "Put your helmet back
on, Lucky," the trooper instructed. "As much as I don't want to
hurt my favorite bassist in the world, I have my orders." He
extended a massive, open palm for Duster to shake. "Tonda
Gossa."

           
Duster did as he was told, fastening the helmet back on his head,
and accepted the handshake when he was ready. "Tonda Gossa."


           
Duster quickly whipped out a smoke bomb and threw it at the
trooper. But it didn't do anything.

Duster ran up and started punching away at the trooper, but it
kept using its arm to block the punches. It was if that arm was
made of stronger stuff than the whole suit.


           
"Duster!" Kumatora shouted, "He's still human inside there!
Everybody has a weakness!"


           
"That's it!" Duster turned to the trooper, "You, know, I noticed
something was missing from your DCMC collection."


           
"What?! That's impossible!"


           
"No. It's not." Duster pulled something out of his pocket that
looked like a pamphlet. In fact, it was a pamphlet, "This is the
flyer for the first concert me and the guys ever put on. I want you
to have it. I've kept it with me because it brings me great luck,
hence my name Lucky."


           
"Omigod omigod omigod!" The trooper squealed, "This is so
cool!!"


           
"NOW!!" yelled Duster, and at that moment, both Kumatora and Lucas
let out their most powerful PSI attacks.


           
The trooper collapsed onto his knees, his body smoking from the
burns. He gave one last look to his merchandise before looking back
to Duster. "An awesome finale," he said, before falling forward
without another sound.

           
They stood over his fallen body for a moment, none of them offering
any words of condolences. They had no idea what Duster was thinking
at the moment, having defeated the DCMC's biggest fan in a
spectacular fashion. He said nothing and his helmet skewed his
expression, but Lucas and Kumatora knew better than to try and
assume anything.

           
The silence was unceremoniously broken by a wicked cackle.


           
"Nwehehehehe! You may think you're a good impersonator, Lucas, but
you can't fool my eyes!"

           
He felt a chill as he was forced to look towards the ladder, seeing
Fassad arduously climb his way up, followed by two more of the blue
Pigmasks. They gave their salute as they approached, even knowing
that Lucas wasn't their commander - maybe it was supposed to be
intimidating?


           
"You're the very definition of 'like a moron flying into a flame',
Lucas. The pain and woe I went through after that Drago sent me
flying," it began dramatically, bringing a hand to its forehead,
mocking a sad, hurtful tone as it spoke. "The days I've lost! The
wounds I've had! I really must return the favor in full." It
laughed that same unsettling laugh once more.

           
They were all jittery on the spot from being faced down by Fassad.
Even though it wasn't as large as the Pigmask they had just
defeated - not by a long shot - there was still just
something about it that made it seem more intimidating than the
rest. Lucas didn't have the protection of the Drago this time, and
although he had PSI to fight with this time, he was too flustered
to think to use it.

           
Thankfully, Kumatora wasn't as restrained. She flung her arm
forward and let a PK Freeze go into the ground right in front of
them, causing Fassad and its cronies to recoil. "Up the ladder!"
she commanded, and without a question, they bolted up the way as
quickly as they could.


           
Fassad pulled itself together, opening its eyes to catch the last
of them make it up and out of the hatch going up the tower. It made
no command to follow and it made no movement to pursue: instead, it
simply stepped at the base of the ladder, and pulled out another
banana to eat.

           
"You have nowhere to go," it chortled, "Do you honestly think you
can escape?! Nwehehehe…!"

 


           
They had a bit of a head-start on Fassad and its legion. Now that
they had been unmasked, they didn't bother to keep the Pigmask
uniforms they had been wearing since the warehouse out in the
valley. They were hot, cumbersome and bulky, and they were more
than happy to toss them off the tower.


           
"That's better, much easier to move around," said Duster.


           
Lucas wasn't as happy to get rid of his awesome jacket, but it
would have just weighed him down.

           
"Oh, but it looked pretty good on you," Kumatora said snidely.
Duster gave her a sarcastic look, and she just laughed. "No place
left to go but up, boys."

           
Lucas looked up the massive tower, its red girdles framing the
entire structure all the way up. There were no handrails or walls
or anything in the way of safety. "But then what?" he asked.

           
"We'll have to worry about that when we get there."

           
The only other alternative was to go back to Fassad, so, they began
to climb.


           
They kept up their pace, staying ahead of the Pigmasks below. They
were nearly to the large yellow sphere atop the tower, and the
Pigmasks had only just begun to emerge from the base. Looking down
at them from so high up, Lucas felt his belly twist into knots from
the sheer height. On top of the mountain with Club Titiboo was one
thing - it was a mountain, after all. But the tower with no safety
features felt like it could fall over at any minute.


           
It was a difficult idea to stomach. Thankfully, he didn't have to
bear the height for much longer.


           
At the top of the tower as another ladder going into the bottom of
the large, yellow sphere. The wind was picking up in huge gusts as
they climbed, making his footing all the more unsteady. He was glad
to be up and away from having to look at the ground from so far
away.

           
The inside of the sphere was considerably less… 'business' than
they had expected.


           
An artificial hot-spring tub in the shape of a star in the center
of a room absolutely covered in children's toys and colors. It had
a pink, star-spotted carpet matched by a wavy-patterned wallpaper
going around the circumference of the room, and every side of the
circular room was covered in every toy imaginable.


           
Remote-controlled cars, soccer balls, bicycles and heaps and loads
of unopened presents abound everywhere. A pet frog was tied to a
helium balloon and left to float about the room at its leisure,
occasionally kicking and croaking, trying to turn in a direction it
wanted to go. There was a jukebox in one corner, and pink teddy
bears lined everywhere else. It was the most surreal playpen any of
them had seen, given the location. Lucas was surprised; Duster was
confused; and Kumatora, unusually, was completely speechless.

           
"OH, HELLO!" they heard a scratchy, unusual voice say, causing them
all to leap. Being chased by the Pigmasks into such an unusual
room, they were all a bit on edge.


           
It was a little robot in a maid's outfit.


           
"I AM LI'L MISS MARSHMALLOW. THIS IS MASTER KING P'S ROOM."


           
Lucas and Kumatora turned to Duster. "King P?" asked Lucas.
"Aren't… didn't you guys… ?"



           
"We never met him in person," Duster answered. "We made the song on
commission by some Pigmasks that wanted it done. I… just assumed it
was a nickname and the guy was well-liked or something." Duster
looked around the room, noting the colorful teddy bears and the
model airplanes suspended from the ceiling. "I didn't even imagine
he would be into this sort of thing."

           
"Hey, L'il Miss Marshmallow," Kumatora asked. The robotic maid
turned to face her, its movements very stiff and pronounced. "Where
is King P now?"

           
"AWAY," it answered. "KING P DOESN'T VISIT OFTEN. HE LEAVES ME ALL
ALONE IN HIS ROOM. I MISS HIM."

           
The room also contained a vending machine off in the corner, and
next to it was clearly a very special toy. A simple red yo-yo with
a perfectly taught string resting on a neat cushion inside a glass
container. It looked like it hadn't been touched in ages, although
the glass was recently washed. "I," Lucas began, trying to get on
the robot's good side. "I like this yo-yo. It looks really
nice."

           
L'il Miss Marshmallow took Lucas's meaning for very different.


           
"IF YOU TAKE MASTER KING P'S 'FRIEND'S YO-YO' I WILL BE VERY
MAD."


           
"I… I wasn't going to-"


           
"MAD! MAD! VERY MAD MAD MAD MAD!!!!!!"


           
Lucas's earlier upset stomach disappeared at that very instant, and
not a moment too soon.


           
The maid took some tea it was carrying and whipped it at them with
incredible force. They dodged it and Lucas was about to use his new
PSI but Duster stopped him.


           
"We've wasted enough time!" Duster said loudly. "I can hear those
Pigmasks coming and we're not about to be caught up fighting some
kind of demon robot maid! We gotta get going!"

           
They climbed the only other ladder in the room, farther into the
tower.


           
Just as they left the playpen, they got into the actual 'business'
part of the sphere.


           
Lucas didn't have the map the Pigmask showed Boney, but from what
he remembered, there were maybe two or three layers of the
generator left before they got to the very top of the sphere. The
center of the room contained a massive, impressive machine with
purple, lively wires all bound and wound through it, feeding
themselves straight up towards whatever they were trying to power
at the top.


           
To think that it was powered by a few electric catfish. Just like
the rest of the tower, the machine wasn't very safe or secured;
just as they passed the machine, a trio of electric arcs sprang out
from its wires, soaring through the room to the metal walls on the
outside.


           
They seemed to have minds of their own, moving quickly and bouncing
from space to space inside the tower. They were fairly difficult to
avoid.


           
From down below, they could hear the Pigmasks approaching. They had
just gotten through King P's playpen, and they could hear the heavy
tromping of their boots as they made their way up the ladders. "We
gotta run!" Kumatora called, urging them forward, breaking them
into a sprint. They picked up the pace and were just a few steps
away from the next ladder-


           
ZAP!


           
Lucas stood still, as if he hadn't realized he was struck by a bolt
of lightning. It took him a moment to feel anything, but, slowly,
he felt something again. It wasn't something physical - it would
take him a moment yet to regain the feeling in his fingers and
toes. What he felt was something a bit deeper, something a bit more
magical. It was as if he somehow learned to harness the power of
lightning by being struck by it. "I feel fine," he answered. "I
feel… better than before."

           
"This is no time for jokes!"

           
"He's not joking!" defended Kumatora. "I can feel it, too. He's
learned some new PSI from that lightning strike." She looked up the
generator, seeing its electricity fizzle and crackle between its
unkempt wires. "That's kinda remarkable, actually. Like he just
absorbed it somehow, or somethin'." She stepped forward again,
pushing them onward. "But we can talk about how awesome he is
later. Run now!"



           
Lucas had some trouble regaining his senses, but he pulled himself
together as quickly as he could. They made their way up the next
ladder, trying to keep their lead on the quickly approaching
Pigmasks.


           
The next room contained a massive metal coil, glowing red with heat
and with electricity arcing in between its spaces. More
importantly, there was another door going just outside and into the
open air. Lucas was afraid of what they might have to do as they
left, but still, they had no other alternative.


           
As they made for the door, however, the computers in the room must
have registered that someone was in there when they weren't
supposed to be. Red lights, loud sirens, and more robotic voices
filled the room almost immediately.


           
"SUSPICIOUS INDIVIDUALS DETECTED INSIDE GENERATOR ROOM! ACTIVATING
DEFENSE SYSTEM!" it shouted monotonously, and then repeated the
same phrase. They began to huddle closer together, putting their
backs to each other, getting ready to defend themselves against
whatever 'defense' the system had in mind.


           
"ALL PERSONNEL, IT WOULD BE NICE IF YOU EVACUATED IMMEDIATELY!"


           
With a rusty creak, the large coil behind them opened up, revealing
their defense system for the tower's generator.


           
It looked like a large man, but robotic and with arcs of
electricity coming out of its "fingers."


           
"There's no time! We have to run!" yelled Kumatora.


           
As they ran out the nearest door, they stopped.


           
They found themselves teetering off the edge of the very top of the
yellow sphere atop Thunder Tower. It wasn't quite as high as the
mountain, but there was no sense of stability, making the tower
quite a bit scarier than the mountain.


           
With no place left to run, they climbed the ladder just to the side
of the door. Everybody was thinking the same thing, and it all
showed on their expressions (as far as they knew, Boney was simply
following loyally), and they all knew the answer everybody else had
to give. Standing right next to the giant gun sticking out of the
top of the tower, there was no place left to run as Fassad calmly
strode up the side of the sphere, approaching them, a smug grin
plastered on its face.


           
"Nwehehe! You pathetic fools! There's nowhere to run now!" It
cackled again, taking a few steps towards them, causing them to
take a few steps back. They had no idea what Fassad was capable of,
and no real reason to be threatened by it… but just the way it
looked and the way it talked gave them a sense of inferiority.
"You've been a real thorn in our side, you know that?" it smiled,
bringing its hands behind its back, leaning forward mockingly,
"What's funniest is all that happiness could've been yours had you
simply stayed in Tazmily and lived quietly, without a care in the
world." It produced another banana, peeling it back and taking a
single bite off its top, discarding the rest to the surface of the
sphere. A loud ring sounded from Fassad's pocket, and without
turning to face them, somehow knowing that they wouldn't have the
guts to try and tackle it, it simply withdrew his device and
brought it to its ear. "Alright, it's all set, then? I'll be done
here soon, so leave the Mother Porkship on standby up above."


           
It flipped the device closed, and then addressed the four directly
once again.


           
The tower may still have one final function for us. This is the
perfect opportunity to wipe you all out at once. I think it's a
little excessive for three rats and their smaller rat, but our king
just loves being flashy and over-the-top. So I've decided that you
and Thunder Tower can disappear flashily together.


           
As if on cue, a loud tune began to play from nowhere. They each
looked around the sky, out over the horizon in all directions,
trying to find where it was coming from. "I've heard that somewhere
before," Duster said, scratching his head in thought. "I… hmm.
Where did I hear it?"

           
"North!" yelled Lucas, and they each turned. High above them was a
massive flying machine with a metal carriage on its underbelly.
They couldn't make out a lot of the details from where they were on
it, but one Pigmask, standing in the frame of its door, quickly
kicked down a rope ladder, rolling it down to its full length.


           
"Looks like my ride is here," Fassad lamented. "Later days, pals!"
The four turned back to Fassad, watching it withdraw the same
device and flipping it open. "Okay! We're all set! Destroy Thunder
Tower!"

           
Immediately as he said that, the tower began to rumble and shake
under their feet. Lucas tripped back, grabbing onto Kumatora for
stability as he pulled himself back to his feet, trying to steady
himself in the vibration.

           
"Well, Lucas," Fassad said, looking straight at the boy. Fassad
smiled that condescending smile it had; Lucas did his best to glare
back. "It's been a real blast. We haven't know each other long, but
it was fun! I'll never forget you guys.


           
It laughed again - this time, it sounded a bit more deranged, and
energetic than its usual quick, mocking chuckles. It was loud,
long, and drawn out over the shaking of the tower.

           
Halfway through its laugh, a particularly powerful explosion rocked
the girders, shaking the tower all the way to its top. They were
all knocked off their feet in surprise, forcing them onto their
knees, but Fassad –


           
"Waaaaahhhhh!!!!!!"


           
-Fassad wasn't quite as lucky. Kumatora ran to the edge of the
sphere, looking over the side, watching it plummet down dozens of
stories towards the ground. She turned away before the impact.
"Sucks to be Fassad," she commented.

           
The flying machine approached the tower regardless, unaware of
Fassad's sudden departure. The ladder was only a few feet from the
sphere when one of the Pigmasks came back out to assist their
superior, but when he noticed that it wasn't there, it dashed back
in to pull away from the tower.


           
"Quick!" Kumatora called, running towards the ladder as it began to
float away. "Grab on!"

           
Duster already had an idea; the ladder was too close to the edge to
risk jumping to, so instead, he reached under his shirt and gripped
the rope snake wrapped across his torso gently by the tail. "You're
up!" he yelled over the explosions and the rushing winds, and the
snake complied, releasing itself from him and tensing. With a quick
flick of his arm, the snake managed to grab onto the ladder by its
lowest rung just as it took off.


           
The flying machine lifted off, with Duster still gripping on for
dear life as his feet left the tower. Kumatora and Lucas joined,
grabbing onto Duster's feet, and Boney carefully bit onto Lucas's
foot. And then the machine took off, soaring through the blue sky,
going much higher than any mountain on the Nowhere Islands.


           
They had only just left the tower when a new person emerged in the
machine's doorway, looking down of the stragglers. He wore a thick
mask with heavy goggles, and he looked fairly short, but from the
way he carried himself and from the way he dressed, he was
obviously someone of high repute within the Pigmask army.


           
"…Is that…?" Kumatora wondered to herself.


           
Lucas saw him too. From the clothes he wore, that was probably the
commander he was impersonating for the past few hours. But there
was something else that wasn't quite right about the guy. He was
pretty short, only about as tall as young Lucas was, for one. He
couldn't make out a lot of details on the commander from the
constant flapping in the winds, but what he did catch gave him a
chill whenever he tried to focus on it.

           
The man went back into the flying machine, and after just a moment,
the ship began to bob and sway in the sky erratically. It turned
from side to side, and it rose up and down, and it shook and moved
in an attempt to force the stowaways off their ladder.


           
"They're trying to shake us off!" cried Duster, "Lucas! Kumatora!
Boney! Don't let go!"


           
They all held on as tightly as they could, soaring high above the
Nowhere Islands, desperately wanting not to fall as high as they
were. While their grip was sturdy enough to hold…


            …
the rope snake's was not. All four of them dropped out of the sky
thousands of feet in the air, aiming for the solid land of the
island below.


           


           
Moving puppets made from clumps of earth. A tower that can fire
thunderbolts on demand. An extensive highway system. Ships that fly
through space.


           
The enemy that Lucas and his companions must stand up against has
grown to such an enormous scale.


           
Do they even stand a chance against this vile and powerful
nemesis?


           
No common sense must be ignored in a situation like this.


           
Even if there is only a one-in-a-billion chance of victory, that
means there is also a one-in-a-billion chance of turning the tables
completely.


           
Will Lucas, Duster, and Kumatora be separated once again?


           
Or will they work together again to overcome the obstacles that
stand in their way?


           
From the flying ship, a masked man looks down upon Lucas and his
friends, his profile still very young…


           
The tale now moves to its next chapter, with an almost certain
promise of battles far more intense than ever before…










Chapter 18

 


He didn't remember hitting the ground. Shortly after the drop,
the sudden velocity and the sheer realization of what had just
happened caused him to black out. When the rope snake let go of the
ladder, time seemed to move so slowly for just a moment. He had so
many thoughts go through his head, and he remembered them all so
clearly. What would happen to him and his friends; how they were
going to survive the drop; will he ever see his father again; and
how much he missed his mother.

           
For an eternity and one second during the plummet, he got the
clearest of glimpses at his friends and his dog, as they all fell
out of the sky, and they were all thinking the same thing. Who they
were going to miss and what they regretted doing and not doing. He
remembered his dog giving a bark and someone giving a shout once
they all realized what was about to happen.

           
And then darkness. He remembered nothing after that.


           
So then he must be dead. He felt no pain or hunger or nausea or
anything, really. He lay flat on his stomach, on top of a cushiony
blanket of something with his eyes lightly closed. He played the
last scene, just before the fall, over and over again in his mind,
yet whenever he thought about it, he felt no tension from the
memory, as though he only just made it up. He was at a total calm
lying on the blanket, wanting for nothing but one thing: to get
up.


           
Ever since the Pigmasks had invaded the Nowhere Islands, the sky
wasn't as clear as it was. The factory and the warehouse churned
out their own clouds at a constant rate, which provided their own
rain, but it was acrid and corrosive. Their rain destroyed crops
and killed forests. It was cloudy more often, and truly beautiful
days were rare to come by the past few years.

           
This was one of those days. The sky was the brightest shade of blue
he had seen in months, and the clouds were as white and fluffy and
real as he remembered them when he was younger. The sun
beat down on a field of sunflowers, stretching all the way out into
the horizon in all directions. The field was completely featureless
aside from the rows and rows of yellow heads upon healthy green
stalks, and he was stuck right in the middle of it all.

           
He checked himself over. He still had everything he was wearing and
everything he was carrying: his favorite shirt and shorts; his worn
socks and shoes; an unopened cup of noodles a Pigmask had given
him; and a bright-red, well-respected yo-yo he had taken from
Thunder Tower, among several maps and one pamphlet for a band. At
the very least, nothing up until now was just a dream.

           
He turned in place a few times, trying to see if there was some
kind of landmark he could use to pinpoint where he was. But no such
luck: not even Mount Oriander, which was normally visible
everywhere on the island, was anywhere to be seen. It was only him
and the sunflowers.

           
With no direction and no destination, he simply did the only thing
he could do.


           
The flowers pushed to the side from his footsteps easily, offering
no resistance. He only took a few steps before he stopped, looking
around the immense field once more.


           
A gentle breeze swam over the area, caressing the flowers against
his skin soothingly. Their petals were very soft and healthy, and
their sweet scent did not overpower his nose like he thought they
might. Their collective scent was very easy to handle, and just one
small whiff caused an array of memories to resurface almost
immediately.

           
He remembered being in their house, at the south of Tazmily, many
years ago. In fact, he should have been too young to remember them
at all, but it was so clear and vivid that it may as well have
happened yesterday. Their house was brand new and didn't have a lot
in the way of furniture or materials, but it had one thing it
needed the most: a loving family.


           
He heard someone say his name. A beautiful, motherly voice. It had
been so many years since he had heard it before, and,
instinctively, he reached out to it, trying to grasp it, to never
let it escape him again. He found himself taking a few steps
forward, seeing the sunflowers but only realizing his home and his
place in it.

           
He wanted to hear her say his name again. He remembered the voice,
but, because of the years between then and now, he did not remember
the face, and in his daze, he did not remember the name. If he just
heard it once again, he could remember.

           
But cruelly, he was brought back to the dreamy reality of the
sunflower field, the memory being so crisp and tangible just a
moment ago returning to a fuzz. His hand had reached out and
grasped at nothing, his eyes at the soft clouds drifting lazily
high above.


           
He racked his mind, trying to piece the voice to a name, but
everything came up blank. He just knew that his heart yearned to
hear it once again, and his mind pleaded for an end to its
forgetful torment. It was so important, he knew as much, but every
attempt to solve its riddle was met with nothing.

           
He stood still, trying to put the picture he had just conjured back
together, but nothing recaptured the same content he felt just a
moment ago. His calm demeanor from when he woke up was beginning to
waver as he became more and more upset that he wanted to see the
woman that spoke to him, if only in his memory, but he could
not.

           
But before he fell apart, he heard something else. Not the voice he
was asking for, but rather, a quick, saddened bark of a dog just to
his side. He turned in its direction, and there in the field sat a
lump of brown fur, looking away, panting in exhaustion and upset
that it was alone in the fields.


           
He wasn't about to leave his best friend alone in the middle of
nowhere. He put the woman's voice to the side for now, tending
first to his pet - his friend and family, a dog that would follow
him to the ends of the island and beyond.

           
It heard him approach from behind, and gave a few happy yips at
seeing its best friend and master approach through the sunflowers.
He ran his hand through the fur on its head, kneeling down,
wrapping his arms around it in a loving embrace. The dog returned
the affection with a lick across the cheek, but was clearly
distracted; the moment he let go, it turned around again, whining
at something off in the distance. He stood at its side, watching
for whatever had gotten its attention.


           
It was only a moment, but he saw it too: a phantom of his past,
conjured for a split second as it walked away from them down the
sunflower fields. A tall woman with shoulder-length, flowing hair
and a familiar red dress going down to her ankles that rippled and
swayed in the breeze.


           
All at once, he felt the content he was searching for with his lost
memory, and drifted away in its feeling at the ghost's sight. It
wasn't until after it disappeared that he thought to call out to
it, to ask it to wait, to beg it to turn around, but it had left
them once more. He turned to his dog, which had pulled itself to
its feet, its tail wagging happily, clearly having seen the same
thing he had just saw. Was it a figment of their imagination? Was
everything he was seeing and feeling and smelling an act to cushion
the horrible truth about the fall from Thunder Tower? Whether or
not it was, he was teased with the chance of reclaiming what he had
lost, and he was going to try and get it back.


           
The sunflowers seemed to sway out of his way, to make the path as
easy as they could from him as he chased his memories. For another
few minutes, there was nothing: a flat land of flowers meeting into
the blue sky with no hint that what they had seen would reappear.
But, aside from each other, they had nothing else, and they would
keep up their chase for as long as it would take.

           
It wasn't too much longer when his dog began to yip and bark
excitedly once again, and once again, the phantom reappeared,
keeping up her walking pace away from them, leading them. He
remembered to call out to her this time, trying to get her to stop
and to look at them, but the moment he blinked away the pollen from
the breeze, she disappeared once more.

           
His dog was just as anxious to see her as he was, and, excitedly,
it galloped after the ghost, barking all the while, running past
its master and into the sunflower field ahead of him.


           
He picked up his pace as well, desperately wanting to see her
again. Her image was fresh in his mind, and he knew she meant the
world to him, but still he could not remember her face! His heart
began to quicken and his fingers began to jitter; it had been years
since he had felt the peace the ghost gave him, and with each
memory and with each time the ghost reappeared, he was given a
short, tantalizingly short, reminder of what he wanted to
regain.

           
His dog's barks grew quieter and quieter the farther it managed to
pull away from him - not that he was worried. It would have been
difficult to get lost in a plain as flat as this, and he could
understand its urgency. He followed after it, sprinting through the
fields as quickly as his legs could take him.

           
His prayers were finally answered when the ghost ceased her chase,
reappearing once again in front of him, her back still facing him.
He called out to her once more, asking her to turn around, to look
at him. No matter if she answered his pleas now or not for another
three years or another three hundred years, he would chase her
through the sunflower fields until she did.

           
He didn't have to wait that long.


           
They said nothing. He looked up at her, getting as good a look at
her face as he could with the short time she had given him. Her
round chin and soft cheeks; her petit nose and thin lips; the blue
eyes he had taken after so prominently. He could see a lot of
himself in her, from the way she looked to the gentle way she
carried herself. He remembered so many things about his mother that
he blushed, ashamed that he had forgotten them all. And she smiled
warmly, looking at the strong, handsome young man her son had grown
up to be.

           
His mother loved sunflowers. Since they had lost her, his father
had been growing their own patch near her grave in her memory, and
her resting place sat over an expansive field of the flowers,
reaching on and on until they hit an uncharted area of the Sunshine
Forest. But after all his walking - had he been moving forward all
this time, or in circles? There was no way to tell in the infinite
field - this was clearly not that same patch: there was no forest
anywhere for miles.

           
There was only a moment between them while they watched the other,
waiting for someone to say or do something between them. She made
no other movement than to appreciate her boy, but he wanted more:
he had heard her speak and he had seen her face. If he could just
hold her, just for a minute, he could accept his heaven without
regret.

           
Cautiously - as if she were just lights made in the wind and a
sudden movement would blow her away - he took a step forward, then
another, wanting to get closer, to fulfill his own wishes, when,
almost meanly, she turned back around and walked away, disappearing
into the ether once again. He didn't care if her intent was to lead
him somewhere; all he cared about was having his old life back,
just for that one moment.

           
It wasn't too much farther, but the endless sea of sunflowers
finally came to their end, petering out to a small patch of grass
before ending at nothing. The field of flowers met their end and
the endless clouds had their beginning, and there, waiting at their
border, was his mother, waiting patiently for her son to catch
her.



           
He saw how the ground simply stopped; how he couldn't see below the
clouds and how there was no guarantee there would be anything safe
to land on if he made the jump, but none of that mattered. Dead or
alive, heaven or not, he and his father had been robbed of their
mother and wife for the last three years. The world had taken
everything from him, and he was so close to getting it all
back.

           
She beckoned to him, even knowing that he would come to her by
himself if she didn't. He did not think about his dog and if he had
made the same jump off the field. He just… wanted to be with his
mother again.












Chapter 19

 


"So let me get this straight," Wess began, skeptical. "You had
this dream recently."

           
"Right," Alec replied.

           
"In it, your daughter Hinawa, may she rest in peace, came up to you
and led you to the Pigmask training camp in the corner of
Tazmily."

           
"Right."

           
"And she told you to make a giant stack of hay at the exact spot
she was standing when you woke up."


           
"Right."

           
Wess sighed, wiping the sweat from his brow. It was a hot day in
Tazmily, and they had spent the entire morning just making an
enormous stack of hay at some random spot in the middle of Matt's
old farm. "I don't know," he finally said. "It might just be
because Duster, or Lucky, or whatever he's calling himself now, is
a moron, but if my kid said the same thing to me, I wouldn't follow
through with it so quickly. We probably wasted a morning."

           
"We both know what you're thinking, Wess," Alec said, turning to
his fellow senior with a sharp glare. "You think three years isn't
enough to recover after losing my daughter and that I'm getting
delusional." Wess said nothing. "Well, the truth is… maybe, and
maybe not. All I know is I saw my daughter for the first time in
years, and she asked me to do something. It couldn't hurt, could
it?"

           
Wess looked away from the pile, turning towards his
house-turned-old-folks-home. He had fallen so far in just three
short years. "I guess I could use the exercise," he mumbled. "It's
no good being cramped up in there and having those prissy-"


           
Wess was cut short by the sound of a thump behind them. He whirled
around in surprise, and there, lying on top of the pile, was Boney,
the familiar dog from the Flint household south of the town. His
eyes widened, and he turned to Alec, searching for words to say,
but neither of them could think of anything.

           
Just as they reeled from the surprise, they heard another thump,
and there, right next to Boney, was Lucas.


           
Both of them were unconscious, but thanks to the hay pile, they
were both physically alright. Alec didn't waste any time with
'I-told-you-sos' and quickly climbed into the pile himself, eager
to get to his grandson, with a very surprised - and humbled - Wess
right behind.


           


           
Many hours passed.


           
"The kid's really out," Wess remarked. "Must have been absolutely
exhausted."

           
"I'm sure falling right out of the sky would do that to anybody.
I'm just relieved he's alright," Alec said. "Hinawa really saved
the day this time. That was way too close."

           
Wess gave a bit of a chuckle. "Not even the grave can stand between
her and her kids. That's just like her. Mama bear to the bitter
end. And not even then!"


           
Since they arrived at Wess's apartment at the retirement home,
Lucas hadn't budged an inch from his bed. He had been asleep well
through the day; the sun was beginning to dip from the sky when
Alec came back from visiting the town. Boney had been awake for
several hours by then, and since then he hasn't moved from Lucas's
side, whining occasionally, begging his best friend to wake up.
They had given Lucas a thorough check for any injuries - bruises,
broken bones, cuts, anything at all - but he appeared fit as a
fiddle.

           
Boney gave another short, high-pitched whine, placing a paw up onto
the bed. After so many hours of sleep, Lucas finally opened his
eyes, and in a hurry: as soon as he was conscious, he sat up in bed
and suddenly yelled out, "Mom!"

           
The two older men jumped in surprise from the shout, and Boney
yipped happily, nearly jumping up onto the bed in elation, relieved
more than either of the others to see Lucas awake. "You're finally
awake!" Alec said, loudly and excitedly, seeing his grandson
finally up and active after so long. "You were out for quite some
time, Lucas!"

           
Lucas looked around the room, trying to get his bearings. He was
just in a field of sunflowers, chasing after his mother… so how did
he wind up at old man Wess's place? His muscles felt cramped and
strung, and Boney was causing a bit of a ruckus, so he swung his
feet over the side and stood on the floor, giving a huge stretch
before kneeling down to tend to his dog.


           
"Don't worry about Boney," Alec continued. "You're both in tip-top
shape. Hardly a scratch on either of you. It's kind of remarkable,
honestly."

           
Lucas looked up from Boney to acknowledge what his grandfather had
told him, and it was a relief to hear that Boney was okay, but he
wanted to ask him something important. "Boney," he whispered,
looking into the dog's eyes. "Did you have that dream about mom,
too?" Boney answered by drawing a couple of licks across Lucas's
cheek; he took that as a 'maybe'.

           
"What was that?" Wess asked, picking up Lucas's whispers. As a
seasoned thief, his senses were well-trained for difficult things
like that. "Something about a dream about your mom?"

           
Lucas looked back up. "Yeah," he replied. "I had a dream about mom.
We were in this big field of sunflowers when I saw her. She started
to lead me in a direction, trying to get me to follow her, and… "
He stopped, deciding to leave out the part where he jumped off a
cliff to reach her. "And Boney was there too."

           
"You too?" Alec asked, surprised, "In a dream I had, Hinawa told me
to pile hay in that spot right away. She saved your lives. No
matter where she goes, Hinawa is always thinking about you."

           
"A pile of hay?" Lucas echoed.

           
"She told me to make a pile of hay at Matt's old farm, but she
didn't mention why. And just before noon, you and Boney fell out of
the sky and right onto it!" Lucas looked down in thought - it all
seemed so surreal, but that dream felt like anything but. She led
him to a spot in a dream when he passed out, and at the same time,
she was telling Alec to build a hay pile to catch him in
another?

           
"I didn't really believe him at first," Wess added, "Hinawa
appeared in Alec's dream and told him to pile hay in that one spot.
Then, in the real world, right out of the blue, you two fall right
into the pile. It's as strange as strange can be, and now I guess
I'll have to think twice about doubting a dream that has Hinawa in
it. It's an absolute miracle that both of you didn't even get a
scratch."

           
Lucas's head felt a little light from the whole thing. It was such
an incredible leap to imagine. "I," he started, thinking about his
next move. He remembered pretending to be the Pigmask commander and
sabotaging Thunder Tower, and he realized that Duster and Kumatora
were not with him. "What happened to Duster and Kumatora?"

           
"Who?" Alec asked, when Wess raised his hand to him, quieting
Alec.

           
"They weren't with you," he answered. "I have no idea where that
moron… " He sighed. "I have no idea where Duster is, and the
princess is a strong, smart girl, but I'm worried about them both.
I hope your mother was kind enough to show them the way to safety
as well."

           
Lucas looked out the barred windows high on top of the back wall,
looking out to the early-evening sky. The clouds weren't as healthy
as the ones he saw in his dream, and already, he felt a twinge of
longing for his past. "I'm gonna… " he said, looking away from the
window to Boney, giving him a pat on the head. "We're gonna go…
thank mom. It's the least we could do."

           
"Are you sure?" Alec asked. "You're fine to go out and about so
quickly?"

           
"Yeah, I'm sure," he insisted, moving his arms and legs about to
prove that everything was still attached. "Sorry for leaving so
quickly, grandpa."

           
Alec laughed in response, waving his hand dismissively. "Don't
worry about it at all, Lucas," he said warmly. "Seeing you fine is
all the company I need. Your mother would be relieved to see you
too, so don't wait up for us. I'll be paying my respects too; I
just need to talk with Wess about something."

           
Nodding once, Lucas turned around, Boney right behind him, and they
left for Hinawa's grave.


           
Just as they stepped out of the retirement home, Boney began to
bark at something off in the distance. Lucas could see it from
there: a small crowd had gathered on the bridge leading from the
east side of the town to Tazmily's central square. There was a bit
of a commotion going on around them as they seemed to crowd around
something, but Lucas couldn't make out what it was that had gotten
their attention.

           
Boney ran off ahead of him, eager to see what the excitement was
about, and Lucas gave chase.


           
Lying there on the bridge, tied from neck to ankle and with a gag
shoved rudely into its mouth, was Ionia, rolling back and forth in
front of the crowd, trying to wriggle itself free. The townspeople
simply stood by, watching it struggle - they made no move to assist
it, unsure of who, or exactly what, it was.


           
After some struggling and some muffles, Ionia finally managed to
undo its own gag, delightfully congratulating itself once it
did.


           
"Now that that's done, could you please be a darling and stand me
up?" it asked, not recognizing Lucas right away. He obliged,
gripping Ionia around its waist and hoisting it up as powerfully as
he could, managing to get it back onto its own two feet.
"Marvelous! Thank you, darling!" it laughed, hopping in place
happily.

           
"Ionia," Lucas asked, "what happened? Who did this to you?"

           
"I have no idea!" it replied once it calmed down, wide-eyed. "I'd
been tied up for a while, and I've been trying to recall anything
about my attacker, but nothing! I was minding my own business,
taking off my makeup, when suddenly, I was physically assaulted!"
Ionia was stressed and excited all at once, putting on a show for
the watching crowd. "What an unfabulous time to be attacked!" it
lamented, leaning back against the bridge's handrail.

           
"I… getting attacked isn't ever-"

           
"Hold on!" Ionia suddenly called, lurching forward awkwardly and
leaning in, getting a better look at Lucas, "You're that boy I met
at the hot spring the other day, aren't you?"


           
"Uh, yeah," he answered. "We met on the tracks between Tazmily and
the factory. You were, um, taking a bath at the time."

           
"Yes, yes, and I unlocked your hidden potential. I remember now."
It stood back up straight. "I remember it like it was - oh, silly
me, it was yesterday!" It gave a girlish giggle at its
forgetfulness, furthering the confusion among the crowd on its
gender. "It seems that the thread of fate has led us to each other
again. From the moment I realized you could use PSI, I knew there
was something between us. And my, in just a teeny little day, how
much your powers have grown!" it chirped. "I can feel them from
here! Learning PK Love was one thing the other day, but I never
expected you to get so… so good at it in such a short time!" It
gasped, suddenly remembering something. "That reminds me. Your
innate skill with PSI… You're undoubtedly the one we Magypsies have
been waiting for for tens of thousands of years, am I right?"

           
Lucas didn't know anything about that. It was just yesterday that
he realized he could even use psychic powers at all. "Um…
maybe?"

           
"Can you sense it too? Can you feel 'the time' drawing nearer and
nearer?" Lucas was confused about Ionia's… eccentric character. He
was never informed of any apparent prophecy and he wasn't sure if
he could believe Ionia when it said it was many thousands of years
old. Then again, he did remember it being very weird, if
at least friendly, when they first met. "It's okay if you can't,"
it continued when Lucas said nothing. "I'm not entirely sure about
it myself."


           
"Wait a second! If I was attacked…Could it mean…I hope Aeolia is
alright!" He didn't bother asking who that was, assuming it was
just another friend of Ionia's. It began hoping back and forth
across the bridge, shaking its head and moaning with worry. "If
someone is going around and attacking Magypsies… I wish I could fly
to Aeolia, but I can hardly do anything without my makeup! All I
can do is walk on land like a human. This is a travesty! Oh well,
I’ll walk if I have to. And you. You're coming with me!"


           
"Ionia… " he began, whispering, "You're all over the place. Could
you please calm down?"

           
Ionia took a deep breath, standing in place as it did. "Yes, you're
right," it apologized. "But there's still a very real threat here.
I need to get to Aeolia's house as quickly as I can, and with you
and your, well, to be frank, your astounding growth with your PSI,
you'd make the perfect escort. Would you mind, darling?"

           
At first, he thought about his mother's grave, and how he promised
himself that he would thank her for saving them. But, knowing her,
she probably would have told him to put Ionia before herself, and
that she had all the time in the world. "Sure," he answered.


           
"Marvelous! Let's make some magic happen together!"


           
The crowd groaned audibly in disgust. "I mean that in the nicest,
most platonic way, of course," it clarified, without a giggle or a
wink for seriousness. "Aeolia lives on the outskirts of what you
call the 'Sunshine Forest', approaching the Drago Plateau. We could
get there quickest by going straight up this river," it said,
turning around and looking all the way upstream until it bent out
of sight, "but… "

           
"Hold on, you guys," somebody from the crowd said. Lucas and Ionia
turned to their right, towards the speaker, I have nooooo idea what
you guys were talking about just now but if it's up the river you
need to go, then it's our time to shine!" The man and who was
probably his brother were constantly moving their arms and hands
back and forth, as though they were rowing some pretend boat. "We
have a boat we'd love to finally break in, so if you'd just follow
us, we can have you up the river in a jiffy."

           
They turned and walked down the riverside, expecting the trio to
follow behind them. Lucas didn't get any bad feelings from them, at
least, and Ionia was eager, so they went along.

           
"We just love to row our boat, you see," the other one said. "We
used to be boat-less for quite some time, until we pooled up enough
money to buy this beauty."

           
"We just got it!" the first chimed in, so proud of their purchase.
"It's the greatest boat ever!" Lucas didn't really know about that
- it was a tiny schooner, barely large enough to hold a dozen
people. But it looked sturdy and the paint was fresh, and he hadn't
seen a lot of other boats in his time, so what did he know? "We
want to use it to sail beyond the horizon, away from the Nowhere
Islands, but we want to start small and break it in with, say, a
leisurely cruise up the river."

           
"Oh, my!" Ionia said with glee, "that's very ambitious of you two!
Even I don't really know what's beyond the horizon!"

           
"Thanks! You'll help us practice by getting in, of course?"

           
"Of course!" Ionia hopped into the boat first, eagerly anticipating
the ride. "I've flown all my life, but I've never ridden on a boat
or anything before. I hope it's fun!"

           
The rowers stepped into the boat after Lucas and Boney, taking
either end and picking up a pair of oars. "Get ready for the
experience of a lifetime!" said the other, and they were off,
rowing upstream.


           


           
"Thank you sooooo much for the ride, boys!" Ionia called,
hopping up and down in appreciation, still tied from neck to ankle.
"That would have taken sooooo long on foot!"

           
"Don't mention it!" the older one replied, waving back to it. "You
better hurry on to your friend!"

           
"We will! Thanks again!"


           
Once they were out of the rowers' earshot, Ionia spoke again. "That
was pretty boring," it commented. Lucas laughed a little. "But it
was nice of them to offer us the ride. No doubt it would have taken
us so much longer if we walked." It hobbled forward excitedly,
recognizing where they were. "Hurry on, now! Aeolia's house is just
up ahead!"

           
It was a short walk from where the rowers had dropped them off, but
soon, in its own little clearing surrounded on all sides by
mountain, was a large, deep pond, and sitting on the very center of
the pond was an enormous conch shell with a string of pink rocks
leading up to it. It had been fashioned into a house, complete with
a door and some windows on its sides.


           
They showed themselves into the shell, and they were greeted by a
warmly-colored interior with a fancy bed and a well-to-do table
with four teacups sitting in a square on it. Otherwise, the shell
was fairly bare of much furniture and was actually quite
lonely.

           
"Hello?" they heard someone call from inside the shell. "Who's
shown themselves into my home?"

           
"Aeolia!" Ionia squealed, bouncing ahead as quickly as it could.
Sitting in the back of the 'house' was one of Ionia's friends,
apparently sharing the same fashion sense: high-heeled shoes and a
long, glimmering, flowing gown of red with a fluffy hood, along
with a bright-pink afro and a pair of ruby-red lips, all clashing
fiercely with a dark aftershave around the person's face. "Aeolia,
are you okay? Has anything happened?"

           
Aeolia looked very surprised to see Ionia in the state it was
in.


           
"Oh! What happened? Why aren't you wearing any makeup, Ionia?"


           
"This is no time to be silly, Aeolia!" Ionia chided, and they both
giggled girlishly. "I was attacked. I didn't see by who and I don't
know why, but as soon as I was rescued, I came right here to see if
you were alright."

           
Aeolia uncrossed and crossed its legs, putting its left on top of
its right. "I'm just fine, dear. I'm as lovely as ever, you see?"
It opened up its arms, showing off its coat and sleeves, showing
that not a speck of scuff was anywhere on them. "But never mind me.
Why don't you untie yourself already?"

           
"What rope?" Ionia obliviously asked.

           
"The one you're tied up in, silly!"


           
"Oh!? I was in such a rush I never noticed! What a shock! Lucas, be
a gentleman, would you? Honestly, I even had to undo my own gag!
Have you no sense of courtesy?"

           
Lucas blushed in embarrassment and got behind Ionia, fiddling with
the knots for a bit before managing to get one undone, and the rest
simply fell apart after. "You were," he stuttered, nearly losing
his nerve to reply, "you didn't stand still long enough for me to
help."

           
"Excuses," it answered light-heartedly. Lucas couldn't tell if
Ionia was actually mad or not. Once it was free of the ropes, it
showed itself to Aeolia's mirror, striking several poses in front
of it while it admired itself.


           
"Ah! Who's that fine figure? Why it's me without makeup! I'm just
too sexy for Tazmily, even without my makeup!" it laughed, winking
and blowing kisses to itself. "But, oh, I feel so naked without it.
Do you mind, Aeolia… ?"

           
Aeolia looked over to its dresser, which Ionia was already
wrist-deep in, trying to find some makeup for it to put on. "Go
ahead, then," it sighed heavily, uncrossing and crossing its legs
once more, You can keep that lipstick. Indirect kisses with other
girls aren't my thing."


           
That was the first time he definitively heard one of those things
address another with a gender-specific pronoun, but even still he
wasn't entirely convinced. "It's a pleasure to meet you," Aeolia
said, extending a hand for Lucas to shake while Ionia busied
itself, "I am Aeolia, one of the Magypsies. Fate has bought you
here…I can feel it."


           
Ionia quickly powdered its nose and applied blush to its cheeks,
running the lipstick across its lips and smacking them together for
itself. "All done," it said uneasily, "but even with my makeup all
on, I still have this bad feeling." It rested its chin on its right
hand, humming to itself. "What could it be? What am I feeling… ?
What could it be? What could it be? Whaaat cooould itttt
beeee?"


           
In an instant, the light flooding in from the open porch grew dark,
and the breeze that had been flowing in gently stopped very
abruptly.


           
All at once, they heard a shrill noise split the calm air, and the
shade was replaced by a flash of red light. The ground began to
rumble violently; what few ornaments Aeolia had placed along the
walls of the conch shell began to rattle in place and shake off
their hooks, crashing to the floor.

           
Boney whined and barked, afraid of all the new sensations all of a
sudden, and Lucas lurched back and forth in the earthquake, trying
to keep his balance. "What's happening?!" he yelled over the noise,
but, peculiarly, Ionia and Aeolia didn't respond. Ionia, in fact,
hardly even seemed to register all the movement at all; instead it
looked away sadly, out the window and over the pond. It seemed to
know exactly what was going on.

           
Off in the distance was a thin pillar of light reaching over the
mountains, vaguely in Tazmily's direction. It shone a brilliant
white before turning an assortment of different colors, washing the
land in its blues and reds and greens.


           
While the land shook, he could hear the rocks dislodge from the
cliffs nearby and crash hard onto the ground and the pond all
around them, and he could hear the trees sway without any wind; but
loudest of all was a sound he never heard before. It was a deep
pulse that reverberated over all the other sounds, and with each
two beats, like a heartbeat, there was another shock through the
ground and all throughout the island.

           
The whole thing went on for far too long. Lucas gripped onto Ionia
for support, trying to ride the whole thing out, but without
knowing what was going on, he couldn't help but feel so scared.
Mercifully, it eventually ended with a massive flash of white
light, and all at once, everything stopped: the shaking; the
rumbling; the huge, loud heartbeat; and the pillar of light
disappeared from the sky with the final flash. Everything had
stopped all at once.

           
"Is it over?" Lucas asked redundantly. Everything had stopped their
shaking, except for him. He pulled himself away from Ionia and
tried to steady his hands, but he couldn't keep his jitters under
control.

           
"Well," Aeolia finally said after the whole commotion. "This is
inconvenient."


           
"Aeolia!" Ionia shrieked. "Your body! Your body! Your body! It's
disappearing!"


           
"So it is! It's disappearing! It's disappearing, but I'm well."


           
"But," Ionia began, its voice cracking, "if… if you're starting to
disappear, then does that mean that… your Needle… "


           
"The Needle that I've protected at Osohe castle for so long has
been pulled. Someone," it stuttered, nearly unable to find its own
words for the situation - it was inevitable, it knew, but it still
never expected it. "Someone able to pull the Needles has finally
arrived. The Dark Dragon sealed away by the seven Needles will
awaken… and soon."

           
Ionia began to visibly quiver at the idea. It had lived for tens of
thousands of years, but for the first time, its life was in actual
peril. The consequences, at least on a personal scale, were very
dire for the Magypsies. "What are you talking about?" Lucas asked,
entirely in the dark about the scenario. Dragons? Needles?

           
Neither of them answered him, engrossed in their own issues over
the development. After a moment, Aeolia raised a hand, opening its
palm towards the table in the center of the room, and quickly, it
began to float into the air, revealing a tunnel crudely cut out of
the carpet below it.


           
"You can get to the courtyard of Osohe castle through this
underground path," Aeolia said with a flighty giggle. "If my Needle
really has been pulled, then I'll be disappearing in a
moment."

           
"No!" Ionia nearly shrieked.

           
"But as sudden as it is, I have no regrets," it continued, smiling.
"I'm very worried for the world, don't get me wrong, but I've done
all I can, and that's all I can do." The smile waned from its lips
rather quickly. "Still, we want to know who pulled it. Someone with
a dark heart, or someone with a light heart? The answer may change
the fate of the world as we know it." Aeolia gave a shiver, hugging
its extravagant coat closer to it for warmth.


           
"Oooh. So today is the day I disappear. Ionia, Whats-Your-Name, and
Doggy…Bye-bye!" It gave one last wink and it blew a kiss, and then,
before their very eyes, Aeolia melted into the air, disappearing
from their sight.


           
"Aoeila…You were an openhearted person," it grieved. "That's why we
got along so well."

           
Ionia sniffled, turning away from Lucas for a moment. He didn't say
anything; he knew what it was like to lose a best friend, and there
wasn't much he could say to cheer Ionia up at the moment. "I
mustn't cry," it chided itself. Lucas had been there many times,
too. "This is Aeolia's eye-shadow, and I mustn't ruin it." But not
there, although he wasn't going to judge how the Magypsies honor
each other's memories.

           
Where Aeolia once sat, remained a single bit of lipstick, and a
high-quality electric razor. They both looked very well-used and
well-maintained, like they were very valuable to whoever they
belonged to. Lucas picked them both up: with what Ionia had given
him the power and the confidence to do, he felt as though he had a
favor to repay to the Magypsies, even if they were only introduced
a few minutes ago. He took Aeolia's mementos, as a reminder of what
those Needles could do and who he was trying to protect.

           
Ionia took a few deep breaths to calm itself, keeping its face
hidden from him and Boney while it gathered up its courage. When it
was ready, it turned back around: it managed to keep its composure,
since none of its makeup was runny. "Okay!" it laughed openly.
"Aeolia gave us a job to do! Let's follow this underground path to
Osohe Castle's courtyard. Lead the way, schnookums!" it giggled,
stepping aside for Lucas to enter the hole first. The tunnel it
went into was very spacious and poorly lit, but the few cracks in
the ceiling were just enough to let enough light in to show them
the way, along with the occasional flickering torchlight, still lit
after years of neglect. The stone had purpled with age and the
walls were crumbling down everywhere, and the occasional, uneasy
drip from the ceiling told them whenever they were underneath a
pond or a river.


           
Tired, forgotten creatures inhabited the underground, wrapped in
sheets of gauze from ear to tail. Perhaps jealous of Lucas and
Boney for their heartbeats, or vengeful for having been discarded
into the depths of the underworld as they had, they were very
aggressive creatures.


           
They were soon greeted by an underground river, flowing steadily
alongside their walk in the cavern. Lucas leaned over, looking up-
and downstream, trying to see if there was any way aboveground from
where they were, but the river snaked around corners and out of his
vision before he could tell. He didn't want to say anything since
he wasn't absolutely sure, but he had a hunch that the river they
were standing next to was the moat running around Osohe.


           
Thankfully the path through the underground was very
straightforward. There was the occasional bend in the way, but it
never detoured them for very far and backtracking was easy, even in
the dim light. With the stream nearby, it was easier to keep track
of which direction they were heading, as well.

           
The walk wasn't very long or difficult, which was refreshing for a
change. Shortly after they had left Aeolia's conch shell home, they
reached the end of the tunnel. It had another ladder going straight
up into the open air above, leading into Osohe castle's
courtyard.


           
The fresh breeze and the clean air was a refreshing change of pace
from the stagnation of the underground tunnel. The manhole opened
into a small, grassy field, surrounded by the castle on all sides,
with a mound of dirt risen in the center of if it were trying to
showcase something in particular.

           
"So the Needle really has been pulled," Ionia sighed as they
approached. Lucas had never been to the courtyard, or even inside
Osohe castle before, so he didn't know what to expect to find.
However, in the center of the field, some cut stone had been
arranged in a circle around a hole that was billowing a purplish
gas, so it wasn't a stretch to imagine that something was
there.

           
Ionia skipped up to the hole quickly, inspecting it for a moment,
before looking around the area for clues on whoever had beaten them
there. "I can't even begin to imagine who could have pulled it," it
said, still scanning the area for footprints or anything else to go
by, "The Dark Dragon's heart will become as dark or as light as the
person who pulls it…That's the legend, anyway, but I don't sense
anyone or anything here at all."

           
"Maybe whoever pulled it left?" Lucas offered.

           
"No, no, you misunderstand," Ionia clarified. "I don't sense a
heart of good or evil. But the Needles can definitely only
be pulled by a person." There was a pause, when Ionia giggled
lightly to itself. "How mysterious. Could there be people in this
world without hearts?"

           
Ionia looked back to the gaseous cloud, pondering what it was going
to say.


           
"I always assumed that the Dark Dragon would stay sealed away for
eternity…I knew that was silly, of course; as long as the Needles
existed, someone was going to release it someday. But…
it's been so many years that I suppose I got… carefree." It took
another long pause. "We still have a chance," it said, turning to
Lucas. "You were able to learn PK Love. It's a very special
ability; not even we Magypsies can learn it, like I told you
yesterday. So you could probably… "

           
It trailed off, lost in its own thoughts. He never saw Ionia quite
so riled up and nervous before. "'Probably' what?" Lucas asked when
it did not finish its sentence.


           
"Oh, that's right! I didn't explain anything to you at all. I need
to tell you about the Needles, and how it concerns the whole world…
and it could concern you."

           
There was no flighty giggle or wink as it spoke. It was clearly a
very serious matter to Ionia, and since Aeolia disappeared right in
front of his eyes when somebody pulled its own Needle, if nothing
else, he had to listen for the sake of the other Magypsies.


           
"First know this. These are specially-protected islands. We reside
upon these islands together with limitless power. That power is the
Dragon that sleeps in darkness under these islands. The Dragon is
incredibly large. About as large as all these islands put together.
Because the Dragon is asleep, the islands are protected from
disaster. But its power is too great for humans to control. It was
for this reason that the Magypsies placed seven "needles" in the
Dragon to make it sleep. One needle for each Magypsie. For a very,
very long time, we have continued to guard the needles. But it has
been told that someone to wake the Dragon will appear when its
power is needed…However, if the one who needs the Dragon's power
has a heart of evil, that power will obey all that is evil. It's
very possible that everything could be destroyed simply to satisfy
wicked ambition. On the other hand, the exact opposite is what we
hope for. If a person with a heart of good pulls the Dragon's
Needles and uses its power, the fate of all evil will be washed
away, and all life as we know it will shine brightly. That is what
is told. Finally, listen to this without concern. When each of our
seven needles is pulled, we Magypsies will cease to be, our
millennia-long lives over. Isn't that just romantic of us?"


           
Ionia seemed very lax about its life literally hanging on by a
Needle. "Like Aeolia said, we've done all we can our long lives,"
it smiled. "We haven't had any regrets about leaving for many
years, now.

           
"But there's one other legend," Ionia continued, and Lucas
continued to listen, "It says that only those with the power of PK
Love can pull the seven Needles."


           
"So," he asked, "you're going to want me to pull all these Needles
and save the world?"

           
"Is it too much to ask, schnookums?"

           
The whole debacle started when old man Wess asked him to go to a
popular jazz club and rescue his three-year-missing amnesiac son,
and now he was being asked to save the world from some kind of
enormous dragon by pulling Needles out of the ground. And it all
started just yesterday!

           
But with everything he had learned and all the friends he had made
in such a short time, he knew he couldn't have declined. "I'll do
it," he said, and although he knew it was a heavy burden to bear,
just yesterday he would have crawled into bed and waited for his
father to come home if he was asked the same thing. Now, he hardly
even flinched.


           
Before Ionia could respond gratefully, a ringtone cut through the
air, playing a low-quality yet very loud tune. He spun around,
toward where the noise was coming from. Hidden in the grass of the
courtyard was a small device, shaking and vibrating occasionally
while the tune kept playing. It had a number of buttons on it, and
two speakers on either end. He had never seen something like it
before, and simply pressed one of the buttons, trying to see what
it wanted from him.

           
"Hello?" he heard a faint, scratchy voice say. The ringing had
stopped completely, and the device stopped vibrating in his hands.
"C-Commander, are you there?" the voice asked again, coming from
one of the speakers from the machine, and he figured the device
must have belonged to the Pigmask commander. Lucas didn't really
know what to think about it - how was he hearing a person speak
through such a small thing? - but if he could pass for their
commander physically, maybe he sounded like him enough, too.

           
"Hello?" Lucas asked into the machine, bringing it closer to his
head, speaking into the same speaker.


           
"C-C-C-Commander! Please hurry here! We've located the next needle!
But but but the monkey! We need the monkey! The monkey can open it
but we don't have the monkey because the monkey got away! I'll
explain the details later but we need your monkey! No, gah, stupid
me, not your monkey, the monkey!"


           
"Hey," Lucas attempted to say, to try and calm the person down, but
the guy in the device was ecstatic and couldn't stop talking.

           
"Please, sir, just come to the Chimera Lab, as soon as you can! You
remember the way, right?"

           
"I," Lucas said before he realized the man asked him a question. It
was difficult to keep up with his rushed speaking. "No?"


           
"Commander! Your voice sounds kind of cheery today! But anyway, you
take the Cross Road train from Tazmily to the factory, and when you
get there, go west from the ropeway station that's behind the
building. Got that?"

           
Lucas replayed the instructions in his head a few times, until he
was confident he had it memorized. It wasn't that hard, at least.
"Got it."

           
"Please, sir, come as soon as you can!" Then the device beeped
once, and it fell silent once again. He looked at the peculiar
machine, wondering how he managed to speak to a person when one
obviously couldn't fit inside. He decided to take it rather than
drop it back to the grass.

           
"All set?" Ionia asked when Lucas put the device into his pocket.
He nodded once, returning to its side. "You see that ladder over
there?" Ionia pointed. "It's a shortcut back to Tazmily. Head
there! I'm worried about my own Needle now! And before you go," it
hummed, reaching into one of its own pockets and withdrawing a
fistful of paper. "Take these with you. I don't know what they are,
but I've collected them over the years, and I hear humans use them
a lot, so you'll probably have more use for them than me."

           
Lucas reached forward with both his hands, letting Ionia drop the
paper into his open palms. It was a load of money, and from the
looks of it, it was an enormous sum. "Ionia, there's, like, six or
seven hundred Dragon Points here," he said. Beating out the
paycheck he earned from the factory by quite a bit.

           
"Well, like I said, I have no idea what they even are, so please,
just take them, sweetie," it winked. "You might need them more than
me."

           
Ionia turned around and took a few steps. "I'm sure we'll meet
again," it winked, "But if we don't, that means that one of us has
left this world."


           
With a flighty giggle, it waved to them, and, weirdly, Ionia just
seemed to… drift away.


           
Once Ionia had completely left his sight, he turned back to the way
out of the castle's courtyard. "Come on, Boney," he called, and
Boney followed happily back down underground, on their way back to
Tazmily.


           
The newer tunnel was considerably more moldy and dank, with fewer
lights to lead the way for him. They hadn't gotten very far into
the new tunnels when he felt the same familiar fever he had gotten
so many times in a day and a bit.


           
While it made walking and focusing a bit of a chore, he was still
excited for whatever new powers he was going to get.


           
The single long tunnel bent a few times, but it wasn't a very long
walk until they got to a bolted door. The lock was on their side,
thankfully, so with a heavy heave, he managed to get the massive
iron bolt off the door. An easy shove later showed them into an
enormous underground cavern with running water as its only
ambience.


           
The walls all around were pitch black, seemingly going on forever.
They were fairly high up on a set of precarious cliffs, branching
off in several directions: a ladder continuing straight down in
front of them, with a set of stairs going up to their right. Lucas
had no idea which way led where, but he figured that going up would
at least put them in the right direction.


           
As deep down and as expansive as the caverns were, the only safe
path to walk on wasn't very long. A ladder going back up was just
nearby, leading them into a small, circular room inside what he
assumed was the castle. And from there, it led them into the
castle's cellar.


           
The rest of the way out was straightforward. Another ladder from
the cellar led into the kitchen, and from there into the castle's
foyer. He nearly got lost from there, but a few quick turns around
the floor of the castle led them to the open front doors, showing
them into the castle's yard, and from there, into Nippolyte's
graveyard.


           
He hadn't forgotten his directions to the Chimera Lab, either. They
just amounted to 'take a left at the Titiboo ropeway', but he
instead chanted what the man had told him over the device
occasionally as they went, just to be certain that he would never
be mistaken about his directions.

           
Lucas had forgotten all about paying his respects to his mother; he
was so swept up in everything he had learned less than an hour ago
that he nearly walked right through the graveyard without giving
Hinawa a passing thought. Boney, however, immediately stopped in
his tracks and began to sniff the ground, barking twice to get his
master's attention.

           
Lucas turned around, watching him as he sniffed and roamed the
ground, trying to find what had just gotten his attention so
raptly. Perking his ears up and looking east, he suddenly realized
what it was and cut Lucas off, before they could go any
further.


           
He bit into the hem of Lucas's shirt, trying to drag him to where
Boney suddenly wanted to go. "Hey, boy," said Lucas, wrestling with
his dog, trying to free himself from his grip. "What are you
doing?" Boney made no other noise; he simply tugged and pulled on
the shirt, trying to drag Lucas to his mother's grave. When Boney
managed to get him past Nippolyte's destroyed shack, he remembered
his promise and stopped putting up a fight, walking himself to his
mother's grave.


           
He hadn't expected to find anyone already there, but tending to the
grounds was Nippolyte, tidying up the grass that began to overgrow
underneath the tombstone. Another sunflower from Flint's little
batch had sprouted in the short time he had been gone. When he
heard Boney's enthusiastic barking, Nippolyte picked himself back
up, turning towards Hinawa's son.


           
"Lucas. Have you seen Flint? He was just here, visiting your
mother."

           
Lucas sighed, looking away. He was really worried about his dad.
Flint had lost his wife in a tragedy three years ago, and his other
son had gone missing almost immediately after. He was running
himself ragged trying to find anything about Claus - a body, alive
or dead, to give himself peace of mind. It wasn't fun for Lucas,
either: he had lost a brother and a mother, and at the rate Flint
was going, he was worried that he was going to lose his father
sometime soon, as well.

           
"Guess not," Nippolyte answered for him. "He's probably head back
into the mountains yet again to look for Claus."

           
Lucas shifted uncomfortably on his feet. He loved his father, and
it hurt him to think about what he was doing to himself. "Can I… ?"
he asked without looking up, and Nippolyte, wisely anticipating
what he wanted, stepped aside so that Lucas could get a better look
at his mother.


           
Nippolyte kept right on talking, though, oblivious - or maybe
insensitive - to Lucas's discomfort with the topic. "Look for
Claus, visit Hinawa's grave. Look for Claus, visit Hinawa's grave.
It's all your old man ever does anymore." It was a difficult pill
to swallow, but Nippolyte was right. He wondered if his father even
realized he was missing.

           
"I know what you're thinking," Nippolyte began suddenly, his tone
much deeper. "But you're his only salvation, Lucas. He thinks about
you all the time."

           
Lucas choked up a bit, thinking that a lie to console him. He
thought about his father, still roaming the mountains after three
years for his lost little boy, when, at times, it seemed like he
had forgotten that he still had another one to look after at home.
"He's never said that to me."

           
"Well, you know how your father is about his emotions. He acts them
better than he says them. It's just that, you've grown so strong
that Flint doesn't need to worry anymore. You've grown up to be a
truly good lad, and he couldn't be prouder."

           
"Then why," Lucas said, nearly sobbing through his words, "doesn't
he tell me that? Why you, but not me?"

           
"Because, Lucas, he knows what he's doing to himself. It hurt you
the most, three years ago. You couldn't go a day without crying a
sack of tears. But you've managed to move past it and heal. Your
father, though, he never did, and he knew that it was often harder
on you than on him when he wasn't there to greet you in the
morning. He doesn't want you to see him the way he is; he's worried
about what you might say, or what you might think of him, and he
believes that if he can find Claus and bring him back, you wouldn't
be ashamed of the way he's been acting for the last three
years.

           
"To that end," Nippolyte concluded, reaching into his pocket and
drawing out a small badge. It was rusty and dirty; well-worn after
many, many years of appreciation. "This is your father's. He asked
me to give it to you the next time you came by. He says it's a
good-luck charm that your pop's treasured since he was a boy
himself, and he wanted you to have it. Says you can have more use
for it than him at this point." Lucas accepted the badge, looking
it over. He tried to scrape away some of the grime with his
fingernails, but it was stubborn; it had some writing and what
appeared to be a symbol of some kind on it, but he couldn't tell
underneath all the dirt and rust.


           
"Hinawa may be gone, but even now she's watching over you and your
family. You can bet that badge that she appreciates you visiting
her every day. Even if you might be a little late this time." He
got back on his knees to tend to the weeds growing around the
tombstone. "Her home is safe in my hands, so if you're done here, I
can get back to doing what I'm doing."

           
Lucas ran his fingers over the badge once more. It looked like it
was glamorous at one point, but now, he could barely tell what
color it was supposed to be underneath the dirt. "Thanks,
Nippolyte," he said, and the old man waved his hand over his
shoulder as Lucas tucked the badge away and left for the train
station. "And… thank you, mom," he whispered, too low for Nippolyte
to hear.

           
He barely managed to get out of the cemetery when he heard a
familiar ringtone. Reflexively, he looked around for a moment,
trying to spot where the sound was coming from, when he felt a
vibration in his pocket, and remembered that he was carrying the
same device from the castle's courtyard. Taking it out, he pressed
the same button on it, and held it the same way as he spoke into
it. "Hello?"


           
"Commander!! Where are you?! Dakota?!"


           
"Huh?" he asked.

           
"No, no, never mind!" the man hollered, very stressed. "I'm just
spouting nonsense. Everyone is waiting in the Chimera Lab!"

           
Lucas looked around. The train station was normally very busy, but
this one time in particular, it seemed practically barren. "Uh," he
stuttered and hesitated, but the man cut him off before he could
continue.

           
"You're probably just waiting for the train," he concluded. "Or on
the train. Or in your Pork Ship! But whatever! Please, just get
here as soon as you can!" And just like that, the device beeped and
shut off once again.

           
"Well," Lucas said to Boney as he put the device back down, "I
guess it's important." He was worried most about getting a ticket
for the train to the factory. For factory workers, they were a
paltry fifty Dragon Points a pop, and he still had most of the
money from working at the factory left over. But since it was only
a temporary thing, he didn't know if he ever counted as a factory
worker. They could always run down the tracks again, but the man in
the device kept urging that it was so very important, and the jog
would take hours.

           
However, as they passed the station's landing, he saw on their
board that they were offering 'so cheap, they're practically free'
rates for their tickets. A single ticket, no matter what job a
person had, was just fifty Dragon Points. He had enough! More than
enough, thanks to Ionia! He'd finally be able to ride the
train!


           
"Trains are much less exhausting than walking, and they're so
inexpensive and inviting! They're so cheap, they're practically
free! Just fifty DP!" The attendant must have been instructed to
recite the slogan on command.

           
Lucas was wrist-deep in his other pocket, when he couldn't help but
ask the obvious question. "Why is the rate so low, now?"

           
"Because the factory has shut down," the attendant said. "And with
the factory gone, there's no incentive for anyone to go out in the
middle of nowhere. So… we've fallen on some hard times. We need to
sell tickets, however we can." Lucas brought up a fistful of money,
offering it to the attendant for his tickets. The man counted it on
the spot, faster than Lucas could realize. "You just barely have
enough DP to ride the green train, if you'd like," he noted.

           
Lucas was intrigued, and surprised: did Ionia somehow know he was
going to need money quickly? "What's the difference?"

           
"Aside from it being green, it's faster, the seats are more
comfortable, and it comes with lunch."

           
Lucas wanted his first ride on the train to be a memorable one -
and he was starving anyway, so it couldn't hurt. "Sure."

           
Before he was given a chance to change his mind, the attendant
simply pocketed the money. And just in time: the green train had
just arrived at the station in Tazmily.

 


           
Lucas was practically giddy when he stepped off the train, excited
that he had finally ridden one ever since it arrived in Tazmily. He
was happy that he finally had something to eat, too, and Boney felt
likewise. The ride only lasted less than half an hour, but it was
quite a bit better than having to walk the whole way. His only real
reservation about the train ride was that he and his dog were the
only passengers on it, but he didn't think very much of it.

           
But he remembered his instructions, and his directions. Once the
train left back into the tunnel for Tazmily, he and Boney picked up
their pace, running back through the factory's grounds towards the
ropeway in the back.


           
He only remembered why he even knew the word 'chimera' to begin
with once they got to the ropeway and went west. Some newer ones
that he had never seen before were beginning to emerge, and their
density got thicker the closer they got to wherever they were
going, such as horsantulas.


           
Immediately west of the ropeway was a large pond and just beyond
that was an enormous building, fenced off and heavily guarded on
the front. Many warning signs (including a massive, stuffed
beast-like… thing hanging menacingly over the front door)
surrounded the building, telling any would-be travellers to stay
away from the area and keep to themselves.


           
Standing guard at the Chimera Lab's front door was a simple
Pigmask, unmoving from its spot even as Lucas approached. He knew
he looked an awful lot like their commander; he just hoped that he
could still pass for him, even without the jacket or Boney's
helmet. "Oh, you're that part-timer from the other day!" the
Pigmask finally said happily once Lucas was close enough for it to
recognize. "Perfect timing. Keep watch for me here, would ya? I'm
gonna go inside and help look for some escaped monkeys."



           
Then it simply turned around and went inside, to help its comrades
with the problem. While that wasn't quite how Lucas had imagined it
going for him, it was still a welcome entry for him: with nothing
and nobody in his way, he stepped inside the Chimera Lab after the
Pigmask.












Chapter 20

 


Lucas didn't really know what to expect as soon as they entered
the Chimera Lab. Since the area immediately outside was crawling
with half this-and-that's and the chimeras reached as far out as
Sunshine Forest on one end and the Unknown Valley on the other, he
figured that the building where most of them were created to begin
with would be absolutely crawling with them, full nearly to the
point of bursting with a mishmash of creatures never intended.


           
The truth so far was pretty boring, in comparison.

           
"Hey, you two!" a Pigmask called to his side, getting his
attention. "Are you two the new part-timers that we hired
yesterday?"

           
It was almost a little annoying with how back-and-forth their
misconceptions about him were getting. If they were going to
confuse him with someone, they could at least be consistent about
it. He was all ready to play the part of 'commander' again and now
he's been demoted to some fresh part-timer. "Yes," he replied all
the same.

           
"Okay, cool. The front door is on lockdown right now. You can get
inside through the back of the mini-theater. The theater is just
through this door, here. Go on through to the back, and change your
clothes to something more sensible for the workplace." It extended
a gloved hand, open wide. "It's good to have you aboard!"

           
Lucas could appreciate some politeness, regardless of who he was
pretending to be. "Thank you," he answered, shaking the man's hand,
and he showed himself into the theater.


           
A place like this having a mini-theater was a bit of a surprise,
but he didn't think twice about it. Between creating bloodthirsty
chimeras all hours of the day, he could imagine that sometimes they
just needed to relax with a good show.

           
Backstage was cramped, containing a trashcan; some janitorial
supplies; a stinky hamper filled with sweaty, dirty clothes; a trio
of lockers; and no room for anything else. One of the lockers was
left ajar, and, sneaking a peak as they walked by, had a pair of
unused Pigmask helmets hanging on their hooks.

           
He nearly walked right past them when he doubled back. Since he was
'working' there, he probably should have had his own locker, and
this might have been what the earlier Pigmask meant by changing
clothes. And nobody was using them anyway, so…


           
It was a little big on him: the peepholes for his eyes were too far
apart, meant for someone larger, and his helmet rattled with his
step and spun with his head when he turned. Boney's helmet, at
least, seemed to fit him just as well as it had before. He doubted
there was a uniform his size anywhere, so hopefully, just a helmet
would have to do.

           
The room just past backstage looked to be some kind of furnace, or
septic room, of some kind, followed by a compact and high-tech rec
room, which was followed by some kind of study room, filled nearly
to the brim with bookshelves stocking everything anybody could
possibly need to know about zoology, which finally led into the
meat of the laboratory. Just beyond the door from the study was
another Pigmask, looking up and down the corridor for something,
its eyes eventually falling on Lucas and Boney. "Perfect timing,"
it said casually, before running a hand over Lucas's helmet,
feeling it wobble under his touch. "Didn't they have a helmet more
your size?"

           
"Uh, no sir, none that I could find," he answered, keeping up his
charade.

           
"Well, whatever, it shouldn't be terribly important for now. But
what we need you to do really is. You guys are part-timers, right?
Well then we need you to get looking too! Some monkeys have gone
missing, and we need to find them as quick as we can!"

           
There was an undeniable urgency in its voice, just like the person
he had talked to through the device in his pocket. "We have every
possible exit on lockdown, so we know they're still in here
somewhere. Being monkeys, they're really spry and slippery, so
we've had our work cut out for us. There's two of 'em. Scour every
last inch of the place. It left the corridor, going deeper into the
laboratory to resume the search. The small hall they were in was a
dead end; it had one other door leading into a break room, which
already had two Pigmasks in it, looking under the tables and behind
the vending machines. And mounted on the far upper wall of the
corridor was a peculiar machine. It just sat there, moving back and
forth steadily, its single glass eye roving over every inch of the
floor. It was kind of unsettling to look at.

           
Just as they left the corridor to begin their search for the
missing monkeys, he and Boney saw something as amusing as it was
strange. A fully-grown man, if a little short, hiding in a trash
can as he sprinted full-tilt down the hall away from them.


           
He didn't pursue the man, though: he was here because the Pigmasks
needed a monkey in order to retrieve one of the Magypsie Needles,
and he needed to beat them to the punch. Whatever antics happened
in the Chimera Lab were beside the point.

           
Finding his way about the Chimera Lab was the tricky part, though.
Many of the doors were unmarked and oblique about what they had
contained. The first room had a number of mechanical instruments,
along with a constantly moving treadmill built directly into the
floor. What anything had to do with anything (besides, maybe,
physical fitness) was above his head.


           
The next room had some liquids of varying colors, textures, and
viscosities inside tiny glass tubes, surrounded by books and
devices designed for who-knows-what. Some of them looked like the
fruit drinks he sometimes bought when he had the cash - they were
very delicious and worth every penny. When the liquids began to
fizzle and steam as he approached, though, they weren't worth the
risk, no matter how tasty.


           
The room directly across had a very plain sign on it: it was the
familiar sign posted anywhere where there was a hot-spring nearby.
It had been a while since he had a chance to enjoy the dip in one
of their relaxing waters. Justifying himself by looking for the
monkeys, in case they just happened to be in there, he gleefully
gave the room a look.


           
He happened to slip in the tub while he was looking and he took his
time getting out.

           
Moving forward with their search, the next door wasn't a room, but
an elevator, hooked up to the first and third floors. He ignored it
for now, deciding to make sure he checked everything thoroughly
before moving on. He could tell that if he wasn't careful, he could
easily get lost in the building.

           
The next room, like the first two, was just another puzzle he
couldn't hope to solve. An enormous pink machine surrounded on all
sides by a number of power tools he recalled seeing the likes of at
uncle Bronson's house the few times he visited. Wires hung out
carelessly from the far wall panels, and a pair of tanks, frozen
cold to the touch, rested nearby. But still no monkeys.


           
Just as he left the room, he bumped into another Pigmask, searching
tirelessly for the monkeys as well. At first they said nothing; the
Pigmask looked disoriented, spinning about in place once before
stopping again in front of Lucas.


           
"Let's see…The next room over is the specimen room. Man," it
sighed, dropping its shoulders in defeat, "I can't make heads or
tails of this place. I feel like I've been running laps. You have
any luck, kid?"

           
Lucas turned around looking down the hallway he had been weaving in
and out from. "Not really," he answered. "I just… I'm a part-timer,
and I was only hired yesterday, so, you know… "

           
"Oh, you're a newbie, huh?" It asked, already reaching for one of
the pouches on its belt. "You should have told someone. They would
have set you up with a map right away. You can have mine, though; I
clearly can't make heads or tails of it."

           
Lucas was thankful, but at the same time… just how many maps was he
expected to hold?


           
"I've always had a little trouble reading maps, no matter how
simple they might be, especially for a building like this one." The
Pigmask resumed his search, walking into the next room. "And if I
really need another one, I'll just head back for it."

           
Judging by the map, at least, there wasn't a lot of places the
monkeys could hide on the third floor. With the Pigmask off on its
own work, he entered the next room.


           
Compared to the very heavy-duty feel of the other rooms, this one
seemed particularly tame. Just a number of devices sitting in the
back corners, with the far wall practically painted with complex
mathematical formulas and codes. Standing out like a sore thumb was
a tall, metal device in another corner underneath another of those
constantly moving wall-mounted things, and on the other side… a
parrot. It looked familiar, but he couldn't place it anywhere until
he heard it speak.


           
"I'm not stuffed! I'm alive! I'm plenty alive, dagnabbit!"


           
The only place in all of Tazmily that had a parrot was old man
Scamp's cabin, and only he had the mouth to teach his pet parrot
such a foul mouth. But… what was she doing there? In a building
that specialized in disassembling animals and putting them back
together with other animals, he suddenly felt very nervous for
her.

           
Going back into the corridor and following after the Pigmask, they
went into the last room on the floor. It was stocked with fossils
of all manner of animals, from a mighty Drago to a tiny mouse.


           
Most of the specimens in the room, though, were from chimeras.
Cattlesnakes, ostrelephants, and cactus wolves lined the walls of
the trophy room in particular. He wondered exactly how the Pigmasks
could have gotten them in the first place: the chimeras were
introduced three years ago, which wasn't nearly enough time for a
body to die and decompose into a fossil naturally… wasn't it?

           
Perhaps most chilling of the skeletons, though, was a decidedly
human one sitting in the corner. He couldn't tell if it was real or
fake, but the plaque describing it implied the former, even if in
jest.


           
According to their map, there was only one room just south of them,
so they checked that out first. The room they walked into was
absolutely filled to the brim with all sorts of animals and
specimens, all sealed into individual vials and preserved in
formaldehyde, the liquid glowing a sickly green. It was all he had
to not immediately lose the lunch he had eaten on the green train
right there.


           
Heading in the other direction, the second room was much like the
first: a number of animals dotted the room densely, standing on
pedestals with helpful signs and plaques nearby describing their
names and their traits. Unlike the fossils of the first room, these
ones were fully stitched and stuffed, looking almost exactly like
they were found in the wild.


           
They looked so real, it was as if any of them could have come alive
at any moment and get the drop on them both. But his fears were
unfounded.

           
The last room of the second floor was like the formaldehyde room:
lining the walls and the tables were more specimens in jars, only
this time the jars simply contained their brains, rather than their
entire bodies.


           
Lucas grunted in disgust at having to see these sights in such
quick succession. They were all very necessary for the projects the
Pigmasks were committing, but the chimeras shouldn't ever have
existed to begin with.

           
He took a quick glance around the room, not wanting to stay for any
longer than they could have, and turned around when he saw nothing.
But just as he spun, out of the corner of his limited vision, he
saw a quick flash of brown. It snapped suddenly, like some kind of
whip, before pulling back away, away out sight. It could have been
his eyes playing tricks on him, he knew, but still, better to be
safe than sorry.


           
As he approached, he could definitely hear a few quiet, nervous
yips of some kind of animal from behind the table. He slowed his
pace down to a tip-toe, trying to be discreet about approach
whatever was behind the table - but they were watching him, and
once he got a little too close for their comfort, they immediately
bolted around the other side of the table, slipping past them both
and making for the door.


           
He and Boney gave chase, running back out the door and through the
stuffed specimen room, in hot pursuit of the two monkeys. He spun
his head, scanning the room quickly, looking for the two runaways,
and when he was certain they hadn't hidden among the stuffed
animals on display, he and Boney ran into the next room…


           
"LOOK OUT!"


           
…a little too precariously.


           
Standing in front of them was a large lion. But it wasn't a regular
lion. It looked like about ninety-five percent of it was made of
some sort of metal.


           
Lucas wasn't ready for it; before he could react, the Almost-Mecha
Lion took a couple of intimidating steps forward itself, pushing
him and Boney back against the wall, before it made a leap, claws
extended and fangs bared, ready to gnash them apart easily.

           
Lucas held up his arms, bracing himself for the impact, when…


           
POW!


            …
he and Boney were saved at the last minute by a spry Clayman backed
by two other Pigmasks, arriving just in time to knock the lion out
for certain.

           
"Are you okay, cute part-timer?!" asked one of the arriving
Pigmasks in a panic, looking over Lucas and Boney. They were pretty
beaten up, from the looks of his clothes and the dents in their
helmets, but they were both standing and moving as if they were
totally fine.

           
Lucas stuttered a bit, trying to compose himself after that close
call. "Y-yeah," he managed to utter, keeping his eyes on the Almost
Mecha-Lion as the Claymen busily went to work. He didn't know if
the monkeys had slipped past the Pigmasks and the lion, and in the
excitement, he forgot to ask.

           
The two arriving Pigmasks quickly tended to him and Boney,
administering all manners of first-aid and checking for any broken
or dislodged bones. Aside from the occasional stiffness in their
arms and legs, he and Boney past their medical test easily, getting
a surprised reaction from the Pigmasks; they believed him to be
some kind of martial-arts expert, the way how he had no serious
wounds on him at all after fighting one of their berserk chimeras.
All the while, the Claymen quickly tied up the lion and hefted it
out of the room, returning without it a short while later, leaving
its fate up in the air.

           
"How many are left?" one of the four asked, once everything was
under control.

           
"Just the one, now," another answered.


           
"'The' one…? The red one with the big mouth…?"


           
"That's the one." It turned to Lucas. "Hey, part-timer. You been
here long enough to know what we're talking about?"

           
Lucas thought about it. They were probably looking for escaped
chimeras, but of all the ones he ran into, he never came across one
that was 'red with a huge mouth'. "No," he answered shortly
after.


           
The other Pigmasks looked to each other, yet said nothing. Whatever
was running around the Chimera Lab was clearly spooking them all
into silence. "That thing means serious trouble," one of them said
to break the silence, only to be followed by more.

           
"Yeah," said another. Lucas looked around the circle, expecting one
of them to fill him in on the details, but none of them said
anything. One would occasionally look to another, and one would
scuff the sole of his boot across the floor in nervousness, but
they all knew what everyone else was thinking, and they all knew
the direness of the scenario.

           
"Um," Lucas finally said, breaking the awkward silence once more.
Before he could ask what the big deal was, the one closest to him
suddenly cut him off.


           
"Just standing here won't solve anything. For now, let's hurry and
seal the exits."


           
"You," another stuttered, looking to the first, almost shocked.
"You want us to lock it in here with us? With no other place to
run?"

           
"Better in here than out there," it answered deftly. "If that thing
gets out, it could very well… " It didn't finish the thought,
apparently the very idea too gruesome to imagine coherently. "Just
do it, and watch yourselves, alright? We don't need anybody turning
into any beastie's lunch." Without another word and a quake in each
of their steps, the other three slowly and quietly left the room,
as if they were marching to their own executions. The Claymen
loyally followed.

           
Once he and the Pigmask were alone in the room, it turned around,
bending down to meet him in the eye - even though he still couldn't
see through the blackness shrouding his eyes behind the eyeholes.
"Hey, cute part-timer. About the chimeras.


           
"There's actually one more that's lurking around here…One that's
way more dangerous than the one you saw just now." It
leaned forward, deepening its tone. "The monkeys managed to unlock
some of the cages for the chimeras we had downstairs, and one of
them was… this thing. If, at any point while you're looking for
those monkeys, you happen to run across a large, red chimera with a
massive jaw and dagger-like teeth with itty-bitty wings… " It
reached forward, grasping both sides of Lucas's helmet, making sure
the boy's focus was on it. "You run."

           
Lucas didn't reply; the message was crystal clear as it was. "I've
seen you before. You're some kind of fighting master and you have
some skills I've never even seen before, but none of that matters.
Nothing can beat this thing. It'll brush off anything you hit it
with. If it finds you, it will not stop until it has you. Run.
Away." Lucas was beginning to get a little scared of this
thing already - the Pigmask just sounded so deadly serious about
it. "We don't call it the 'Ultimate Chimera' for nothing. If you
see it, duck into a room, or out into the hallway, or whatever you
need to do; a door is usually enough to slow it down enough to get
away, but you must never, ever get caught." The Pigmask
dropped its hands, letting go of Lucas. "Do you understand?"

           
"I understand," he replied quickly, his voice breaking. He had been
warning not to go near things or places before, but this…

           
"Good." It straightened back up. "Now… you can't say I never warned
you." And with that, it left the room, off in search for the
monkeys once more.

           
Lucas looked to Boney, his hands practically quivering in fright,
and he hadn't even seen the thing, yet. Boney, of course, barely
showed any sign of understanding any of it, and he just stood there
loyally, his tongue lolling out as he panted. He wasn't worried
about Boney being oblivious, though; he was just worried about
running into the thing.


           
They couldn't just sit there and wait for the monkeys to find them,
though. They still had to get to them before the Pigmasks could.
Taking a deep breath, he finally left the fossil room.

           
Once he stepped out of the room, as if it was just waiting for him
to show himself, they both heard a deafening roar shake the very
walls of the building. It seemed to come from everywhere all at
once; it rattled the door on its hinges and he could feel the
bloody yell creep up his legs. The incredible roar lasted for far
too long; even after it was long over, he could still hear it cycle
endlessly in his ears, the sound so vivid he could already envision
the monster right in front of him.

           
He brought his hands up and below his mask, clamping them over his
mouth as he did his best to not scream in fright. All of a sudden,
he felt so cold in his fingers and toes, and he could feel every
hair on his body quickly stand on end. Boney didn't take it any
easier: the first thing he did was lay flat on his stomach in
submission, hoping that whatever made the fierce bellow wouldn't
hurt him if he simply stayed low and let it be the alpha. Boney
shook almost violently in sheer terror, unable to keep himself calm
as he shivered, his eyes wide and focused straight ahead, looking
out for whatever had just made that sound.

           
To make matters worse, once the initial roar finally stopped, he
heard oinks. The signature grunt of the Pigmask. At first, just one
or two oinks splitting the sudden silence, but quickly, far too
quickly, more and more began to join, in some kind of tuneless,
soulless orchestra. He could imagine so many Pigmasks getting
together and trying to rush the Ultimate Chimera all at once. They
got higher in pitch and denser in number until all he could hear
were oinks, sounding as though they were coming from immediately
downstairs - and then another roar. The same roar, just as loud and
just as fierce, cutting off all the oinks at a single time. There
were some squeals of fear and pain, just barely audible over the
foundation-shaking howl, until everything just stopped once again.
The air was as quiet as the moment he entered the building, broken
occasionally by a heavy stomp of something walking across the hard
steel floor.


           
Thump. Thump. Lucas couldn't tell where the footsteps were coming
from. The Ultimate Chimera could have been on the floor above them,
or the floor below them; it could have been in the room just to his
left, or it could have been outside. He had absolutely no way of
telling. "C-" he stuttered, bringing his own shaking hand down to
Boney, patting his dog on the back, trying to gather up enough
courage for the both of them. "Come on, Boney," he barely managed
to say, most of it coming out in whispers. "We… we have to find
those… monkeys."

           
Boney whimpered and whined, looking up to Lucas. It was difficult
to tell through the mask, but he knew his dog was definitely giving
him that 'do we have to?' look he was so good at. Remarkably,
though, Boney pulled himself to his feet, ready to go whenever his
master was. It took Lucas a bit more time to gather the courage to
perform the same feat. Thump. Thump. He was gripping onto the badge
Nippolyte had given him tightly, hoping that it still had some good
luck left to give.


           
Cautiously, yet as quickly as his feet would allow him, they
resumed their search for the monkeys. They retraced their steps,
checking into each room once again, knowing that they could have
dashed into any room they had already visited, so they needed to
look again. This time, knowing that whatever that thing
was that made that noise was roaming the halls, they took their
time checking the room thoroughly before risking jumping back out
and looking again.

           
As they made it halfway down the corridor, taking far longer in
each room than they needed to before progressing, they passed the
elevator. Sitting in front of it was a trashcan Lucas didn't recall
seeing the first time through - and no wonder; sitting in it was
the old man that he saw sprinting down the hall earlier.

           
He leaned over its edge, looking into the pail. The old man looked
up at Lucas, realizing he had been caught, but also recognizing
that Lucas was new to the facility.


           
"I realize you haven't asked, but my name is Dr. Andonuts. I've
been forced to conduct… experiments that I'm not fond of, for a
certain man." It was difficult to hear the man speak over the
constant thunderous steps of the Ultimate Chimera coming straight
out of the walls. "I was commissioned to make that Chimera we're
all wetting ourselves over."

           
Thump. Thump. "Good job, I guess," Lucas said wearily, constantly
looking over his shoulder, half-expecting Boney to be replaced by
whatever the Ultimate Chimera was. "Aren't you gonna… hide
someplace better?"

           
"There is no 'someplace better', lad," Andonuts replied simply. "In
a room or in a hallway - inside or outside - if the Ultimate
Chimera finds you, there is no hope. My garbage can is as good a
place as any. Currently, though, I'm trying to conceal myself for
certain reasons. Unrelated to the Chimera, even. I just plain don't
want to be found, so if you don't mind?" Andonuts quickly squatted
back down, out of sight from everything else. "You've got more guts
than a bloated rhinocerocket, kid," he said before silencing
himself again. Thump. Thump.

           
Lucas left Andonuts to his trashcan; though he didn't see the logic
in hiding in the middle of the hallway, that was his problem to
worry about. He had himself and his dog to look after, and some
monkeys to catch. Still shaking violently, they both continued down
the hall.


           
That was when they saw a body.


           
It was only one body, but it was one way too many.
Checking every room as they continued down the hall, their last
destination before having to go down a floor was the break
room.


           
Unlike the one in the hallway, the two bodies lying limp and broken
on the cool floor were still breathing. Thump. Thump. Their helmets
had been punctured with a series of impossible teeth, and their
suits had been ripped open with razor-sharp claws, but they were
not dead. Sitting in the far corner of the break room was another
Pigmask, heaving heavily, out of breath, from having to lug its two
injured comrades to safety.

           
Lucas decided it would be less risky to take the main stairs down
to the first floor by cutting through the library and the rec room
down to the mini-theatre and starting back there. The Ultimate
Chimera was probably wandering around the main halls, he reasoned,
so going back the way he came seemed like a safe-enough bet.

           
The library was easy-going enough. Thump. Thump. There were no
bodies strewn about and the doors didn't look like they were
tampered with. Cautiously, he reached for the door leading into the
rec room, stepping onto the floor-


           
It was there.


           
It apparently didn't hear them enter. Lucas and Boney both stopped
dead in their tracks, their hearts beating in their skulls,
watching the incredible beast make its movements. It thumped about,
almost clueless, trying to get itself down the stairs and further
into the Chimera Lab, but it didn't seem like it was used to its
own size and eyesight. It lumbered forward slowly, edging its way
carefully down the steps, unaware of the fresh meat right behind
it.

           
Lucas didn't have a view of its front. All he saw was a giant
crimson body, perhaps all skin and no fur, with a long, whip-like
tail shaped into a spade at its very tip. It had a pair of small,
purple wings on its back, far too small for practical flight or
even gliding, although they flexed with each step, probably helping
it balance. Its head, as well as he could see it from his angle,
was enormous - it should have been far too large for its body. He
was, at the very least, thankful that he couldn't see its teeth
from his position.

           
The oddest things about the Ultimate Chimera were that it had a
large, gray button on its back, positioned snugly between its
wings, and a simple yellow canary bird perched atop its head,
occasionally bending down to peck at its skin. If it even felt the
little bird at all, it wasn't showing it.

           
Slowly and carefully, the Ultimate Chimera trudged down the steps,
cautious to not suddenly slip and fall down their flight. Lucas and
Boney, at the same time, turned back around and left the rec room
and into the library, deciding that the main stairs were, in fact,
the safer option. As quietly as he could, he closed the door behind
them, quickly dashing out of the room towards the lower hallway.
Now that he knew where it was, he had a small head-start on the
first floor to look for the monkeys. Thump. Thump.


           
He started his search on the ground floor with the first room he
found at the very end of the hallway. In it were four large, glass
cages, arranged in a square, each containing a different chimera. A
parental kangashark; another ostrelephant; and one he had never
seen before, called an 'einswine' according to its plaque. Each
cage listed a number followed by the sign for Dragon Points; a
price-tag, he guessed, each of them asking for several millions
worth of Dragon Points.


           
PORKY 08 -SOLD OUT


           
The last one was fairly enigmatic. What was a 'PORKY' and what
happened to the other seven?

           
They did a quick lap around the room, looking all over for the
monkeys. The chimeras began to get a little rattled with their
quick and erratic movement, but he and Boney were safe with the
chimeras locked behind the glass. When they were done, they ran
out, quickly making for the next room. Thump. Thump. The Ultimate
Chimera could have caught up with them now, for all they knew.


           
A small meeting room, it looked like. There were some papers and
full coffee mugs strewn about on the table, and some lab coats
hanging on a rack in the corner. There was a whiteboard in another
that Lucas nearly skipped entirely until he noticed it had the
words 'Ultimate Chimera' on it, and decided it might be better to
read it.


           
Emergency Measures


           
Should the Ultimate Chimera escape from its cage, seal all
entrances and exits immediately.


           
In the unlikely event that it gets outside, use full force to feign
ignorance and pretend nothing happened.


           
In the event the Ultimate Chimera is seen by citizens,


           
It just… stopped there. Thump. Thump. The whiteboard wound up
telling him what he already knew. They left the room in a hurry,
desperate to keep whatever head-start they still had on the
Ultimate Chimera before it caught up with them on the ground
floor.

           
The next room was some kind of presentation room, equipped with a
projector on top of a table with five surrounding chairs, along
with a podium in the corner. On the far walls were more diagrams
and illustrations of things he couldn't begin to understand.


           
Cowering in the corner of the room, next to the podium, was another
Pigmask, having the idea curl itself into a ball and simply wait
out the Ultimate Chimera, hoping that someone would catch it before
it managed to get to him.


           
Still no luck on the monkeys, however. Thump. Thump. Lucas was
beginning to become desperate; the Ultimate Chimera had somehow
slipped past them both and wiggled its way into the rec room, so he
couldn't assume that it wasn't quick on its feet. For all he knew,
with the way the walls kept shaking with each of its footsteps, it
could have squeezed its way into the lobby by now and was just two
doors away from him and Boney.

           
The next door opened into the lobby, coincidentally - thankfully,
though, it wasn't anywhere in sight, but the way he could still
hear the thumping of its footsteps made him always believe that it
could have just been behind the next door. Where could those
monkeys have run off to?

           
Just as he made for the next room to search, there was a commotion
at the end of the hallway opposite from where he had started.
Pigmasks of all colors began to emerge from the back room, all of
them carrying large hand cannons of some kind. He and Boney dashed
into the next room, hoping they had managed to avoid getting seen
by the others and being corralled into joining their suicide
mission to recapture the Ultimate Chimera. They marched right past
the door they had leapt into, and into the lobby, probably aiming
for the mini-theatre. Thump. Thump. "Move it, move it!" he heard
one of them shout to the others.

           
They were all oinking the familiar Pigmask oink as they went - just
like the last time he had heard them. As their oinking had begun to
reach the same crescendo they had last time, Lucas knelt down to
hug Boney close when the Ultimate Chimera let out another of its
massive roars.

           
It might have just been his perception - his senses all rattling in
his head when the Chimera bellowed its cry once more - but it
looked to him like everything was practically dancing on the spot
from the sheer force of the roar, the powerful vibration knocking
everything out of their place. He fell to his knees and Boney fell
to his stomach, their ears ringing and their eyes shaking from the
loud blast, as, like last time, the final thing they heard was the
weak and injured cries from the Pigmasks as their second attempt to
sedate it had failed. Thump. Thump.

           
It was difficult to stand back up, there nerves as shot as they
were. At any moment, with no opposition, that thing could come
wandering down the hall and right into them. It apparently knew how
to open doors. There was no place safe from the Ultimate
Chimera.

           
The room they were in looked like some kind of… he didn't know
what. More chemicals on shelves in jars and vials, more desks and
chairs, but a set of operating tables that weren't quite shaped for
a human to lie on.


           
Lucas opened the door to leave the room, but he took his time: he
slowly creaked it open, looking back and forth, watching to see if
the Ultimate Chimera was waiting anywhere nearby for them. Thump.
Thump. But the coast was clear; quickly, he and Boney dashed out of
the room, Lucas slamming the door behind him, as they made for the
last room to search, barring the third floor. It was only
accessible via elevator, from the looks of his map, so it wasn't
likely that they made it up there. It was a good place to hide from
the Ultimate Chimera, at least.

           
The temperature dropped sharply in the last room. It had an
operating table at the very center, though unlike the other two, it
was so large it couldn't even hold a Drago much less a normal
animal. And it was surrounded by some tools very unsuited for
medical work: massive cranes, huge pliers, handsaws, and at least
one incredible circular saw surrounded the table, facing in, ready
to go to work on whatever unfortunate soul happened to get strapped
in.


           
A blue Pigmask was standing guard next to one of the three other
doors in the room. "New guy!" it whispered venomously, trying to
get Lucas to shoo. "Go find your own hiding spot!"

           
"You can have it," he whispered back. "I'm just looking… for those
monkeys." He shivered and his breath was uneven, although he didn't
know whether it was from the sudden cold or from having heard and
seen and having to run from that beast. "Did you see them?" Thump.
Thump.


           
"Monkeys? Yeah, some ran through this door, actually."


           
On the one hand, he was relieved that the Pigmask hadn't captured
the monkeys and he'd have another problem on his plate. But on the
other… "Why didn't you grab them?"

           
"Hey, you want to handle two panicky monkeys all with that thing
running around, you be my guest."

           
Spurred into action, knowing that they had to be close, Lucas took
him up on that offer. "I'm getting those monkeys," he said simply,
"and you can keep your hiding spot."

           
"Good deal," it replied, stepping aside for Lucas to open the door.
It was another elevator, only it had just one button, for going
into the basement. It was a short ride down.


           
It looked to be some kind of small refugee camp for some of the
Pigmasks and the scientists that chose to run from the Ultimate
Chimera rather than try and recapture it. Immediately after
stepping off the elevator, he saw two large cages: one containing
some smaller red animal he had never seen before, cowering in the
corner of its cage, visibly shaking and audibly whimpering with
each thump-thumping of the Ultimate Chimera above - and the second
cage was empty, its door wide open.


           
Lucas was silent. With each step the Ultimate Chimera made, the
dust would shake off from the tiled ceiling above, rumbling
underneath its titanic weight. He felt like the other animal in its
cage: terrified and nearly immobile. But he was still determined.
There was only one other path going farther into the basement, so
the monkeys must have been further inside.


           
Suddenly, the heat began to rise, and the lights turned dark-red,
implying a sense of danger in the immediate area. All was quiet,
though: even the sounds of the Ultimate Chimera's footsteps were
beginning to dull the more he went in. But it offered him no
solace: after all, there was only one way out.


           
The next room held two more cages, containing chimeras he had never
seen before. One of them had a walrus's head and an ape's body; and
the other… was some kind of enormous armadillo. There was nothing
more to the room: no second exit; no other cages; no other feature.
If the monkeys really were underground there with him, they had to
be in the room.


           
Luckily enough for both of them, there they were, poorly concealing
themselves behind the far cage. Lucas stopped once they were in his
sight once again, getting Boney to stay behind him. He didn't want
them to run off again; if they would just go with him, they just
needed to weave around the Ultimate Chimera, and then they could
make a dash for the front door and hopefully that would be the end
of that.

           
He recognized one of them. It looked a little different - older and
a bit more grisly. But it still wore the same collar from three
years ago, and the resemblance was still uncanny. It was that
monkey he had saved with Kumatora and Wess, by getting the adult
Drago to flatten the tank that had been chasing them. He stepped
forward very slowly, and carefully, arduously, raised his hand,
reaching out to the monkeys, searching his memory for its name. He
knew Kumatora told him its name - or, at least, the name it was
given - back at Club Titiboo, but he just couldn't recall it. It
was something delicious. Pasta… ? Soda… ?


           
They obviously didn't recognize him at all: the moment he got a
little too close for their comfort, they hopped away, scaling the
metal bars of the cages swiftly and dancing across them, leaping
out of his reach. "Wait!" he called, but they didn't listen,
running for the door and out of the room.

           
He dashed after them, running back into the first red room and into
the room with the two other cages. One of the Pigmasks taking
shelter there was pounding on the elevator's single button, trying
to call it back, but no use. "Those damn monkeys!" it cursed,
punching the button one final time, and the door opened, revealing
an empty cabin.

           
He and Boney rushed past the Pigmask, getting into the cabin. They
waited a moment for the other Pigmask to join them, but it didn't:
with one look, it turned back around and sat down, wanting nothing
to do with the upstairs. Thump. Thump.

           
Lucas could understand why. He didn't even get a good look at the
Ultimate Chimera's front, and just from the way it sounded and the
way it moved, he was absolutely petrified of it. He could hardly
believe he was pressing the button to take the elevator back
upstairs.


           
What greeted him weren't the monkeys, as he was sincerely hoping,
but another body. Three so far. Like the others, its suit was
ripped and torn all over its suit, and punctured in its helmet
deeply by a tooth pattern that made no sense.

           
But the body also meant something else: the Ultimate Chimera was in
the room recently. How recently, he couldn't know, but he wasn't
gone for terribly long; it couldn't have been too far. There were
four doors in the room, two of them he hadn't entered yet, but
going by his map - his hands so jittery and excited that he could
hardly hold it steady in front of him - they were both dead-ends.
The monkeys had to have gone through one of the other three: he
picked the south door first, hoping that he was lucky enough to
find them there. Thump. Thump.


           
That wasn't the case, and for good reason: the temperature dropped
very sharply the moment he opened the door. It was an enormous
freezer, the chill pumped into the room by a pair of tall machines
standing on both ends of the room. There were four tubes, each
frosting over on the inside, robbing him of most of his vision into
their contents, but the centerpiece of the room was much more
pronounced.


           
It was a large Drago frozen and encased in ice.


           
If the Ultimate Chimera was as small as it was compared to the
Drago, then… what would they make with the Drago… ? He
didn't harp on the thought; he had enough terrors to worry
about.

           
Still, he checked the room over, just to be sure - and the longer
he was away from the Ultimate Chimera, the better. They left the
room before they froze as solid as the Drago.


           
The last place to check before they had to brave the hallways of
the Chimera Lab once more was just north of the large operating
table. He just hoped that the monkeys were smart enough to hide in
places that the Ultimate Chimera wasn't as likely to get into. But,
he did find it in the rec room, so it was just like
Andonuts had said:


           
There was no running from it.

           
It was busy eating something from straight off the shelf, its
enormous jaw snapping away at some of the bags stacked in there.
Its tail was seemingly wagging in delight. But as soon as Lucas saw
it, the Ultimate Chimera saw Lucas.

           
"Back!" he yelled to Boney, pushing his dog away and pulling the
door closed tightly behind him. He was hyperventilating; the same
cold he felt earlier crept into his digits and traveled farther up
his limbs, knowing that the invincible, unstoppable, insatiable
killing machine that they had been running from for the past twenty
minutes was right behind that door. Boney knew it too: he
laid back on his stomach, whining a constant, high-pitched whine,
looking at the door, knowing that the Ultimate Chimera was just
behind it. There was no lock on their side of the door; all he
could do was pull it shut, hoping, praying, that the closed door
was enough to stop it.

           
And for the moment, it was.


           
Dumbstruck and scared witless, Lucas stood there, watching the door
bulge on its hinges rather than turn around and run. The Ultimate
Chimera slammed into the door again and again, pausing a moment,
and, with another of those bone-rattling roars, resumed its charges
with a renewed vigor. After the second charge from its second wind,
the door began to creak and crack; if the latch didn't give way
first, the doorframe itself was.

           
Once the walls began to splinter, Lucas snapped back to reality,
remembering what their best option for encountering the Ultimate
Chimera was. "Run, Boney!" he hollered as he turned, making for the
door going into the laboratory's hallway, his dog close behind.


           
Just beyond the door were the monkeys. They heaved and gasped for
breath, tired from their constant running from the Pigmasks and
from the Ultimate Chimera just two rooms away. Lucas saw that they
were there, but he didn't realize it - after seeing that thing so
close and pound away at the door to get at him, the only thing he
was concerned with was running away.

           
The monkeys realized that he was standing right behind him, and
immediately dashed off, for the opposite end of the corridor
towards the chimera cages. At that moment, he wasn't too concerned
for the monkeys as he was over himself; the Ultimate Chimera had
ripped apart the first door and was already pounding on the second,
fervent to get to its new meat. More than halfway down the hallway,
he thought to make it into the lobby and try to find a hiding spot
for himself in the mini-theatre, when they heard a terrible rip as
the second door hiding the Ultimate Chimera finally heaved under
its pressure.


           
Lucas didn't think - he didn't rationalize or strategize. At the
sight of that incredible creature barreling down the hallway
towards them, its rowed fangs shining and its grotesque tongue
flapping in its open mouth as it ran full-tilt towards them, he
couldn't think. He could barely see straight. He simply turned
around and ran.

           
Ignoring the stairs, he and Boney sprinted into the chimera cage
room, desperate for a place to hide. It was a dead-end, and there
was no clear was to open the cages and hide themselves in it with
whatever other chimera happened to be trapped inside. The monkeys
were hiding in the back corner, behind the ostrelephant cage,
trembling in their own fear, knowing that there was no place left
to hide from the Pigmasks.


           
Thump. Thump. The Ultimate Chimera let out one more roar, scaring
Lucas and Boney into turning around. The sheer power and ferocity
behind its yell made no difference whether it was in the same room
or in a different building. But there it was, staring them both
down.


           
Each step it took forward caused him and Boney to take two back.
Its head - and a good chuck of its body - was jaw: just an enormous
jaw-line that went from just above its chin to its ribs, and it
sported an incredible row of teeth the entire way. It opened its
mouth, panting from the run. An unearthly mix of saliva, blood, and
various meat-stuffs littered its mouth and its gums, companioned by
a comparatively thin, long and wide floppy pink tongue. Its eyes
were just yellow: no iris or pupil to them, as far as he could
see.

           
The ostrelephant and the einswine took what little cover they could
in their cages, backing themselves up as far away as they could
from the Ultimate Chimera as it strode past them. Lucas and Boney
followed their example, but they quickly ran out of room to retreat
to: their backs were to the concrete wall as that thing
kept walking forward.


           
It gave another mighty roar, intimidating them further. He could
smell its foul breath, coated in a number of smells and flavors he
didn't care to imagine, and he could feel bits of its spit fling
from its jaw and splat onto his clothes in its bellow.

           
It dove forward, its mouth agape, intent on swallowing them both
whole.


           
In a flash, Boney and Lucas ran around it.


           
He couldn't believe they had just managed to pull off such a quick
trick, but at least he and Boney were still alive. He hadn't even
realized they had lost their helmets; it had all happened so
quickly. His heart was beating in his throat, watching that thing
irritably turn around and eye them back down again.

           
It gave another blood-curdling roar, and this time, he didn't have
the helmet to protect its spit from his hair. With the exit to
their backs, they immediately turned around and made a break for
it. The Ultimate Chimera wasn't far behind, tromping after its prey
as soon as they left.


           


           
Salsa took a step forward, away from the safety of their hiding
spot. They had managed to evade the Pigmask capture, and becoming
the Ultimate Chimera's next snack, but the moment the helmet came
off on that human, he had a rush of memories flood him all at once.
"I know that human," he said.


           
"You know who?" asked his girlfriend.

           
"That human," he repeated. "It was… gosh, it was many stars ago,
now. We… it was back… "


           
"It was back when I was with that Fassad thing, and you were here
with the Pigmasks."

           
His girlfriend stepped forward. "Is he a bad guy? He was wearing
one of their faces… "

           
"No way, Dip. That human rescued me from Fassad. It and
Princess and Geezer. It's definitely a friend. Definitely." The
loud stomping of the Ultimate Chimera stopped suddenly. "And it's
in trouble, just like we were back then." He turned to Dip, looking
at her pleadingly. "Stay here, and don't move until you hear the
Ultimate Chimera leave. If I don't come back, take the exit we
found earlier and run as far away as you can."

           
"What are you thinking, Salsa?" she asked. He turned around,
dashing after the human and the Ultimate Chimera without an answer,
hearing her call his name behind him as he ran.


           


           
They made it halfway down the corridor, the Ultimate Chimera hot on
their heels, before they had to stop. The front door was just a
turn away, but the door was closed; if they took the time to open
it, they would most assuredly be caught in its teeth. The whirled
around, facing their predator once more as it drew closer. He knew
he was told not to fight it, that it was invincible and unstoppable
- and even though he never saw it fight, he believed it. But there
was no running from it. He tried to focus, to build up a decent PK
Love attack to use, but watching those teeth drip with blood from
its earlier meals made it hard to concentrate.

           
Another, lighter pair of footsteps came rushing up from behind
them, but he didn't dare take his eyes off the Ultimate Chimera for
a second. "Kid!" he heard someone say. It sounded like Andonuts,
"There's a large button on its back! You need to press it!"


           
He didn't answer, still keeping his eyes on the crimson beast in
front of him, still trying to focus his PSI for anything at all,
but he was constantly failing. The more thunderous steps it took
forward, the more his concentration was crushed. Fighting it was
suicide, but trying to press the button on his back - as he
recalled seeing one there in the rec room - was even more absurd.
"Use the dog as bait!" Andonuts yelled - causing Boney to suddenly
yip in fright, which caused Lucas to jump, which broke his focus
again.

           
Having enough of all the distractions, the Ultimate Chimera roared
once more. Lucas could feel his PSI dance on his fingertips - he
could feel its energy arc in his palms and he could sense the wash
of power through his body as he tried to drum up anything
- but, as his heart continued to pound its way up his throat and
into his ears, he could never grip onto any trick he already
knew.

           
His eyes widened and his breathing quickened as it approached. He
and Boney could turn back around and try to sprint away,
but trying to use his PSI for anything and the fright of seeing it
so close again, he was having a million thoughts at once and
couldn't grasp any of them soundly.

           
The Ultimate Chimera made a few more steps forward, and suddenly
leapt forward, its maw wide open again. Lucas didn't think to try
and dash around it again and in an instant -


           
CLICK!


           
-the Ultimate Chimera flopped to the ground limply, its mouth
closed, its breathing halted. It went as stiff as a statue as it
slid across the hard floor, carried forward by its momentum until
finally stopped just short of the meeting room. The canary on its
head simply fell down with it, landing on its side just in front of
the head, and finally, it was all over. The Ultimate Chimera laid
to rest on the ground floor of the Chimera Lab.

           
It took Lucas a moment to register what had just happened. The
Ultimate Chimera had jumped at them, its mouth wide open - he could
see down its throat, and all the squishy muscles that shook and
wriggled with its fearsome roar - and it had suddenly just stopped.
Everything was silent between him, Boney, and Andonuts, for the
most reeling moment of his life. His fingers and hands refused to
move for a while, still recoiling from the fright.

           
The monkey stood next to the Ultimate Chimera, looking at the beast
with its own uncertainty. Pressing the button as Andonuts said
looked like it worked so far, but it was still difficult
to believe. Just like turning off a light. That was it?

           
Andonuts, however, seemed comfortable enough with the Ultimate
Chimera subdued. "Oh," he said simply as he stepped out of his
garbage can, "Thank you, lad. And monkey."


           
Lucas's beating heart began to calm, and the feeling began to
return to his entire body, very slowly. "The Ultimate Chimera is
down, and the Pigmask occupation here has been weakened. Now's a
good time to get running, wouldn't you say?" Lucas didn't reply. "I
think I'll take this opportunity to leave the military, and devote
my life to making all things happy. It's about time I used my
skills for something less revolting, for once in my life." He
turned to Boney, patting him calmly on the head, You agree with my
idea? Thank you, dog!"


           
Boney didn't think very highly of Andonuts.


           
"I'm sorry," he apologized. "I didn't mean anything by the 'bait'
thing. I was just caught up in the moment. Water under the
bridge?"

           
Boney wasn't the forgiving type, at least not right away. Serious
or not, Boney gave chase, intent on giving Andonuts a feel of what
it was like being the 'bait' for the hideous monster.


           
A second monkey came running out of the far room, quickly joining
the first. Lucas looked over the Ultimate Chimera, confident that
it was indeed 'off' but still apprehensive.



           
He looked at the collared monkey, and it looked to him; he felt
that they both recognized each other from the event three years
ago, and as he studied to worn, dirty blue collar around its neck,
he suddenly remembered its name. "Salsa," he said, and the monkey
yipped happily. "Thank… you, Salsa," he breathed. He still hadn't
weaned all the excitement from his system.

           
Boney came back, apparently having his fill of chasing around
Andonuts, and barked to the trio to follow. Lucas was more than
happy to oblige; they turned and left the Ultimate Chimera in the
hall. He had what he came for, and he was more than willing to put
the Chimera Lab behind him.












Chapter 21

 


Just outside the Chimera Lab, Salsa's monkey friend - judging by
the bow in its hair, he could only guess it was a girl - took the
lead and began chirping at them to follow.


           
She went east, back towards the little pond separating the Chimera
Lab from the ropeway. Salsa jumped ahead, grabbing Lucas by the
wrist and insisting on following his friend. He wasn't sure which
way the Needle was, but as long as the Pigmasks didn't have Salsa
and his friend, they couldn't get to it themselves, so that was
something of a victory.


           
She travelled north once they got to the lake, and Salsa dragged
Lucas along behind her, until they got to a large stone wall. A
gray wall, separated into two air-tight pieces sitting snugly
between a pair of hills, blocked their path to whatever was
guarding it. It was dressed with a number of symbols all across it,
of a person dancing and contorting itself into a number of
positions, like a dance.


           
Lucas recalled seeing something like this out of the corner of his
memory, but he didn't remember where or when. Salsa, apparently,
remembered it very clearly, and immediately burst into a flurry of
chirps and clicks at the wall, jumping excitedly in front of it,
trying to push him and Boney away to give himself some room.

           
Salsa stood in front of the wall for a moment as all the eyes were
on him. He looked at it sternly - it had been a long time since he
had performed the same dance, and he allowed himself a minute to
study the drawings and recall the exact movements and patterns.
When he was ready, he stood up straight, and, much to Lucas's
amusement, started dancing.


           
Lucas had no idea what the motivation was behind the dance, but,
unexpectedly, the wall dropped into the ground, allowing them to
pass. The dance was the key to opening it. He turned to his dog,
bewildered that Salsa even knew that would work to begin with.


           
Just beyond the wall was an open clearing, protected on all sides
by mossy hills. The grass was fairly well trimmed compared to the
unruly grass of just behind the door, and sitting in the back of
the clearing was another large conch shell, with windows on its
sides and a large door on its front, just like the one Aeolia had.
In front of the 'house' were too enormous pits, framing the path
from the wall to the house. The one on the right was bone dry and
totally featureless except for a simple ladder chiseled out of the
dirt; the one on the left was otherwise a completely ordinary pool
of water with a single light shining below its surface. He didn't
know what could have been giving off such a radiant glow, but he
knew whoever was living in the shell would.

           
He approached the door, knocking on it twice before showing himself
in. Inside, the decor was largely purple and barren. It had a bed
on the right, a table on the left, and a doormat - nothing else. No
curtains for the windows, or rugs, or anything. Whoever lived there
was very minimalistic.

           
Standing at the back wall was who he had expected to be there -
another Magypsie, although unlike Ionia and Aeolia, there were very
little feminine features to this one. It was very round and bulky,
wearing overalls with no shirt and a small, flat hat with
fashionable sunglasses. Its red hair was braided, and it wore the
same ruby-red lipstick as the others, though; and it was as
unshaven as its friends.

           
He had no expected the person with the Magypsie to be there,
though, although he was certainly happy to see her.


           
"Kumatora!" he yelped, surprised and elated to see her, and without
a scratch on her. Without thinking about it, he quickly leapt
forward, embracing Kumatora affectionately to show how relieved he
was to see her alright.

           
"Hey, there, kid, calm down," she laughed, returning the hug. "I'm
happy to see you too, but c'mon, I'm no good at the mushy stuff,
alright?" Lucas giggled, releasing her and stepping back. That sure
sounded like the Kumatora he knew. Once he let go, she spotted
something in the corner of her eye, and turned to face the two
monkeys that had followed him in.


           
"Oh! You're here too, Salsa?! It's great to see you again! I didn't
even know you were alive! It's a relief to see you're up an' at
'em!" Salsa chirped, happy to see her as much as she was to him.
"And I finally get to meet your love-bug, too!" she laughed,
stepping in front of Salsa's girlfriend and bending at the knees to
meet her, reaching out with a calm hand. "Hey there,
beautiful."

           
The girl monkey wasn't used to humans and could barely put up with
Lucas himself - she had been in the Pigmask's captivity for the
past three years, and her experience was not a friendly one. Once
Kumatora got too close, she immediately ducked and took shelter
behind Salsa.


           
"Oh my!" the Magypsie said. Unlike Ionia and Aeolia, who mostly
spoke practically in falsetto, this larger one spoke many octaves
lower than Bronson. It was the deepest, most manly voice he ever
heard. "What adorable visitors! Kumatora, you're the popular one;
introduce me to your cute-as-a-button friends, would you?" It
finished its sentence by brushing its hand over its braid
elegantly; glitter practically showered down from its fingers as it
swished the braid over its shoulder.


           
"Yeah, sure. These are my friends." She turned to the monkeys
first. "This is Salsa and his 'Love Monkey'," she explained. "We
met three years ago, when some screw-up called Fassad introduced
his sorry-self to Tazmily. I dunno the girl-monkey's story past her
being kidnapped, but Salsa had to put up with Fassad and his abuse
for the entire time until we set him free." She furrowed her brow
at Salsa, "He ran off once we rescued him, before we had a chance
to help him with his girl problems. I hadn't seen him since then.
Just a fool in love, I guess."

           
She turned to Lucas. "The blonde-haired pretty-boy's name is Lucas.
It was thanks to him and his pet Drago that we even managed to
rescue Salsa in the first place. He can use PSI, just like me. We
stayed in touch for a little bit, but I had to disappear when I
heard some rumors about Club Titiboo. We only got all caught up the
day before yesterday."

           
She turned towards Boney, to finish her introductions. "And the
dog's name is… " She stuttered, suddenly put on the spot. She
remembered Duster calling the dog something just before they were
all separated, but before that… nobody had called him anything for
her to know what his name was. "Uh… " She quickly stepped up to
Lucas, whispering in his ear for a moment, and he whispered back
before she continued.


           
"Boney the dog!" she finished. "Boney's his name, yes-siree. Won't
find a dog more loyal than Boney, nope. He'd follow Lucas to the
ends of the islands, that Boney, he's such a character!"

           
The Magypsie stepped forward, its wide frame practically splitting
the air around it as it walked, approaching Lucas. "You say he can
use PSI?" it asked, leaning down to get a better look at him. He
knew the Magypsies were friends, but he couldn't help but feel
apprehensive. This one was just so huge.


           
"So you're sweet little Lucas? Ionia's told me all about you. My
name is Doria, sugar," it said, extending a large, kind (though a
little sweaty) hand. Lucas shook it warmly, trying to hide his
near-reflexive apprehension. "And Ionia's filled me in on the whole
situation. So I know you're here to pull my Needle."

           
Lucas looked away. He was essentially here to end Doria's life, for
the greater good, or so he was told, and the reminder about it was
pretty glum. "Yeah."

           
"Don't look so glum!" it chastised, walking past him and Boney
briskly. "Come with me, and I'll show you where it is. There's no
problem, really! I'm looking forward to it!"


           
Kumatora waited for Doria to leave before she asked Lucas her
question. "What was that, Lucas? Doria mentioned the Needle an'
suddenly you look like you just drank some bad milk."

           
Lucas looked to the door, to make sure Doria was away, before
answering. "Pulling the Needle means… killing the Magypsie guarding
it," he said softly. "If I do this, Doria will disappear."

           
Rather than reel back in shock or surprise like he had expected,
Kumatora simply hummed in thought. "Why do you hafta pull it? Has
one been pulled already?"

           
"Yeah. Aeolia's Needle was pulled earlier this afternoon. It's a
big, long story about… dragons and fates and destinies, and good
versus evil, and, you know."

           
That caused her to react. "Aeolia's gone?" she asked, sounding
hurt for the first time since Lucas knew her. "You're not pullin'
my leg?"

           
He thought she would want him to expand on the reasons behind the
Needles, not who was guarding them, so he was caught a little
off-guard. "No. We were just as surprised when it happened."

           
She lowered her head, resting her forehead in her right palm for a
moment, saying nothing. "Man, Aeolia… " she sighed. "She taught me
all I know about PSI. She was the closest to Osohe and she'd visit
me a lot when I was a kid. It's… it's a bummer to hear she's gone."
Lucas said nothing while Kumatora offered her silent respects. With
no sniffles or quick breaths, Lucas assumed she wasn't crying - a
tomboy to the end. "Well, speakin' of fates an' all that," she
said, collecting herself again, "Doria was the one that rescued me
from Thunder Tower after Fassad blew it up. He saved me.
Apparently, that's what fate had in store. He said a pretty woman
dressed in red came to him in one of his dreams, saying that I'd
fall into his pool at this date at this hour, yadda yadda. Just in
case you were curious." Without giving him an opportunity to ask
anything more, she left the conch shell, joining Doria outside.
Salsa's girlfriend soon followed, almost eagerly - like it wanted
to console Kumatora, realizing that something was wrong. Lucas,
Boney and Salsa, with nothing left to do in the shell, soon
followed.

           
"Well, you took your sweet time!" Doria called light-heartedly once
Lucas finally came out of its house. "Get over here and look at
this little pond, here." Lucas obeyed, stepping up beside Doria as
they looked over the pit filled with water just in front of its
house, "The needle I'm guarding is at the bottom of this pond."


           
I made it so my Needle would be a bit tougher to pull out," it
giggled. "Just in case I didn't like who was doing the pulling. But
you don't have to worry about that, Lucas, you're a-okay in my
book." They all turned to the empty pit just beside the pool. "But
still, it's hard to believe a little sweetie-pie like you has the
power to pull the Needles. Not that I'm saying you're weak, of
course! I was just expecting someone older, and bigger, and… "
Doria hummed decadently. "Burlier, with a big, bushy beard… and a
very woodsy smell… and the biggest-"

           
"Doria," Kumatora snapped. "Focus."

           
"Oh, right!" it squealed meekly. "I'm sorry, I got a little carried
away! But you're right. Lucas, darling, before you can even pull
the Needle, we need to move the water from this pond to that empty
hole first."


           
"And how do we do that?" he asked to Doria.

           
"I dunno!" it laughed, shrugging its shoulders. "I didn't design my
awesome defense system with the thought that I'd ever need to undo
it, to be honest."



Lucas couldn't help but laugh with Doria a little. "How about I
just… swim down and pull it underwater?"

           
"Oh, no no!" Doria cried seriously. "No, you can't do that! When
you pull the Needle, Lucas, you'll feel this huge amount of power
try to push you down, into the hole the Needle just opened. If
you're under the water when that happens, you won't be able to get
back up! You'll drown!"

           
Lucas looked to the pool on the left. He would have done it, if
Doria hadn't warned him. "But not all hope is lost!" it continued,
"You know that Chimera Laboratory to the west of here? I'm sure
it's got something that can help us move the water here. They're a
fancy, big, science-y building, so they're bound to have something,
right?"

           
He groaned; he wasn't exactly looking forward to going back to the
Chimera Lab so soon. "Do I… have to? Go back there, I mean?" Salsa
understood what they were saying, and he chirped and mumbled in his
monkey talk, making his own objections known.

           
"I'm afraid there's not really a choice, cutie. We have to move the
water somehow, right?"

           
"I… guess so." He could probably find something in Tazmily, but it
was a long way back and there probably wasn't anything large enough
to move entire pools of water like that. The memories of the
Ultimate Chimera still fresh (and the spit it roared into his
hair), he reluctantly began walking back to the Chimera Lab.
Hopefully, he'd just be in and out.


           
The small pond just in front of the stone door protecting Doria's
place was alive with another imaginative chimera cross between dogs
and fish, with apparently some rooster thrown in. Although he
doubted anything could come close to matching the horse/tarantula
breed in sheer craziness.

           
The Chimera Lab looked no less unassuming the second time than the
first - aside from a large hole in the building's west wing. A
bald-headed man wearing a lab coat was standing just outside its
front door, walking briskly away from it and towards Lucas. "Hey
there, lad," Doctor Andonuts called. "You forget something in
there?"

           
"What happened to the place?" Lucas responded, looking right at the
damage past Andonuts - and noting another Pigmask body lying
helplessly in front of it.


           
"Don't mind the soldier, lad, he's just being dramatic." Unlike the
other ones in the laboratory, this one's suit wasn't ripped and its
helmet hasn't been punctured, although it still looked like a
far-cry from good health. "There's no problem. The Ultimate Chimera
certainly hasn't escaped and torn right through the wire fence.
Whatever gave you that ghastly idea?"

           
Lucas looked at Andonuts quickly, then back to the surrounding
forest. It had escaped?! The Ultimate Chimera was running
wild out there somewhere?! "No need to worry, my boy," Andonuts
said lightly. "The damage was simply caused by a pipeline bursting
in the foundation. Just a little plumbing error, nothing to get a
riled up over."

           
Lucas didn't believe him for a moment. "A broken pipe did all
this?!"

           
"That's what I've been told to say. So, what brings you back here?
Must have been pretty important." Aside from the broken fence and
the massive wall going into the building, Lucas didn't see any
signs of the Ultimate Chimera anywhere - no footsteps or torn trees
or loud roars off in the distance. He wasn't too certain what to
believe with Andonuts, but then again, who would turn the Ultimate
Chimera back on?

           
"Well, um," Lucas started. Now his nerves were all shot. "I need
something that can move a lot of water really fast, and I was
hoping the Chimera Lab might have something to help."


           
"You're looking for a way to transfer all the water from one pond
to another? What on earth could possess you to need something like
that?"

           
Lucas wasn't totally sure how he could have worded it correctly.
"It's… important, is all I can really say. Very important."

           
Andonuts leaned forward, looking hard into Lucas's eyes. "I believe
myself to be a good judge of character," he announced, "and your
eyes tell me that you're trustworthy, if a little secretive.
They're the eyes of someone who has taken on some sort of mission.
I've learned a very valuable life lesson about helping others in
need many years ago. From a boy maybe a year older than you or so,
actually." He stood back up, turning back to the lab. "I need to
get away from this place as quickly as I can, but I can still pull
enough strings to get you what you need. I'll be right back."
Andonuts dashed back into the Chimera Lab, intent on getting what
he was getting as quickly as possible, leaving Lucas outside.

           
Lucas looked around the forest surrounding the Chimera Lab while he
waited, his dog Boney and his old friend Salsa keeping him company.
The local wildlife - as 'local' as it was - wasn't aggressive at a
distance, apparently content with Lucas being out of their
territory. But every time he glanced at an ostrelephant or a
batgutan just a stone's throw away, he was reminded of how the
Ultimate Chimera could have been anywhere out there, just waiting,
stalking.

           
He was about to head back to Doria's place, to at least get
Kumatora to wait with him so he could calm himself a little, when
Andonuts re-emerged from the Chimera Lab, with a number of
incredible animals following behind him. Somehow, almost magically,
they all managed to fit through the front door, when two of them
were nearly as large as the building itself.


           
"Gentlemen! Behold! I've brought several of the chimeras I've been
developing in secret," he told, looking over his 'collection'. A
massive, bluish-purplish elephant thing with a grilled nose and
small, leathery wings; two small human-like boys that looked
absolutely identical; and a larger, yellow-and-red-striped giraffe
with a massive nose and a puffy mane on its head. "Take whichever
you think is most useful to you," he offered.

           
The elephant-thing and the giraffe-like were a little imposing for
their size, but they might have been able to get the job done
faster. "What do they even do?" Lucas asked.

           
"I'm glad you asked, my boy!" the scientist replied happily,
gleeful that he could demonstrate his genius for the first time.
"Take a look at this first one. I called it a 'Dryguy'. It's the
latest model of a Dryer Chimera and it utilizes and air intake
system and a jet engine. It can dry anything in mere moments! Long
hair, afros, underwear, Asian beauties, you name it! It'll be drier
than your grandpa's complexion."

           
It sounded like just the thing Lucas was looking for, but he had
just one question. "What's an 'Asian'?"

           
"That's a story for another time," Andonuts dodged. "You want to
give the Dryguy a shot?"

           
He looked over the massive beast again, looking into its grilled
nose. The grills were actually flesh, not steel, even though it
apparently ran with a jet engine. Even if it couldn't dry up the
pool, it might be able to simply blow it away. "Sure, I'll try
it."

           
"Excellent!" Andonuts seemed just so pleased that he had finally
gotten his secret experiments to work for the first time. "Lead the
way, lad! I'll stay here to look after my babies."

           
Thankfully, it wasn't a very long walk, since the Dryguy waddled
and lumbered very laboriously. It took a moment, but they managed
to walk it just around the pond and to Doria's without much
trouble. Doria in particular seemed absolutely thrilled to see
it.


           
"This will solve our water dilemma, I just know it!"


           
Lucas approached the Dryguy sensitively, placing a hand on its
snout and pointing it at the water. "Dryguy," he said, talking and
acting as he was instructed. "Dry this pond, please."

           
It followed its instruction seamlessly, following Lucas's finger to
the large pool of water beside it and immediately went to work,
digging its tail into the ground for stability.


           
Doria was practically enchanted with the Dryguy and how it
diligently went away at simply blowing hot air at the water's
surface. Kumatora was skeptical, however - and after fifteen
minutes with no visible change to the water level (besides a
constant ripple), Lucas was beginning to have his doubts.

           
"Just let him work a moment longer!" Doria insisted. "Things of
beauty take time. I should know!" They relented at first, but after
another ten minutes, Kumatora began to get impatient.

           
"Take it back, Lucas," she said. "Try somethin' different." Lucas
was normally fairly patient himself, but he agreed. There just
wasn't anything happening for them to get to the Needle. He
approached it and calmed it down just like Andonuts had instructed,
and uneventfully walked it back to the Chimera Lab. The Dryguy
seemed depressed, constantly glancing back at the pool as they left
Doria's, reluctant to be beaten by the first thing it couldn't
dry.

           
Andonuts hadn't moved from his spot, though his nose was buried in
a notebook, scribbling in it a mile a minute. He only looked up
when he heard the thunderous footsteps of the heavy Dryguy
approaching. "Ah, lad!" he called, ringing the pencil through the
notebook's spine and placing it in his coat pocket. "How was it? I
trust it was a success?"

           
Lucas shook his head. "Not even close." Andonuts' shoulders
immediately slumped at the news, bewildered: he was
certain it would work.

           
He walked the Dryguy back to its spot, looking over the three
remaining chimeras. Two of them were identical human-like boys -
one of them looked courageous and determined, but the other one
constantly hid in its shadow, too shy to step forward. "What are
these ones?"

           
"Those are the Bucket Brothers. They're the result of combining
cutting-edge dough technology with Clayman technology. They work as
hard as any Clayman you've seen, and they're just as human as…
well, a human! If the Dryguy didn't get it done, then I'm
positive these boys will have it done with gusto."

           
Lucas wasn't sure. If they worked as hard as any other Clayman,
then they would probably get it done - it was just their size that
was holding him back. He wasn't fully-grown, himself, and they only
stood up to his chest. "I guess I'll give them a shot."

           
"And trust me, boy, you won't regret it!" answered Andonuts. "Derry
and Ryder!" Immediately, both the Bucket Brothers looked up and
towards their 'father'. "Follow this boy, and do whatever he needs
you to do! It shouldn't be too hard."

           
They both warmed up to Lucas once they were given their
instructions, much like how he knew Claymen operated. Another brisk
walk to Doria's property, and the Bucket Brothers went to work.


           
Doria was just as enthusiastic about them as it was for the Dryguy,
occasionally cheering them on and letting them know that they were
doing good work. But after twenty minutes of them just going back
and forth, taking cupfulls of water with each swig, there was no
real change to the water level in either pit. All of the water
thrown into the empty one just seeped into the dirt and
disappeared.

           
Lucas stopped them after a while longer, and like the Dryguy, they
seemed confused and disheartened when they were brought back to the
Chimera Lab with the job only half done.

           
"I don't know what to tell you, lad," Andonuts said solemnly,
looking over his three prized creations. "Those were the best bets
I had to offer. If they couldn't do it, then… well, jeez, I don't
know what will."

           
"How about this last one?" Lucas offered, standing in front of the
giraffe. After two failed attempts already, he wasn't especially
optimistic, but getting to the Needle was a priority, and anything
that could be done would help.

           
Andonuts, however, winced when Lucas offered to try the last
chimera. "That one, huh. That's a rather ho-hum chimera known as
the Pump Chimera. It's an extraordinarily ordinary creature that's
really only useful when you need to transfer something from
someplace to another place immediately nearby. Like… " He
sputtered. "I don't know. Pond water into a ditch or
something?"

           
"You sound so bored about your own chimera," Lucas remarked.

           
"Yeah, it's just, I don't know what I was thinking when I made this
thing. It's just so uninteresting, and it has too specific a
purpose, you know?" Andonuts sighed, looking up at the creature. It
apparently didn't take offense. "I can't really promise anything if
you try this one, but if you really want, I'll lend it to
you."

           
Lucas didn't know if he was actually making any jokes or not, but
he played along. "I guess. We tried everything else."

           
Although Andonuts seemed sincerely concerned over the success of
the pump chimera, Lucas made the walk from the laboratory to
Doria's place once more with the long-necked beast in tow. Doria
seemed easy to please; it was just as enthusiastic about the pump
chimera as it was the other two.


           
With a careful bit of prodding and the chimera watching where it
placed its own four feet, it turned sideways and went to work,
stuffing its long snout into the water and greedily sucking the
water down its long neck.


           
And, grossly, out the other end. Unlike the other three chimeras,
the results from this one going to work were immediate and drastic:
after the first two or three pumps, the water level began to
visibly drain and empty through the creature's body and out its
tail, gushing it all into the second pit. "More! Do more!" Doria
cheered, getting girlishly excited at seeing the chimera accomplish
its job so well.


           
"Hey, Doria," Kumatora interrupted. "Calm yourself a little, huh?
You're dancin' an' prancin' like you just won the lottery or
somethin'."

           
"Oh, my dear, you don't understand!" insisted Doria, resuming its
happy dancing and squealing. "I haven't seen my Needle in so many
years. This is such a big deal for me! After so many years of
waiting, someone is finally going to pull my Needle!"

           
"Lucas says that pullin' Needles means makin' Magypsies disappear.
An' you're okay with that?" Lucas was watching the pump chimera
work with rapt attention, but he had overheard Kumatora's question,
and his shoulders immediately slumped.

           
Doria stopped its dancing at once, eyeing Kumatora with a bit more
understanding. "Oh, is this about me and vanishing, sugar? Are you
going to miss me when I'm gone?"

           
"I miss Aeolia," she answered without missing a beat.

           
"Oh, my dear girl," Doria began, almost apologetically. "Aeolia was
a good friend of mine. We're all pretty close, really. And we
always knew this time would come - we just didn't know when, so we
made every meeting like it was our last one. If it's any
consolation, Kumatora, then I promise you, Aeolia left with no
regrets at all. I know I won't."

           
Kumatora wasn't good at showing her sensitive side, and felt
awkward in their conversation. "I don't think I woulda left Osohe
if I knew Aeolia was gonna just… up an' disappear like that. I
didn't even get to say my farewells."

           
"Hey, now, don't talk like that," responded Doria, getting stern.
"Aeolia would have wanted you to make new friends, see the world,
and help cutie-pie Lucas save it. We've waited for generations for
a person that can pull the Needles and rescue the world from
whatever danger is threatening it, and if Lucas didn't get to
Aeolia's Needle, then it's definitely in danger. Aeolia
may be gone, but she needs you now more than ever, sugar, and you
can get a lot more done if you're not busy regretting your
what-ifs."

           
They were cut off by the sound of the water trickling down into the
new pit, and the confident stomps of the pump chimera swaggering
away. The water had been transferred successfully. "Thanks for the
pep talk, I guess," said Kumatora, though she didn't face Doria. "I
guess you might be right."

           
"Don't mention it, darling." Doria turned away and looked into the
newly opened pit: the glimmering Needle protruding from its floor,
emitting a dazzling light everywhere as it sat spiked into the
earth. "We only exist to protect the Needles until 'the time' has
come. And when 'the time' comes, they no longer need protecting, so
we no longer need existing. We Magypsies have lived our lives so we
can happily accept that fate when the time comes, so none of us
have any regrets about our fates."


           
"And you cheer up too, Lucas," it commanded, resting a hand on his
shoulder. "Come on! With this, we'll be tied with the bad guys!
This is an awesome moment right here! We don't need to make it so
depressing, do we?"

           
Lucas looked down the pit and to the Needle. It looked more like so
kind of weird sword with no hilt, but two handles on its bottom to
grip. Just like the other pit, there was a convenient ladder
chiseled into the dirt for him to climb, though it had eroded more
than a little bit with all the time it spent in the water. "I guess
I'll… pull it now," he stuttered. Ever since three years ago, it
was difficult to imagine any death at all, even with Doria's
obvious acceptance with it.

           
"Hey, now, mister," Doria said, stopping Lucas before he could, and
kneeling down to meet him. "You're not going anywhere until I see a
smile on that face of yours. Got it?"

           
He hadn't known Doria for very long, but the way it, and all the
Magypsies for that matter, were always so upbeat even in the face
of their own personal oblivion, was something of a pick-me-up. He
put on his best smile. "That's more like it. Now go get it,
tiger."

           
With that out of the way, Lucas carefully climbed himself down the
dirt ladder, into the soggy, soft mud of the pit below. The 'rungs'
of the ladder all melded into his fingers and sank with his
pressure, and immediately upon standing on the bottom, he sank up
to his calves.


           
The light the Needle emanated shone in his eyes, giving off a
bright illumination to the surrounding walls. He felt nothing
coming from the object - he anticipated that he could feel some
kind of incredible energy or something, akin to what he normally
felt whenever he got a new PSI trick, or something - but he felt
nothing. At least, not yet.

           
Doria joined Lucas down in the pit, eagerly awaiting Lucas, the boy
chosen to pull them for their places (or, at least one of the
boys), to pull its own, and Boney and the monkeys gathered around
the pit's rim, patiently watching the scene unfold below them. "To
tell the honest truth," it sighed, "I'm not totally positive if I
should be happy, or terrified."

           
Lucas looked away from the Needle. "Do you not want me to?"

           
"Of course I want you to. I'm sorry, I meant, whether I should be
happy or terrified for everybody else. I'm not the least bit afraid
to see it gone for myself, but for the planet at large."
Unexpectedly, Doria began to dance on the spot giddily once again.
"But on the other, it's finally time! I've waited soooooo
long! A rush of emotions is overcoming me! I can't believe I'm
here, witnessing this moment!"


           
Kumatora followed after Doria, landing in the pit and immediately
dirtying her dress as she sank into the mud nearly a foot. If
whatever this thing was important enough for Aeolia to actually
want it gone it regardless of the consequences, she wanted
to see it up close.


           
Lucas looked into the Needle as best as he could through its
shimmering light. He stepped forward, looking over the hilt of the
Needle, and, with a deep breath, he gently gripped it by the two
wings it had at its top.

           
He expected it to pull back and resist his tugs, but when he had a
firm grip on both the wings, it seemed to practically fly out on
its own.


           
It was all exactly as he remembered it at Aeolia's. The flashing
lights; the loud rumbling; the deep, constant heartbeat; and, most
spectacularly, the enormous white flash at the very end. He hadn't
expected the huge cloud of smoke to burst from the ground the way
it had, and at the very end, he felt an enormous force try to push
him down. It was as though someone had brought their hands to his
upper back and roughly shoved him to the ground, forcing him to his
knees, into the mud and into the new hole he had just opened
below.

           
He struggled and winced, trying to stand himself back up underneath
the invisible pressure. Boney barked; the monkeys began to chirp
worriedly, already excited from the whole display; and Kumatora
reached out - she didn't feel anything, and suddenly it looked as
though Lucas was in pain. She wanted to help him stand back up, but
Doria, already beginning to fade from existence, grabbed her by the
wrist and stopped her.

           
It lasted a moment longer than Lucas would have liked. He was
losing the battle, and his face was inches away from the mud, when
it suddenly backed off, lifting from his back completely. With the
sudden weight gone, he felt an incredible surge of something from
within him: a familiar power that was resting in his heart all his
life, finally emerging and enveloping him once more.


           
"This really is the beginning of the end," Doria remarked, looking
past Lucas and into the new hole created by the Needle. "'The time'
has finally arrived, after so long." After sounding so glum, it
immediately burst into an excited squeal. It couldn't help but
swish its braided hair over its shoulder again, swishing it in the
air elegantly, "I never thought someone would show up at this
tender girl's home to pull the Needle."


           
"So, this is exactly what happened to Aeolia?" Kumatora asked,
watching Doria's body just barely cling to existence.

           
"Absolutely. Disappearing young and beautiful." Doria sighed,
running its fingers across its cheeks as its expression nearly lit
up at the thought. "In one sense, it's total bliss.

           
"Now, Kumatora," it began, facing the girl, putting on a more
serious tone. "It's you and Lucas versus them, and we need to be
absolutely sure that Lucas wins. See it all through with him to the
end, would you?"

           
"Of course," she replied, sounding nearly curt about it.

           
"That'a girl." It looked up at the sky, taking a deep breath. "For
the first time… I'm about to disappear forever.


           
"Think about me sometimes. Here, take this memento of me,
okay?"


           
It reached into one of the pockets on the sides of its overalls,
withdrawing both a single bar of lipstick and an electric razor in
one try. They were both the same brand as Aeolia's, but the
lipstick was a much darker shade of red. He accepted them
graciously; with the Needle gone, they were the last remaining
proof that Doria ever existed.

           
"The rest is up to you," Doria said. And with a smile, it vanished
into thin air.


           
Lucas and Kumatora said nothing to each other. They both simply
stared at the hole in the mud from its feet for a moment, lamenting
in their own personal ways, before Kumatora finally made the first
move by climbing out of the pit. "Let's get cleaned up," she said
quietly over her shoulder. Lucas said nothing; he followed her out
of the hole once she was totally out, without looking back to the
Needle's last resting place.

           
They sat at the edge of the second pit once they were both out,
cleaning their socks, shoes, and clothes from all the mud that
clung to them. Lucas didn't know what to say to Kumatora - he had
never seen her get so upset over anything. He knew what it was like
to lose someone you loved very much, and he knew how much she was
hurting, but he didn't know what he could say to console her.

           
"Say, Lucas," she said once they were clean. She sounded a little
distant, but not nearly as bad as she was probably feeling. "You
mentioned something about dragons, fates, and good versus evil a
little bit ago, right?"

           
"Yeah."

           
She hummed to herself at his answer. "Ionia told me something a
long time ago. When the Dark Dragon that's sleepin' under the
island wakes up, all life n' time'll be reborn. That sound about
right to you?"

           
Ionia made it sound a bit more important than the way she was
putting it. "That's right."

           
Kumatora mustered up the courage to face him, looking at his deep
blue eyes, and then to Boney, and his happy, loyal brown ones. She
took a deep breath, before continuing.


           
"I dunno what's going to happen, but I'm going to see things
through to the end. I'd like to come along with you, Lucas. I… want
to." Surely, confident, outgoing Kumatora sounded nervous and
dodgy, as if she was afraid he'd say no. "It was a blast up 'till
now, and I have some debts I need to repay."

           
He looked up at her, and smiled. "Kumatora… we're friends. Best
friends." He extended his hand, palm facing up, not for her to
shake, but rather, for her to hold. "I would have asked you if you
didn't ask me."

           
She smiled back, sincerely glad for his answer - and then slapped
his hand, giving him a low-five. "Let's go find Duster," she said,
her familiar boldness fully restored. "Come on!"

           
They turned to leave the clearing and begin their next journey, to
find Duster and the Egg of Light, when they heard a pair of
familiar chirps from just behind them. Salsa and his girlfriend
walked along close behind them, ready to see them off, but Salsa
looked so slumped and sad. His head hung low and his eyes trailed
up across the ground to her, nearly pleading with her to stay.


           
"Salsa, we just met again after all this time, but it looks like
this is goodbye again."

           
Salsa gave a series of quiet clicks and squeals in response. She
walked forward and knelt down, running her fingers playfully
through the fur on his head.


           
"What's with that look? You're such a sentimental monkey…Don't look
so bummed! You got yourself an awesome deal, you know!" She stood
up, looking over the sheltered clearing. "I'm sure Doria won't mind
the least little bit if you look after her house from now on. You
have all the running space you'll ever need; there're lots of nuts
and bugs and things to eat; you even have your own house and your
own pool! This is awesome! You just take good care of Love Monkey
and everything'll come up roses for you."

           
Salsa looked back up, trying to put on his best look for her, but
still, he wasn't ready to see her leave just yet. He had been
looking forward to seeing her again for the last three years, and
now…

           
"Let's get going, Lucas," Kumatora called, turning back around for
the gray stone wall. "Let's go find Duster and the next Needle!"
Lucas and Boney nodded and walked ahead, but just before Kumatora
could make it herself, she felt a tug on her dress.


           
"Huh? What is it?"


           
Salsa reached underneath his worn, tussled blue collar, and
withdrew a nut from between it and his fur. His paw clenched into a
tight fist to make sure he didn't drop his precious gift, he
grabbed her left hand, and gently placed it into her open
palm.

           
She looked at the small nut, feeling it roll around on her skin
before resting in the center of her hand. "A nut?" she asked,
bringing it closer to her face. "For me?"

           
Salsa looked away shyly. He knew it wasn't an awesome gift - he had
tasted the thing humans called 'beef jerky' before, and it tasted
absolutely heavenly. It didn't hold a candle to his little nut, and
they probably ate those things three times a day. "Thanks, Salsa!"
she said, leaning forward and giving the monkey a quick hug. "This
really means a lot to me. I'll be sure to bring you something back
when we visit!"

           
Elated that Kumatora accepted his lame gift, Salsa did one final
trick for her, to see her off properly. He remembered that the
humans liked watching him perform tricks from three years ago, and
he still had at least one left in him. He started to flip into the
air.



           
Before she could let Salsa get another opportunity to stop her -
not that she minded, but they really needed to leave - she turned
around without another word, and ran to catch up with Lucas.












Chapter 22

 


"Any ideas for what next?" Kumatora asked as they left Doria's,
now Salsa's, place. "Where we can find Duster, or the next Needle,
or whatever?"

           
They went around the large pond between the Titiboo ropeway and the
Chimera Lab, heading east.


           
"Not really," he responded. "I sorta just wound up here on a fluke,
so I don't really have anything to go on." He slowed his pace as he
thought about their next move. "We could go back to Tazmily and see
if anything-"

           
He wasn't paying attention to where he was going, and suddenly, he
felt a dull pain throb in his ankle, like something had just bitten
him. He yelped in pain, bringing his foot up and jumping back,
looking down at whatever had just hit him. Standing there, no
larger than his entire foot, was a large mouse with a
reddish-purplish coloring and a particular fur pattern around its
eyes, making it look like it was wearing an awesome pair of
sunglasses.


           
It began to squeak and yelp on the spot, directly at Lucas, rather
than run away like he knew most field mice would. It paced back and
forth and jumped up and down, all the while going on some kind of
fantastic squeaky tirade about how Lucas had wronged it
somehow.

           
"Look at that," laughed Kumatora, stepping forward to watch the
little thing get so riled up over a simple bump. "Looks like you
made a friend."

           
It didn't feel the same way; once it was done its long rant about
how Lucas should watch where he's walking, it leapt up at him and
made another bite at his ankles.


           
Lucas managed to stop it by kicking its entire body with the flat
of his shoe.


           
Slowly, it managed to pull itself back to its feet, dizzy and
broken from such a monumental kick to its entire being. With the
way it struggled so hardly to simply stand back up, Lucas couldn't
help but feel a little bad for it, even though it struck
first.

           
Steadily back on its own four feet, it looked up to Lucas, and
began chattering away once more. It didn't pace, and it sounded
looked quite a bit tamer than before.


           
"Squeak squeak squeak squeak squeak squeak squeak squeak squeak
squeak squeak squeak squeak squeak squeak squeak squeak squeak
squeak squeak squeak squeak squeak squeak squeak squeak squeak
squeak squeak squeak squeak squeak squeak squeak squeak squeak
squeak squeak squeak squeak squeak squeak squeak squeak squeak
squeak squeak squeak squeak squeak squeak squeak squeak squeak
squeak squeak squeak squeak squeak!"


           
He didn't understand a word it was saying, but it was practically
the mouse's whole life's story from how it just kept going. Once it
was done, it simply turned around, and went back where it came
from. "Cute mouse," she said, watching it run. "So, anyway, what's
this about Tazmily?"

           
Lucas snapped his attention back when she mentioned his hometown.
"Oh, right," he muttered, recalling where they had left off and
resuming his pace. "We should head back to Tazmily. Maybe someone's
heard of Duster, and I have to make sure my sheep are-"

           
He couldn't make it halfway to the ropeway station before he felt
another dull pain in his other ankle. He went through the same
motions, really back in surprised pain, when he looked down,
expecting to find the same mouse back for revenge. Instead, he
found something… different.


           
"Whoa whoa whoa!"


           
Unlike the mouse, Lucas could understand everything the little
cricket was saying, somehow, although it was a little high-pitched.
It stood on its rear legs, preparing to get into an offensive
position, when it suddenly backed off. "Say hey! We meet again,
after three long years!" it said jovially, reaching forward with
its antennae and feeling along Lucas's shoe. "So you've kept true
to your promise and finally came to Mole Cricket Hole, huh?"

           
Kumatora looked over Lucas's shoulder, trying to find where the
voice was coming from, and saw the tiny little cricket standing in
the grass as his feet. "Friend of yours?" she asked. "You keep
weird company, Lucas. A dog; a balding man in his twenties; a
beautiful and courageous young redhead; a mole cricket; some
monkeys… "

           
"Who's the dame?" the mole cricket asked, looking up across Lucas's
comparatively colossal body.

           
"Uh," he stuttered, caught between conversations. "She's a friend.
Do I know you?"

           
The mole cricket immediately began to run in circles furiously.
"You've forgotten me?! Me! The most awesomest mole cricket to ever
make your acquaintance! It's me! It's me! Don't you recognize me?!
I'm the mole cricket you fought at Alec's place when you were
play-fighting with the Dragos when you were just a little
kid!"

           
Lucas thought back, trying to remember his trips to grandpa Alec's
cabin on mount Oriander. He had visited his grandfather a lot of
times, but only got to play-fight with the Dragos two or three
times. He happened to recall a bit of an episode with a mole
cricket with one of them, but it was such a brief moment, he only
remembered little bits of it. "I… guess I kind of
remember-"

           
"What's this 'kind of' business?!" the mole cricket yelled as loud
as its tiny body could. "You should have been counting the days
until we met again! I remember, clear as day, that I promised to
train you personally, and that the next time we met, it'd be at the
Mole Cricket Hole Stadium. And you're here!"

           
"Uh… "


           
"I've been training for this day all these years! Okay let's go!
The time to battle has come!" it heralded epically, trying to carry
its voice as best it could. "Follow me to the stadium!"

           
It quickly scurried off, towards the ropeway. Lucas looked to
Kumatora, lost for words and direction. "Frankly, I was lost when
it started to talk," she admitted, shrugging her shoulders. "But it
might be worth the look - an entire colony of mole crickets
must know something about Duster or the Needles,
right?"

           
He was apprehensive, because he still wanted to go back and check
to make sure his and his father's sheep were still okay - but she
was right. They quickly caught up to the tiny mole cricket and
followed it around the ropeway, towards the far river.


           
"Heh heh. Here it is. This is where you and me are gonna fight it
out like gentlemen. This is where my right hand will be raised into
the air when I'm declared the winner. And," it announced, standing
back up onto its back legs, "this is where you're gonna hit the
ground with a hard thud, kid."

           
Kumatora laughed, clapping Lucas on the shoulder. "I like
this thing! It talks more trash than I do!"

           
Lucas couldn't help but be amused by its bravado just as much.
Still, he looked around the area confusedly. "Here? Just… next to
the river?"

           
The mole cricket fell back onto its legs. "Yes, here!… Well, not
'here', but in the Mole Cricket Hole. It's here. I'll just widen
the way for you." It stepped forward and disappeared into the
ground through an opening hidden beneath the grass. There was
nothing for a moment, but suddenly, the ground all around where the
mole cricket had disappeared simply fell away, revealing a large
dirt tunnel going straight down.


           
It sloped diagonally just a few feet from the hole's rim, leading
deeper underground and banking underneath the nearby river. With
careful steps, he slowly walked down the path, going into the mole
cricket's nest, his friends following close behind.


           
He didn't know what the mole crickets did to make the dirt such a
bright purple, but it really stood out to him. The pathways were
very cramped and narrow, making it difficult to hardly take a step
without scraping against the walls. It was surprisingly illuminated
for creatures with no eyes, as well.


           
Just a short walk from the entrance, it was like an entire city
resting just underneath the river going through the Unknown Valley.
It was amazing, for lack of a better term: there were streets and
squares; properties and territories; there was even a shopping
district just a stone's throw from the hole at the surface. There
were crowds of mole crickets gathering around as other mole
crickets played whole songs using their individual chirps, and
other mole crickets dancing along to the tunes. There was even a
hot spring nearby, although most of the mole crickets stayed clear
from the water itself and preferred to just soak in the steam it
gave off.


           
Lucas felt dizzy from everything he was watching in the veritable
underground city - and a little claustrophobic from the narrow
walls. Of all the things he expected to find, he did not expect to
find civilization, with systems and economies among the mole
crickets. He and his friends stood out like trees in a grassy field
among them all, and they always had to be careful of their
footsteps.


           
There were a lot of large, obstructive lotus roots all over the
'city', but he didn't complain - the mole crickets walked around
and all over the roots, as if they didn't even exist, so he
couldn't blame them for their lack of housekeeping. They probably
expected a human to visit as much as he expected to visit their
home.

           
Right away, though, they lost themselves in the tunnel's bends and
twists. Each path looked exactly the same as the other, and the
thousands of mole crickets everywhere made everything blend in all
the more. Since he arrived, none of the crickets made any attempts
to climb onto their gigantic visitors, which he was thankful for,
but when one of them quickly made its way up his leg and under his
shirt, he had to strongly resist the urge to swat at it.

           
"Hey, I said!" he heard in his ear. It was the same mole cricket
from aboveground. "Jeez! I've been trying to get your attention
since you came in, and you just ignore me! Some guest you
are!"

           
"I'm sorry," was all he could say. With all the chatter from the
civilians and the musical bands and all the ambience in general, he
could hardly make out one little squeaky voice from all the
rest.

           
The mole cricket hopped onto his shoulder. "Feh," it grunted. "I
can make my way from this hole in the ground to your grandpa's
house, and you get confused with a few left turns." Lucas blushed
insecurely, feeling the condescending sting from its words. "But I
suppose you're out of your element, and the light's probably not
what you're used to, so I'll give you the pity handicap. Turn
around and take your first right," it instructed.

           
Lucas followed the mole cricket's instructions to the letter,
eventually winding their way through the immense tunnels and coming
up to a sheltered location away from the bustle of the community.
There were few mole crickets still lingering, and when they finally
got to the end of the partition, there was a single mole cricket
lying on a small patch of dead grass, facing them. "This is our
elder, so be a pal and show some respect," the one on his shoulder
said before quickly crawling its way back down his body, taking its
place next to the other. They looked absolutely indistinguishable
from each other, "I've asked him to be the judge of our match
today."


           
If you try to run away or do something fluky, neither of us will
sit calmly by," it warned, speaking for its elder. "But anyway, I
got us some special rules before our epic, legendary battle. If by
any chance an outcome isn't reached after 10 minutes have passed,
we'll go to overtime, which will last another five minutes. And if
that doesn't finish, the elder will judge who's the victor
between us." It rotated its entire body, facing the other mole
cricket. "Elder, would you like to add?"

           
There was a moment of silence as the elder cricket sized up the
competition. "You folks are truly, seriously going to fight him?"
it asked bewilderingly. It sounded absolutely shocked. "Listen. I
don't doubt that you're the strongest and bravest the overworld has
to offer. I don't know what kind of training you've gone through or
what accomplishments you've made, but sometimes that bravest thing
to do is run away."


           
Lucas didn't move or say anything, afraid he might be disrespectful
to the elder mole cricket. "You're about to fight Mole Cricket
Hole's most prized champion fighter. He can lift over one-hundred
times his own body weight. He's managed to endure the steam of the
hot-room downstairs longer than anyone else. But if absolutely
insist, I will not stop you."

           
Kumatora stifled a laugh behind him. "Are you ready to do this
thing?" the champion mole cricket asked.

           
"You bet I am!" Lucas suddenly replied, getting himself fired up.
"I've journeyed many mountains and crossed many seas for a worthy
opponent! Maybe I might break a sweat!" He knew Kumatora would get
a big kick out of that, and she tried even harder to silence her
guffaws behind his back. Personally, he would have preferred to
avoid conflict altogether, but the tiny thing clearly wanted a
battle, and he wasn't one to turn down a polite request.

           
"That's more like it!" the mole cricket chirped, getting back into
its taller offensive stance. "Bring it on!"

           
It leapt directly for them, and Lucas reared back, balling his hand
into a fist. Their mighty battle was far-and-away the most grisly,
imposing, destructive confrontation Lucas ever had the glory of
participating in.


           
SQUICK!


           
"That's enough! That's enough! We give up!"


           
The elder looked to its dazed and defeated champion, still trying
to pick itself up after the ruthless thrashing the outsiders gave
it. "To think that such a mighty mole cricket warrior could have
been defeated so easily… perhaps we're not as mighty as we think we
are."

           
If the way the mole cricket carried itself aboveground was not just
a particular character trait, then defeating their best in such a
quick and simple way was probably a big blow to their self-image.
"I'll meditate on what this might mean for us another time,
though," the elder conceded, "I suppose the traditional thing now
would to be on good terms with you. And the friendly thing to do
would be to ask if you need anything from us. Surely, traveling so
far, you must have another reason other than to beat us so
soundly?"

           
Kumatora stepped forward, speaking for Lucas. "Actually, yeah," she
said. "Do you know where the Needles sealing away the Dark Dragon
are? It's kind of important."

           
The elder mole cricket lowered its antennae, combing them while it
thought over its response. The champion managed to pull itself back
together, looking to its confused elder. "We mole crickets are not
particularly knowledgeable creatures," it conceded for its senior,
"But, call it a hunch, I think there could be a clue to these
mysterious objects on a mountain at the far end of the Mole Cricket
Hole."

           
"Yes, I agree," the elder piqued, raising its antennae. "The
mountain! Go through the hole and up the mountain on the far side!
I'm certain that is what you must do!"

           
Kumatora looked towards Lucas. "Well, we have no other leads, so I
guess we'll check it out," she decided. He agreed, and she turned
back to the mole crickets. "You guys don't have any information on
the Dark Dragon itself, do you?"


           
"Sadly, we don't. We really are just mole crickets. I may be a
well-traveled champion of Mole Cricket Hole and he may be our
community's elder, but the truth is, we are still simple mole
crickets." It gave the heaviest sigh a little bug like it could.
"After today, we have no strength at all. I'm kind of bummed out
about that now. But the very least we could do for you is help you
by eating the lotus roots blocking your path, and things like
that."


           
The elder walked in a small circle on its patch of dead grass. "A
dragon, you said?" it asked as it paced. "My… I've lived far longer
than most before me and I'm due any day now," it conceded.

           
"Elder!" the champion quickly hissed, "don't speak like
that!"

           
Lucas's fever went away right at that moment, and he felt his PSI
beginning to stir reflexively. He had an amount of difficulty
trying to withhold his PSI through the conversation and did his
best to hold back, but he couldn't help letting a little bit
squeeze through; thankfully, it was nothing too noticeable, but he
felt something envelope his body in a type of protective psychic
shield. It was like a trick he had already learnt some time ago,
but much more potent and expansive.

           
"Oh, hush," the elder chastised, not noticing Lucas suddenly and
awkwardly trying to hold himself back from something. "It'll be as
sure as the night follows day. But still… I only hope I get to live
long enough to see this dragon of yours. Then, I'd be sure I've
seen everything, and just after today, I've already learned so
much! A dragon that sleeps underground, needles that seal it away,
us being surprisingly weak. Living a long life has been worth it."
It stepped off its little mat, approaching Lucas quickly. "We may
be but simple mole crickets, but do you think you could teach us
more about the world? And raise us to be as knowledgeable as
you?"

           
Lucas didn't know exactly how 'knowledgeable' he was about very
much himself, but he wasn't about to turn down such an earnest
request from the elder of an entire species of insect. "Of course!"
he answered cheerily.


           
"Thanks. We'll try not to be much of a bother, so please raise our
future generations to be great." It returned to its little grass
mat. "You humans aboveground seem to have a great system going for
you, and I've been thinking of mimicking some of your examples.
Like, to start with, I've been thinking of beginning a chain of
businesses in our own, mole cricket-like unique way."

           
"Oh, really?" Lucas asked, interested. He had done business with
stranger vendors, so a mole cricket business wasn't a totally alien
concept. "That actually sounds really cool."

           
"Thanks a lot for the vote of confidence," the elder said
sincerely. "Keep an eye out for us! Word travels fast in Mole
Cricket Hole; I'll bet you some of us will have already set up
something by the time you get out of here."

           
The champion quickly interrupted their conversation. "Speaking of
leaving, if you're going to go through this mole cricket hole, you
better take my little bro with you. He's young, but he takes after
yours truly like nothing else," it boasted. It made a series of leg
movements to emphasize its meaning - possibly flexes, to show off
its incredible muscles. The dance was lost on both Lucas and
Kumatora, however. "Hey! Little bro!" it hollered. "Get over
here!"

           
Quickly rushing down the tunnel they had come from, another mole
cricket, looking precisely the same as all the other ones, came
rushing down at the call. The younger cricket somehow heard the
yell through all the intrusive background noise of the society in
the tunnel and came rushing down as soon as it could. The mole
crickets certainly had a remarkable thing going.


           
"Little bro," the champion called, to confirm that his brother was
listening.

           
"I'm here, big bro," it replied, worming its way through Lucas's
shirt and onto his shoulder.

           
"Right on. Do us a favor: if these humans ever ask you to take them
back here, just do it, alright? They want to get to the mountain in
the back of Mole Cricket Hole, and they don't know jack about this
place. Shouldn't be too hard, alright?"

           
"Sure thing!" said the little brother. "Not a problem!"

           
"Alright, I think that about does it," the elder sighed. "Head back
down this tunnel and take your first left. By now, I'm sure
everybody knows to take away the lotus roots blocking your way
around the Mole Cricket Hole, if you just ask."

           
Lucas's eyes widened in surprise. "Wow, really? Already? But…
"

           
"Don't worry about it," laughed the elder. "There are so many mole
crickets everywhere, all the time, that there's almost always
somebody eavesdropping on some conversation somewhere.
We're very honest about it, though, so you shouldn't have a
problem."

           
Lucas looked to Kumatora, who was already turned around and ready
to leave, and Boney, who simply just stood there the entire time,
happily not paying attention to anything. "Okay, then," he said,
turning to leave as well. "Thanks for everything!"

           
"Thank you!" the elder reciprocated, and they left the
room, heading back to the metropolis of Mole Cricket Hole.


           
"That wasn't so bad," Kumatora said. "We learned where the next
Needle is - maybe - and now we have our own guide through this
hole. An' these guys are pretty polite, too. Always a good
thing."

           
"Yeah," was all he could reply.

           
"So, what new PSI thing did you learn?" she asked coyly.

           
"You knew?"

           
"Yeah, I knew. I knew it when you got hit by lightning in Thunder
Tower, too. You mean you don't notice whenever I get something
new?"

           
"Not really… "

           
"Oh." She hummed. "I guess it's easier for me because I've
practiced PSI for years, and you only got them a day or two
ago."

           
"Maybe."

           
"Well, just so you're up to speed," she said as they stepped into
the main area of the bustling community, "I'm going to be getting
something new myself, soon. Dunno what."

           
They took their first left, just as they were instructed, and they
came to an enormous lotus root that blocked their way through the
tunnels. The mole crickets just went over and around it like it was
nothing, but, just as the elder had predicted, they were all up to
speed on Lucas's need to get through the cave. Once he approached,
all the mole crickets that were nearby quickly crawled onto the
root and, almost gruesomely, began to devour it.


           
"We've been meaning to clear these things away for a while," one of
the mole crickets admitted before dashing off. Well, no matter the
method, it was convenient.

           
The lotus root was blocking only a very small offshoot from the
main tunnel, containing no fewer mole crickets than anywhere else,
but still, it was only two turns into dead-ends. The busy life of
the mole cricket was still plainly visible: they were milling
around and always bumping into each other. One bumped into
Lucas.


           
"Oh, sorry! Here, to make it up to you, I'll give you this
unbelievably accurate yet unhelpful map."


           
"Of Mole Cricket Hole?" asked Lucas.

           
"Yep. It's got every twist and turn; every bank and corner; every
nook and cranny in the entire tunnel, all listed in plain black and
purple for you. And you'll throw it away the very moment you look
at it."

           
Kumatora pushed forward. "I'll see," she judged when she heard the
claim, squeezing past Lucas in the narrow tunnel. "Lemme see that
map."

           
"It's all yours," the mole cricket complied, stepping out of the
way for Kumatora's grubby hands. She took the small piece of
parchment and quickly unfurled it, looking the map over.

           
She studied it for a moment, without making a movement or a sound.
"Well?" Lucas asked.


           
Kumatora coiled the map back up and placed it back down, careful of
the mole cricket below her. "Let's just go," she said sourly. "We
may as well just close our eyes."

           
"Well, not quite, either," the mole cricket intervened. "There's a
bit of a gimmick to the Mole Cricket Hole. When you get to the
brunt of the cave, just take every single turn you see. Never, ever
go straight. It'll take a while, for sure, but you will most
definitely make it to the end if you always turn when you're given
the chance."

           
Kumatora said nothing, a little perturbed that the map had defeated
her so easily. "Thanks for the advice," Lucas said for her, and
they left the little branch of the hole.


           
Just past another lotus root was another path going deeper into the
ground, and from there, the meat of the Mole Cricket Hole. It
expanded in all directions farther than Lucas could have imagined;
he stood at the maze's mouth, gawking at the sheer number of
tunnels and how each and every one of them were unique somehow:
some were dug in an angle, going up towards the surface or further
towards the depths; some were built directly into the floor and
straight onto the ceiling; one tunnel branched into another tunnel
that branched into yet another in just four paces. Kumatora hadn't
given him a chance to look at the map for the place, and he could
see exactly why: no map, no matter how detailed, would have helped
them with this.


           
Some mole crickets that had overheard the humans' plight was there
at the mouth of the dungeon, ready to cheer them on and repeating
the advice the mapmaker gave them. They seemed absolutely positive
about their advice, and though the cave looked daunting, they would
know better than him, so he followed it.


           
It was smooth sailing so far. While there was a seemingly infinite
amount of possible routes to take in the Mole Cricket Hole's
interior, that was it: there wasn't anything that could really trip
them up as they went. There were no aggressive locals or inhibiting
vegetation that couldn't have been eaten away, and the only real
defense the hole had to offer was the simple winding paths.


           
Lucas held to the mole cricket's advice a little too sternly, but
they did say 'every' turn.


           
He had to admit, it was actually kind of fun. Exploring the maze
was a new kind of adventuring for him, and since they hadn't run
into any trouble, and since the champion's little brother could
direct them back to the elder cricket at a moment's notice, there
was no real danger of the maze. He couldn't help but Although, he
couldn't help but admit that the silence between him and Kumatora
was a little… stagnating. Compared to the city earlier, there were
very few mole crickets within the belly of the hole, so while it
was much easier to watch their step, there wasn't much to talk
about.


           
Only once had the tried-and-true advice fail to deliver, but he
wasn't too concerned. Just a simple backtrack to the next wind in
the path, and they'd be back on course. He probably just missed a
tunnel somewhere.

           
"Oh, hold on," Kumatora suddenly blurted, getting Lucas to pause.
She doubled over slightly, her hand soothingly rubbing her
forehead, trying to calm herself. He recognized the movements, and
tried to focus on his own PSI: he wanted to see if he could feel it
like she could apparently feel his. After a still moment, Kumatora
stood up straight, her hand leaving her forehead - and several
large, powerful thunderbolts suddenly arced from her fingertips,
ripping through the air and dissolving into the ceiling.

           
Lucas saw it, and he felt his hairs standing on end from the sudden
static, but he didn't really feel much of anything resembling the
PSI he knew. Maybe they were too different? Or, more likely, he
simply wasn't accustomed to it enough. "Cool!" she laughed, flexing
her fingers and watching the errant sparks dancing from her nails
some more. "It's been a while since I got an
electric-PSI-thingy!"

           
Satisfied, they resumed their walk down the Mole Cricket Hole's
winding way. They had been walking for some time, but they hadn't
nearly lost hope yet.


           
It wasn't much longer that the tunnels suddenly began to get
considerably more linear. There were few branching paths and extra
tunnels-inside-tunnels like at the very beginning; like a knotted
string, the paths began to get less convoluted as they went,
marching further into the hole as they neared the end. They just
couldn't tell how much further it was.


           
All the remaining tunnels simply followed one direction; it widened
up considerably, giving them a good amount of room to finally
stretch out, before thinning again and practically going straight
up. The air was getting thicker the closer to the surface they
walked, and it wasn't long before the light suddenly picked up once
again, showing them the way to the end of the tunnel.

           
"You don't need my help from here on," the mole cricket on Lucas's
shoulder said. "You got this place down like the back of your hand.
And hey, it'll be easy finding your way back, too."

           
The mole cricket left his shoulder, crawling down his collar and
down his legs towards the ground. "Thanks for your help anyway," he
said, resisting the urge again to slap at the bug crawling over his
skin.

           
"It's all good." And it scurried away, leaving them to crawling out
of the Mole Cricket Hole themselves.


           
As purported, they were on a large mountain peak, having breached
the cloud cover below by a few dozen feet. The snowcap didn't
expand horizontally very far, but it kept rising higher and higher
into the blue sky, its snowy and rocky terrain making it hard to
discern just how much farther the trail went.

           
The weather was crystal clear, thankfully, and the wind was still,
but they helped the overall conditions of climbing the mountain
very little. The temperature was well below the coldest winter
Lucas had ever felt, and the air was already thinner than they were
used to, forcing their breaths to become more paced. They were
underdressed and underprepared. "K-Kumatora," he stuttered, his
teeth already chattering, "should w-we turn back?"

           
"Why?" She sounded perfectly calm and collected, like she hardly
noticed the changes in the climate. She wasn't wearing much more
than he was, so it came as a surprise.

           
"Aren't y-you cold?"

           
"Not at all." She brought her hand forward, palm facing up, and
showed off a tiny conjured flame from her PSI. "I have PK Fire to
keep me warm. Just whip up a tiny little ember wherever I'm
coldest, and bam! Instant body heat."

           
The one time he almost envied her more offensive selection of PSI
skills compared to his defensive and supportive set. "L-Lucky," he
chattered.

           
"Oh, don't be such a baby," she laughed. She narrowed her eyes and
focused on him for a moment, and instantly, he felt the numbness
already sipping into his skin leave him as he felt a warmth slowly
revive him from the inside-out. "There. Feel better?"

           
"Much, thank you." In just a few seconds, the earlier chill had
left him entirely, and he felt as though he had just gotten out
from a hot spring. He took a look around the area, trying to decide
where they could go next. There was a rocky path continuing up the
mountain, but what specifically caught his eye was a snowman, of
all things, resting just south of the hole they had crawled out
of.


           
Unless the mole crickets had built it somehow, it was a pretty good
sign that someone had been in the area sometime recently. Since
Magypsies rarely went far from their Needles, then maybe one was
nearby, too…


            …
or, it could have meant that the ape-like yetis sliding down the
slopes of the mountain path on frozen slices of wood made them. But
he liked to pretend that that wasn't the case.


           
Some kind of unfortunate aberration of a wolf roamed the
mountaintop as well, but it had apparently spent so much time on
the frozen cap that its fur had frozen solid on its skin, making it
appear as though they were frozen in a solid block of ice. They
moved as though it didn't inhibit them at all, though, so maybe
they just enjoyed it.


           
The walk up the mountain wasn't particularly perilous, and in fact,
with the weather so gorgeous and with Kumatora's frequent PK Fire,
it was actually rather relaxing. Although it got its fair share of
freezes and frosts, it rarely actually snowed in Tazmily, and if it
were any other time, Lucas wouldn't have hesitated on challenging
Kumatora to a snowball fight or flopping into the snow and making a
few snow angels to give the frequent snowmen company.


           
There was nowhere to go but to keep going up the mountain. It
seemed like a fairly sensible location to hide one of the Needles -
Lucas doubted that even the Pigmask's flying machines could climb
this high. It was probably a hassle for the Magypsie guarding it,
though, and if it weren't for Kumatora, it would have been a
challenge and a half to make it themselves.


           
The local wildlife didn't seem to mind the mountainous terrain at
all, but the higher they climbed, the harder it was getting to
breathe. They walked slowly, pacing themselves and letting their
bodies adjust as they rose into the sky, but no matter how quickly
or slowly they went, they still needed to get to the Needle
quickly. Who knew where the enemy was?

           
The path slipped between a pair of rocky crags, forming a sort of
stone tunnel with no roof further along the path. It bent and
weaved with the mountain, skewering their idea of how much farther
the end of the path was. The snowmen continued to pop up in various
spots off to the sides of the large path-


           
-and just past one bend in the line was a hot spring, sitting in
the front lawn of another large, pink conch shell, shaped just like
the other two. Standing in front of it, surrounded by a trio of
fluffy bunnies with fur as white as the snow they were standing in,
was what appeared to be a bald man: it wore a very frilly and thick
yellow coat with tight stockings on its legs with high-reaching
leather boots - considerably more equipped for the terrain than
either of them, while still looking quite fashionable and hip.
Unlike the other Magypsies, there wasn't much to insinuate that
this one was either gender: without a hair on its head and a rather
plain-yet-masculine body build, it didn't put in a lot of effort to
keep up the theme the others had going for them.

           
"Hello!" Lucas called, getting the Magypsie's attention as they
approached. The bunnies heard his yell as well, and when they saw
Lucas and his friends approach, they quickly bolted, running in all
directions away from the oncoming strangers.


           
"Oh, dear me. My bunnies have run away!"


           
"I'm sorry about that," he apologized.

           
"Oh, don't be. I'm quite surprised myself. It's been ages since
we've had visitors." It winked at him, extending a hand to shake.
"My name is Lydia, and I'm the Magypsie of Snowcap Mountain. What's
your name, darling?"

           
While, physically, it looked quite manly, it spoke with a sort of
lisp and carried itself in such a way as to cast doubt on the image
nonetheless. Lucas didn't let it phase him, though; Lydia was the
fourth he'd met, after all, and he'd come to expect their behavior.
"Lucas," he replied, shaking the Magypsie's hand. "And… my friend
is Kumatora, and my dog is Boney."

           
"Oh, my!" it cheered, looking past Lucas and to his entourage.
"Boney, aren't you just the darlingest thing ever!" it cooed,
bending down and gingerly patting the dog on the head. Boney waged
his tail, appreciating the attention. "And Kumatora!" it said,
standing up and gently clasping her by the shoulders. "My, it's
been so long! You've grown into a fine young woman, and ooh, you
look so feisty, to boot! I'm sure you're a real handful for your
boyfriend here!"

           
"Funny," was all she said, biting her tongue.


           
"You must be cold. Come inside and warm up."


           
They followed it into its house. Just like both the other shells,
it was rather under-furnished: a simple, though clearly favored
yellow bed to the side; a doormat; and a dresser off in the corner,
decorated with all sorts of makeup items and accessories. The
overall color of the room accentuated Lydia's fondness for yellow
with a soft orange, but by far the most alarming thing of the room
was what slept on the bed.


           
It was a blue Pigmask.


           
The Pigmask appeared to be sound asleep and made no movement once
the quartet entered the room. "Uh," Lucas muttered, looking at the
Pigmask, then to Kumatora, who clearly understood the implication
just as well. "Lydia?"

           
"Yes, cutie?" it asked over its shoulder, tending to itself in the
mirror of its dresser as soon as it could.

           
"There's a… there's a Pigmask guy here."

           
"Oh!" it chirped, whirling around quickly. "Do you know him? Are
you friends?"

           
Lucas stuttered again - if there was a Pigmask here, then whoever
was able to pull the Needles in the Pigmask army was undoubtedly
close by. "No, he's, I mean, they, the Pigmasks, they're bad
guys."

           
"Oh?" It crooked its head to the side, not understanding the
predicament.

           
Kumatora continued for Lucas. "Lydia, we need to pull your Needle.
It-"


           
"Oh, dirty girl!" Lydia giggled lightly, blushing and fanning
itself with its hand.

           
"Damn it, Lydia!" she spouted, already getting annoyed with Lydia's
tendency to jump to conclusions. "Get your mind out of the
gutter!"

           
"I'm just joking, darling," it laughed, turning back to its mirror
to continue with its eye-shadow. "You're as cute as a button when
you're flustered, and that hasn't changed since you were just a
little girl. But yes, this is serious, so, I apologize.


           
"So you're the one they call Lucas. I've heard about you from
Ionia. They say you're the one who can pull the Needles," it cooed
to itself, looking at the boy from the mirror's reflection.

           
Since Kumatora first mentioned it, his demeanor quickly went into a
slump. "Yeah," he sighed.

           
"Oh, hey, what's with that look?" it asked, turning around. "With a
sweet, strong face like yours, you should always look pepper, no
matter what!"

           
Lucas lifted his gaze back up to Lydia's. "You're going to… " he
stumbled, and Lydia cut him off before he could continue.

           
"Disappear, right?" it asked, and Lucas nodded. "I'm sure at least
Aeolia's filled you in, but honestly, we really have no problems
with seeing our Needles gone. Really! We've lived for so many
years, just watching those eyesores, that it'd be a relief to see
them gone!"

           
"No, I know," he admitted. "Doria said the same thing-"

           
"You've pulled Doria's Needle already?"

           
"Yeah, just a little while ago."

           
"My, you work fast!"

           
"But… it just… it really feels weird, you know? It's like I'm going
out of my way to… to kill you guys, and I don't like that
feeling."

           
Lydia made some of those disappointed 'tsk tsk' sounds his mother
used to do whenever he and Claus did something wrong. "You've
already pulled Doria's Needle, and you're still having doubts. I
can't force you to pull the Needles, darling, but the least I can
tell you is that we really, really have no regrets, and that you
shouldn't be having those bad feelings of yours. When you live as
long as we do… you just don't." Lydia turned towards the back door
of the conch shell - the first conch shell, Lucas realized, that
was equipped with such a thing. "Speaking of Needles and all that
malarkey, what you want is just through that door. It's surreal,
realizing the time has finally come for my Needle to be pulled.
I've never imagined that this day would even come, to be
honest."

           
"Doria said the same thing," added Kumatora.

           
"And when you fulfill your fate and mine, I will vanish. That's
what we Magypsies do. When 'the time' comes, I will welcome it with
open arms."


           
Lydia stopped for a moment, and suddenly, its happy expression
melted away. "Actually," it sighed, looking to Lucas, "I'm afraid I
told a little fib. I do have one regret - no, not a
regret, a concern, for leaving."

           
That just made Lucas's job all the harder for him. "What's
that?"

           
"I've lived here on Snowcap Mountain for many, many years, and the
only company I've had are the little bunnies you scared away.
They'll be back… but I won't be here. I'm just worried about who
will take care of them."

           
Then it turned to the lying Pigmask, still sleeping soundly on its
cushiony bed.


           
"And then there's him. He still hasn't regained his strength yet.
What's this about 'bad guys' you were going on about
earlier?"

           
"There's, ah, someone else, out there, that can pull the Needles,"
answered Lucas. Lydia's eyes widened in near shock.

           
"Really?!" it asked loudly. "That's… wow, seriously? We never even
imagined a single 'chosen one' would come for the Needles, let
alone two at a time! Do we know anything about our mystery
man?"

           
"Nothing," Kumatora admitted. "Not what he looks like or why he's
doing it."

           
"I, um, found some… thing," Lucas said, digging into his shorts
pocket to get the small device he had found at Osohe castle. "It
was near Aeolia's Needle after it was pulled. I can… somehow talk
to people through it, but only to Pigmasks, so I'm pretty sure that
whoever's pulling the Needles is on their side."

           
Lydia clapped its hands together at the news. "Well… I'm not going
to treat my guest poorly just because he happens to work for 'the
bad guys', but if he's here, then clearly, time is of the essence!
Lucas. Pull the Needle. Because it's time."


           
Lydia stepped forward, towards the back door, and withdrew a small,
slender pick from its pocket, placing it in a specially-made lock,
and unlocked the door with a loud click. "Now then, just have some
faith that 'the time' has come, and pull the Needle. I've unlocked
the door, so now, the rest is up to you," it winked.

           
Lucas looked back to the Pigmask, just to make sure that it hadn't
moved during their conversation. It hadn't, so, hastily, he went to
the back door with Kumatora close behind-


           
-and stopped. Just as he went for the knob, a loud tune played
through the air, cutting into the conch shell. It was muffled a
little bit by the rough sound of a pair of propellers running
dutifully against the wind. "What's that?" Lydia asked, looking
around the room for the source of the music. "I've never heard that
before. Is that what it sounds like when 'the time' comes?"


           
The music was cut by the sound of something loud falling through
the sky, roaring through the air as it approached the mountaintop -
and a pair of massive thuds sent shockwaves through the floor of
the shell, tripping them all up a little.

           
Immediately, as soon as the second thing hit the ground with a
thump, the Pigmask bolted upright on the bed, and squealed the same
Pigmask salute Lucas had familiarized with the past three
years.


           
"I don't think I like that!" Kumatora snapped, turning away from
the Pigmask. "Lucas! The Needle, quick!"

           
"Right!" Lucas practically leapt at the doorknob, twisting it and
flinging the door open, only to see a large pillar of light rise
into the sky off in the distance. A 'schwing' sound rang in the
air, and the light of the area was swathed in browns and purples
and teals while the ground rumbled violently with a powerful set of
heartbeats.


           
A pair of large, metal devices stood side-by-side near the light,
making a single lane going straight from Lydia's house to the
Needle's resting place at the far end of the backyard. Standing at
the base of the pillar of light was a small figure, no taller or
wider than Lucas, wearing a most peculiar helmet, unlike any of the
other Pigmasks. It faced away from the trio, watching stilly as the
process of pulling the Needle went about its course. In one final,
spectacular explosion of light, the entire scenario was completed -
Lucas was beaten to Lydia's Needle by only a few dozen yards.


           
Lucas, Kumatora and Boney dashed up to the figure. The Needle had
been pulled, and now, only the purple gas clouds puffing from where
the Needle once rested was all that remained. The figure standing
at the hole still did not make a move, standing totally still as a
statue, watching, confirming that its work had been completed
successfully.

           
"Hey!" Lucas yelled, running up to the figure. The two metal
machines standing side-by-side quirkily lifted up into the air,
suspended by nothing at all, and withdrew their four legs into
their bodies. How such large, heavy, wingless machines could pick
themselves up as they had so effortlessly was totally ignored;
there was a much more pressing matter at hand. "Hey, you!" Lucas
yelled again as the two machines took off.

           
The person heard him the second time, and obliged to Lucas's calls,
turning around to face him. Lucas's face was scrunched into an
aggravated mess - he was a pacifist by nature, but whoever this
person was, he was threatening the world he lived on - but once the
figure turned around and they looked to each other eye-to-eye (as
such as they could behind the figure's visor on his helmet), he was
quickly… calmed.


           
They watched each other for a moment. Lucas was ready to fight mere
seconds ago, and now he made no movement to attack. It was like
looking into some weird mirror-image of himself: they shared
practically the exact same body, and their complexions, as far as
Lucas could tell, was precisely the same. The person didn't look
like he was a fully-grown adult; rather, he was only as old as
Lucas was. The person wore the same colored shorts and the same
brown leather jacket as he wore when the Pigmasks confused him for
their commander. He could understand the mistake; without the
helmet, Lucas would probably mistake himself for the guy as
well.

           
Lucas said nothing more as he gazed at the figure, and the figure
made no movement to attack either, though with its expression as
cold as it was, he couldn't tell if it was with the same awe he
felt. Boney wasn't nearly as quiet; as soon as he saw the figure in
the distance, he began to yap and howl incessantly, although he
wasn't aggressive about it. Kumatora simply didn't know what to
think; Lucas was about to go in and slap the guy silly, and now
they were in some kind of intense staring contest.


           
The sound of a large animal thumping its way across the ground
belted through the air, and from around the corner behind the
mountain was a large, mechanical gorilla with massive steel balls
for hands. Obediently, it took a spot next to the masked man, and
the masked man himself, content with a mission accomplished and not
feeling the same sense of wonderment as Lucas, sprouted a pair of
mechanical wings and zoomed off into the sky.


           
"Wait!" Lucas yelled, but it sounded more like a plea than a
demand. He took a few steps forward, reaching out with his hand as
if to somehow grab onto the masked man as he flew away.

           
"Watch out!" Kumatora yelled, grabbing a hold of Lucas by the
shoulder and pulling him back, just as the massive gorilla made a
wide hook to Lucas, narrowly whiffing the swing.

           
Lucas shuffled back, only now realizing that he was in any imminent
danger. "Fantasize about your new boyfriend some other time!"
Kumatora chastised, letting him go and prepping some her fingers to
fire bolts of lightning at a moment's notice, "We have bigger
problems!"


           
Kumatora let loose a torrent of electricity onto the gorilla. It
howled in pain as the electricity shot through its body. Not taking
a chance on missing, the gorilla charged at Kumatora, but Lucas
fired some electricity of his own. It was much more powerful than
he had expected and he flew back onto the cold, snowy ground.


           
"Good job, Lucas." Kumatora muttered to herself.


           
They both kept shooting it with all the bolts it could muster until
it collapsed into a pile of static junk, its metal shell burnt from
all the thunderbolts to its frame. He, Kumatora, and Boney were all
panting and hurting, exhausted from the fight against the metal
behemoth; it put up one heck of a fight. "What was the deal with
you and that guy, Lucas?" Kumatora asked between heavy breaths, and
with the air as thin as it was up in the mountain, catching their
second wind was being a chore.

           
Lucas thought back, to the masked man, and he knew what she was
talking about. "I," he began, before fumbling with his words a bit,
"don't know. It just… I'm not sure. Maybe because we can both pull
the Needles?"

           
Kumatora had her doubts, but didn't push Lucas on the matter. "How
is Lydia doing?" she asked instead. Lucas had nearly forgotten all
about it during the battle, and turned towards the conch shell,
ready to dash back in and check on the Magypsie, but Lydia was
already outside, and its body, just like the two before it, was
beginning to fade from existence.


           
It said nothing, reading their downtrodden expressions easily, and
walked past them to where the Needle rested. It looked down, into
the gaseous purple pit, and around the area, noting all the
upturned snow and the general messiness. One of its prized snowmen
had been destroyed in the excitement.


           
"Lucas. Someone other than you has pulled the Needle. Whatever is
inside that person's heart has been passed on to the Dark Dragon,"
it lamented.

           
Lucas felt awkward about it, but he felt he needed to ask. "Can
you… sense anything, about the heart that… pulled the Needle? Ionia
said she couldn't when Aeolia's was gone… "

           
Lydia looked around the scene once more, focusing on Lucas's
question and trying to get any idea about the heart that pulled its
Needle without its permission. "That's weird," it finally said. "I
don't. A heart of neither good nor evil. I can barely tell
anybody's been here at all. And that could potentially be
worse than a man with an evil heart. You must
pull all the Needle's from here on out."


           
It turned around as Lucas approached it from behind. "I'm not going
to stick around much longer," it sighed, reaching into one of its
jacket pockets and withdrawing a pair of items: an electric razor
and a simple tube of lipstick. Both shared the same brands as Doria
and Aeolia, though the razor was a different color and the lipstick
was a much lighter shade of red. "It may not seem like much, I
know, but take this memento of me. I'd feel better knowing if a
darling like you was holding my most prized possessions."


           
"This is it. 'The time' has finally come." It spun around towards
the back wall of the mountain, eyeing a small passageway just a few
paces away. "I've seen everything there is to see in this world,
with all my years, so… I guess I'm a little excited, even, to see
what's beyond the veil, so to speak, so you don't need to worry
about me. There's a shortcut off this mountain just over there,
past my backyard. You can use the white box at the top of the
mountain to leave. And," it finished, kneeling down to face Lucas
eye-to-eye. "I know he's a 'bad guy', but he's still my houseguest.
Could you please talk to my Pigmask friend about what he'd like to
do now? Tell him that if he wants to stay and keep my house that
I'm not going to use it anymore, so he's more than welcome
to."

           
Lucas wasn't too fond of the Pigmasks at all, but it was Lydia's
final request, and he couldn't deny her it in good conscience.
"Sure."

           
"Thank you, darling," it finished, standing back up and spreading
its arms. "Give hugs and kisses to the next Magypsie for me!" And
in an instant, it vanished.


           
And that was that. The Needle of Snowcap Mountain was a
failure.

           
He looked at the small hole in the ground, still constantly puffing
those purple clouds, and gave a heavy sigh. If they hadn't spent so
much time chatting with Lydia, this could have been prevented, and
now, the Pigmasks were in the lead once again. "Let's go check on
the guy," he said irritably, walking past Kumatora and Boney. More
than that, though, he was having a lot of trouble trying to get the
Masked Man's appearance out of his head.

           
They did as they were asked and returned to the conch shell to
check on the lone Pigmask. Inside, a number of bunnies were hopping
and frolicking and generally just being adorable, and among them
was the Pigmask, still in his suit but not in his helmet, on his
knees and hand-feeding one of them some kind of pellet from his
belt. The bunnies seemed totally at ease with the Pigmask, but they
still steered clear of Lucas and his friends whenever they
approached.

           
"I listened in on your conversation," the Pigmask said suddenly,
knowing Lucas was behind him. "Before the Porkship arrived, about
Needles and Lydia disappearing and all that." Lucas didn't know how
to reply. "And that bit about how you and me are enemies. I work
for 'the bad guys' and you're 'the good guys' that we can't seem to
stop, even with our millions of dragon points' of resources and our
technology."

           
Kumatora chuckled at that. It made them sound absolutely epic, and
she liked that.


           
"Don't bother with me. Just do what you need to do."


           
The Pigmask refused to look at anyone in Lucas's party. "I owe you
guys nothing," he stated flatly. "But that Magypsie guy helped me
out, though. We had an emergency drill after we hit some turbulence
over the mountain, and we had to bail. I dunno about my friends,
but I wound up here, and Lydia looked after me, even though I was a
total stranger. So I'm going to repay the debt by staying here and
looking after his rabbits."

           
The Pigmask was done speaking to him with that, and resumed its
attention with the bunnies hopping around the place.


           
"Get going already! Before another Needle is pulled!"


           
The Pigmask was doing exactly what Lydia said he could do if he
wanted, so, without another word, they turned and left the conch
shell, heading for the shortcut down the mountain that it had
mentioned.



           
It was on top of another peak just a short walk from the one they
were on; the 'white box' blended in pretty well with the snow, but
it stood upright amongst the fluff, so it was easier to make out.
With a brisk walk down the lonely mountain trail and up the second
peak, they climbed into Lydia's rather crude transport and took the
express path off Snowcap Mountain.












Chapter 23

 



           
They moaned and groaned with the hard impact, their bones still
rattling and their stomachs still churning from the flight. Lucas
was a little skeptical when he first saw the refrigerator on the
mountain peak, and for good reason, since it was all Lydia had to
get him, Kumatora, and Boney off the mountain. Once they piled in,
there was a sudden lurch, and he felt the 'white box' slide around
and around the mountain, before being flung into the air, the three
of them hollering all the while as the fridge twisted and
somersaulted through the sky; and then a rough, sudden stop as they
hit the ground and tumbled back into place.

           
"Everybody okay?" Kumatora asked. She was no better than Lucas,
sounding absolutely rattled from the joyride, and her throat was
undeniably sore from all the panicked shouting.

           
"I think so," Lucas replied, and Boney gave a short woof as his
answer. "Where are we? Where's the door?" Through all the
excitement in the pitch-black fridge, they had lost feeling of
where up and down were.

           
"I dunno. Just push on anything." His body felt completely twisted
and jumbled, but he did as he was suggested and just found a wall
to push on. The first wall he put pressure on didn't yield at all,
and he was too knotted up with Kumatora and Boney to really have
the reach to try any of the others. Kumatora, luckily, managed to
find the right one, and the all immediately tumbled onto the ground
once the door was open.


           
The ground was a cold and lifeless gray; not a single blade of
grass anywhere to be seen on it. Lucas had to squint his eyes once
they all flopped out of the fridge - being in the dark for as long
as he was, it hurt him to keep his eyes open in the light - and he
barely had the coordination to keep his hands flat on the ground as
they all tried to unwrap each other from themselves.

           
Eventually, they were all disentangled, and they regained enough
balance to stand up on their legs to get their bearings. Tombstones
everywhere; long-dead trees just waiting to rot enough to fall
apart; the land was dry, caked and gloomy…

           
"We're in Tazmily," Lucas realized out loud. "The graveyard."

           
Off in the distance was the mayor Pusher's extravagant mansion,
rising higher and higher into the sky. Behind him was even taller
Osohe castle, the tip of its tallest taller cleaving the clouds in
two. Nippolyte was nowhere to be found, at the moment, though the
charred pile of lumber that made his shack hadn't budged an
inch.

           
"That's pretty lucky," Kumatora winced behind him, stretching her
back and cracking her joints back into place. "We can at least ask
around for any sign of Duster before we start runnin' off
again."

           
Boney quickly shook himself off once he got back up, wringing the
kinks out of his muscles in his own dog way. Lucas gave him a pat
on the head, and responded to her. "Yeah, but, can we run back to
my house for a bit first?"

           
"Not a problem," she called over her shoulder, having walked a
small distance from their landing site just behind the fridge.
"Something about your sheep. I remember. I already got a lead on
our next trip anyway."

           
Lucas caught up, looking over her shoulder at what she had found. A
small glass jar under her armpit, with a simple piece of paper
unfurled in her hands. It was a very small parchment, barely the
size of his forearm, and written on it was a shamble of lines that
barely looked like a drawing he could have done when he was three.
"What is this?" he asked.


           
This Way


           
"It's a note. Can't you read it?" She tilted the paper towards him,
offering him a better look.

           
"Not… " he stuttered, trying to make sense of the handwriting. "Not
really. It's just… it looks like somebody tried to write this with
their teeth."

           
"Maybe," she laughed, "but hold this, an' take a look." She handed
him the piece of paper, and began tracing the lines with her
finger. "See these two lines? They're a little messy, but cross
them like this, an' you get the letter T. An' this squiggly line
with the circle over it? That's a little I. Get it?"

           
Lucas tried harder to understand the paper and its writing. He
understood the pattern Kumatora was mapping out for him, but it was
harder for him to grasp so quickly. "It says… 'this way'," he
pronounced, sounding out each letter as he mapped them like she
did.

           
Almost as if it was waiting for that specific password, one of the
tombstones nearby overheard him say those very words, and it
suddenly split apart, opening up and revealing a tunnel going
underneath the graveyard. It whirred and slammed as its gears
busily bustled themselves to life, opening the secret passageway
for the three aboveground.

        Kumatora peered down
the hole newly opened to them with two little words. "Pretty
exciting, huh?" she asked casually. "It's all lit up an' everything
down there. Good place to start lookin', eh?"

           
Lucas shuffled on his feet, anxiously looking back to Tazmily.
"But-"

           
"I promised ya we'd go feed your sheep, and I'm not gonna turn back
on that. The tunnel, as awesome as it looks, can wait for a
bit."

           
He smiled to her once she gave him her okay to go back home.
"Thanks, Kumatora."

           
"Well, hey, you're the boss man of our little posse; I'm just
sayin' that I'm cool with it, is all."

           
With her affirmation, they left the graveyard and made their way
back to Lucas's house, cutting through Tazmily.


           
As soon as they entered the square, Lucas felt conflicting emotions
about the village. On the one hand, it had felt like quite a while
since he had a chance to visit; he was happy to finally be home
after such a long time. Everything was where they were supposed to
be, and all the buildings were doing well. It was nice to see
everything doing fine.

           
And yet… Tazmily felt so… lonely. Tazmily was the center of
commerce just a few months ago, and it was thriving on a remarkable
tourist industry and a strong local working class. But now it just
seemed like… there was hardly anyone there to enjoy it anymore.


           
Some of the houses were completely deserted, which was remarkably
unusual; there was almost always at least one person
looking after a property, but some of them were just… empty.


           
A couple of people that did still remain in Tazmily
frequently gossiped about some other 'big city' called New Pork
City, and frequently went on and on about how much they'd like to
move out of Tazmily and to this new place.


           
What… had happened to Tazmily?


           
Lucas was happy, even excited, to head back to his home, if only
for a quick little visit. But a quick run through Tazmily's central
square and seeing its buildings healthy but totally empty put
something of a sour note in his day, and while he was still looking
forward to visiting his house, all of his pep and energy was
totally drained with one simple walk down a street.

           
Some people still loitered around his house. After so long, he
thought the wonder and amazement of Tazmily's famous Lightning
House would have worn off. The Pigmask he could understand; he was
ordered to simply stand put at the house and shoo away any
solicitors. But others still lingered.


           
They walked their way up the little hill just before his house. The
grass had been eaten away in bald spots all over his lawn from the
grazing sheep, left to mill about on their own accord, but while
they didn't really appear to be too wanting or hungry, they still
immediately flocked around their shepherd once he returned home.
Boney tromped ahead, returning to his doghouse and flumping down
onto his favorite bed, happy to be home and relax a little.


           
"This is your place?" Kumatora asked, her hands on her hips as she
assessed the building. "There's a little fire damage on the right
side."

           
"That used to be an entire stable," Lucas said quietly as he walked
behind the house, fetching a hidden bag of hay for the sheep. They
were entirely content with just eating the grass, but the hay was
healthier for their systems, and for his lawn. "Thunder Tower burnt
it down a few months ago."

           
"Ah. Well… got your revenge, at least," she piqued, trying to get
Lucas to smile, but he barely even acknowledged that she said
anything at all as he went about feeding his sheep. "What's got ya
down, Lucas?" she asked, stepping closer. "You were all
up-an-at-'em to get here and see how your flock was doing, and now
you can barely lift your head at all."

           
"Didn't you see Tazmily?" he choked, trying his best not to look
up. The sheep most definitely appreciated his attention, though,
greedily snatching up the hay as quickly as he could hand it out.
"It's… there's nobody there. Nearly everybody's gone."

           
Kumatora didn't really understand what the problem was, but she was
born in Osohe castle and usually never actually visited Tazmily, so
she didn't know. "I thought that was normal," she said,
insensitively.

           
"Entire houses were just… deserted. There was hardly anyone in the
streets." He got back up, tying the hay bag and hiding it behind
the house once again, moving next to the pump well sticking out of
the ground right next to his home. All the while he made a
conscious effort to not let Kumatora see him as he was. "That
wasn't the Tazmily I grew up in. I… moved past the Happy Boxes. I
put up with Fassad and the Pigmasks. Because no matter what
happened to Tazmily… it was still Tazmily. We were all a family and
everybody was always there for each other." His grip was faltering
as he pumped on the handle to the well as water flushed out of the
ground and into the sheep's trough. With only ocean water all
around to drink, the sheep were baaing in delight at the fresh
treat. "Everybody was so nice to me when mom… passed away. And now,
nearly everybody's gone. I haven't really talked to my dad in… " He
paused, cutting off his own sentence with another. "And anybody
who's still here - you heard what that guy said. I'm scary, now.
I've only been gone for less than a day, and already, its felt more
like a whole lifetime. It's all changed."

           
Kumatora wasn't the most educated when it came to etiquette, but
she knew well enough to keep silent while Lucas said his piece. "I
don't know what's happening to my home," he sniffled, finished with
the pump and looking over the small cliff his house rested on,
towards Tazmily's square. "I just know that… it's making me sick to
my stomach."


           
Kumatora was dumbstruck on how to handle this situation. She wasn't
very good at the mushy stuff, and Lucas was feeling pretty mushy
right now. Should she say something? Should she give him a hug? She
had no idea what kind of thoughts and feelings were going through
Lucas's head right now, and it made her sigh in remorseful defeat
when she drew a total blank.

           
Lucas brought his hands to his eyes, quickly drying the tears
before they had a chance to stream down his cheek. "Thanks,
Kumatora," he managed to say, albeit nearly at a whisper, through
his shallow breaths.

           
"For what?"

           
"For… I don't know. For listening to me. For not changing. For not
minding that I'm being a big baby about it."

           
"Hey," she suddenly said. She didn't really know where she was
about to say could lead the conversation, but if he was being
light-hearted about himself, however passively, she'd take that
opening and run with it. "It's okay to be upset about things
getting outta hand. I'm not judgin' you for nothing. You're
actually much stronger than I am, 'cause if I were you, I'd be
gettin' super mad about the whole thing. If that guy called
me scary, I'd have shown him just how scary I could be."
She joined him on the edge of the cliff, looking out over Tazmily.
"I've never thought you were a baby about anything, Lucas. When I
first met you, you marched an adult Drago into the forest to crush
a Pigmask tank for us. That takes guts. It may hurt now,
but I can tell ya, those guts'll take ya places. Like, say, the
next Needle before the bad guys get to it."

           
She wasn't very good at the mushy stuff - but it wasn't too
sentimental to at least give the kid a reassuring hand on his
shoulder. "An' don't worry about me 'not changin''. I'm not goin'
anywhere, Lucas."

           
He dried his tears a second time, thankful for Kumatora's
encouragement. His home had been taken from him and his family had
been ripped apart - but now, remembering that day three years ago
and what he felt when he put a stop to the bad guys, he was
reinvigorated into putting it all back together again. "Let's go
find Duster."

           
"Atta boy."

 


           
Their walk back to the graveyard was silent, and Lucas kept his
head low through Tazmily. They found the same tombstone from
before, and the fridge hadn't budged an inch since they left it
there.

           
The first thing Lucas did was say the password to get the new
passageway to open up, and like before, the tombstone slid open
seamlessly, revealing a ladder going into the underground.


           
Underneath the graveyard was as smelly and moldy as he imagined it
would be, but he didn't expect to find a whole new highway under
the ground. At the foot of the ladder was a large stretch of
concrete, extending further underneath the island and running
straight ahead until it met its own horizon.


           
There was no other sign of life anywhere nearby, though. Whoever
wrote that note in the bottle wasn't anywhere to be found. "Do you
think it was fake? The letter?" asked Lucas.

           
"Kinda doubt it. I mean, without it, we wouldn't have found the
tunnel." She couldn't deny that it still seemed suspicious,
however. "I guess we just walk for a bit?"

           
Luckily it didn't take them too long at all; just past the first
wall of the underground tunnel was a new partition, looking like
some kind of parking area for cars like the cafe on the highway.
Nonchalantly parked in one of the spaces wasn't any sort of vehicle
Lucas had seen: he had seen tanks and trucks and luxury cars, but
this…


            …
amounted to a really, really tall coffee table, with what looked
like a needle-thin tail with a pink bow tied to it on one end.
There was another bottle laying right next to it, with the same
kind of paper as the first one, and when they checked it, the same
kind of handwriting.


           
Attacked. Very bad.

        It followed with a
polite message to go to the Thunder Tower. It made no mention of
Duster or how whoever was writing these things were attacked, but,
regardless of the handwriting and the nearly relaxed tone the
message had, it was still worth checking out, if only because it
was the right thing to do.

           
"Should we… just walk?" Lucas asked, looking down the tunnel and
how it practically seemed to go into infinity. He had no idea where
it led, but they were just under Tazmily, and the Thunder Tower was
a train-ride and one long hike away…

           
At the question, the coffee table literally shook on its legs,
'ruffling' itself like a dog. Lucas and Kumatora jumped back in
surprise; Boney stepped forward, sniffing curiously at the table's
legs. "What was that?" she asked, prepping herself for a PK Fire in
case they needed it.

           
The front 'nose' of the table bent down, turning towards Boney as
the dog sniffed it over. It had no eyes, no mouth, and no ears, but
it knew Boney where nearby, and probably the humans as well. The
table returned the curious sniffs, and Boney, apparently feeling
comfortable near the thing, gave it a few licks across the bridge
of its face.

           
The table was docile, and bent down on its legs so it was low
enough for the passengers could get on. It somehow made a noise,
like a horse's neigh, yet with no obvious moving parts besides its
legs. "I think it wants us to get on," noted Lucas, seeing how the
table kept shuffling towards the trio.

           
Kumatora kept a stern eye on the table, calming her PSI down at how
gentle the thing seemed to be, and glanced down the tunnel to gauge
how far of a walk it could have been. She couldn't even see its
end. "Well," she sighed, looking to Lucas, "it'd be faster than
walkin'."

           
He agreed. Slowly and cautiously, he stepped towards the table,
feeling along its hard, smooth surface. It leaned into his touch
gently, expecting, practically inviting, him to hop on. He was
apprehensive, but he eventually managed to climb onto its back,
shuffling forward a bit so he was at its front for Kumatora and
Boney.

           
Kumatora was a bit less gentle, seeing that Lucas had gotten on
safely enough, and Boney just hopped on, all caution thrown to the
wind. With all three passengers on board, the table stood back up,
turned around, and began galloping down the tunnel at a casual
running pace.


           
There was nothing to hold on to as it ran down the road. Lucas had
to grip it by its edges to keep from losing his balance, and he
couldn't turn his head to see how Kumatora and Boney were faring.
It was difficult to keep his eyes open as the wind rushed into his
face, and all he could really tell was that they were definitely
making some good time.


           
The bleak concrete tunnel turned to glass, offering a clear view of
the outside as they sped along. As far as he could tell, they were
in some uncharted part of the Sunshine Forest, running between two
large mountains. He had no idea such a highway existed in his
forest. Judging from the wear of the glass and the unkempt
condition of the road, it had been there for a few years,
too.

           
The glass tunnel gave way to another concrete one, which lead to
another parking area of sorts, branching off into a smaller tunnel
that the table couldn't fit in.


           
Although apparently that was not their destination, and the table
kept right on galloping, going further into the tunnel. Its end had
come into view shortly after they left the glass tube, but it made
a hard bank to the north and kept going. "Lucas!" Kumatora yelled
over the wind, "where are you taking us?"

           
"It's not me!" he yelled back. "This thing's got a mind of its
own!"

           
It kept following the road, knowing exactly where it wanted to go
and how to get there. The constructed tunnel opened up into a
darker, uncut-stone tunnel and the road almost instantly became
much healthier, showing no obvious signs of tear. More obviously,
there were chimeras suddenly littering the way.


           
He glanced to his sides as they passed the robots and the chimeras,
checking them out as they dashed past, but he couldn't get very
good glimpses of them, unsafe on the coffee table as he was. "Did
you see those?"

           
"Yeah! I think we're near that Clayman place!" Sure enough, the new
tunnel finally opened up to some fresh air, going into a junction
in the road between a group of cliffs and outside for the first
time since they departed.


           
The table made another hard left, going north once again. It ran
over every robot and roadblock it came across, letting nothing get
between it and its destination. If it was sent by whoever wrote the
letters, then its urgency was well understood. It made no attempt
to stop anywhere along the highway, and it was running too fast to
risk jumping off for whatever reason, so they just clung on,
running down the same highway the second time in two days.


           
Once they arrived at Thunder Tower's destination, the coffee table
did not stop, and made another hard left, heaving them all east.
They galloped down unfamiliar territory, towards wherever it was
taking them.


           
For a while, there were no defining features to the tunnels. It was
just the same dimly-lit walls with the same asphalt highway; there
were no chimeras or robots or roadblocks anywhere as they went. The
sound of the coffee table's legs hitting the ground echoed off the
lonely walls as they went along. The place looked clean and
up-to-date, but it looked as though nobody had visited its roads in
years all the same.


           
It was just more and more highway with nothing on it the longer
they kept going. Lucas began to wonder who lived so far out of the
way, and why they were being attacked.


           
Finally, the coffee table slowed itself down, easing to a gentle
stop in front of the forklifts and derricks loitering the road. It
couldn't go any further; the machines were tightly packed in the
road, blocking off the table's large frame from proceeding, but
still spaced just enough for its passengers to squeeze through. It
bent at the knees, lowering itself so they could jump off
safely.

           
"Where is this?" Kumatora asked, not particularly to Lucas, walking
in between the machines. The asphalt abruptly stopped and melded
into a dirt road; the walls did the same, going from prim and
smooth concrete to unorganized clumps of dirt. The machines had a
decent amount of dust and grime building up on them; it looked as
though whoever was paving the road simply forgot about it one
day.


           
The lack of human activity made way for lots of mushrooms to grow
and cockroaches to infest. Wherever the coffee table had led them,
there wasn't a sign of anybody or anything around to save from
attack. Maybe the message was old, and whatever calamity that
occurred had long past? It'd explain the highway, at least.

           
They said nothing as they went down the trail, looking for any sign
of life but keeping on their guard in case the attackers were still
nearby. The dirt tunnel hooked into an easy left, and lying on the
ground, right in their way, was… a thing. Lying on its back, facing
the ceiling.


           
It had the same fleshy color as the coffee table, and right away,
Lucas noticed a single strand of hair on top of its head, decorated
with a tight red bow. It had a large nose and four whiskers, two on
each side of its face. It… appeared to be just a head with two tiny
little stubs for legs and no arms. It had beady black eyes, but no
ears or mouth, as far as he could see.

           
Lucas didn't ask what it was, knowing Kumatora wouldn't have known
either. He approached it quietly, cautious about the creature and
its capabilities. Was it one of the attackers from the message in
the bottle? It hardly looked like it could harm a fly, much less a
person.


           
"Watching Ceiling," it said suddenly. It had no mouth to speak, so
it startled him a bit when it suddenly spoke. It sounded fairly
juvenile and androgynous, "Tears overflow."


           
Its cheeks were moist and Lucas could clearly make out pools of
more tears welling up in its black, beady eyes. It was naturally
soft-spoken, so he knelt down to speak to it better. "Are you… the
one who wrote the message in Tazmily?"

           
The small creature paused before answering, "You read? You help
Jupiter?"


           
"Jupiter? You're called Jupiter."


           
"Boing. Mister Jupiter."


           
He took 'boing' as a 'yes'. "Of course, Mister Jupiter. We'll, ah,
do what we can." It was an irresponsible promise; he had no idea
what they were up against, but it made the effort to get the
message out, so the least he could do was make the effort to do his
best.


           
"Down Tunnel. Jupiter Valley attacked! Help please." Aside from the
obvious distress in its weeping eyes, its emotions were difficult
to tell with the way it
spoke.         


           
"Do you need help standing up?"


           
"Watching Ceiling." was all it answered. It sounded like it was
watching the ceiling because it could, rather than because it
couldn't stand up. Still, he took that as a 'no' and, with Kumatora
and Boney close behind, they continued down the tunnel towards
Mister Jupiter's home.


           
"What was the deal with that thing?" she asked, looking over her
shoulder at the tiny creature, still lying there motionlessly. "It
speaks like how it writes."

           
The tunnel didn't continue for much longer. Just one more bend in
its path, and it opened up, revealing Jupiter Valley.


           
It was a small, enclosed valley, wrapped around by a series of
mountains on all sides. It was a charming little village (it was
difficult to even call it that, housing only three buildings) with
some of the oddest architecture he had seen. The grass was
well-kept with a single, tiny little pond in the center of the
bunch.

           
Wandering around the village, just at the bottom of the dirt trail,
was a single blue Pigmask. He never bothered to learn the
significance of the colors, but all he knew was anywhere that
three-holed helmet went, there was usually trouble nearby. It
carried no weapon, however, and when it saw Lucas and his friends
approach, it wasn't aggressive at all.


           
"This is Jupiter Valley. Don't make me explain any more than that.
We're just here for the Mister Jupiters," it explained, oblivious
that Lucas had been asked to stop them, "so just don't get in our
way we're cool."

           
He said nothing, and simply walked past the Pigmask. Their truce
wasn't going to last long. For a place named after the creatures
that lived there, there weren't too many of them to find; he
entered the first house without knocking, creaking the door open to
see who was home.


           
"You weakling, stinkling Jupiters!" one of the Pigmasks cursed the
moment he stepped inside. "Don't force us to use this Frightbot to
make you cry!" At the back of the room was a group of Mister
Jupiters, their backs to the wall, tearfully facing their
antagonists. Some of them cried nonstop; some of them shook
uncontrollably in fright; but most did both. They looked absolutely
terrified of the Pigmasks.

           
"Enough of your gibberish nonsense!" the second Pigmask demanded,
"Tell us where the Needle is, or we'll have it tell you even
scarier stories."


           
There was a small piece of plastic standing on its own between the
two Pigmasks, and once it was given its okay, it took a step
forward and began to speak to the Mister Jupiters. "OKAY, LET'S GET
STARTED!" it screeched. Every word it said must have been like
nails into their noses, the way the Mister Jupiters kept flinching.
"THIS IS GOING TO BE SCARY, SO LISTEN GOOD!"

           
"Really?" Kumatora scoffed, intentionally getting their attention.
"Scary stories? That's kind of weak for torture, don't you
think?"

           
The Pigmasks turned and withdrew their weapons seamlessly, while
the Frightbot sort of hobbled in its place, slowly pivoting to face
the intruders. "AH, NON-MISTER JUPITERS!" it cried, "WHAT ARE YOU
DOING HERE?! WE'LL BEAT YOU GOOD!"


           
The Pigmasks fired beams from their handheld weapons, arcing
powerful electricity through the air and onto their skin. Their aim
and their reflexes were very well toned; the Frightbot, however,
had a uniquely different idea of combat.


           
"Once upon a time, in a dark forest…"


           
In the heat of the battle, Lucas didn't pay the Frightbot and its
stories too much attention. It was only a small piece of plastic.
But for every sentence it made, the Mister Jupiters in the building
all cried out in terror, seriously shaken by the tales it told. The
Pigmasks put up a decent fight, using all their tools and resources
in ways he hadn't expected, but they weren't a match for their
PSI.


           
The Frightbot was not a match for his foot, either. With them
defeated and the Frightbot a mangled piece of garbage, the Mister
Jupiters' immediately perked up, delighted and relieved that they
had been saved from the menaces that had invaded their home.


           
"Thank goodness. Am smiling."


            …
or so Lucas thought. Their expressions and their language were so
difficult to really decipher that he had to be directly told what
it was they were feeling.


           
"Ding." One of them asked, "Saved others?"


           
"You're the first," Kumatora answered. "We're workin' on it." They
had risen quite a bit of commotion during their fight. They left
the building quickly, before the remaining Pigmasks could take the
fight to them, and they dashed into the next house, ready to
liberate it as well.

           
The second one, just east of the first, contained no Pigmasks,
thankfully enough. Just a single Frightbot in the center of the
room, cornering four more poor Mister Jupiters. "BUT WHEN SHE
OPENED THE BOX, THERE WAS NOTHING IN IT AT ALL!" the Frightbot
finished eagerly, apparently enjoying its job.

           
"Boing!" one of the Jupiters cried, tearfully turning away from the
Frightbot, unable to bear any more.

           
"HERE COMES ANOTHER!" it yelled, taking a deep 'breath'.


           
It was dealt with much the same way; before it could get to the
bloodcurdling climax of its next horror story, it ended on a rather
abrupt cliffhanger after Lucas stomped down on it as hard as he
could. Just like flicking a switch, the Mister Jupiters returned to
their happy, carefree selves once the Frightbot was out of their
sight.


           
"Sleep at eleven. Thank you, boing. Sleep hard. Zoom. Nightmares."
one of them said remorsefully, and the others agreed. Still, their
work wasn't done yet; they still had two more houses to free in the
teeny village.

           
The third house was the northwest-most, virtually indistinguishable
from the others. Inside it were still four more Mister Jupiters;
three were taking cover, hiding in the corner of the room in
terror, while a fourth got itself stuck in a trash can and was
forced to remain in the front row as a pair of Frightbots continued
to terrorize them.

           
"AND THEN THE RADIO SAID, 'NO, JOHN, YOU ARE THE DEMONS!'" said the
Frightbot on the left.

           
"AND THEN JOHN WAS A ZOMBIE!" finished the other. The Mister
Jupiters began to howl and sob at the sheer, unimaginable horror of
the tale, each of them breaking out into a cold sweat and their
eyes spastically watching the two Frightbots, trying to ready
themselves for whatever else the heartless machines could spew at
them.


           
Once they were taken care of, the Jupiters in the room relaxed,
shyly stepping away from the wall to thank their rescuers.


           
"Give thanks at you?"


           
"Uh, sure," Lucas said, "but not yet. Still have one house left to
help."


           
"Give thanks at you later. Kay-o" it said, and they left, quickly
making their way to the last house.

           
It was the same as the three others, though on the inside, it
appeared to be just a little larger somehow. It had the same story:
a Frightbot was cornering a handful of hapless Mister Jupiters tied
cruelly to a laundry line by their pink ties, guarded by a pair of
Pigmasks. They barged into the house, expecting it to go the same
way, but among the victims was who they didn't expect to find in
Jupiter Valley.


           
Duster.


           
The Frightbot was making a horrible scratching noise, trying to
scare the Mister Jupiters into obedience by breaking their ears
instead of their wills, unlike all the others. "Where is the
Needle?!" one of the Pigmasks demanded. "Where in Jupiter Valley is
the Needle?"


           
"Do not know." said the only Mister Jupiter not crying streams of
tears from the Frightbot. One of the Mister Jupiters in particular
was hanging right next to Duster's outstretched rope snake, which
was coiling and hissing aggressively at the treatment, trying its
hardest to break free from the line and spooking the Mister Jupiter
out of its wits.

           
The answer spurred the Pigmask into action, getting louder and more
active. "Don't lie!" it yelled. "You lied yesterday, and now you're
lying today! You'd better tell us, or we'll start tickling your
underarms again!"


           
"Yes yes. We are no good."


           
The second Pigmask through its arms up in frustration, turning to
face its partner to say something, but stopping, catching sight of
Lucas standing in the doorway to the home. "Hey!" it yelped,
immediately pulling a weapon from the holster on its waist,
pointing it at them; its partner did the same, reacting
immediately. "Who are you?! What do you want?!"

           
Lucas wasn't too terribly intimidated; their weapons stung, but it
wasn't anything his PSI wasn't stronger than. "We want you to stop
tormenting the Mister Jupiters. The Needle's not here!"

           
The first kept its aim trained right on Lucas, leaning in closer to
its partner to whisper. "Are those… the guys? The ones the
higher-ups want?"

           
The second didn't care for the secrecy and spoke normally. "Who
cares? Just get 'em!"


           
One of them got the idea to try and attack Boney, figuring the dog
would be the easiest target out of the three of them. Boney was
fast, and his jaws bit harder than anything the Pigmask had felt
before, though the Pigmask managed to get in a lucky shot with its
pistol in his chest. He yelped and reared back, widening the
distance between them to recuperate from the blow. Lucas heard his
dog's cry and saw him limping back from the shot, and immediately
let go of a PK Love, putting an end to the fight as quickly as he
could.

           
The beams from their pistols really left a mark, and their melee
kicks were well practiced and powerful, but ultimately they were
just Pigmasks of a different color. They didn't waste any time
brushing away the opposition, eager to get to heal the wound on
Boney and to get to Duster and help him out of his binds around the
pillar. Their uniforms singed and smoked from the vicious attack,
but they continued to stand. "What was that?" one of them
asked to its equally bewildered partner.

           
"No clue," it answered through breathy huffs, the wind knocked
clean out of it from the strike. "We… we gotta tell Mister Fassad
right away. These are definitely the guys he talked about."

           
"Wait!" Kumatora demanded, stepping forward. The fingers on her
right hand clawed menacingly, and a sudden flame erupted from her
open palm. "That name! Fassad! He's here? He's
alive?!"

           
They didn't answer; one of them reached into another pouch on its
belt, taking out a small capsule and tossing it to the ground as
hard as it could. The room was quickly enveloped in a wall of thick
smoke, and Lucas was roughly shoved aside as the two Pigmasks made
their escape behind the smoky veil. When it cleared, they had
disappeared from sight.

           
Lucas looked out the door, trying to find the two Pigmasks, but
they were long gone by the time he had regained his balance. He
looked to Kumatora as she calmed her PSI from her hand, giving her
a panicked, distraught look: Fassad was still alive, and
still commanding the Pigmask army. But they had seen it fall from
the top of Thunder Tower! "No use worryin' about it right now," she
said irritably; she knew the implications and the impossibilities.
"We got a Duster to save."

           
Duster's head was low, and his breathing was a little labored from
how tightly knotted the ropes were. He didn't notice Lucas or
Kumatora the entire time they were there, appearing as though he
was knocked totally unconscious. The ropes were tight, but with a
quick and easy PK Fire, they weren't a hassle at all.

           
Duster fell to his knees; it took him a moment to totally regain
his sense. "Are you okay, Duster?" Lucas asked when he didn't move
right away. Duster replied with a low, slow groan, bringing his
hand up to his face to rub the weariness from it. It took him a
moment, but when he managed to get back onto his feet and his eyes
open, he was just as excited to see his friends alive and well as
they were for him.


           
"Lucas!! Kumatora!! Boney! Thank goodness you're all right!" he
laughed, stepping forward and wrapping an arm around Lucas and
Kumatora. Lucas returned the hug, but she just gave him an awkward
pat on the back instead. "What happened to you two? Where did you
land? What have you been doing?"

           
He let go of his embrace to give them a chance to speak. Kumatora
went ahead and spoke first. "I was rescued by a Magypsie named
Doria, near Club Titiboo. Apparently Lucas's mom told him where to
be to catch me."

           
Duster's happy face quickly turned inquisitive. "Lucas's… ?" He
looked to Lucas. "Hinawa?"

           
"Yeah," he answered, looking away. "Mom… saved me and Boney, too,
by telling my grandpa the same thing. And then… well, a whole lot
has happened since then. How about you? How did you wind up
here?"


           
"The kind people of this valley rescued me, but those other guys
captured us all. But don't worry about the Egg of Light. It's safe
and sound with me."

           
Kumatora tapped her foot on the floor impatiently, trying to
determine something in her head. "Jeez," she sighed, "is this lucky
or unlucky? I really can't tell."

           
"We're all lucky," Duster answered happily. "We destroyed Thunder
Tower; the Egg of Light is safe as could be; and nobody's hurt.
What more could we ask for?"

           
"I dunno about you," she answered, "but I was kinda hopin' that
Fassad would learn to stay dead after Thunder Tower."

           
"How do you mean?"

           
"You didn't hear those Pigmasks just now? Fassad is still alive and
kickin', still bossin' them around. Or so they say. We haven't run
into him yet."

           
Duster's happiness quickly drained at the unfortunate news. An
alive Fassad was a problematic Fassad. "That's-"


           
"Please to let down"


           
"Oh yeah," Duster hummed, looking at the three Mister Jupiters
still dangling by the single hairs on their heads. "We should let
these guys down, first."

           
"Hmm. I think I understand. Needles that seal away the Dark Dragon.
Hmmm…Sounds like I'm sticking with you guys. I'm coming too, of
course." The Mister Jupiters all milled about the room, walking off
the stress from the single hair on their heads, but they were
totally fine from the scares earlier. Like it never even happened.
The rope snake, however, apparently wasn't feeling as jolly as its
neighbors, and while it reacted kindly to Duster, it did not want
to coil around him as its rope again. Lucas felt sort of bad for
it.

           
"Yeah, we woulda dragged you along with us either way," Kumatora
ribbed, nudging Duster with her elbow. "You're in too deep to get
away from us now, buddy."

           
"And I know just the place to start." Duster got down on his knees,
leaning in to the closest Mister Jupiter. "Excuse me," he
introduced.


           
"Zoom?"


           
"The Pigmasks were asking about the needles location. Do you really
not know where it is?"

           
The Mister Jupiter thought about it quietly. It hardly moved and it
didn't blink as it deliberated its answer.


           
"DO know." It finally said, "Dooooo know. Know. Do do know."


           
It answered Duster's question very definitively, and it turned to
walk away, its business with Duster done. "Wait!" he called,
getting it to return. "You say you know?"

           
"That means there's a Magypsie nearby, right?" Kumatora
interjected.


           
"Ding ding! Met. Can go far that way. Easy." It spun about on the
spot, eventually stopping, facing away from the door to the
building, "Boing. Can go."


           
"North, then," Duster realized. "I've learned to talk to these guys
during my short stay, and this guy is saying we go north. They're
saying to go to the volcano to the north.


           
"Ding."


           
"Well, let's get goin'! The Pigmasks are here; they could be
anywhere near the Needle by now. We gotta move!" Kumatora was
insistent on getting themselves out of the door and to the next
Needle, and Lucas completely agreed with her urgency. With the
Mister Jupiters' thanks, they left the building, making their way
north to the next Needle.


           
The tunnels behind the village were barren, but otherwise very
clean; the Mister Jupiters clearly took good care of it, being
their only way to the volcano. The village had become lively once
the Pigmask occupation left, though the caverns were still fairly
desolate.


           
Except for a troupe of six Mister Jupiters near the back, playing a
game that was clearly very entertaining. Five of them were simply
stacked one on top of the other, and each of them were laughing and
giggling the whole time as they tried to keep their balance.


           
Another of them gave them an unsolicited lesson on the dimorphism
between the Mister Jupiters, just as they were nearing the backside
of the cave. Aside from just announcing that it was a girl, though,
there was no real physical difference that Lucas could see.

           
Just outside the cave, there was a welcoming sight in a hot-spring
waiting just there for them. The puffs of steam enticingly rising
from its surface was practically seducing them into taking a dip;
he and Boney hadn't had a decent wash since the Chimera Lab, and a
lot of things had happened since then.


           
"Use hot spring. Wash exhaust off."


           
"Well, thank you," said Lucas gratefully, already ankle-deep in the
rejuvenating water. "I apprec-"


           
"Dakota."


           
Lucas looked at the Mister Jupiter questioningly as he submerged
himself in the drink. "There's that word again," he thought aloud.
"What's a Dakota?" His friends shrugged their shoulders, just as
lost as he was on the word.


           
A refreshing dip in the spring later, and they were as good as
new.


           
Just around the bend was a large vertical, featureless wall,
stopping them from continuing onto the volcano rising just over its
edge. It wasn't very tall, but it was flat, making it impossible to
scale up.


           
"Fire Mountain above cliff. Can go." the Mister Jupiter insisted,
looking back to the wall. Duster knew this was his area of
expertise, and stepped forward, judging the wall's scalability for
himself. He hummed and stroked his chin with his hand in
thought.

           
"No good," he admitted, shrugging his shoulders. "The wall here is
too solid for Wall Staples. I'd just wind up busting my tools."


           
"Itty bitty wait before climbing." said the Mister Jupiter, and it
hurriedly dashed off towards the village. True to its word, it
wasn't very long before it came back with five friends following
closely behind.


           
Just like they had seen earlier, with in the tunnel between the
village and the volcano, the five Mister Jupiters all began to play
a game of Ladder, climbing onto each other one by one until they
were all standing on top of each other. The ladder swayed slightly
under their own balance, causing them to giggle; it was a really
fun game for them.


           
Duster looked up the tower of Mister Jupiters, noticing that they
were just a few shy from the very edge of the wall. "We just need a
few more," he winced. "Can you get two or so more up there?"


           
"More will make us fall." the bottommost Mister Jupiter answered.
He hummed once more, trying to appraise the situation - when he
suddenly got an idea, and began to climb the Mister Jupiters
himself, slowly making his way to the top. The Mister Jupiters all
groaned and complained as he went.


           
From the top of the ladder, Duster took a deep breath - it had felt
like such a long time since he had last used his Wall Staple
Technique, but at the same time, it was so familiar.


           
And with just a few staples, he had made up the rest of the way to
the top of the wall just before the volcano.


           
Lucas, Kumatora and Boney, after seeing Duster pulling himself over
the edge, made their way up the wall as well. The ladder of Mister
Jupiters swayed and wobbled with each of their weights, threatening
to topple over as the ladder was threatened with a sixth
participant. They held fast, however, and the group made it over
the wall safely.


           
"Fall apart." one of the Mister Jupiters cheered once Boney had
finally climbed over the side, "Fuuuuun!" Just as it said, the
tower of Mister Jupiters toppled over itself, all of them laughing
delightedly over how fun it was.


           
As they all straightened themselves out, they looked up the wall
and to Lucas, seeing them off to pull the Needle in the volcano.
With their leave, he did as he was expected and turned, his friends
close behind, as they tackled the next Needle. Their way back was
gone, but they'd worry about that later.

           
Just a short walk from the tall wall was a small clearing. It had
two pathways leading away from it: one was a passageway going into
the volcano, while another lead directly to a large pink conch
shell, spiraling up and directly out of a pool of molten lava, with
a set of stepping-stones leading from the shore to its front door.
More surprisingly, there was a mole cricket sitting on a patch of
dead grass just in front of the Magypsie house.

           
"Hey there!" it welcomed, doing a little dance to get their
attention. "How's it going, you guys! How long has it been?"

           
Lucas looked to Kumatora. "Um… about three hours or so?"

           
"Man, it's felt like four days to me, at least!" the mole cricket
laughed, sitting back down on the patch. "And four days in our time
is practically a lifetime! Our elder must have told you about us
making a chain of shops all around the world, right?"

           
His eyes widened as he bent down to speak to it. "Is that why
you're here? Wow, you guys are fast!"

           
"That's us! Our social network is second to none; news today is old
news three hours later. With franchises everywhere, we are now at
the forefront of business evolution. And, well, I can't really
speak for myself - location is a bit of a bother for my store here,
you know, right next to a volcano and all - but I hear business
everywhere else is looking sharp!" It settled down, sitting still
on its patch of grass. "So, can I get you to buy something?"

           
Lucas didn't really know how to phrase it as sensitively as
possible, but he gave it his best. "We're actually in a bit of a
hurry, here," it said, downtrodden, "but I promise, we'll be back!
And we'll buy something!"

           
The mole cricket's indomitable spirit didn't falter at the news at
all. "I'll hold you to it!"

           
They all made their way over the stepping stones, very careful of
the steaming lava on all sides. Strangely, the convection of being
so close to the lava wasn't nearly as bad as he thought it was.


           
The inside of the conch shell was like the others: dully furnished,
containing only an elegant bed and a dresser in the far corner,
adorned very generously with makeup accessories and a large mirror
on its back. The general color scheme was lots of soft oranges, to
go with the volcano motif all around the outside of the
shell.

           
Unlike what Lucas had expected, the Magypsie of Jupiter Valley
wasn't awake to greet him, but rather, it was sound asleep on the
bed, tossing and turning in its dreams as they entered.


           
Helpfully, the Magypsie had set up a sign right next to the bed,
just in case Lucas had managed to arrive while it was sound asleep.
It wouldn't have been any good if the one chosen to rescue the
islands was left unattended just because one of the Needle's
guardians fell asleep on the job.


           
Welcome. I am Phrygia, the sleeping Magypsie. I assume I'll be
fast asleep by the time you arrive, so I'm leaving this letter here
for you, it read, in very elegant and clean font. "What does
it say, Lucas?" Duster asked, trying to look over the boy's
shoulder.

           
"Um," he stuttered, picking up where he had left off. "It says,
'I'm a little more serious and detail-oriented than the other
Magypsies. Hello again, Luc'-" he awkwardly stuttered, figuring how
to continue reading it like Phrygia was speaking instead of him,
"'Lucas. Ion - Ionia told me you would be coming here. The Dark
Dragon Needle you're to pull is in a lake of lava up ahead. I don't
mind if'… "

           
Lucas paused once again, feeling uncomfortable with continuing. "Is
something the matter?" Duster asked again.

           
"Lucas isn't fond of pullin' the Needles 'cause it means makin' the
Magypsie guardin' it disappear," Kumatora answered in one
breath.

           
"Disappear?" he echoed. "Like how?"

           
"Like… disappear, you know. Just up an' vanish. Right in front of
us, too."

           
Duster nodded in understanding, trying to put himself in Lucas's
position. "I guess I wouldn't be too cool with pulling them
either," he conceded. "Do the Magypsies mind?"

           
"No," said Lucas, rereading the last sentence a few times before
continuing. "They don't mind. Because they lived protecting the
Needles, and… when the Needle is pulled, they don't need to live
anymore. At least, they say they don't mind."

           
Duster didn't press the issue. Lucas being the only one able to
pull the Needles effectively meant that only he was able to really
'kill' a Magypsie. Well, him, and whoever was pulling them for the
Pigmasks. Lucas continued reading when he was ready. "'I don't mind
if you pull it when I'm asleep. It will mean 'the time' has come
and I will disappear in my sleep. There is a boulder blocking the
path to the volcano. Just give it some encouraging words, like 'you
can do it' and 'don't give up', and it will move out of the way for
you. Good luck. Smoochie smoochie.'"

           
Phrygia lightly turned in its sleep, rolling over to its other side
as it continued to mumble incoherently. "I guess… we just go?"
Lucas asked, looking to his friends. There wasn't much else to do
in the conch shell, so they turned, leaving Phrygia to greet its
fate harmlessly in its sleep.


           
Just like Phrygia had written, there was a big boulder lying in
their path, keeping them from going forward. As far as Lucas could
really tell, it was nothing more than a rock; but he figured the
local Magypsie would know more about the area than him.

           
"Hey," he said to the rock softly, stepping forward and resting a
hand on its surface. "I know this is a little bothersome, but I
know you can do it, if you just… tried hard enough. Could
you please step out of our way?" He felt ridiculous, talking to the
boulder like he was. However, just as he was told, the boulder
began to shuffle and shift under its own power once Lucas gave it
some encouragement. "It'll be easy for a rock like you! Getting up
and rolling out of the way ought to be really easy, because you're
just the rock for the job!"

           
It took a bit more encouraging words, but eventually, the boulder
did actually get up and roll to the side, much to each of their
astonishments.


           
The opening to the volcano at its base was just within their reach,
and hopefully, the Needle was just a short walk from there. Roaming
the area just before the volcano were a number of strangely-shaped
creatures, with bodies like insects, beaks like birds, necks like
snakes, and tails like scorpions, happily roaming about and minding
their own business.


           
They pressed on quickly towards the volcano. Just a few hours ago,
Lucas, Kumatora, and Boney had climbed to the top of a frigid
mountain covered with snow - now they were about to head into a
belly of a volcano. Already Kumatora had taken to using the same
trick to keeping their body-temperature okay, using her PK Freeze,
but against the incredible heat of the lava, it was considerably
more taxing.

           
As they rounded the next corner, however, they came across an
unexpected sight: a pair of blue Pigmasks were loitering in a small
alley just before the volcano itself. One was speaking into a
device just like the one Lucas was carrying, and the other was
looking to the first expectantly. The Pigmasks didn't hear the
group approach, but they did not duck back around the corner to
hide; they were in their way, and one way or the other, the
Pigmasks would have to move.


           
"Hey, you hear about Mr. Fassad? Apparently, he's undergone a
huge makeover to change his image."

           
"Yeah, as a matter of fact, I did! I heard he had had such a huge
change to himself that he even sounds different now. We
should probably find that Needle quick, before he starts yelling at
us even louder than before. I hear he's even got horns to go with
his new look."

           
"Horns?" it asked, cocking its head. "You mean, like… " It brought
its hands up to its head, crooking its index fingers next to its
forehead, "demon-like horns, or something?"

           
Its partner noticed Lucas and his group standing right in front of
them, though, and when it didn't immediately answer, the other
looked down the path to see what had its partner's attention.


           
Boney fought conservatively, preferring to hang back and letting
the humans fight against the Pigmasks this time. They were dealt
with rather swiftly


           
There wasn't much of a pathway between the Pigmasks and the very
base of the volcano. There was an opening going into the volcano
right in front of them, sending them deep into its pits to retrieve
their Needle. He appreciated that, of the last three, Doria's was
such a cakewalk.


           
From where they stood, though, there was a great beacon of light
resting just a stone's throw away. The Needle was difficult to make
out through the wall of light and its small size, planted deep in
the soil, but it was clearly there. "There it is!" Kumatora
pointed, directing their gazes across the pools of lava and the
simple rock paths leading straight to it. "And the Pigmasks aren't
here! We can make this one!"

           
They started jogging down the path, doing their best to avoid the
various goops of living magma and the buzzing fireflies that
obstructed the way to the Needle. "What do you mean, 'this one'?"
Duster asked while they jogged, his breath unwavering with his
lopsided dash.

           
"It was… we didn't get the Needle on Snowcap Mountain," Kumatora
answered loudly, carrying over the wind. "We were that
close, but they got to it first."


           
The Needle was right in front of them now, just a few quick wide
steps away. "Lucas!" she yelled, "don't think! Don't stop! Just
pull it as quick as you can!" He had the same idea, once Snowcap
was robbed right from under their noses. He wasn't going to
hesitate once they got up to the Needle; he was just going to reach
around its tip, and pull it out of the ground as quick as he
could.

           
Things didn't go as smoothly as they had planned, though. Once they
were close enough to the Needle that Lucas could practically hear
the light emanate from it, an awful, screechy, cackling noise rang
out.


           
"I found you! I finally found you! Nwehehehehehe!!"


           
Despite the heat of the volcano, Lucas could feel himself go cold
at those near-signature laughs. It was here. It had made it into
the volcano, and it had caught up with them. "Is what Fassad says,"
the same voice added after the laughs.

           
They looked up, towards the voice speaking down to them, and,
horrifically, there was Fassad, in all its alive glory. The earlier
Pigmasks weren't exaggerating when they mentioned Fassad had a
makeover; it sported a jetpack, awesomely, but it didn't look like
an accessory as much as it looked like a piece of it. Its
nose had been torn off crudely from its face, and was replaced by a
metal, aesthetic one instead. Most jarringly, Fassad was adorned
with a pair of horns - brass saxophones, both hooking out of its
mouth and curving up.


           
It eased off its jetpack, floating down to the ground, and placing
itself directly between Lucas and the Needle. His goal was hidden
behind Fassad's wide, menacing figure, looking down on him
condescendingly.

           
Fassad was soon joined by another robot. About half its size,
propelled by a single engine on its bottom, with the metal head of
a feminine figure wearing lipstick and curly, black, fake hair. It
faced towards the four as well, though it didn't look particularly
menacing at all.


           
"Please forgive my late introduction. I am Fassad's
interpreter."


           
If that was all it was, Lucas didn't have a problem with it so much
as who it was interpreting for. With Fassad's introduction done, it
began to play the two saxophones jutting out of its maw - and the
sound it made was actually fairly beautiful. Lucas hated a lot of
things about Fassad (and 'hate' was a powerful word), and he
couldn't help but feel almost… dirty, knowing that he actually
found something Fassad did pleasing. "'Because of you,'" the
interpreter narrated, apparently understanding every note Fassad
made as a different word, " 'I feel beautiful, newer, and more
wonderful than ever before, but I will not thank you.' That is what
Fassad was saying."

           
There was an awkward pause as Fassad continued playing, and the
interpreter was having some difficulty telling exactly what it was
saying. "'Blunder'?" it questioned. " 'Threw me off Blunder Tower?'
I'm sorry, Mister Fassad, but I don't-" Fassad continued playing,
the music it made sounding so… fluid. "Oh, my mistake. 'Off Thunder
Tower. You threw me off Thunder Tower.' He goes on to say, 'The
resulting shame, pain, and woe are humiliating. VERY
humiliating."


           
"Yeah, that must have sucked, huh?" Kumatora chided, prepping her
PSI. "Your entire army was duped by two kids, and bald guy, and a
dog. I wouldn't wanna show my face again neither." Fassad's
expression changed, looking angrily down on them all, but the tone
of its saxophones did not change.


           
"Today will be the day I make you cry. Today will be the day I make
you cry uncle.'" The interpreter continued for it. "'I do not
believe I will ever lose to the likes of you ever again…
Nwehehehehehe!' Is what Fassad says. That's one 'nwe' and five
'he's."

           
Fassad rose back up - giving Lucas a clear shot to the Needle
directly underneath it. "Lucas," Duster said normally, stepping
closer to the boy. He kept his hands on his Thief Tools, ready to
whip any of them out at a moment's notice. "It's one against four.
He can't keep his eye on all of us. Kumatora, Boney and I will
distract him, and you pull the Needle."

           
Lucas agreed; it was a good plan. Fassad's trumpeting, however,
picked up again, bursting into more fluid notes and tunes. "'I
would not be so quick,'" the interpreter said. "'Lucas. You would
be immobilized when the Needle is pulled, yes? Would you risk your
friends to fight without you? Would you risk yourself?' That is
roughly what Fassad is saying."

           
Lucas couldn't get a good read on Fassad with the fake nose and the
two horns in the way. Why was it giving him that hint? A
three-on-one would have made things a lot easier on it, but,
perhaps, the Pigmasks just really needed all the remaining Needles.
"He's just talking smack, Lucas. We can take him, you just pull
that Needle!" Kumatora insisted, but, as much as he hated to admit
it… Fassad had a point. He couldn't leave his friends to fight it
without him.


           
"'Now let us begin, kind sirs, and I will show a mature, grownup
terribleness. And that terribleness is a very mature and grownup
terribleness,' Fassad says. He then also adds,
'Nwehehehehehe!'."

           
With that, Fassad swooped down.


           
Without thinking, Lucas whipped out a thunder bomb and threw it at
Fassad.


           
BANG!!


           
Fassad's horns dangled off its face, and its left engine on its
jetpack was stuttering and beginning to falter. Fassad had been
beaten rather soundly by Lucas; all it could do was pull away,
continuing to play its music as it floated out of their reach. "'I
will humbly make you pay for this,' Fassad says. And I should note,
he says it with a very intense emotion. Anger, I believe."
Lopsidedly, Fassad flew up and out of the volcano as quickly as it
could.


           
"Well, that concludes my interpretation session."


           
And with that, Fassad's interpreter followed, leaving the four of
them to the Needle.

           
Lucas stood, his head craned up high as he watched Fassad run away.
He watched as it tried to steady its flight, colliding harshly with
the hot stone walls of the volcano as it tried to fly its way out
of the top. Kumatora, though, immediately laughed and whooped,
clapping Lucas on the shoulder after the victory. "Yeah, look at
'im run! Look at 'im run!" she cheered, shaking Lucas in a
congratulatory way. "Man, Lucas, does it feel good to
finally put that screwed-up bastard in his place, or what?"

           
Lucas looked away, smiling shyly to himself. He hadn't thought
about it, but now that she mentioned it… it did feel pretty good.
Fassad had been oppressing him and his dad personally for the past
three years. It felt terrific to finally get back at him,
even if it conflicted with his normally pacifistic rules.

           
"But let's not wait any longer," interrupted Duster, although he
couldn't keep the contagious smile off his own face. "We should
pull the Needle before he has a chance to come back with
others."

           
Lucas shook the giddy smile from his face at Duster's words; he was
right. The sooner they pulled it, the better.


           
Without wasting another moment, he did the deed.


           
Almost right away, after the whole thing played itself out, Lucas
felt the pressure on his back forcing him down once again. It
wasn't a painful sensation, exactly, but regardless, there was an
invisible force insistently forcing him down by his shoulders,
trying to push him into the hole he had just created. "What's
happening?" Duster asked, watching the boy suddenly strain and work
against something he couldn't see. "Is this normal? Should we
help?"

           
Duster had reached forward, intent on answering his own question,
but Kumatora stopped him right away. "This is normal," she said
flatly, "and I don't get it either. It happened at Doria's, but he
comes out fine at the end." Lucas grunted, getting onto his hands
and knees, his body struggling and straining to keep itself up.
"Just give him a second."

           
His knuckles began to turn white as he kept trying to push himself
up from the ground. He blinked hard, forcing the sweat from his
eyes, and he pointed his elbows out. His face kept inching closer
and closer to the hole; just before his chin hit the dirt, the
weight was gone, and once again, he experienced a sudden
practical-weightlessness, accompanied by the wonderful feeling of
being wrapped in something magical as his heart had realized some
more potential he had locked away.


           
Lucas took a few deep breaths, trying to regain his wind as he
brought himself back to his feet. "Are you okay?" Duster couldn't
help but ask. Lucas was a little wobbly, but with the power he felt
himself grow with, he happily gave Duster a thumbs-up, too
momentarily strained to answer verbally.

           
Kumatora was about to suggest they run back to Phrygia's as quickly
as they could, but the rough sound of some high-heeled shoes
clapping against the stone beat her to it.


           
Phrygia ran up as quickly as it could, its body already beginning
to vanish. "I saw it!" it said happily as it ran, dashing up to the
four between gasps and pants. "I thought it would get pulled while
I was asleep, but I saw it! I saw the Needle get pulled!" Duster
nearly flinched at seeing the man-woman-thing for the first time
skip towards them, but held his tongue, not wanting to
offend.

           
It practically pranced around in delight at having seen its own
Needle getting pulled. It didn't even notice that it was
disappearing. "That leaves only three left, and unlike the other
Magypsies, I'm very detail oriented. I'm not much longer, but I can
at least tell you where the others are."

           
Lucas finally snapped out of it - as much as he would have liked to
bask in the feeling, there were priorities happening in front of
him, and when he saw Phrygia's disappearing body, he was suddenly
reminded of what he had just done. "One is located on gorgeous
Tanetane Island, south of Tazmily. A beautiful place, covered
mostly in jungle. I love it! It's a great place to work on a tan!
I'm pretty sure Mixolydia is looking after that one."

           
"Tanetane?" Kumatora repeated. Phrygia nodded, humming positively.
"I know that name from somewhere." She rested her head on her hand,
thinking about it for a moment. Phrygia continued while she thought
about it.


           
"Another needle is in Chupichupyoi Temple, deep in the Oriander
Mountains. I believe Ionia is protecting it." Lucas sighed; he
wasn't looking forward to having to pull Ionia's Needle. "I think
you already know this, of course," Phrygia began, digging into one
of the pockets in its elegant dress, "but it's said that the heart
of whoever pulls the Needles is passed on to the Dark Dragon.
Instill the power of power; the darkness of darkness; and the light
of light into your spirit as you pull them."

           
"Um," Lucas said quickly, stepping forward. "The bad guys have
pulled… a few of them already."

           
"How many?"

           
"Just… two, we're pretty sure, so we're tied."

           
Phrygia thought about that for a bit. "Dear me… if you can get the
next two, then your heart will overcome theirs, and the Dark Dragon
will assume your heart. Probably!" It winked and giggled, but Lucas
didn't find that to be quite as funny.

           
"The Magypsies for their Needles said that whoever pulled them had
no heart. So… what happens if they win?"

           
Phrygia reared back in surprise at that. "Really? That's what they
said?" Lucas nodded. "Hmm… well… the legends say, that when the
Needles are pulled, the Dark Dragon will remake the world in the
image of the heart of whoever awakens it. If you wake it up, Lucas,
with a heart as darling as yours, I'm sure the world would be a
great and wonderful place." Lucas smiled at the compliment, even
though he had to watch Phrygia disappear right in front of him,
just like the others. "But if someone with no heart at all pulls
them… then, I would think that the Dark Dragon would do exactly
that. The world would be nothing. No sky, no land, no sea. It would
just… be nothing."

           
"That's a pretty good reason to hurry it up," Duster added, without
a shred of humor.

           
"Indeed!" Phrygia laughed, finally pulling its hand out from its
pocket. It carried a small notebook with it, pulling on the fabric
from the inside pocket. "This is for you, Lucas. It just has
everything I've told you know written in it, in case you ever need
a quick reminder." Lucas accepted the book, looking through the
first page quickly - just as it said, the names of the Magypsies
guarding the remaining Needles and their locations were written in
very fine, elegant handwriting.

           
"But," Lucas said, looking up at Phrygia, "there's one Needle
missing."

           
"The Needle said to be sticking out of the Dark Dragon's head,"
Phrygia sighed, looking around the volcano. "I have no idea where
it is, and I can't seem to contact Locria, the Magypsie guarding
it. For a person as detail-oriented as myself, this is kind of
perturbing, and my only regret to disappearing with the Needle."
From Phrygia's other pocket, it withdrew two, smaller items: a tube
of lipstick, and an electric razor. Both were the same brands as
the other Magypsies, but both were of different colors. "It's about
time I left, but before I go, take these. So you don't forget
me."


           
And with that, just like the others, Phrygia vanished into thin
air.



           
Nothing remained of Phrygia at all, and the four of them were left
alone in the volcano, to trudge their own way back out. "Damn it, I
can't remember," Kumatora sighed, having thought about where she
heard the name 'Tanetane' before. "It'll come to me later. But hey,
Duster," she called, nudging him with her elbow, "you saw your
first Needle get pulled. How was it? Pretty thrilling, huh?"

           
Duster kept his eyes on where Phrygia once stood, still a little
shocked at how it simply vanished, clothes and all, into nothing.
The gravity of knowing exactly what might happen if the Pigmasks
got to the Needles before they did was still fresh on his mind.
"Pretty intense," he answered.












Chapter 24

 


The walk out of the volcano was thankfully uneventful. They
steered clear of all the local wildlife, careful not to get too
close to anything and get into another brawl over territories.
Unlike last time, Lucas was fairly pleased with how pulling this
Needle went, although having to watch a Magypsie disappear every
time was always a mood-killer, and they knew Fassad was still
alive.


           
Just as they promised, they stopped by the mole cricket's little
shop just outside of Phrygia's home, looking over its wares.


           
It didn't sell anything particularly noteworthy, but they still
shelled out the DP to buy a couple of its dumplings, apparently
made from a traditional recipe and a staple of the mole crickets
and their culture. They were a little unfulfilling, but they knew
how to cook a good dumpling, he'll give them that.

           
As they returned to Jupiter Valley, to their surprise, there was a
Mister Jupiter lying in the middle of the path, just gazing up at
the clouds.


           
"Looking at sky."


           
"How did you get up here?" Lucas asked. A game of Ladder should
have been impossible, if they lost their balance at six.


           
"Came up here. Easy easy." It said, watching the clouds pass by,
"Ladder there. No falling."


           
True to its word, right where they had climbed over the wall in the
first place, a new ladder had been erected immediately next to it.
Another Mister Jupiter was wobbling delightedly at the top of the
new one, apparently excited that the ladder was complete.


           
"Can go up. Can go down. Can Fall."


           
Just to the west of it, though, was another ladder, going much
higher… and leading to nothing.


           
"What's the story with that one?" asked Kumatora.


           
"First Ladder. Missed. Ding… " It seemed a little embarrassed that
they managed to build a ladder going higher than the cliff, and not
realizing that it went up the wrong cliff until it was too
late.

           
The Mister Jupiters were all excited to be freed from the Pigmasks
once again; from the hill overlooking their little village, Lucas
could see that their activity and liveliness had really begun to
pick up. Maybe their experiences against the Frightbots weren't as
sudden as flipping a switch as he had realized.

           
They chose not to wash off in the hot spring; they had just left a
volcano, after all, and they had enough to do with being surrounded
by heat for a bit. The tunnels weren't as energetic as the village,
though some of the Mister Jupiters had gone right back to playing
Ladder again, and they were still laughing up a storm over it.


           
"Play at me? No play at me?"


           
He turned them down as politely as he could, and they just went
right back to their fun, already forgetting that he was invited at
all.


           
As they walked themselves out of the cave, Lucas began to thinking
about which Needle they should go after next. He had no idea where
Tanetane island was - he had never even heard of it until then -
but he wasn't looking forward to having to pull Ionia's Needle at
all, and the Oriander mountains were just a walk away from Tazmily.
They left the mouth of the cave, and sitting on the dirt path just
above the village, going to the tunnel leading to the highway, was
one of the Pigmask's flying machines.


           
A green Pigmask emerged from it, looking around for a moment, to
make sure that it was alone. Its eyes landed on Lucas just coming
out from the tunnel, and suddenly, it began to panic, hurryingly
digging into one of its pouches and withdrawing a small pink orb.
It tossed it to the tunnel, then dashed back into the flying
machine, which took back off in a hurry, and before Lucas could
yell for it to stop, the pink orb exploded violently.


           
BOOM!!


           
All the Mister Jupiters leapt into the air in fright, crying out
all at once at the enormous boom the bomb made. They scattered
about, trying to find shelter from some kind of invisible invader
as they ran, and all the while the cliff began to slide and cave in
around the only way in or out of Jupiter Valley.


           
Once the last pebble finally slid into its place among all the
carnage and the sound of the rocks all falling apart had stopped,
the Mister Jupiters all stopped as well - the threat had passed,
and it was back to what they were doing. Trying to figure out their
mannerisms was giving Lucas a headache.

           
But their responsiveness to danger was beside the point: the tunnel
had collapsed. It was their only way back to the entire rest of the
island!


           
They ran back to the tunnel to check out the damage. If it was
really beyond repair, they would be stuck in Jupiter Valley; the
village was surrounded on all sides by insurmountable mountains,
and one of them was a volcano. It would be suicide to try and climb
over.

           
It looked pretty desperate from a distance, and once they were
right next to it, they could see just how bad the damage really
was. The tunnel had been completely collapsed, and numerous
boulders of all shapes and sizes were blocking whatever possibly
remained. If there was any chance to move the boulders and dig
their way back to the tunnel, it would have taken days, and at the
rate they were pulling Needles, the world would be doomed by the
evening.

           
"It's lookin' pretty messed up, I gotta say," Kumatora hummed,
bending over and picking up a rock the size of her fist. She looked
it over before carelessly tossing it away. "We should get diggin'
if we don't have any other plans."

           
"No way, that can't be right," insisted Duster. "The Mister
Jupiters wouldn't only have one way in and out of their village.
They must have another way out somewhere. We should go
ask."

           
Lucas thought about it, looking over the tunnel. None of their PSI
would probably work on it. "I think Duster's right," he said
eventually. "It might be worth it to at least ask."

           
"Cool with me," she shrugged in response, and they went back into
the village, asking around if there were any other exits to the
valley.


           
Their topics were as mysterious as just about everything else about
them. Some were talking about the 'mantis' (apparently, their name
for the green Pigmask. It suited them, Lucas decided) that had just
appeared, and other was talking about some kind of grounded food,
and some more were talking about how much the Mister Jupiters
enjoyed their company.

           
Their questions led them into the same house Duster was in. None of
the Mister Jupiters were very helpful, but one of them was at least
halfway eager to talk about it. "Saw pig person." It said once the
humans entered, "Tunnel Boomed. Zoom. No more tunnel!"


           
"Is there another other way to leave besides the tunnel?" Duster
asked.


           
"Leave Jupiter bye-bye so quick?" it asked, and for the first time,
Lucas could actually tell that it sounded a little sad about
it.

           
"We promise to visit," Lucas reassured. "You guys are our friends.
We just… really need to get home, quick."

           
The Mister Jupiter's nose gave a little bob, almost like a nod, as
it understood.


           
"We collect birdies. Loooots of birdies for flying vehicle."
Suddenly asking for a lot of birds wasn't what Lucas had expected
at all, "But not enough birdies yet. Maybe one more."


           
Duster was just as surprised by the demand. "We're going to fly
using birds?" he clarified.


           
"Birds fly. So people fly." was the Mister Jupiter's reasoning.
"Boing!" Kumatora was reluctant to go with the plan - it was
understandably… dubious - but what other choice did they have?


           
Mister Jupiters littered the valley now, lying on their backs with
bright red balloons on strings yards long tied to their noses
hovering high above them.


           
"One birdie more. Fishing for birdie."


           
But… they were inside! And they only talked about it for a minute!
How did the other Mister Jupiters know? How were they all so quick
to start collectively 'fishing' for birds? They rattled his mind,
and he didn't know if he should find them confusing or endearing
for it.

           
Luckily, birds seemed to enjoy flocking to Jupiter Valley, though
they didn't seem to be taking the bait. Right next to the destroyed
tunnel, though, a small flock of them had taken rest. Lucas didn't
know what types they were, but they were much larger than the
common Tazmily sparrow, so hopefully one of them would suffice.


           
He only now realized that there was a bit of a flaw with the 'catch
the bird' part of the plan. Whenever he got just a little too close
to one, it'd fly away before he could snatch it.

           
"Leave it to me," Duster said assuredly, stepping forward. "I'm
really good at sudden movements. Comes with my trade."

           
They worked out a quick plan to catch one of the birds. The birds
really seemed to like to cliff for whatever reason, so Duster would
stay as still as a statue on it while the birds carelessly
fluttered around him. Then he would simply reach out and grab
it.

           
A simple plan, but fortunately for them they were simple creatures,
and Duster was very good at what he did.

           
They quickly brought it back to the Mister Jupiter they were
talking to - the bird was fighting and squeaking the whole way. It
was heartrending to watch it struggle the way it did, but at least
they didn't have anything terribly cruel in mind for it (he
hoped).


           
"Brought back birdie?" the Mister Jupiter asked, as though the
wriggling ball of feathers trapped securely in Duster's hands
wasn't clear enough. "You zoom! New record!"


           
"Where do you want it?" Duster asked, his wrists thrusting with
each movement the little bird made.


           
"Let go." He didn't know how they planned on catching it again
later, but he supposed it would be easier in their house,
regardless of the fact that they had no arms either way. Carefully,
he let the bird go, and immediately it took flight, circling the
ceiling again and again, trying to find a way back out.


           
"Use birdies to make good thing. You wait in hot spring." it
commanded.

           
"Why there?" Duster asked, watching the bird.


           
"You not boing hot spring?"


           
"Well, no, it's just… a sudden place to tell us to wait. But I
guess any place is as good as any other." The Mister Jupiters
apparently had things under control, so with that, they backtracked
through the back tunnel towards the hot spring once again.


           
Their earlier heat exhaustion from the volcano had cooled off over
time, though the water of the spring was still an uncomfortable
reminder. Still, while they weren't terribly dirty, a good soak was
what Lucas really wanted: they had been moving almost nonstop since
Aeolia's Needle, and besides the occasional bath break, they really
hadn't had an opportunity to relax.

           
"This is kinda nice," Kumatora sighed once they got into the water,
knowing that it wasn't just a momentary soak. "Can't really say I'm
excited for that Jupiter's loopy plan, but just gettin' a chance to
finally sit down and relax." Lucas agreed, although he would have
appreciated a more personal bathing space - or at least
gender-dividers for the spring - so he didn't have to feel the
weight and the drag of his clothes in the water.

           
Lucas picked a spot in the spring next to the edge and sat, leaning
back and relaxing his head against the grass. He let out a deep
sigh and felt his feet unknot and his muscles melt into the
soothing warmth of the water. He remembered, once upon a time, that
every day was like this: just kicking back and letting the weight
of it all ease off his shoulders. And now it seems like every
minute of his life was straight out of some kind of
action-superhero story. Learning magic; impersonating the enemy;
blowing up towers; running from horrifying murder-beasts; saving
the world… he couldn't help but smirk a little. It was exactly how
he and Claus had imagined themselves just three years ago. But it
was still different. Kumatora and Duster were terrific friends, and
he wouldn't have any other dog in the world than Boney… but none of
them were Claus.

           
"Something on your mind, kid?" Duster asked, noticing Lucas's
faraway expression. Lucas didn't realize he was being spoken to
until he felt Duster nudge his foot with his own. He brought his
head back upright, grunting. "I said, something on your mind,
kid?"

           
He hesitated a little, stuttering to find the correct words. "I was
just… thinking about everything we've done so far," he answered
truthfully. "Just a few days ago I was just another kid, you know?"
Boney had taken a spot next to his master, and Lucas appreciatively
gave him a few scratches on his furry head. "And now I'm in a hot
spring, miles from home, in some village with walking heads, in the
middle of saving the world."

           
Kumatora laughed out loud. "Well, when ya put it that way, it makes
ya sound like some kinda superhero, doesn't it?"

           
"I was just thinking that myself," he laughed back. "What my
brother wouldn't have given to be in my spot right now."

           
"You still think about him, do you?" Duster asked. Lucas's earlier
smile waned almost immediately.

           
"Yeah, I… I still think about him and mom. A lot. I've been trying
to not dwell on it, though. I don't want what's… happened to dad to
happen to me."

           
Another awkward silence - Duster knew what Flint was going through,
and Lucas didn't like thinking about it. It was broken when a
Mister Jupiter suddenly emerged from under the surface of the
water, having been holding its breath the whole time. "Have you
been under there the whole time?" asked Lucas.


           
"Hot water. Cool air. Sunny feeling is good." It paddled itself to
the edge of the spring, kicking itself over its edge with a hop,
"Inside hot spring, but have coffee?"


           
It was an odd offer, and he was more of a 'tea' person, but it was
a gracious offer all the same. "A good cup would just top the whole
thing off," Duster said enthusiastically, looking forward to his
own.

           
The coffee didn't take too long to prepare. They had even brewed
them separately, figuring that each of them would appreciate a
different mix for their own tastes: Lucas had his with milk and
sugar; Kumatora's used beans that made a lighter coffee with less
caffeine; and Duster's was all black.


           
They had some things to talk about over their treat.


           


           
No one is simply born "strong."


           
People only grow stronger little by little, by encountering
difficult situations and learning not to run from them, no matter
how frightening or daunting they might be.


           
Lucas. That is exactly what you have done to grow strong.


           
However, you did not do it for yourself.


           
You grew strong for those you would otherwise be unable to help.
They are the reason you are strong.


           
Even now, you occasionally show a glimpse of it, Lucas. Fleeting
images of that once-pampered, crybaby boy can sometimes be seen in
your smile.


           
You've come a very long way.


           
There's no telling what can be expected from here on out, but if
one thing is certain, it is that those who believe in you will be
right there to help.


           
Trust in them.


           
Now, go forth, toward whatever stands out most in your
eyes.


           
Go, facing not the darkness, but the light.


           
Lucas…and his companions…


           
You have driven the enemy into a corner. The enemy's back is to the
wall.


           
There is nothing to fear now.


           
Everyone is watching on, with complete faith in you. In their
hearts, they all say, "Thank you!"


           
Can't you hear them?


           


           
Shortly when they were done with the coffee, a Mister Jupiter came
from the tunnel, approaching the hot spring carefully. On its
bulbous nose, it balanced a small coin-like piece of metal, being
careful not to tip it too far to either side, "You dropped." it
said, placing the coin just at the water's edge.

           
Lucas waded up to it, looking over the small thing. He recognized
the grime and the rust on it right away: it was the Courage badge
Nippolyte had given him in place of his father. It was his dad's
good-luck charm. He hadn't really given the badge a lot of thought
since he got it, but looking at its wear-and-tear and knowing that
it was his father's gift to him, he felt embarrassed that he had
been so careless over something so priceless. "Thank you," he said,
reaching for it, when the Mister Jupiter stepped on top of it.


           
"I polish dull thingy to sparkly thingy. Say yes at me? Say no at
me?"


           
On the one hand, he wasn't too keen on giving the badge up. It was
his father's proof that Flint still thought about him. But on the
other, it was pretty beat up… and giving its shine back
might just restore its good luck. "Okay," he finally said.


           
"I make sparkly and give back. I make sparkly." Just as it turned
to leave, it turned once more, looking back, "Bird cage done. Ready
to fly."


           
"Oh, you hear that?" said Duster, standing back up and out of the
hot spring. His fingers had gotten all wrinkly, and his clothes did
little to dry the rest off. "It's time for us to get going."

           
Lucas had been enjoying their time in the hot spring - it was
comfortable, for one, and they were really connecting as a group in
there. But Duster was right. Feeling his clothes pull on him as he
rose up and out of the water, he stepped back onto the grass,
hearing the drips and drops of the runoff all over his body splash
to the grass below. The others soon followed (Boney promptly
shook-dried himself, soaking them all a second time) and,
rejuvenated, they made the short walk back to the village's
square.


           
Sitting on the ground right in front of them was a large birdcage,
containing a number of red birds, all of the same species. He
couldn't exactly tell if the one they had caught was in there at
all, but there were certainly a few of them in there. "That's it?"
Kumatora asked, looking it over carefully. It was literally just a
birdcage, nothing more.


           
"Boing! You ride flying birdcage?" "Easy for you to say!" she
quickly answered. "There's no way this thing is going to get off
the ground! It doesn't make any sense!"

           
"Kumatora," Lucas interrupted, getting her attention before she
started getting mad at the little Mister Jupiters. "We got here by
riding a coffee table like a horse. Did that make any sense?"

           
She was suddenly at a loss for words, looking at Lucas, then back
to the birdcage, then back to Lucas. "That was… well, at least that
thing had legs."


           
"So we just hold on to this rope, then?" Duster asked.


           
There was a quick rustle through the grass just behind them, making
a lot of noise, causing them to turn. A bright red snake had
slithered from the nearby house and, having heard the magic word,
quickly came up to its owner. Lucas wanted to leap away in fright,
but the snake had no interest in him; it went up to Duster's feet,
seamlessly climbed up the inside of the left leg of his pants, up
his torso, and deftly down his left sleeve, wrapping itself
securely around his wrist, locking its body in a way so that Duster
could grasp onto its tail while its mouth was still free to grip
onto anything.

           
Lucas and Kumatora were pretty surprised by the suddenness of the
rope snake, but Duster in particular felt moved by the snake's
devotion to him and to its duty as a rope. "Looks like someone
wants to tag along," he said, stroking the head of the snake
lightly with his free hand.

           
Kumatora immediately had her doubts, though. "I dunno, Duster. We
trusted that thing to work last time, and we wound up nearly
falling to our early ends."

           
"Yeah, I know that, but… " He looked back at the snake, squeezing
reassuringly on his arm. "I've had this snake for a while. It was
there when I lost my memory, and it saw me through every concert
with the DCMC. It's been a good friend to me, you know, like Boney
and Lucas." Though the snake hadn't really put in the same effort
Boney had, he still felt confident in making that comparison. "If
it wants to try again, I can't just say no. It's my friend."

           
She sighed. "Fine. I doubt this thing will be able to lift us high
enough to scratch us if we fall anyway."


           
"All zoom?" the Mister Jupiter asked, and Duster, happy that he had
everyone's okay with the rope snake seeing them through another
flight, nodded, "Here go no something."


           
With a quick ram with its entire body, it shook up the cage, and
right away the birds inside began to squawk and squeak, all taking
flight at once.


           
To Kumatora's surprise, the cage actually began to lift up with the
amount of force their collective wings were pushing down on the
cage's frame. It should have been a complete physical
impossibility… but there it was. "Quick, latch on!" she yelled over
the rustling of their feathers, and just before the cage could get
away from them, Duster flung his arm forward, and the rope snake
reached out and caught on , just like before.


           
Kumatora and Lucas quickly grabbed onto Duster's legs as he was
lifted into the air with the snake and the cage, and Boney quickly
and gently bit onto Lucas's foot. With a surprising whoosh, they
were practically catapulted into the air, soaring high over the
mountains surrounding Jupiter Valley and then some.

           
They were lifted high over the clouds, watching the Nowhere Islands
disappear underneath their cover far below them. Snowcap Mountain's
peak was visible off in the distance; they had nearly gone past the
highest point on the highest mountain already. And their flight was
completely powered on nothing but birds!


           
The cage's flight took them over the highway below, and over
Thunder Tower's creaking and groaning wreckage. The yellow sphere
that made the generator and its insides were nothing but charred
black husks after their destruction. Club Titiboo wasn't too far
away, and around its mountain's base was the Chimera Lab just
before the Sunshine Forest. Way off to one side of the island was a
desert Lucas had never seen before, but had heard a few rumors
about. He could see where his grandfather's cabin used to be, and
from there he trailed his eyes down the path he and his family
always took to get back to Tazmily.

           
From there, he looked straight south, seeing his house and noting
the little dots still grazing his front lawn. And then to the
ocean, that went out and out forever in every direction - and
farther south still, the tiniest hint of another island peeking
over the horizon…

           
Before he could get a better look at it, though, the cage began to
wobble under its own weight. There was no headwind to knock them
around, surprisingly enough; the birds were seemingly just
beginning to run out of steam on their own.


           
"What's happening?" Kumatora yelled over the winds from their
flight. "Stop rocking the cage, Duster!"

           
"It's not me!" he yelled back, his grip as tight on the rope snake
as its grip was on him. "It's the birds! Or something! I don't
know!"

           
"You don't know?!" Lucas asked, horrified, and, against his better
judgment, looked down. The fall would do quite a bit more than just
give them a scratch, and he didn't know if he could count on his
mother rescuing them a second time.

           
The cage dipped just below the clouds, breaking through their cover
and leaving them an unobstructed view of the entire island below.
They were just beginning to pass over the western shore of the
island, just over the ocean. That was better, he knew: if they
absolutely had to drop down, they could just land in the water.
It'd break their fall.

           
Suddenly, their velocity picked up, going fast, far too
fast towards the ground all at once. Lucas continued to desperately
hold onto Duster, but out from the corner of his eyes, he saw
Kumatora had let go out of fright, and above them, the birdcage was
rising back up over the clouds…


           
They had just barely missed solid land on all sides. The
beach to Tazmily's west started as an enclosed cove for a few feet
just before it widened out into the actual ocean, and they managed
to all land in the little pool of water. They weren't going fast
enough to really hurt themselves, and the water was deep enough to
sustain their momentum before they evened out and began to rise
back up. Still, the impact hurt; they did what they could
to swim themselves to safety, but the waves of the ocean did most
of the work.


           
They were all fine, though: no broken bones or anything. The rope
snake was the last to drag itself out of the water, slowly
slithering its way onto the shore after them.

           
"Hey, guess what?" Kumatora asked, highly annoyed. "The snake
couldn't hold our weight at Thunder Tower. And guess what? It
didn't hold our weight this time. Whoda'thunk that history would
repeat itself?"

           
Duster managed to pull himself to his feet, feeling his bones creak
and pop into place after that tough landing in the water. "Yeah,
yeah," he dismissed. "He held on as long as he could, though, and
it got us to Tazmily, didn't it?"

           
"We coulda broken our necks! A few feet in any direction and we
woulda been as flat as an omelet!"

           
Kumatora was pretty peeved about the rope snake's inability, but
Duster was very lenient with it and reached out to it, offering it
to slither back up his sleeve and around him again as it did for
the last three years. The snake, though, wasn't feeling as great
with itself after its second failure: it was supposed to be better
than just any other rope, and a rope wasn't supposed to break with
a little weight. Rather than accept Duster's invitation, it quickly
slithered away in embarrassment.


           
Duster wanted to chase after it. He was very attached to his pet
snake, and already he felt as though he was missing something, like
he had forgotten to put on his shoes before leaving his house. But
if the snake was feeling anything like how he felt when his father
Wess scolded him after a botched heist, the best thing to do would
be to just leave it alone for now. He just hoped it didn't leave
Tazmily, and he could find it when it was ready to be found.

           
"Um," Lucas said, getting their attentions again. "According to
Phrygia's book… " He reached into his pocket and took out the
little notebook the Magypsie had given him earlier. It had been
completely soaked from the earlier hot spring and the dip into the
ocean, but, like magic, the book did not warp in shape and the ink
did not run. "The next Needle is… on Tanetane island, directly
south of Tazmily."

           
They looked directly south. There was only ocean as far as their
eyes could see. Not the faintest hint of land before the horizon.
"Is that right?" huffed Kumatora, still irate over the rope
snake.

           
"That's… " Lucas flipped through the book a bit, quickly scanning
each of the pages that had any words on them. Only the one on the
front had anything of value; the rest of the book was just an
incredibly long list of things to get for the other Magypsie's
birthdays. "That's what Phrygia wrote. And I, I'm pretty sure I saw
an island that way, when we were up in the sky."

           
Duster leaned forward, holding his open hand over his eyes to shade
them from the sun. Even his highly trained thief-eyes couldn't spot
any land. "How do we even get there? If it's there at all. Can we
take a boat out there or something?"

           
"I don't think so," Lucas answered. "There aren't any ships at all
in Tazmily. Just a single canoe rowed by two guys up and
downstream."

           
"Perfect place to start," offered Kumatora, when Duster cut her
off.

           
"Hold on! I see something in the water!"

           
"An island? 'Cause that would be nice."

           
"No! It's… it's a Pigmask! In the water!"

           
Lucas and Kumatora quickly stepped forward, mimicking Duster's
stance, trying to see where he had spotted it. "Where is it? I
don't see it."

           
"It went under the water! I think… I think they're
swimming to Tanetane!"

           
In no time at all, Kumatora stepped forward, wading knee-deep into
the ocean. "That's a good idea, too!" she said over her shoulder,
waving for the others to follow behind her. "Come on! Anything
those Pigmasks can do, we can do better!"

           
Apparently flying through the sky was difficult to believe, but
swimming across an ocean was entirely plausible. Boney jumped into
the water, just behind Kumatora, although whether he understood
that she wanted them to swim to an island they couldn't see or just
because he thought it was time to swim was beyond Lucas.

           
Still… he couldn't doubt that she had a point. Since there was only
one boat in Tazmily and it was locked to the rivers anyway,
swimming there was probably going to be their fastest route. He and
Duster soon followed, if a little nervously as they approached the
waves, and they each took a deep breath as they dove under the
surface.


           
A pair of Pigmasks were underneath the surface of the water, closer
to Tazmily than they had thought. With them was some kind of
creature Lucas had never seen before: with an upper-half that
looked like a middle-aged man with long, wavy-black hair, and a
lower-half that was all fish, complete with colorful scales and a
long, thin tail. Was it some kind of new person he had never seen
before, like the Magypsies? Or was it another chimera?

           
While he was busy trying to figure out what it was, to his, and
Duster's and Kumatora's, surprise and disgust, the man-fish thing's
lips extended towards the nearby Pigmask and wrapped around the
snout on its helmet. It looked as though they were making out, and
from the way the man-fish was going at it, it was pretty…
vigorous.


           
"Okay!" one of the two Pigmasks yelled somehow, looking off to the
side, perhaps to a third Pigmask they couldn't see past the reefs.
"Oxygen supply is complete! Let's make our way to Tanetane island,
before those brats beat us to another one."

           
The closer one looked at the man-fish, subconsciously using a hand
to clean off the end of its snout after that doozy of a…
resupply.


           
"I know they supply us with oxygen, but these machines just aren't
my thing…They're really demoralizing. That's the kind of thing
you're supposed to do in private."

           
"Really?" The other turned back to the first, shrugging its
shoulders. "I really like it. I think it's a unique and original
way to refill on air." Its partner Pigmask turned to it,
disbelieving what it just heard. "It helps that they taste pretty
good, too."

           
Its partner offered no response.


           
Communication was difficult between them underneath the waves, but
once Lucas began 'walking' forward, his feet skimming along the
sandy ocean floor as they went, they all promptly followed behind.
The Pigmasks were equipped with oxygen tanks and didn't need to
worry about air very badly, but Lucas and his friends were totally
unprepared for their journey, and oxygen tanks weren't exactly
something he could just get at Thomas's bazaar. They had to wing
it.


           
One of the Pigmasks had mentioned that the man-fish things were
machines rather than chimeras, and they could supply oxygen by
locking their lips together and it breathed right down their
mouths… or something. It was creepy from a distance, and the way
the man-fish looked at them as they approached - he could swear it
began to smile, knowing that they were going to need some air - it
was more-and-more off-putting the closer they got.


           
But, already, he was feeling his chest burn with the need for some
air, so…


           
…he took one for the team.

           
It was a weird sensation and it was equally as refreshing to get
some air into his lungs again as it was gross to… get it the way
they needed to. But already the shores of Tazmily's beach began to
dwindle into the background the farther they went, so there was no
turning back; and they needed to get to Tanetane Island, no matter
what.


           
Once everybody had their turn, each as reluctant to go as the last,
they carried on, swimming through the ocean.


           
Lucas put aside the discomfort of having to put up with the oxygen
'machines' for the moment, and instead took in the scenery while he
had the chance. He was literally walking across the ocean floor.
Tazmily has its share of fishermen, but nobody really had the
desire to go beyond a certain distance from the Nowhere Islands;
they had no drive for adventure, content with their home enough to
not search for a new one. As such, nobody had even heard of
Tanetane Island, much less see it. He and his friends were making
history as they went.


           
Or, they would, if the Pigmasks hadn't beaten them there. It was
difficult to fight physically under the water, but Lucas's and
Kumatora's PSI were as powerful as ever. The Pigmask's weapons had
been modified to work under the water as well, but they weren't any
trouble to handle.

           
He didn't really know what he should have expected to find when he
dove into the ocean. He had swam in salty water lots of times
before, but never so deep that he could reach out and touch the
corals and the plants growing up from the bottom. Schools of fish
of all different colors and sizes and shapes were abound as they
light from the sun bled and melded under the tides, making
everything look like it was straight out of a painting. He couldn't
deny that it was a little scary, being in a place that was so alien
to him (and on a time limit), but the unexpected greens and oranges
and purples of the ocean floor were too beautiful to not gawk
at.


           
The floor of the ocean got darker as they progressed, going deeper
and deeper. The light from the sun was getting thinner, having
difficulty piercing the thick water down to its depths, but it was
still light enough for them to at least see where they were going.
Naturally, the burning in their chests began to pick up again, but
to their relief, at least another man-fish machine was floating
about nearby, planted between two rocky cliffs.


           
That would take some getting used to.

           
Lucas found it interesting: if there were no water in the ocean,
than the cliffs and valleys of the seafloor would be totally
indistinguishable from the cliffs and valleys on the Nowhere
Islands. It looked absolutely identical: replace some of the
algae-overgrown rocks with shrubs and some of the stalagmites with
trees, and they would have the Oriander Mountains.


           
His vision was a little muddled from all the water in his eyes, but
even after a while swimming in a totally new world, there was still
no sign of Tanetane island in the distance. It looked as though the
floor kept dipping downward, and although the water temperature
wasn't the problem, and neither was the oxygen as long as the
man-fish machines were nearby, he kept feeling like he was being
squeezed in all directions, as though the water itself was applying
pressure on every part of his body.

           
Another man-fish was a little out of the way from the main path,
but it was still clearly visible. Good thing it was there, too: the
pain hadn't come back just yet, but it would have been better to
top off and stay that way than risk going without air.


           
But it appeared to be out of order…


            …
oh. They picked up the pace, walking as quickly as they could
through the heavy water, eager to find the next man-fish and get
some much-welcomed air into their lungs.


           
All the while, the Pigmasks kept dotting the ocean floor. They were
easy to brush away, at least, but with oxygen in high demand, it
was a distraction they really could have done without.

           
But on the other hand, if there was a Pigmask under the water,
there was a decent chance that there was another man-fish nearby to
give them some oxygen. And sure enough, just as the familiar pain
in their chests began to rise once more, there was another one
tucked away in a corner, behind a non-conspicuous ridge of
rock.


           
From there, it was just a matter of pressing forward. The areas got
darker and darker the farther down they went, and the local
wildlife, while normally very docile and patient with the humans in
their territory, was beginning to become more aggressive and
physically freakish.


           
The earlier charms of the bright and distinguished colored reefs
dwindled and disappeared the farther down they went, until it was
just them and the dark underwater canyons. As difficult as it was
getting to see, they knew they were going the right way because the
Pigmasks had left a trail for them in the form of the
man-fishes.


           
All the same, though, he had had enough of the ocean for one day -
without anything endearing remaining about it on the bottom, it was
actually a rather frightening place.



Unfortunately for them, the path just ahead forked into several
different holes, and the path up ahead stopped entirely from a
large mountain of sediment. Lucas panicked at first, wondering
which hole was the correct path to take - when he remembered that
they could just swim right over it. He was relieved the others
probably couldn't understand him right then.

           
To make matters worse (although Lucas could hardly tell), Kumatora
suddenly didn't feel so well. Walking across the ocean floor while
it kept getting darker and colder, and locking lips with some kind
of weird machine to stay alive, would have done that, she reasoned,
but she knew better. While she was looking forward to it, the
timing couldn't have been worse.

           
It was only a bit farther that the light from above began to pick
back up, and the ocean's floor evened out and began curving upwards
once again. Sure signs of land were still out of their sight, but
it was definitely a good sign: it was only a matter of time.

           
The Pigmasks continued to crop up at inconvenient spaces,
however.


           
From there, though, there was nothing of particular interest the
farther they went. A barren middle-ground that had neither plant
nor animal in it as they swam closer and closer to Tanetane island.
The only thing that broke the silence and made sure they were still
heading in the right direction was another man-fish, placed at a
marker of sorts where the sand of the ocean picked up in hue once
again - and the friendly, colorful corals of the ocean returned in
full stride, growing out of every stone and crevice, leading them
onward. The light was picking up, and so was his spirits.



           
"Who dares enter my realm?!" a crystal-clear, booming voice
sounded, shaking the water around them and pushing them all back.
Lucas opened his mouth to gasp in surprise, but all he got was a
bad taste in his mouth instead, thankfully catching himself before
he could inhale any of the water. "Who walks along the floors of
Master Eddy's domain?!"



It was hard to see through the thick waters of the ocean, but the
light had picked up very generously, so he could see far enough
ahead to make out a shape of a creature just a few breast-strokes
away. It was no Pigmask, but it was no creature he had seen before:
a blue eel-like thing, blending into its surroundings well, with a
flighty plume on its head and a pair of arms and hands on its
sides. "You there!" it said again, and Lucas couldn't help but be
startled at how well he could hear it through the water. "The young
child with the protégés! What business have you in Master Eddy's
domain?!"

           
Lucas naturally couldn't respond. He simply raised his hands up,
showing the eel-creature his open hands, trying to message that he
meant no harm. "Answer me, interloper, or you will be struck down!"
Lucas didn't like the sound of that, but all he could do was
continue waving his arms, hoping that Master Eddy would understand
his meaning.

           
"Come now!" it boomed, pushing the water around them again in its
fury. "Have humans developed so little over the millennia I, Master
Eddy, have lived and ruled in his domain, that they are incapable
of speech? Or do you dare mock the great Master Eddy and defy his
demands for a reply?!" Desperately, Lucas put his whole body into
it, just trying to say 'no' through movements alone, but apparently
Master Eddy would have none of it. "Your dance insults the great
Master Eddy! His dominion over this realm cannot be challenged! You
will be defeated at the hands of I, the great Master Eddy!"

           
Kumatora was listening, of course, and had just about enough of its
boasts and demands. She floated forward, quickly readying another
PK Freeze right for the eel-creature mouth, hoping to freeze it
shut, when she found herself casting something entirely different.
At least her fever had left.

           
Before she could collect herself and try again, there was a sudden
change in the currents, creating a powerful whirlpool right on top
of Master Eddy, pulling them in.












Chapter 25

 


Lucas's eyes blinked open wearily. The soothing sound of some
waves gently roiling onto a beach met his ears, and the salty sea
air met his nose as he finally came to. The last thing he
remembered was swimming across the bottom of the ocean - or, that
might have been a dream. That sounded too remarkable, even
considering everything else. They fought some kind of egotistical
eel, and when it was forced to recognize defeat, it somehow managed
to control the very water around it to hit them with some
last-ditch attack that…

           
His memory ended there. Blinking the fog from his eyes, he slowly,
painfully lifted his head, feeling every uncomfortable kink in his
joints and cramps in his muscles. The hot sun beat down on him from
overhead, and with another gentle swoosh of the water splashing
onto the beach, he first thought that he was at Tazmily's western
beach.


           
Although Tazmily looked quite a bit more overgrown than he
remembered. He was relieved to see that everybody else had pulled
through just fine, as well.

           
"Where are we?" Kumatora groaned, looking over the expansive jungle
sitting in front of them. She had one hand messaging her neck, and
her head was hanging low; she must have felt the same pains he was.
"Are we at least at Tanetane island?" Boney quickly shook-dried his
fur again, and Duster's head was craned to one side while he beat
on his raised ear, trying to shake the water out of his head.

           
Lucas looked around the area again. It was a fairly small beach,
just wide enough for the four of them, really. It went into jungle
immediately where the sand turned to grass, and the thicket was too
strong to really see a few feet in. But there was definitely a
beaten path there; if anybody lived there, they apparently visited
the beach often.

           
He reached into his pocket, searching for the notebook Phrygia had
left him - and he grasped at nothing. He searched his other, and
immediately began to panic when he realized that his stuff was
gone. "My things are missing," he said alarmingly. He didn't have a
terrific amount on him: that notebook; the Pigmask device; a
handful of Dragon Points; that ticket to the Titiboo ropeway he
never actually discarded; the Magypsie mementos; and more maps than
he knew what to do with. "Is anybody else's?"

           
Duster and Kumatora searched their pockets, checking for their own
personal belongings - and startlingly came to the same conclusion.
All of their effects were missing. "I had some food an' a bracelet
or two," Kumatora said once she was done confirming that she had
nothing left. "An' a single nut Salsa gave me before we left him at
Doria's. But yeah, they're gone."

           
"I'm missing everything, too," added Duster. "I had some beef jerky
and ground ham. And all of my Thief Tools, too: my wall staples, my
scary mask, my siren beetle… "

           
Kumatora was quickest to realize Duster's implication. "And the Egg
of Light?"

           
"Everything."

           
"Why were you carrying ground ham, of all things?" Lucas
asked.

           
"Because it's filling and delicious."

           
Right then, Boney's stomach let out a loud growl, and he began to
whine before sniffing along the ground, trying to find anything to
eat. Lucas's stomach was next to talk to the group. "Speaking of,"
Kumatora quipped, "Let's try to find something to eat. We can worry
about our stuff once we're not starving to death."

           
There wasn't anything on the beach to salvage for food: not so much
as a barnacle to suck the meat from. It was absolutely,
particularly spotless. They ventured into the jungle to find
anything, anything at all, to eat.


           
Right next to them was a large, coiled snake, sleeping happily as
its middle bulged out from a decent meal. The snake itself would
have fed them for the day, but even asleep, it was far too risky to
approach without any kind of tool to slay it, and their hunger was
sapping their will to use any PSI at all. Duster sighed; if he had
his wall staples, it would have been easy to pin and they could
have worked from there.

           
On the other side, just a few steps later, was a batch of mushrooms
growing sturdily out of the ground in the shade of a tall, thick
tree. Their large, moist caps were a healthy, if unusual, purple
with white dots, and their stems were thick.


           
"How about these?" asked Kumatora.

           
Lucas took one look at them before raising an eyebrow at her.
"Seriously?"

           
"Hey, are ya hungry, or aren't ya? They have a funky color to them,
an' we might get a little tummy ache, but it's either these or the
mud we're standing in."

           
She had a point there, as much as he didn't want to admit. The
mushrooms looked like something that would grow in Tazmily's
graveyard. They looked like it would have been an absolutely awful
idea to ingest; he could only begin to imagine the sicknesses and
the effects they would have on him if he did.

           
But they were hungry…


           
They apparently didn't quite fit Boney's refined taste in
acceptable foods, but the humans were each terribly hungry. Lucas
hadn't had anything to eat since he rode on the green train from
before the Chimera Lab.

           
He reached down and picked one up, ripping it from its roots
easily. He looked it over and under, noting all the hairy fibers
under its cap and the smooth texture of the stem. The others were
each apprehensive to eating them, and for good reason. Lucas
accepted his non-spoken dare, as nervous about it as he was, and he
ate it in one gulp, worrying that if he took the time to chew, the
taste would put him off.

           
They watched Lucas for a bit before taking their turns. His own
heart was racing as he felt it travel all the way down and into his
stomach. After a moment… he was fine.


           
When he didn't immediately fall over and start to writhe and foam
at the mouth from the mushroom, the other two took their turns,
each shoving one mushroom into their mouths and gulping it down as
quickly as Lucas had.

           
His hunger was eased, but not entirely satiated. He reached down to
pick up another one, when he suddenly fell forward, squashing the
pile of them flat. He suddenly just lost all feeling in his body.
His eyes were unfocused and his fingers began to twitch and scratch
at nothing. Duster and Kumatora saw him fall, but they didn't try
to help him back up: they were suddenly overcome by an
indescribably odd sensation, freezing their cold, numb bodies in
place.


           
Shortly after the sudden numbness and total loss of control over
their own bodies, their senses were taken on an absolutely magical
ride.

 


           
They didn't know how long they were out, or how much they had
rolled around in their temporarily-amnesiac haze, but once their
eyes and their ears and their hands stopped spinning on the spot
from whatever they had just eaten, they found themselves lying flat
on the ground, next to the batch of the mushrooms they had just
eaten from.


           
They pulled themselves to their feet, slowly. Their bodies felt
tingly all over, but at least they weren't totally numb this time
around. Kumatora was first to stand, followed by Duster and Lucas,
and when their dilated eyes finally focused enough to see straight
ahead, the colors, Lucas decided, were fabulous.

           
His earlier hunger was entirely forgotten. Boney was there, wagging
his tail delightedly at seeing his master and his friends finally
awake after taking their sudden nap. Duster was busy marveling at
his hands and how his fingers managed to flex and bend the way they
could all on their own, and Kumatora was extremely busy
staring at absolutely nothing on some random spot in the clouds.
And Lucas was feeling pretty chipper, himself.


           
"Guys," he said, reaching out with both hands to physically get
Duster's attention. His reflexes seemed pretty shot, and took him a
moment to realize he was being shaken. "Guys," Lucas said again,
turning around and doing the same to Kumatora, who reacted before
he even touched her; she was jumpy and nearly swatted Lucas in the
face, but he didn't even flinch. "We should… " He lost himself,
thinking about his answer. Were they doing something? Why were they
there? "We should go and… "

           
Kumatora burst out laughing. "You said 'go'," she managed to
breathe between shallow guffaws. Duster laughed a little too, but
didn't find it to be quite as funny.

           
"We should go and, uh," he sputtered. It was difficult to remember
what it was they should be doing. "Do something. We're here to… to,
to, to, uh… " He snapped his fingers, trying to recall what it
was.

           
"Something about needles," Duster offered, remembering some of it
himself.

           
"Yeah, that, something about needles."

           
Kumatora laughed again, wrapping her arm around Lucas's neck and
giving a firm squeeze. "Well, lead on, leader boy!" she hooted,
and, almost violently, she shoved him forward, expecting him to
direct them towards wherever it was they were going.

           
Just up ahead from the mushroom patch was Lucas's father, Flint. He
was simply standing there, still as could be: he didn't breathe, he
didn't blink, and the wind didn't even ruffle the clothes on his
body. "Hey, dad," Lucas said when they got close, waving his hand
to get his attention, seeing nothing out of the ordinary with Flint
being… wherever they were. "What's up?"


           
"Oh, Lucas. What are you doing here?"


           
Boney barked and growled at Flint, his hackles rising right up. He
lunged and snapped, appearing as aggressive and threatening as he
could be, but waited for Lucas's word to give the attack. "Are you
lost, there, kiddo?"

           
Lucas didn't notice Boney's incessant barking, and replied
casually. "Nope, we're not lost," he shrugged. "The mushrooms are
right over there." Kumatora sputtered, bringing a hand up to her
face to hold back her laughter.

           
"You sure seem lost to me!" Flint answered angrily, and suddenly,
he punched Lucas in the face. Lucas didn't really feel the pain
from the hit, at least not immediately, but when he looked back at
his father, he looked quite different.


           
All that remained of him was one eye and a large toothy grin.


           
Boney couldn't take it anymore. Lucas didn't look like he was going
to do anything, and Kumatora and Duster were too busy giggling to
themselves. He lunged at the face and started biting and
scratching.


           
"Okay, whoa," Duster said quickly once… whatever that was stopped
fighting back. "Whoa~" he stretched, trying to remember what he was
going to say. "Okay, like, I'm, uh, whoa… but I… I totally don't
really kind of think this is normal."

           
Whatever effects the mushrooms had on them were still definitely
there - the trees were still crimson and the grass was still
magenta and Lucas was having unusual and sporadic thoughts he
normally didn't have - but the shock of his father turning into a
weird face thing sobered him up enough to see what Duster was
saying. Nothing was quite 'normal' with what they were
seeing.

           
"We should… " said Kumatora, wagging her fingers down the path,
towards wherever was away from the mushrooms. "We should… " She
began to laugh again, not quite able to grasp at her own sentences.
"Find that person's Needle and give it a good ole' tug!" She burst
out into laughter once more, doubling over, having trouble
breathing from her sudden hysterical fit.

           
Although he was hardly of sound mind, Lucas could see well enough
to know that they should at least press forward.


           
Just up ahead, old man Wess - or, what at least appeared to be Wess
- was standing in the middle of the beaten path in the untamed
jungle of wherever they were at the moment. Duster was suddenly
ecstatic at seeing his own father for the first time in so long,
and quickly ran ahead of the group. "Dad!" he called happily, but
Wess looked so sad to see his own son.

           
"Duster," he whispered, tears already streaming down his cheeks,
"It was my fault you lost full use of your left leg. I'm sorry. I'm
so sorry. Please, Duster, just don't… don't leave me again."

           
Lucas looked hard at Wess, but his mind was fuzzy and his eyes were
having trouble focusing. Wess looked and sounded
exactly like the old coot Lucas remembered back home, but some
nagging feeling in his head was trying to tell him that something
about Wess shouldn't be. That Wess should not be standing in front
of them right then and there.


           
Duster, though, did not see the same problem Lucas saw, and instead
began to cry himself at his father's apology. "Oh, dad," he said,
opening his arms and hugging his father close, "it was just an
accident. I was clumsy. It wasn't-"

           
But then Wess was gone.


           
Just… gone. Duster embraced nothing, stumbling forward a bit,
falling face-first into the grass.

           
"Nice feet, no feet," snidely remarked Kumatora, and she burst out
laughing once more.

           
"It's not funny!" Duster cursed, his own tears unabated. "I… it
wasn't his fault… "

           
Lucas didn't feel much of an emotional response from Duster's
breaking down, and he didn't find that to be peculiar of him at the
moment. With Wess out of the way, much to Duster's apparent
displeasure, they had to continue into the jungle towards their
mystery destination.

           
There was a trash can sitting in the middle of the path. It was so
shiny and clean that Lucas could see himself perfectly in its
reflective surface; it had no dings or divots anywhere among its
sparkling chrome frame and its lid was secured fast to its top. It
was by far the best trash can Lucas had ever seen.

           
Just because he could, he decided to look into the perfect trash
can, and inside it was the most perfect cup of warm, salty noodles
he had ever witnessed in his young years. There was no way he was
going to turn down such a delicious, perfect gift given to him by
the trash-can gods.


           
After he finished eating them, they trudged on. Further up ahead
was a large red mailbox. He hadn't seen one of those since the
Happy Box fad kicked in! Its lid was ajar, so, feeling naughty, he
peeked inside, reading the letters everyone had deposited in it for
his own entertainment.

           
Inside, however, was only a single post card. He withdrew it all
the same and looked at the picture on the front. It was a picture
of him: his clothes were torn and ragged, and the sky was dark and
rainy, and the grass at his knees were all dead and decaying. He
was crying at a single unmarked, half-destroyed grave on top of a
cliff, and the pictures caption read 'the boy named Lucas crying at
a grave."

           
He tossed it away, looking back inside, and, unexpectedly, found
another one. It was a picture of him again: he was standing on some
rocky terrain with a burning house in the background. He wore no
shirt, and his shorts were all jagged at their legs; his hair was
messy and shaped into a pair of devilish horns. His lower jaw had
extended and protruded, bearing two large tusks on his lower set of
teeth. Below his foot was a dead mouse and its seven babies, and in
his left hand was a handful of mole crickets he had crushed to a
pulp. The caption read 'the boy named Lucas is bullying
animals."

           
The postcards all seemed to have a theme to them.


           
After a few of them, the mailbox let out an ear-piercing scream,
echoing far off and into the jungle, spooking some kind of flying
sheets to appear from the trees and soaring into the sky. Or maybe
that was his imagination.

           
Up ahead was a person Lucas expected to see last, out of everybody
he knew.


           
"Say, Lucas. Watcha up to? It looks fun! Can I join?"


           
Boney began to bark and growl once more, lunging forward and
bearing his fangs at Claus. Lucas was far too stunned to really
answer. "Claus?" he asked slowly - and he quickly felt his sobriety
come back to him in waves.

           
"Yep! I've been here this whole time! Small world, huh?" He even
sounded how Lucas imagined Claus would sound like. They were
virtually identical; they had the same body shape, the same hair
style, the eyes…

           
Lucas, though, was having more and more difficulty swallowing the
fact that his brother, gone for three years, was standing right
there, in front of all of them. With his hands shaking in
nervousness, afraid of the answer he might be given, he slowly
reached out to touch his brother, to feel his skin and his clothes
and his hair, to make sure that it was the real deal standing
there.

           
When he reached for his face, he felt something there - something
invisible that seemed to be coming out of his nose and reaching
down to his chest. His fingers vanished right through Claus's
shirt, touching some kind of fat, lightly-furred skin
underneath.

           
Before Lucas could doubt Claus's existence any farther, Claus made
some kind of animalistic, angry bellow, and he came through with a
wide right hook, just barely managing to skim over Lucas's scalp
with the swing.


           
Claus's disguise faded, revealing… some kind of walrus with an
ape's body. Or maybe an ape with a walrus's head.


           
Lucas still had little control over his eyes and his ears, but by
now, he knew enough to nut trust either.

           
Ahead was a small valley, containing four more red mailboxes, rife
for Lucas to pick through. Guarding them was a woman, looking dazed
and confused among the trees and the mailboxes, rushing up to them
as quickly as she could.


           
"Have you seen me anywhere? Where could I have gone? You hid me,
didn't you?!" she accused, and violently began to swing at them,
trying to rip them apart with her well-manicured nails. "Where am
I?! Where did you hide me?!" she demanded, and opened her mouth
wide to promptly breath fire all over the four of them.


           
After a swift beating (Kumatora laughing and giggling the whole
time), its disguise melded away fairly quickly as well.


           
It revealed itself as a small red snake-like dragon, with the wings
of a mosquito and buzzed away.


           
With her gone, Lucas was free to look inside the mailboxes. While
he knew better than to believe anything he perceived… he still
couldn't help but look.


           
As soon as he closed the lid on one, he forgot about what he had
just seen or heard, and went to the next to repeat the process. He
would remember being frightened by whatever was in there, but he
could never remember from what.

           
Just a little bit from the mailboxes was… Violet. Kumatora, dressed
as her waitress alter-ego from Club Titiboo. She walked around the
magenta forest, and when she spotted Lucas approaching, she walked
up to them, her sultry hips swaying with exaggeration, just like
how she walked back then.

           
"Hey, cool!" Kumatora laughed, walking forward to meet her
doppelganger. "Hey there, me, how's it shakin'?"

           
Violet didn't answer; instead, smoothly, she brought her hands up
and rested them on Kumatora's shoulders, looking at herself into
her own eyes. Kumatora laughed and laughed, not realizing any
danger, but Boney was still barking aggressively.


           
"Go to sleep. In the absolute darkness. Don't do aaaanything. Don't
see anyone."


           
Suddenly, Violet reared her head all the way back, turning towards
the sky, and opened her mouth as wide as it could go. Far beyond
the limits of any human jaw, her lower half seemed to distend and
her face stretched to accommodate it, and quickly, Violet brought
her head back down, trying to bite off Kumatora's head in one
swing.

           
"Watch out!" Duster called, stepping forward and throwing a sloppy
fist at Violet. He was aiming for her eye, but he managed to get
her in the neck instead. Still, Violet immediately dropped Kumatora
and changed targets, lunging at Duster. It didn't matter
who it ate, just as long as it ate.


           
THWACK!!


           
Kumatora had picked up a large stick off the ground and the
creature as hard as he could. It fell to the ground with a
thud.


           
She collected herself after the quick battle with herself.
Suddenly, everything about the jungle they were in wasn't that
funny anymore.

           
Claus was standing in a small clearing on the path again, but
Lucas, still high on the mushrooms, managed to see the phony for
what it was right away. The jungle itself seemed to realize that
its 'control' was weakening over the group; their heads were still
throbbing and they still couldn't see very well and their senses
were all still lying to them, but now it seemed like the jungle was
just throwing images of loved ones saying hurtful things to spite
them.


           
"Everyone's waiting to throw rocks at you, spit on you, and make
your life hell. Who's 'everyone'? Everyone you love…"


           
"Your mommy's waiting for you. She's waiting for you with freshly
made omelets. She's waiting. SHE'S WAITING FOR YOU!"


           
"Lucas. Lucas. Let's switch places. You're more…you're more…"


           
"I'm gonna beat you. I'm gonna beat you, boy. Daddy's gonna beat
you!"


           
Although he was confident that these people were not the people he
was seeing them to be… that one was just a little too scary and
serious for him. Whatever it was, it looked and it
sounded exactly like his father.

           
The path in the jungle forked to the east and the west. Marking the
way was a handy sign, pointing to the west, marked 'gorgeous hot
spring'. Lucas couldn't trust the people… but he felt he could
trust this sign. His literacy hadn't changed since he ate the
mushrooms, he hoped.

           
Thankfully, the sign was telling the truth, and then some: every
other hot spring that wasn't a bath was just a pond of hot water.
This hot spring put them all to shame: it was surrounded by a fine
marble lining, framing the pool and welcoming whoever used it. Fine
spring flowers dotted the waters for atmosphere, and the back of
the hot spring was even adorned with a number of fine drinks and
accommodations for anyone to feel free to use. It even came with a
full-body mirror, for anyone wanting to indulge the narcissistic in
them.


           
Some of the fuzz from the mushrooms had weaned from his system, and
with every step he could feel himself regain himself, bit by bit.
He hoped that a quick dip into the hot spring would quicken the
sobering, and the others agreed - but Boney stoutly refused to come
into the water, no matter how much the others tried to prove that
it was fine.


           
"Aw, come on in, Boney!" Duster called. "Look, see? The water's
great!" To emphasize his point, he cupped his hands underneath the
glimmering, crystal-clear water, and quickly splashed it onto his
face. It was very rejuvenating water: Lucas actually considered
staying in it for a while longer, and simply not move from the
gorgeous, warm water until whatever was in their systems was out of
them. But Boney constantly paced and whined a good distance away
from the water, looking sadly at the humans, begging to them to get
out of it, even though it was one of the best hot springs Lucas had
ever been in.

           
Boney eventually won out: they got out of the warm water and,
almost regrettably, left the hot spring behind them, back into the
thick of the jungle.


           
There was a ladder going straight up the mountain sitting at the
end of the jungle's trail. It was held by ropes and wasn't very
steady, and their bodies were nearly running by themselves as they
were, but since they had no better judgment to fall back on at the
moment, they had no problems with climbing it.


           
At the top of the mountain, there was a single butterfly, shaped
like a frog, happily flitting about the grass on the mountain's
mediocre peak. There was also an enormous lotus root jutting
straight out of the ground and reaching nowhere in particular, and
finally, a large conch shell, resting in a small pond made entirely
of some kind of chocolaty, milky substance, fashioned into some
kind of house. It had windows chiseled out of its sides and a door
put roughly where does on houses normally go.


           
They had explored everything the jungle island had to offer, as far
as they were concerned, except for the weird, enormous conch shell
just sitting there. Just looking at it, for some reason, made Lucas
feel feverish; although he had vague memories of feeling the same
kind of illness before, he was too out of it to really care about
it at all.


           
They had a little difficulty keeping their balance from falling
into the drink, but they managed. Inside was a lovely pink decor,
looking quite a bit larger on the inside than the outside, and it
was extensively furnished with the best wondrous bed with the most
comfortable-looking frills and sequins imaginable. And at the back
of the room was a large furniture set, composed of a very
extravagant coffee table with the finest pink draperies, and a pair
of large chairs on either end, facing inward.

           
Sitting on the floor, ready to greet them, was a cute sailor boy,
leaning on his side, watching the visitors enter the shell. He
moved and creaked unnaturally, as though he was held together by
strings and cogs, like some kind of life-sized doll, but it still
spoke just as well as any other human.


           
"My name is Ocho. That person over there is Mixolydia. Isn't she
beautiful?"


           
Lucas wasn't certain if he could trust what the sailor was saying,
just like everybody else outside, though. "Well, hello, sailor,"
slurred Kumatora, and began to laugh once more. In front of the
large dresser at the back of the room was a stunning young woman,
carefully combing her lavishing blonde hair. She heard them enter,
and heard them stumble their way across her floor, speaking to her
living doll on the way.


           
"Oh, me, oh, my! We have visitors. And look, they're all hopped up
on mushrooms!"


           
She took a deep breath through her nose, and began to rub it with
her free hand, trying to cool the irritating smell she had just
smelt. "Phew, you people stink. Ever heard of a bath?"

           
"Have you ever heard of… " Kumatora paused, trying to
think of something witty to say in response. "Just… just a sec,"
she said, thinking hard about it, but it was a little difficult to
concentrate between hearty laughs.

           
The woman turned around, and all Lucas could see was the most
perfect female face he could ever imagine. With a flawless
complexion; deep brown eyes; cheek bones that weren't too high and
weren't too low; and a pair of petite ruby red lips he wouldn't
mind getting acquainted with, he was immediately stricken with the
woman. She only looked a few years older than him, too. His doubts
and inhibitions with what he had been seeing lately were totally
gone: if seeing things differently gave him his goddess as she was
now, he didn't want to see clearly again.


           
"Might you be Lucas, Kumatora, and Duster?" she inquired.


           
"I'm whoever you want me to be," answered Lucas quickly, his heart
thumping madly in his chest. He found he just couldn't look away
from the beauty in front of him. He was totally enraptured.

           
"Uh, okay," she said, leaning away from Lucas and his puppy-eyed
stare. "You guys really reek. Did you guys fall face-first into
some Monkalrus dung or something?"

           
"Now, now, now," Duster stuttered, wagging his finger at the young
woman, "I'm… I'm pretty… I'm definitely sure you just made that
up." The woman ignored Duster's comment, knowing that, as high as
he was, he wasn't thinking clearly at all.


           
"Ionia told me all about you. I'm Mixolydia, one of the
Magypsies."


           
And if that's too hard to remember, you can just call me 'Mixo'… or
'Missy', if you'd rather. 'Missy' sounds just fine," she said,
ending with a wink. Lucas practically swooned on the spot; just
knowing his angel's name was enough to set his heart alight.

           
"Hey, Lucas, keep it in your pants, eh?" chided Kumatora, who
promptly laughed at her own joke, though Lucas was too love-struck
to hear anything anybody other than Mixolydia had to say.

           
"Indeed," she agreed. "Everyone make a line here and face away from
me."

           
Lucas complied eagerly, taking a spot next to his beloved Missy,
and faced away. Duster was slow; Kumatora giggled the whole time;
and Boney, loyal and as clear-minded as ever, simply did what
everyone else was doing.


           
"Just a tiny bite of those mushrooms will cause terrible
hallucinations. Powerful hallucinations that will tear at your
weaknesses and the scars in your heart. I can't imagine the ordeal
you four have had to go through on your way here." As enthralled as
Lucas was by Mixolydia, her mentioning what they went through made
him remember his brother, greeting them in the jungle, and his
father, threatening to beat him for no reason. "But I'll bring you
all back to your senses now."

           
He quickly cheered up when Mixolydia promised to do them a favor,
just because it was his Missy. "No peeking, now," she said as she
walked behind Boney first, and then he heard the sound of a paper
fan splitting the air and whopping against his dog's head. Boney
wasn't under any influence, but when Mixolydia moved up to Lucas
–


           
SWAT!


           
-the colors suddenly stopped melting into each other. Just like
that, his eyes were focused, his ears were fine, and his head
wasn't all fuzzy and throbbing. He still felt his fever from
climbing the mountain, but it was as though they had never eaten
the mushrooms at all.

           
Right away, however, Lucas smelled something absolutely
putrid, and quickly brought his hand up to plug his nose.
Whatever it was, it was disgusting - and he saw, all over his hand,
some kind of brownish, yellowish goop that covered it completely.
It was all over his hand, and when he looked down, it was all over
his clothes, as well.

           
"There," Mixolydia said, placing the paper fan back on the table,
"you should be all set."

           
"What are we covered in?" asked Lucas right away, not mincing any
words. Kumatora and Duster came back to their senses slowly, and
when they noticed what Lucas noticed, recoiled right away as well.
Had they fallen in some manure?

           
"I'm not sure. What did you guys do on your way here? Do you
remember?"

           
Lucas turned around, to get a look at his angel, to see if she
looked the same as she did when he was hallucinating. Mixolydia was
about as tall as Duster, with long, unruly red hair reaching down
to its back. It dressed in a fairly complex light-blue gown with
boots reaching up to its shins. Most distressingly of all, though,
just like all the other Magypsies, Mixolydia had a noticeable
five-o'clock shadow covering half its face.

           
"Well… " Duster replied, humming as he thought about it. He minded
the smell, but apparently not nearly as badly as everyone else. "He
washed up here; we ate those mushrooms; we fought Lucas's dad and
Kumatora as 'Violet'… we stopped at a hot spring; we came across
old man Alec once or twice; we climbed a mountain… "

           
"Stop," Mixolydia demanded. "You stopped at a hot spring?"

           
"Yeah," piqued Lucas, still holding his nose. "It was pretty
awesome, too. It had all these flowers in it, and it had all these
drinks, and it was-"

           
"You got it from there," it said, answering Lucas's question. "You
got it from that hot spring. You can go check it out later, if you
want, but… I wouldn't." Mixolydia stepped back, getting a better
look at its messy, smelly visitors. "Moving on, though, I'm amazed
you even made it this far after eating those horrible things.
Mixolydia smiled down at Lucas. "Am I not such a heartthrob
anymore, Lucas?" it asked, winking. Lucas stuttered, unable to come
up with a response that saved him while not being rude at the same
time, but it just laughed. "Don't worry, cutie, I'm just teasing.
You're too young for me anyway." He blushed; he didn't know what he
was thinking earlier. He must have known that Mixolydia was a
Magypsie and that they all looked nearly the same - but he
willfully ignored it. The Mixolydia he saw was absolutely
stunning.


           
"I know what you want to ask. This island's needle is at the top of
the hill. If I trust Ionia, and I trust Ionia, then 'the time' has
come. The time for someone to pull the Needles of the world and
awaken the Dark Dragon. How many have you pulled so far?"

           
Lucas counted with his fingers, but Kumatora beat him to the punch.
"Four," she answered. "Two for us, and two for them."

           
"'Them'?" it asked, cocking an eyebrow.

           
"There's someone else who can pull the Needles, an' they've gotten
two of 'em before we could."

           
Mixolydia suddenly looked a bit more fearful, scanning over the
other two, for any sign that that might be a lie. "Really?" They
all nodded. "And since you're not working together… they must be of
an impure heart, am I right?"

           
"Absolutely."

           
It quickly began to pace back and forth, resting its chin on its
hand, tapping its fingers against its lips. "Oh, dear," it said.
"That's not very good at all." It stood in front of Lucas,
carefully placing its hands on his shoulders, trying to avoid all
the gunk all over his body. "You must hurry, Lucas. Make sure you
pull this Needle, before they can show you up. There's not a lot of
room for error, now.

           
"Before I forget… " Mixolydia gestured towards the back of the
room, to where the living doll was sitting, "My friend Ocho here
picked up each and every item you dropped in the ocean. He was in
the ocean at the time when he heard Master Eddy got all riled up,
but when he got there, the only things left were your belongings
floating in the tides. If you stayed at the beach a while longer,
he would have been happy to take you to me, but, alas… "

           
They had pulled two of the Needles themselves, and the Pigmasks had
pulled two more, but no matter how many times he did it, Lucas felt
awful just thinking about having to go through with it again.
"What's the matter, darling?" Mixolydia asked, noting Lucas's
apprehension.

           
He was shy and had a little difficulty starting up, but he had to
ask anyway. "Just to be sure… but, you're… okay with me pulling the
Needle, right?"

           
It was legitimately surprised to hear Lucas ask that. "Of course.
Why do you ask?"

           
"Because it means… making you disappear. You'll be gone."

           
Kumatora sighed; she didn't want to seem irritated, but still,
Lucas was taking it a little personally. "Come on, Lucas," she
said, "we've gone over this three times, and you're still having a
problem with it?"

           
"Easy for you to say," he responded defensively. "You're not the
one making them disappear."

           
"Hey, Lucas," it interrupted, quickly getting his attention again.
"I would normally say that I really, truly do not have a problem
with you pulling the Needle. I would probably say that we Magypsies
have waited for thousands of years, specifically for this
day: to see someone come and finally pull the Needles they're
each guarding. But instead, I'll ask if you've heard the other
Magypsies give you the same story before. Am I right?"

           
He blushed again, uneasy with being so easily read like that.
"Well, yeah, but-"

           
"No 'buts'," it hushed. "We really, truly do not have a problem
with fulfilling our single purpose in life and watching our Needles
pulled. Really." It ruffled his hair lovingly, turning him by the
shoulder and pointing him towards the door. "Now you turn that
frown upside-down and go pull that thing like you were built for
it."

           
He knew that would be Mixolydia's answer, but he had to ask anyway,
and, reassured, they stopped to speak with Ocho before leaving for
the Needle. He hadn't noticed since he was sobered of the
mushrooms, but the living doll wasn't a living doll anymore. It was
certainly a thing, though, but he had expected an actual man or
woman, or maybe something smaller like a dog.


           
Nope. Octopus.


           
Hidden between its eight tentacles were their belongings, hidden
snugly. They were a little wet from the water (and octopus ink),
but they were otherwise fine: Phrygia's notebook, Duster's Thief
Tools, and Kumatora's bracelets and the nut Salsa gave her, among
all the other knick-knacks they had built up over time, including
Lucas's Dragon Points and the Egg of Light, thankfully
enough.

           
They left the conch shell, happy to be reloaded with all their
belongings, and they were on their way up the hill and towards the
next Needle, but Kumatora stopped. "I want to check out that hot
spring," she said.

           
"Are you sure?" asked Duster. "Mixolydia said that we probably
shouldn't… "

           
"An' doesn't that make you wanna check it out even more?" she
smiled, already walking towards the ladder going down the mountain.
"Come on, it'll only take a minute. We can find out what we're
covered in, and maybe get an actual wash, too."

           
She eventually won out; they made the slight detour to the gorgeous
hot spring, to see what the horrid stuff they were covered in
was.


           
Lucas was getting an awfully dreadful feeling already. He was
completely unprepared for what they had found in place of the hot
spring.


           
The smell wafting up from the unholy gunk of sludge was nearly
enough to make him lose the mushrooms he had eaten for lunch. The
area all around the pool was brown and dead, with trees all around
the place decaying and rotting away. They had all spent some time
in there, thinking it a normal hot spring, but Duster had the most
difficult time looking at it: he remembered specifically splashing
some of that on his face. It was no wonder Boney didn't want to get
it.

           
It was so disgusting to look at, that it actually somehow managed
to chase away Lucas's earlier fever.


           
To add insult to injury, what they thought was a full-body mirror
was actually a door leading to Tanetane's real hot spring.


           
They were very careful to make sure it was actually water they were
bathing in that time.

           
Nobody said a word as they made their way back to the mountaintop.
They were all thinking the exact same thing, after all. It was as
shamefully silent as could be as they made their way all the way
back, but at the very least, they were clean and didn't smell
nearly as bad anymore.

           
At the top of the mountain, right next to Mixolydia's conch shell,
was a tunnel boring into the mountain before travelling farther
uphill. It was a short tunnel but it was a little cramped with the
exact same mushrooms. They were dealt with swiftly.


           
It was occupied by some more creatures as well, looking vaguely
like the flying things they had seen at the volcano, and just as
hardy.


           
But they were also just as docile, so they were mostly ignored,
thankfully enough. Lucas just wanted to be done with this island,
and the less time they spent fighting things, the quicker they
could get to that Needle.

           
The cave opened out to a peak considerably higher than the one
Mixolydia was housed on, but the island below was still
considerably visible all around and they could still make out the
trail through the jungle they had walked to get up there.


           
It was awfully windy, but they didn't let that stop them. The
familiar light of the Needle was softly emanating from the very
tallest part of the mountain, just a little bit away. Across a few
man-made bridges, and they were finally at the peak, facing down
the fifth of seven Needles.


           
"Holy crap," Kumatora said, breaking their long silence. She ran up
ahead, getting a better look at the Needle. It was surrounded by a
trio of large, purple statues of well-built manly bodies with no
faces, each holding a very picturesque pose, standing in a triangle
around the Needle and facing away.


           
"You know what these are?" asked Duster.

           
"I've heard of 'em, yeah. Aeolia used to tell me about 'em all the
time. I've never actually seen 'em until now, though." She stepped
forward, reading each of their names chiseled into their ankles,
going in a quick circle around them. "Barrier Man, Barrier Gal, and
Barrier Dude," she read, coming back to Lucas. "Aeolia told me all
the time that they were the strongest defense the Magypsies got,
but… " She reached forward, tapping Barrier Dude on the chest
lightly, "are they really so strong? They're just plain ole'
statues, to me."

           
As if to answer her question, they awakened to prove
themselves.


           
They didn't do any attacking. They just posed in various
formations, blocking the way to the Needle.


           
Lucas and Kumatora let loose a barrage of different PSI, but it
didn't seem to be doing anything to them.


           
"Wait a minute! I remember feeling a strange new power, a while
back…I wonder…." Kumatora pondered.


           
All of a sudden, the ground started shaking and they all fell over,
except for Kumatora, who was staring at the sky.


           
"What's that?!" cried Duster, pointing upward. A large shining
object hurdled towards the ground at unfathomable speed and slammed
into the Barrier Trio with full force.


           
With a moan, the Barrier Trio collapsed onto the ground after their
defeat, falling into several different pieces as their bodies
didn't have the strength to support themselves any longer.


           
"That last pose they made was pretty good," Duster commented as he
rubbed his sore wounds. The others laughed; they were fairly
euphoric after such an intense fight, and a light-hearted joke was
just what the doctor ordered. Nothing stood between Lucas and the
fifth Needle.

           
Since there wasn't a Pigmask in sight, he was willing to take his
time pulling this one. The last fight was pretty taxing, especially
on his and Kumatora's own PSI, so they didn't have the energy to
cast any Lifeups and help their healings along.

           
They were half-standing in the glow of the Needle, ready at any
moment to pull it and get the lead they've been needing on the
Pigmasks for a while, when, who else but the devils themselves show
up. Several of the smaller silver flying machines circled the
mountain's peak, looking for a safe place to land on the small
area, while one of their motherships hovered idly high above.


           
One of the smaller ones finally made a berth just at the foot of
the tiny hill going to the Needle, and from it, six green Pigmasks
hurriedly emerged, running right up to the four and stopping, three
to each side. They each got back into their fighting positions, but
they were in no condition to fight, after that incredible battle.
Still, the Pigmasks showed no obvious sign that they wanted to
battle: they were each unarmed, and the last one on the left side
was carrying nothing but a single, elegant red carpet under its
arm, which it quickly unrolled right in front of them.


           
Their behavior was highly suspicious - were they rolling the carpet
out for them, for whatever reason? His question was answered
immediately when, from the mothership up high, a smaller figure
wearing a helmet and visor with a jetpack leapt from an open door,
and quickly and safely planted himself right on the other end of
the carpet.


           
Duster made no movement, but Lucas and Kumatora quickly recognized
him. Once again, at the mere sight of the masked man standing in
front of him, he was lost in a sea of conflicting emotions. He was
ready to fight the Pigmasks again, despite the beating they had
just taken, and he was ready to defend the Needle to the very end,
but looking at the figure standing before him, he suddenly calmed.
He had no desire to fight it out once he saw that man. Again, Boney
began to howl and yap at the guy, wanting to jump forward at him,
but restrained himself for Lucas's command.


           
"Lucas!" Kumatora whispered, shaking the boy by his shoulder. It
was all exactly like how it happened last time they saw the masked
man, but this time, they still had a chance. "You need to pull that
Needle! Quick!" But Lucas didn't answer. He knew she was shaking
him and talking to him - but he wasn't interested. To him, the
masked man was more important at the moment.

           
"What's with this guy?" Duster asked, not taking his eyes off any
of them. "Why does this guy get the red carpet?"

           
"He's the guy!" Kumatora answered angrily, trying to get Lucas to
cooperate. "The one that's pulling the Needles for the Pigmasks!
The guy that beat us to it at Snowcap Mountain!"

           
Lucas and the masked man were off in their own world, however. It
was just them two.


           
Lucas wanted to step forward as well. He wanted to get closer to
the man, to look him in the eye and find out once and for all why
he was finding himself so enthralled by him every time they met.
There was just something about the masked man, and he knew
that if he could get a better look at the masked man's face, he'd
know what it was.

           
Before he could follow through on his near-instinctual desires,
though, the masked man suddenly drew a sword from his right hip.
Duster and Kumatora flinched, but Lucas barely noticed it.

           
He noticed it when the masked man used it to strike them with
lightning, however.


           
Battered as they were, they couldn't pull themselves together after
that incredible hit, and they were each forced onto the ground from
the strike, too shocked and physically defeated to get back up and
fight. When Lucas's line of sight was broken with the man, he
immediately regretted not pulling the Needle, because, he had to
watch, as their enemies beat them to it once again.

 


           
They had passed out during the ensuing ritual, as it were, when a
Needle was pulled. The heartbeats, the changing colors, and the
final white flash all went unnoticed when they succumbed to the
pain of the strike, and were finally roused awake by the sound of a
familiar voice.


           
"Hey you, just how long are you going to be sleeping there?"


           
With a series of collective groans, they all pulled themselves
together, getting back on their feet. Lucas looked around the site;
the Pigmasks, their flying machines, the red carpet, the masked
man, and most importantly, the Needle, were all gone. Except for
the smoldering hole of purplish gas where the Needle used to be,
there was no sign that any of them had even been there in the first
place.

           
"So, from the poor condition of your clothes and the way how some
of you are bleeding, am I safe to assume that the Needle pulling
was a failure?" Mixolydia asked, not the least bit peeved about it.
Lucas felt the most responsible: he was right there, and
they had defeated the Barrier Trio themselves! If he just hadn't
gotten so wrapped up in himself, then…

           
He approached the Magypsie, his head hung low, too ashamed to look
up at it.


           
"That was surprisingly disappointing. Lucas. Your heart was not
passed on to the Dark Dragon here; that masked man's was." With a
gentle hand, Mixolydia reached down and lifted Lucas's teary-eyed
face by the chin, and it smiled down at him. "But there's nothing
we can do about that. Fate is fate."

           
Lucas continued to look away. "But… but I was there. I could have
pulled it, and I didn't… "

           
"Yeah, what was up with that?" Kumatora asked loudly. "It was like
you were practically expecting him to just walk over us and take
it. You just stood there and-"

           
"Enough," said Mixolydia sternly. It was the first time Lucas heard
a Magypsie sound anything less than mildly cheery. "He knows what
he did. Don't rub it in like some kind of bully." Kumatora sighed
impatiently, tapping her foot against the grass. "But she does have
a point, darling. I'm not going to stick around much longer, but if
you care at all about making the world into what you want it to be,
you really, really need to get those last two Needles. There is no
leeway. You need to pull them yourself." He nodded,
understanding the gravity of the situation. His world was on its
very last legs.

           
"But it's odd," said Mixolydia, looking around the place, "I should
be sensing that masked man's heart coming from the earth, but I'm
not feeling anything at all. Is this normal? Does this happen
whenever the masked man gets to the Needle first?"

           
"Yes," Lucas said sheepishly, still too unnerved to look up at the
Magypsie.

           
"Oh, well then. No news for you there, I guess." It began digging
into both pockets on its complicated dress, digging for some items.
Lucas could probably guess what they were.


           
"I'm about to disappear, so Ocho will take care of the rest. I told
him to wait for you at the beach. He will take you to Tazmily from
there." From its pockets were three items, catching Lucas a little
off-guard: in its right was the familiar razor and lipstick,
sharing the same brands as all the other Magypsies, but of slightly
different colors. In its left was a small jar with no label and a
silver lid, fastened tightly shut. "The razor and the lipstick are
mementos of me. Treat them as if I was that razor and that lipstick
myself," it winked. "The jar, though, if a gift for Ionia. Please
make sure she gets it safe and sound."



           
"Ionia should be the last Magypsie you need to find," Mixolydia
explained, "barring Locria, of course, but I assume the other
Magypsies have told you the issue with her. In Tazmily, I believe
there is a fellow with a particular penchant for maps, yes?"

           
"Yeah," he nodded, finally looking up at it, "I know exactly who
you're talking about."

           
"Good. I believe he knows where Ionia lives; just give him a shout,
and you'll be right on your way." With everything it wanted to say
done, Mixolydia raised up its arms, awaiting its end happily. "And
be quick about it!"

           
And then, just like the others before it, it vanished.












Chapter 26

 


The walk back to the beach was thankfully uneventful. They were
still stinging from the bolt of lightning the masked man had hit
them with, but they were still going. After the embarrassment the
Pigmasks had managed to get over them that time, they needed to get
to the next Needle as quickly as they could.

           
Just as Mixolydia had promised, Ocho the Octopus was waiting at the
beach for them, to ferry them all the way from Tanetane Island to
Tazmily.


           
"I know I'm an octopus, but please just get on." It got as close to
the beach as it could, and turned around, allowing the others to
simply hop onto its large head. It was a little cramped (and Boney
didn't have much grip), but they managed.


           
"There's nothing to hold on to, but please hold on tight," Ocho
said redundantly, and with a sturdy thrust from its eight
tentacles, they were launched away from the beach, and away from
Tanetane Island. Lucas had expected Ocho to remain over the
surface, so that they could keep breathing, but once the water was
deep enough, they quickly submerged, taking the exact same route
back as they had taken there.


           
At least it was going by much quicker this time. Keeping steady on
Ocho's head was a little challenging, but they were absolutely
flying down the ocean floor this time. They probably wouldn't even
need to breach for air at their speed.

           
They swam right by a small group of the men-fish machines that gave
them oxygen on the first go-around . Lucas hardly even managed to
notice them with how quickly the octopus was going.


           
And before he began to feel the slight burning in his chest for
more air, they were beached once again, on the other side of the
ocean, as far as Lucas knew. Once he wiped the salt water from his
eyes, he found that they were once again in Tazmily, at its western
beach.

           
"Here we are," Ocho said, turning back around and backing up the
beach as close as he could get. "Is everybody alright?"

           
They were a little dizzy and shaky from the intense speed of the
swimming. Lucas could still feel the water rushing past his body,
and when he stepped onto the sand of the beach, he fell backwards,
his sense of balance totally shot. "I think we're fine," said
Duster, warily taking a few steps and nearly losing his own
balance. Nobody had fallen off of Ocho, and they were all there, at
least.

           
"Very good," the octopus said curtly, brushing away from the beach,
back into the water, "Now then, if you'll excuse me."


           
And with that, Ocho disappeared under the waves once again, off
towards wherever it felt like going. Slowly and steadily, Lucas
picked himself back up, brushing the sand off his clothes. "So,
where to next?" asked Kumatora once she was able to stand back up
herself.

           
Lucas's eyes kept spinning in his head, but answered once he was
able to focus again. "Mixolydia said to," he said, re-balancing
himself before he tumbled over once more. "Missy said to find
Mapson. He's really good at maps, so he might know where Ionia
lives."

           
"Do you know where he is right now?"

           
"No… he moves around a lot. He's probably at least near the
village's square, though."

           
"I hope so," Duster replied, looking around the beach and the
surrounding areas. He wasn't just getting his bearings; he was
looking for something, the way he shifted back and forth.

           
"What's got you so riled up?" asked Kumatora, glancing around as
well to find what Duster was looking for. "Hopin' your rope snake
is nearby?"

           
"No," he said quickly, then recanted. "Well, yes, but… " He stood
on his toes, looking over the railing to the street just beside the
beach. "Haven't you noticed anything weird?"

           
Lucas looked around the beach as well. Nothing particularly seemed
out of the ordinary. "No… should I?"

           
"There's nobody here. There isn't a soul around the beach
anywhere."

           
Incensed and intrigued, they looked around the area once again,
looking for any signs of life.


           
And just as he said, there wasn't anybody nearby. Anywhere.


           
The normally-busy beach was completely desolate. No signs of
anybody tanning on the beach chairs. No couples making eyes at each
other. No kids building sandcastles. Nobody.

           
He was having difficulty believing what he was seeing, but then
again, he and Kumatora had seen Tazmily in the middle of its exodus
before they left for Tanetane. Still, he didn't want to
believe it. He had so many fond memories on this beach, spending
time with friends and family - building forts with Fuel; having
splash fights with his father and his brother; holding quite a few
birthday parties - and now there was nobody left to enjoy it.

           
"Hello?!" Lucas yelled, cupping his hands around his mouth, and his
echo was his only response. A seagull hadn't taken flight, and the
breeze did not pick up. There was no response at all. "Hello?!" he
called again, hoping that the second time would somehow change it,
but, heartbreakingly, there was no answer.

           
He dropped his hands to his sides, giving up the calls. He looked
up and down the beach once more. No footprints; no forgotten shoes
or sandals; no posters for an upcoming event. As far as they could
see, there was nobody left in Tazmily.

           
Lucas was still as a statue as the finality of it sunk in. He had
known Tazmily as his only home for so long. He knew where to go if
he was hungry, and where to go if he was hurt, and where to go if
he wanted some company. And now nobody was there to greet him
anywhere.

           
Kumatora felt herself get put on the same spot she had been when
they first realized Tazmily was dying. She watched Lucas as he
didn't make a noise and didn't move a muscle, and while she
couldn't imagine the feelings he was going through, she could
imagine that they weren't pleasant. "Lucas?" she said quietly. "Are
you gonna be okay? I know how this bothers you… "

           
Lucas brought both his hands to his face, slowly rubbing his
fingers across his eyes. He took his time getting up a response,
and occasionally, between his hands, he let out a remorseful sigh,
trying his best to not break out into tears. "I will be," he said
after a painful moment. "I… " He didn't know who he was trying to
convince more, but it wasn't working on any of them. "We have to…
get to Ionia. We can't stay here. We have to find Mapson." He
dropped his hands back down, and with a faux determination, began
walking, then jogging, then sprinting back up the beach and down
the street, heading as quickly as his legs could take him. Boney
was happy to keep up, but Duster and Kumatora knew better than to
let Lucas out of their sight, just in case he wound up doing
something stupid.


           
Lucas's eyes were too muddled and his running was too erratic to
keep a close eye on where he was running. As he rounded the corner,
he knew there should have only been more beach, along with
Tazmily's probably-totally-vacant jail and Reggie's destroyed hut.
He ran into something soft while he ran full-tilt, knocking him
onto his back from the collision. "Yeouch!" he heard a familiar old
man say, and when he opened his eyes to see what he had run into,
there was his grandfather, looking down at him.


           
"Oh, Lucas. Watch where you're going, would you? My brittle old
bones can't take much more of this."

           
It took a moment for Lucas to recognize Alec, but once he did, he
quickly jumped back onto his feet and gave his grandfather a tight
hug, burying his face in Alec's vest. He allowed himself a few
sobs, now that he was there. "Grandpa," Lucas whimpered, his voice
muffled. "Where is everyone? What's happened to Tazmily?"

           
Alec knelt down and reassuringly returned the hug. "I know, Lucas,
it bothers me too," he sighed, giving the boy a few comforting pats
on the back. "It's been a few weeks coming, now, but everyone's
been leaving Tazmily for the big city. Tazmily is a ghost town
now."

           
"But why?" sobbed Lucas. "Why did they leave Tazmily? Why did they
leave us all alone?"

           
"I don't know, Lucas. I'd bet my hat it has something to do with
those Happy Boxes, though." Alec broke away from the hug, letting
go of sniffling Lucas. "I thought you had already left for it too,
to be honest. And… I'm going to have to leave soon, myself." Lucas
looked as though he had been shot when his grandfather said that.
"I could count how many people are left here with my fingers. If I
were your father's age, I would stay behind and never leave, but…
I'm too old now. I can't support myself anymore."

           
Lucas did his best to dry his eyes. He felt embarrassed: he,
Kumatora, and Duster had all gone through so much, and they had
grown so strong. He was a big boy. He shouldn't cry in front of his
friends. He was stronger than that. "What… where is dad?"

           
"I haven't talked to him in a while, myself. I'm kind of hoping
that… he's gone on ahead to the city. I couldn't imagine how he'd
feel if he spent a day in the mountains, just to find that his home
is missing."

           
Lucas did his best to choke back his tears and his hiccups. Duster
took advantage of the short break to ask old man Alec something.
"Sir," he said, getting the man's attention, "we're looking for a
person named Ionia. We heard that a person named 'Mapson' knows
where, uh, she lives?"


           
"What's that? You're looking for Ionia's house? It's certainly not
nearby, I can tell you that." He looked back down to his grandson.
"Lucas, how do you know Ionia? Have you met before?"

           
He quickly brushed away the run from his nose before answering.
"It's, um, a long story. We met only two days ago, but we kind of
need to speak with her again, right away."

           
Alec didn't mind Lucas being acquainted with the Magypsies; they
were good people, and he trusted them. "Alright, if you say so. Do
you remember where my log cabin used to be, way out in Mount
Oriander?"

           
Lucas remembered the place, but he had a little difficulty
remembering the exact path there. "Y-yeah. Isn't it gone
now?"

           
"Don't remind me," he sighed with a soft laugh, although it was
hardly humorous. "Anyway, to the west of that old cabin is Argilla
Pass. You can get to Ionia's place from there. Whatever your
reasons, though, I wouldn't go to Argilla without a map. So, that's
probably why you're asking for Mapson, right?"

           
"It would be nice if we had one, yes."


           
"Well, you're in luck. I ran into Mapson just a minute ago. He
might still be around here somewhere. Just ask him for a map and
he'd be more than happy to give you one." Alec stood back up,
dusting off his knees. "If you really need to speak to Ionia so
badly that you'd go all the way out to Argilla Pass, then doubtless
it's important. Don't let an old codger like myself slow you
down."

           
Lucas was about to dash off, to find Mapson before he got too far
away, but he had one last thing to ask his grandfather. "What are
you going to do? When are you leaving?"

           
Alec laughed again, although this time, it sounded more like he
was… defeated. "The last transit to the big city is in a couple
hours, so… I'll have to catch that one. As for me," he sighed,
looking out over the ocean one final time, "I just want to spend my
last few hours with the life I'm about to leave behind." Alec said
nothing further, just looking out to the sprawling sea in front of
him. If he was feeling anything Lucas was feeling, then he knew the
best thing to do would be to leave him alone.


           
Luckily enough, Mapson was on the very same street, heading back
into Tazmily's square. His head was hung low; his hat was tipped
forward; and his stride just seemed depressed in general. Tazmily's
evacuation wasn't treating him very well, either. "Mapson!" Lucas
called, quickly getting the man's attention, and he immediately
straightened up, looking around for who had called his name.
"Behind you!" He turned around just as they managed to catch
up.

           
"Oh, if it isn't Flint's boy," Mapson recalled, ruffling Lucas's
hair with one of his dirty-gloved hands. "How's it going?"

           
"It's going… " Lucas looked to the beach they had just come from,
looking to see his grandfather as he took a seat on the beach to
watch the waves roll in. He looked to the east, towards Tazmily -
and he didn't see anyone at all. Just building after empty
building. He couldn't lie; who would he be kidding? "Not very
good."

           
"Tell me about it," Mapson sighed, placing his hands in his
pockets, looking in to Tazmily with Lucas. "This is it, kid. Once
that last ride gets here, Tazmily's done. And I can't bear to see
the old girl go." He tipped his hat forward again, hiding his eyes
behind it and his sunglasses. "And worst of all… nobody's going to
want a map after this. I hear the city's got everything all mapped
out already, so, I'm out of the job."

           
Kumatora smirked a bit, stepping forward. "Well, you're in luck,
'cause, see, turns out we need something, and we heard you're the
guy to go to for it… "

           
Mapson immediately perked up, looking right at Kumatora, suddenly
eager and excited. "Really?! If you need something from the
map-loving and map-owning Mapson, it must be a map, right?"


           
"Sure do," said Duster, chiming in to get the man's spirits back
up. "We need to find a person named 'Ionia', and we hear, um, he
lives on Argilla Pass. We need a map to get ourselves there, and we
know you're the go-to guy for maps… "


           
"I don't know anything about this 'Ionia' person, but I do know
where Argilla pass is. Do you have a map of Tazmily?"

           
Looking for any one map in the practical atlas Lucas was carrying
on him would have been nearly impossible. "No," he answered
instead.

           
"Not to worry," Mapson said happily - his smile was beaming, now
that somebody finally needed him for one of his maps again. He
opened up his coat, revealing rows and rows of pockets, each
containing several rolled-up charts, and almost automatically
pulled a seemingly random one out of the bunch out. Mapson's
collection absolutely dwarfed Lucas's own. "I got you covered," he
said, pulling out a pen from one of his outside pockets, and
quickly scribbling a circle on it before handing it to Lucas.


           
"That circle at the very top is Argilla Pass. You have Mapson's
guarantee that this map is as accurate as they get, so just follow
it there and you'll be gravy."

           
Lucas had never heard the word 'gravy' used that way before, but he
assumed it was a good thing. The mapped looked awfully gray
compared to how he thought it should look, but from his memory, it
looked accurate enough. "Thanks, Mapson," he said as he rolled the
chart up and put it with the others.

           
"No, Lucas, thank you," Mapson answered, and resumed his
walk towards the town square, his stride perked up and confident.
Asking for that one map really did a lot for his mood.

           
The followed him into Tazmily's square. True to Alec's word, there
was next to nobody remaining the in village. Mayor Pusher was
standing alone in the center, where the well-used to be, watching
the dust blow off the buildings in the breeze.


           
A little girl walked down the sidewalk by herself, having no
obvious destination in mind.


           
Caroline's Bakery had closed.


           
Some of the houses had been boarded up on their doors and
windows.


           
The train station had been shut down, with only an indecisive
Lighter and a charismatic Fuel left to attend it.


           
A single man watched over a forever-abandoned Yado Inn.


           
The boat-rowers had disappeared, along with their prized boat.


           
Scamp's old log cabin was nearly deserted; it housed just a single
man still packing his own belongings, preparing the make the trip
himself. Thankfully, Scamp's prized parrot was there, at least,
somehow making its way home from the Chimera Lab in the confusion
there.


           
Matt's farm-turned-Pigmask-training-camp had served its purpose,
and had been shut down. Matt and his son Biff was nowhere to be
seen.


           
The old folks' home at the top of the hill had been deserted, and
not a moment too soon: the building was so dilapidated that it
looked as though it was ready to fall over any moment. There was
one sole resident remaining, looking forlornly at the building and
what it had become.

           
"Hey, dad," Duster said, taking the lead. Wess was suddenly snapped
out of his longing daze, and looked where the voice had come from.
When Wess found Duster, his eyes grew wide, almost in
disbelief.

           
"Duster?" he asked, stepping forward to get a better look at his
son. "Duster? That moron of a son of mine?"

           
"Your only moron son, or so you've told me." Wess's throat had
caught itself in a knot. After everything that had happened over
the last three years, with no sign that his son was even still
alive besides a note from a carrier pigeon he had received late
last night. There he was, though, looking as though he hadn't aged
a day.

           
Wess was a very stern and tough man with very high standards, but
reuniting with his son after three years of wondering if he had
been an alright father came crashing back as he gave his boy a hug.
"I missed you too, dad," Duster said softly, patting his old man on
the back.

           
Lucas immediately felt uncomfortable in the scenario, just because
this was a personal moment between Duster and his father and he
didn't want to intrude. He was just about to turn to Kumatora and
suggest they give them a minute, when Wess broke the embrace. "You
still calling yourself 'Lucky' and playing those instruments?"
Wess's moment of weakness had passed in the blink of an eye, and he
spoke to his boy as though it was just another meeting.

           
Duster anticipated the flip-flop in Wess's personality. He knew his
father cared, but he also knew that that hug was the most he was
going to get out of him. "I played the bass," he answered, "and no.
'Lucky' is my stage-name. I'm Duster, from now on."

           
"And do you still have the Hummingbird Egg after all this
time?"

           
Duster reached underneath his shirt, digging into a hidden pocket
close to his chest, and withdrew the egg. It shone as brightly as
the day they pulled it from its pedestal, and Duster kept it in the
safest place he knew. "I never let it go, just like I
promised."

           
"Good man," Wess congratulated. He looked back to the old folks'
home. "You're going to need to keep holding onto it," he said. "I
don't know what it does or what secrets it contains, but if it was
important back then, it's going to be important later."

           
"Then, you don't mind if I keep going with these two?"

           
"Well, there's hardly anything left for you here in Tazmily, is
there? Something's not right with the way everyone is suddenly
moving to the big city. I've got a bad feeling about it, and you'd
have an easier time figuring it out with your friends and the Egg
of Light than you would with me holding you back." Wess gave a long
sigh as he looked at the building. "This used to be our house, eh?
We've fallen quite a ways since three years ago… and now Tazmily is
a thing of the past." Duster turned to look at their home. The
walls were moldy; the paint was chipping; the shudders on the
windows were broken and falling off their hinges; at least one
glass window was broken; the fence surrounding the building was
sharp and rusted… "I've taught you everything I know, Duster, and
now the only thing left for me to show you is the door. There's a
Thunder Bomb out back, in the same spot as usual, if you
want."

           
"Thanks, dad," Duster said as he walked past him, to get the bomb
Wess had hidden.

           
"Duster," he said suddenly, getting his son to stop. "As your
teacher, I'm disappointed that you would waste the time to visit me
when you could have spent it saving the world." Wess reached out to
Duster, offering his hand to shake. "As your father, though… I
appreciate it. Even if you're a moron, you're a moron with
values."

           
He laughed, and accepted his father's handshake, giving it a few
hearty pumps. "It was good to see you too, dad," he said. Just as
he let go of his father's hand, he remembered something. "Oh, and…
my leg problem wasn't your fault. It was just an accident, and I
was clumsy."

           
Wess looked completely confused by that sudden statement, but
before he could ask why Wess had said something like that, they
were off with the Thunder Bomb, towards the Sunshine Forest.


           
It was painful for Lucas to see Tazmily the way it was. He was a
little ashamed to feel that when they finally left it behind for
Argilla Pass… he was relieved that he didn't have to see it
anymore.


           
As unnatural as they were, Lucas was somewhat relieved to see the
Slitherhens still roaming about freely in the Sunshine Forest. If
nothing else, at least they weren't going to leave any time
soon.


           
And that the Yammonsters had fully matured after such a long time,
into their adult shapes. Their adult forms were kind of creepy, but
unlike the Slitherhens, the Yammonsters had always been a part of
the Sunshine Forest. So they were okay in his books.


           
It was in this clearing… it was on this very spot, where a campfire
had been lit and he and his brother were wrapped in blankets,
huddling close to the blaze to keep warm, three years ago, that his
life, and his home, had been changed forever. They had done so
much, but… it seemed as though it was only yesterday. He still
remembered the moment uncle Bronson had told his father the bad
news, and he still remembered how his father reacted, and he still
remembered how he felt, and how Claus felt…


           
The old wooden bridge had withstood the test of time, and showed
next to no wear after so many years of neglect. Alec hadn't lived
in his cabin since the Happy Boxes and their consequences for not
buying one came about, so the bridge hadn't been crossed very much
since then.

           
Lucas didn't need to look at the map to know which way to go next.
His grandpa had told him to go west from his old cabin, and this
was the only 'west' they could go. As he searched his mind, he
realized that he had never actually visited Argilla Pass before.
Every time they went out to visit his grandpa, they always went
east.

           
"Oh!" Kumatora suddenly said once they made it over the bridge. "I
thought I recognized the spot on the map! Ionia's north of here.
The western path should take us there.


           
"How do you know?" Lucas asked. His grandpa lived in such a remote
area in the Oriander mountains that he assumed only he had his
family knew the area at all.

           
"C'mon, haven't I told you? Me and the Magypsies are tight. Aeolia
raised me pretty good when I was less than half your age." She
looked over the bridge, to the rushing water below. "They'd let me
swim in that river sometimes, and Ionia didn't live too far from
Aeolia, so we visited her sometimes. I only remembered the way by
that bridge, over that river."

           
To think, his grandpa lived so close to a Magypsie - but apparently
he was good friends with them himself, so, now, it didn't seem so
odd to Lucas.


           
As they passed through the gorge for the first time, Argilla Pass
looked exactly like the rest of the mountain so far. Not that he
expected anything different, at least so soon. He looked around and
admired the scenery not for what it looked like, but for how it was
new territory for him.

           
It was new territory for Boney as well: as soon as they were
through the small gorge, the dog tripped over his own four legs,
unused to the sudden new footing of the Pass, and he collided into
Duster, who collided into Kumatora, who tackled Lucas to the
ground. He was caught by surprise, and just before his face hit the
dirt, he saw a small glass jar fling from his pocket and clink and
roll over the dirt, out of sight.


           
After fighting things like the Barrier Trio, the Magypsie's
strongest defense, a little fall wasn't anything at all. "Is
everyone okay?" Duster asked while Kumatora helped Lucas up. "No
broken bones? No bruises?"

           
"Jeez, calm down, dad," Kumatora chided lightly. "It was just a
little trip, nothin' to lose your mind over." Lucas agreed,
although he was hardly going to say what she said.

           
"Well, you never know," he admitted. "My dad once tripped over a
rug in our house, and he wound up doing something to his hip. Had
to stay off it for a few weeks. Better to be safe, and all
that."

           
Lucas brushed the dirt from his shirt when he was pulled back onto
his feet. "I'm fine," he said, noting a small scrape on his knee.
Nothing a quick PK Lifeup wouldn't fix. But his mind was on the jar
he saw roll across the ground. He checked his pockets quickly, and
everything was still in its place, except for the jar of pickles
Mixolydia wanted them to deliver to Ionia. "But I'm missing that
jar of pickles we got on Tanetane island."

           
"Ya don't say?" asked Kumatora, looking over the small landscape.
It was just an enclosed space between two cliffs, so that jar
couldn't have gone far - but she wasn't seeing it. "Huh. That's
kinda weird.   Though I guess that's what happens when
something like that is easy to drop and roll around."

           
Duster laughed. "Yeah, small, round objects tend to do that." He
glanced over the area as well, and sure enough, it wasn't anywhere
he could see. "We should get that back. It was Mixolydia's last
request that we get it to Ionia, after all. It shouldn't be hard to
find. Let's split up and look for it."


           
He turned around to face Boney, who quickly shook his fur to get
off all the dust and dirt he had gotten from the fall. "You help
too, Boney."

           
Boney barked happily at the command, understanding exactly what it
was they were doing.


           
It shouldn't be that hard, right? Just find a small jar that the
others had dropped. With his superior nose, it should be a breeze,
and although glass didn't usually smell like anything, it had
Lucas's scent all over it, so it ought to be a breeze.


           
The humans set out right away to look for the jar, spreading out
through the open area of the pass. Boney got to work right where he
was standing, sniffing along the ground for any trace of something
that might be what they were looking for. He picked up all sorts of
different scents - Duster's was the most overpowering, as usual -
but right away, he was quick to find something shallowly hidden in
the dirt.


           
He didn't know what it was he had just found, but it was awfully
hard, like the bones his masters would sometimes give him to gnaw
on. But it wasn't quite like a bone, though. Rather than try to
figure it out on his own, he went straight to Lucas, to see if he
had any idea what it was.


           
"Whoa!" Lucas exclaimed when he removed the large bomb from Boney's
mouth carefully. "Jeez, boy! That's one heck of a find you have
here!" Boney crooked his head to the side, unsure of whether or not
he had done something bad. "It's not quite what we're looking for,"
Lucas continued, patting his dog on the head affectionately, "but
good work, Boney. Just, try to be more careful with what you find,
alright?"

           
He barked once, happy that he had gotten his praise, even if it
wasn't the thing they were looking for. He put his nose back to the
ground and sniffed away, trying to find something else, and, very
near Lucas, he picked up on something else.


           
It was wrapped in some kind of foil, with bits of some of the soft,
brown things the humans liked to eat called 'bread'. Between two
slices of it was a thick piece of darkened meat - something he
wouldn't mind sinking his teeth into! But still, he was a better
dog than that: he remembered that vanishing Magypsie, as they were
apparently called, say that another of the Magypsies really liked
to eat what they had lost, so, as delicious as the thing he dug up
was, he resisted the powerful urge to eat it down in one or two
bites.

           
Loyally, he brought it back to his friend Lucas.


           
He got some more praise for it, but apparently, it still wasn't
what they were looking for. Lucas promised to share some of the
delicious thing with him later, though, once they found the thing
that they lost. That spurred him back into action, trying even
harder to find that lost thing!

           
Back into the ground, his nose sniffing away a mile a minute, he
found himself following at least five different trails of scent,
trying to track them down to their final destinations. He knew one
of them was Duster - three years, and he still couldn't get the
stench of that old sock out of his nose - but he subconsciously
found himself winding back to the man amidst all the other smells
anyway.


           
Trying to distance himself from the smelly man, he went back to the
ground, his tail wagging as he scavenged for the missing thing. It
was a little difficult to find between all the other smells, but
there was definitely something hiding under the dirt just a few
paces from where Duster was pacing back and forth.


           
Whatever it was, it was very soft, totally unlike the first thing
he found. So… since it was the opposite of hard, he was allowed to
bite into it as hard as he wanted, right? At least, that's what he
thought, but just to be safe he only gripped it in his teeth
lightly as he brought it back to Lucas for inspection. He hoped it
was the thing they were looking for, because he was really looking
forward to sharing that meaty thing with him!


           
It wasn't what they were looking for at all, though. It was small,
and it was made of a very shiny kind of metal, with a soft fabric
threaded around its top. But what made it awesome was that, when
the metal part of it shook, it made a noise! It was shiny, and it
made noises! Boney loved both those things!

           
Lucas looped the small thing through his collar, as a decoration.
Boney wasn't really one for accessories beyond his collar, but he
felt he could make an exception with the noisy shiny thing. He went
right back to work with renewed vigor, looking for that thing that
they dropped.

           
His busy nose searched through the patches of grass and over the
breezy dirt, looking for any scent trail he hadn't already
followed. One of them belonged to another of the humans - the
spunky girl with the dress. She was pretty fun to be with, although
nobody could top Lucas for overall awesomeness when it came to
humans, in his opinion.


           
She seemed kind of confused while she looked over the dirt all
around. She was putting in just as much effort as the others,
although just near her, he picked up the scent of something else
hidden under the ground. So, she must not have been working
too hard.


           
It was very small, fighting snugly into his maw, though it was
unusually heavy for its size. If he wasn't too careful, he could
swallow it whole at any moment, so he walked slowly, careful not to
suddenly slip it down into his throat or anything. He slowly
brought it to Lucas, dropping it at the human's feet, waiting for
its inspection.


           
It was some kind of good luck charm, or something. People usually
took those things and pinned them to their clothes, or so his
master told him. It wasn't what they were looking for, but he still
seemed pleased to have it, sticking it onto his shirt after wiping
off the drool. Undaunted, Boney went right back to work to help
them find this thing.


           
He was having some difficulty picking up any more unique scents,
though. He found some trails occasionally and followed them to
their ends, but they just led him to the same spots he wound up
earlier. This was getting harder than he thought.

           
Midway through another lap around the area, his nose pressed to the
ground to find anything that might lead him to their missing thing,
he picked up on a very faint scent, almost literally crawling
across the ground, and further north than he had investigated so
far. It was difficult to keep a good lock on the smell as he went,
but he was confident and determined. The trail bent around a large
rock jutting out of the ground in the area's corner, hugging to it
closely, before the trail suddenly stopped and the smell began to
build on one spot. He had no idea what it was, but he hoped it was
what they wanted.


           
It was small, like the charm he had just found, and it was hard. He
couldn't really see very well what it was, but when he got it on
his tongue, it tasted fairly sour, unlike anything he had tasted
before. He doubted it was what they were looking for - who would
want to regularly eat something so sour? - but, at his wits' end,
he took it back to Lucas. Hopefully he could at least get some
praise out of finding it.


           
"Guys!" Lucas yelled, getting Kumatora's and Duster's attention.
"Boney found it! It was behind that big rock over there!" Boney was
caught by surprise. That sour thing was really what humans
liked to eat? They were weirder than he had given them credit
for.

           
"Really?" she asked, stepping closer to get a better look at the
jar. "You found it already?"

           
"See for yourself," said Lucas as he raised the jar up to his
eye-level, showing it to her first, then to Duster. "It's really
the jar of Yummy Pickles that Ionia wants."

           
Duster stepped closer, getting a better look at it for himself.


           
"Good job, Boney!" Lucas congratulated, petting the dog. The others
chimed in their appreciation for him by ruffling his fur and giving
him hugs, and telling him that he was a good dog. He didn't
understand their tastes in food, but hey, if it got them that much
attention and praise, he wasn't going to complain. And, just like
Lucas had promised, they had split the meat between the two breads
as his reward. That's why Lucas was the best human ever.

           
Once they got the jar back, and keeping it much more secure to
avoid another mishap, they continued through Argilla Pass. Just
north from the little clearing was a sign offering a dip in
Argilla's hot spring.


           
It was a bit of a detour, but they hadn't had a wash since before
the Barrier Trio, and they had some knots they needed gone.


           
Resuming their normal path through the pass, it quickly became
clear to them that this was no normal canyon. Whether it was
because of its close proximity to a Magypsie, or some other reason
entirely, trees that got up and attacked were just not normal. And
normal trees didn't usually explode after a few hits to their
barks.


           
A bird Lucas had seen several times in the mountains during his
family's common excursion to Alec's also dotted Argilla Pass,
although their feathers were of a different color, and were quite a
bit more ruffled than he remembered seeing them. They were always
territorial, but these new ones were much more aggressive about
it.

           
Lucas kept an eye out on the mountains as they walked. There wasn't
much of a difference between Argilla Pass and the Oriander
mountains… or the Drago Plateau. They were a little ways away from
the Plateau, but still, he kept watch for his father… just in
case.


           
The path through the Pass was very linear, which made things easy
enough for them. It eventually ended with a cave leading deeper
into one of the mountains - Lucas couldn't decide if he was glad or
not that they hadn't run into Flint. Now that they were out of the
open, though, he put it out of his mind. "Do you know how much
farther it is to Ionia's place?" Lucas asked over his
shoulder.

           
"I think," she answered, which didn't instill Lucas with a lot of
confidence. "It should just be through this cave, but it's been so
long that I don't remember how long the cave is."

           
"Do you remember your way through it, at least?" asked
Duster.

           
"Not off the top of my head, but it should come to me. I remember a
few things about it."


           
"That ladder is normal, for starters," she explained. "That's
always been there."


           
"And what about these things?" Duster pried, readying his good foot
to punt a tiny machine-mole into the wall.

           
"Nah, these ain't normal," she said as she froze another with her
mind. "Just up ahead, there's gonna be a fork in the road. We're
supposed'ta go right, 'cause I remember askin' why we never went
left."


           
"An' then we… " she stopped, looking around the area. There was
another fork in the path right away, heading north and south. "Gah,
it's comin' up fuzzy," she admitted as she scratched her head,
looking up and down the path, searching her memory as well as she
could. "Okay, okay," she said to herself, looking down the southern
trail.


           
"Okay, I remember there bein' water to my left as went through
these caves. I remember asking if I could go swimmin' every time,
but Aeolia never let me, sayin' that the caves weren't the safest
places to play."

           
"There's water just over here," offered Duster, looking off a ledge
they happened to be next to.


           
"But if we head this way, it'd be on our right."

           
"Yeah, so, I'm thinkin' that we're supposed to turn left
here."

           
"Well, it's as good a direction as any," said Lucas, and they took
the left path. Sure enough, just as they passed through into the
next area, there was a pool of water to their left.

           
"Man," she laughed, rubbing her forehead soothingly, "All this
pressure on my rememberin' my directions is makin' me all flustered
here. I don't wanna screw it up."

           
The cave was inhabited by some peculiar looking machines - or, they
thought they were machines - comprised mostly of red spheres held
together by bits of wire.


           
Just when they weren't looking, one of them leapt forward, clinging
itself to Kumatora, wrapping itself around her tightly.


           
The weight forced her to the ground, knocking the wind out of her.
Blindsided, she was too disoriented to quickly whip up any PSI to
use on the creature, and her fever made it hard enough as it was.
"Help!" she cried, though she hardly needed to make the effort; the
others were already beating and kicking and biting at the thing,
trying to pry it off her quickly.

           
Its grip held fast as they tried and tried. The center sphere of
its body had some kind of cartoonish, wide mouth, and when it
opened up, it was apparently capable of speech.


           
"Two…"


           
"I don't like the sound of that!" Duster yelped, pulling at its
limbs harder. "Boney! Lucas! Grab its arms and pull!" Not wasting a
moment, they followed through with their instructions (Boney not
being the least bit merciful with his own grip) and tugged it away
from Kumatora, while Duster worked on its legs by himself.

           
Its grip was tight, breaking off the circulation to Kumatora's own
limbs, but with enough perseverance, they managed to pry the
machine off her just as it murmured the word 'one'. Duster kept
holding onto the thing by its 'ankles' and, with as much might as
he could muster, he spun counter-clockwise, towards the pool of
water, just as the thing exploded.


           
It was a pretty devastating explosion that rocked the cave and
shook some of the stalactites from the ceiling. Lucas was knocked
off his feet, but because of their teamwork, nobody was seriously
injured. "Whoa," Kumatora whispered once the echo of the boom left
the cave. She had no idea what that thing was going to do once it
hit 'zero', but she figured it would have been unpleasant. No
amount of Lifeups could have fixed that. "Thanks, guys," she said
nonchalantly as she picked herself back up, swatting the dust off
her dress.

           
"You seem pretty calm for a girl that nearly exploded," remarked
Duster, his own heart still thumping in his chest. They were
all nearly goners that time.

           
"Yeah, but, I didn't, right?" she said simply, keeping forward down
the path. "Crisis averted. But if it bothers you, I'll go catatonic
the next time it happens, okay?"

           
Lucas didn't know if what Kumatora had was true bravery… or a kind
of dismissive arrogance. It took him and Duster a bit longer to
gather up their own nerves and press on.


           
The cave was also filled to the brim with some kind of sticky slug
that crawled all over the walls, especially near the water. They
were brightly colored and hard to miss - there must not have been
very many natural predators in the caves.


           
They were ignored at first, but when they started falling off the
ceiling and threatening to practically suffocate them in their
slime, they became a problem. Nonetheless, a problem easily solved
with a powerful PK Love, when Kumatora wasn't clear-minded enough
for one of her own attacks.

           
The end of the path they had chosen didn't lead them to Ionia's,
like they had hoped, but rather, a complete dead-end. A pair of
boxes wrapped up like birthday presents were their only reward for
taking the incorrect route; one containing a pre-packaged bowl of
soup, and the other containing a dog's collar.


           
Lucas would have questioned the purposes of either, placed at the
very back of a dead-end route in a cave out in nowhere… but after
Jupiter Valley, very little surprised him anymore. "Damn," Kumatora
sighed, placing her hands on her hips, looking over the wall.
"Guess I was wrong, huh?"

           
"No problem," said optimistic Lucas, taking their two prizes - they
were both in perfect condition, so no point in leaving them there
to spoil. "We'll just take the other path. It's not so far, at
least."

           
"Yeah, but," she murmured, looking back out the way they came, "I'm
sure the water was to my left when we came here when I was
little."

           
"And it probably was," added Duster as they left, heading back to
the last junction. "I'm no psychologist, but you were probably
remembering it as you were coming back, not going to."

           
"Or maybe I'm just a dunce." She laughed at herself. "But thanks
for tryin' to cheer me up anyhow."


           
They backtracked to the first junction, made easier by the lack of
obstacles they had cleared out going in, but were introduced to
whole new ones. Some kind of horribly misshapen man, with a normal
enough body (though purple) but with a head rivaling the size of a
small horse. Luckily, though, they seemed to enjoy their condition,
if for whatever reason, and were happy enough on their own to not
interfere with the travellers just passing through their turf.


           
It wasn't too much farther through the cave that they found an
opening on the opposite end, leading back out into the world. They
were treated to another valley between several mountains: the area
was flat and it almost looked as though it was kept clean by
someone or something. "Yeah, I'm rememberin' this," said Kumatora
as she spun around, eyeing the valley's otherwise-mundane facets.
"We keep goin' straight right here. To the left is Chupichupyoi
Temple, an' just up ahead is Ionia's place."

Lucas and Duster both did a double-take. "The what
temple?" asked Duster, incredulous at how she managed to just roll
it off her tongue.

           
"Heh, yeah, that was my reaction, too," she answered. "I took my
time learnin' how to get it right, but it's just four groups of
three letters. Chu, Pic, Hup, Yoi. Easy."

           
The two boys looked at each other, then down the northern path. The
mountains bent out of sight before they could see the temple they
both tried to pronounce at once.


           
"Come on, you two," she scolded, walking on ahead. "We can ooh and
aah at the place's name later. We got a world to save now."

           
They eventually gave it up and went with her. True to her word,
Ionia's conch-shell home was just a short walk from the end of the
Argilla Pass cave, on its own little patch of land separated by a
wooden plank bridging over a moat. Her home was sitting in what
looked like some kind of miniature volcano, filled with water in
its pit with a ladder helping them scale the steep sides. It was
aesthetically intriguing, but Lucas was more interested in talking
to the Magypsie living in it.


           
The inside of it was as sparsely decorated as all the others. A
green doormat welcome them to an off-green decor that had a very
comfortable-looking and fashionable bed in the exact same spot as
all the others, along with a coffee table sitting in the back
overlooking a decent view of the remainder of the valley they were
hidden it. The table only had one chair, but there was a loveseat
in another corner - one of the unique things that separated Ionia's
house from the others. But most importantly, there was Ionia
itself, sitting in the chair and gazing out over the valley. When
Lucas showed himself into its home uninvited, it quickly stood up,
welcoming its guests warmly.


           
"Oh! It's so good to see you again! You've finally, finally,
come!"


           
"Hey, Ionia," Lucas said, a little somberly. At first he was so
excited to see Ionia again; of all the Magypsies he knew, he was
most acquainted with it. But once they reunited eye-to-eye, he was
reminded of what Ionia's fate was, and how it was going to end
whether or not he was the one to pull the Needle. He didn't want to
see it leave the most.

           
"Hey there, Ionia!" Kumatora said cheerily, stepping forward to
give the Magypsie a hug. "Man, it's been years! How ya holdin' up,
girl?"

           
Ionia smiled and returned the hug warmly. "Just peaches, darling,
just peaches," it said. "And yes, it has been a long time!
I haven't seen you since you were just up to my knees, and now look
at you! All grown up and saving the world! I've watched you since
you were little, but this is the prettiest you've ever been
now.


           
Kumatora pulled away from Ionia quickly. Aeolia and Ionia were the
only two people she felt comfortable enough to be mushy with, but
not in front of others, especially when she had an image to keep
up. "Cut that crap out," she hummed. "I always said that I was
gonna do somethin' big with my life, didn't I?"

           
"Because you're the princess of Osohe, and you're not going to need
saving, if I remember correctly." She nodded once, remembering how
she hated all those stories about 'damsels in distress' and always
dreamt of reversing the roles. She wasn't pulling her betrothed
from the jaws of an angry fire-breathing dragon, but saving the
world would have to do.

           
"And I see you've been making friends!" it continued. "I didn't
think you'd met up with Lucas, although I guess great minds think
alike. I'm sure you two have been making one powerhouse of a team."
Lucas blushed and looked away. He enjoyed the praise… although he
mostly let the other three do the fighting, since all he really
knew were support PSIs. "And… " Ionia paused, looking right at
Duster. "I don't believe we've met."

           
"Duster," he answered, extending his hand for a friendly
shake.

           
"Oh no, handsome," Ionia said mischievously, grabbing Duster's hand
and pulling him closer. "This is a 'hugs-only' house." Duster was
taken aback a little and flinched - he still wasn't totally used to
the Magypsies and their appearances - but eventually he returned
the hug, if only so it'd satisfy Ionia.


           
"I know very well that your fate lies in helping cute li'l Lucas
here. You need to not get so tense when a beautiful, dainty girl
like myself shows you some love," Ionia said, releasing Duster and
giving him a wink, probably knowing his apprehension. It didn't
tease him any farther, though, and quickly showed itself to
Boney.


           
"Boney! You came with him all this way? Good boy! Shake," Ionia
commanded, sticking a hand out for Boney to shake. Boney didn't
have the same problems with Magypsies as Duster had - but he
learned his lesson about shaking with strangers at Club Titiboo,
and refused. "Shake!" Ionia asked again, and still,
uncharacteristically for him, he did not. "Don't know any tricks?
Well, I guess following your friends to the ends of the earth and
back is a pretty good one."

           
"And, finally, Lucas," Ionia went, standing squarely in front of
the boy and sizing him up, "You've always struck me as a bit of a
crybaby, but you've grown so strong. I could feel when you were in
the cave!" it said, wide-eyed at him. "When we met, I only just
taught you PK Love, one of the Magypsie's most powerful PSI
commands, and you were just a budding little magician. And now your
power is so strong! There isn't an enemy around that could stand up
to you now!"

           
"Yeah, there is," Lucas said lowly, looking away from Ionia.

           
"Come again?" it asked, lowering itself closer.

           
Rather than repeat himself, Lucas remembered that Mixolydia had
trusted them with a gift for Ionia, and dug into his pocket for it.
"I have something for you," he said, digging past his things in his
pocket for it. "Mixolydia said you really liked these, and she
wanted you to have it… "

           
Intrigued, Ionia waited patiently for Lucas to finish rummaging
through his shorts for the jar, and was delighted when he showed it
the jar filled with the pickles it loved.


           
"Ooh! Fabulous! My absolute favorite! Yummy Pickles! Only the very
best pickles come from Tanetane island. And you brought them all
the way back here for me?" He nodded, and it squealed in delight.
"Oh, that Missy! She knows me just too well!"

           
It took the jar from Lucas and, carefully - it looked fairly easy
to drop and roll around on the floor - placed it standing up on the
coffee table. "I'm sure going to enjoy eating these," it sighed,
resting its head on its hand. "I couldn't have asked for a better
final meal than a jar full of those rummy, delicious
pickles."

           
Lucas whimpered, scratching the back of his head nervously.
Kumatora knew what was going to happen next. "Hey, Ionia… " he
asked quietly, almost at a whisper, but Ionia spun around to look
at its little hero attentively. "I've asked all the other Magypsies
up until now, but… are you really, really okay with me pulling your
Needle?"

           
Ionia smiled warmly at Lucas, and, unlike all of the others, didn't
answer with words, but instead, it pulled Lucas into another
embrace. It wasn't like the warm greeting Kumatora had: it nearly
felt… familial. "You're a little trooper, Lucas," Ionia finally
answered after a moment. "Being scared and nervous about what you
have to do, and visiting new and exotic lands, for the sake of a
bunch of old cross-dressers. Anyone else would have laughed. And if
any of the others said that they weren't okay with it, you'd put
them before the rest of the world, right?"

           
Ionia backed up a little, to give Lucas space to answer. "Uh… " He
wondered about his answer. Would he put the Magypsies
before the entire world? "I guess I would… I mean, it's your lives,
and you should choose whether or not you want to go, right?"

           
"That's a very honest answer, Lucas, and I'm proud of you for
saying it." Ionia stood back up, looking at his companions. "What
about you two? Which would you choose? One life - or seven, in this
case - or the world?"

           
Duster was quick to answer. "I'd have to go for the world. I mean,
no offense to you, Phrygia, or Mixolydia, but… the world is the
bigger picture, to me."

           
"And what if it were your own father on the line?"

           
Again, Duster didn't hesitate. "I'd still choose the world. In our
line of work, my father raised me to not feel guilty about tough
decisions. If there had to be a sacrifice for the greater good, he
would understand."

           
"I guess I would go for the world, too," said Kumatora, after a
moment of deliberation with herself. "I love you, and Aeolia, and
Doria and Lydia and all of you guys, but, Duster is right. There
are other people in this world, and they all deserve to live, too…
'the needs of the many' and all that. Not to mention, every
Magypsie so far has said that they actually want to see their
Needles gone, so."

           
Ionia smiled at them all. "Thank you all for being so truthful." It
looked back to Lucas. "There is no 'correct' answer, but Lucas, you
being the only one to hold the individual higher really tells me
something. You know it'd be to save the world; you know it would be
for the greater good of all mankind. The fact that you would find
it most difficult to end the one person's life for everyone else's
sakes tells me that even though it hurts, you would still do it,
because it needed to be done. That is what makes you so
strong, and that is why I wouldn't have anyone else pull
my Needle but you." It looked to the other two, and grinned
sheepishly. "No offense."

           
"Hey, none taken," Duster answered.

           
Ionia showed itself past Duster, heading towards a small nightstand
sitting next to its bed. "Five of the seven Needles have been
pulled now," it narrated as it reached into one of its drawers, and
digging into a hidden compartment for a small item. "Aeolia, Doria,
Lydia, Phrygia, and Mixy… " it counted, returning to its original
spot. "I mean, Missy," it giggled, "That leaves my Needle in
Chupichupyoi Temple, and the one missing Needle…"


           
It kept its warm smile up as it looked back to Lucas, its hand
outstretched and clutched into a ball, holding whatever it had
taken from the drawer tight. "I know I kind of answered your
yes-or-no question with a question, and then I sort of danced
around my actual answer, but Lucas, I'm totally fine with you
pulling my Needle, and this will prove it." Lucas cupped both his
hands underneath Ionia's fist, and carefully, Ionia dropped it into
his hand. It was a small vial containing a very clear liquid,
closed snugly behind a wooden spigot at the vial's mouth. It looked
and moved around like normal water, but Lucas knew better than to
think it was.


           
"The temple is covered in vines that are frozen in time. You can't
get inside with them as they are. No matter how hard you strike
them, or burn them, or cut them, or anything, they will not budge,
since time itself has frozen around them. Just sprinkle some of
that 'water of time' in that vial on them, and all that abuse will
catch up to them quick. Then… just walk in and take it."

           
Lucas looked at the vial. There wasn't any more than a teaspoon of
water in there, but, if Ionia said it would work, then he didn't
doubt it. "Now, get going," it finished, turning back to its coffee
table, its hands wrapped around the jar of pickles. "I'm going to
stay here and enjoy my final meal. The only thing I want to see now
is a beam of light cutting through Chupichupyoi Temple."

           
At its final instruction, they left the conch house for the
temple.


           
They were intent on marching straight to the temple and pulling the
Needle, just as quickly as they could and as fast as Ionia
encouraged. But sitting on the small bridge between the main path
and Ionia's little island was a tiny… thing, wearing an assuming
red handkerchief over its head.


           
It turned around at the sound of footsteps behind it, revealing a
great big nose and small, dotted eyes, and it was balancing a
single golden coin on its bulbous nose. It was a Mister Jupiter!
Somehow, it went out of Jupiter Valley, and then over the highway,
through Sunshine Forest, and then through Argilla Pass, just to
catch up to them. There wasn't even a clue that they'd be in
Argilla Pass! Lucas didn't even know there was an Argilla
Pass until an hour or two ago!


           
"Polished into shiny sparkle thing."


           
Frankly, Kumatora was more surprised that it managed to tie the
little red handkerchief around its head so well, but she kept mum
about that, "No worries." It said, "I give back at you."


           
Lucas was perplexed at first, when he remembered that one of the
Mister Jupiters promised to take his father's lucky badge and
polish it back to its former luster. There was the same Mister
Jupiter, and there was the badge: true to its word, not a single
trace of wear or rust was on it anywhere. It was as though it was
fresh off the line: an hour old, at most. It wasn't a coin or an
amulet, though; on its front was a very prominent emblem,
consisting of a single, highly-detailed thunderbolt with the word
'Franklin' marked over it.


           
"Good badge." Said the Mister Jupiter, "Treat good now. Fare well
fare well. Long walk back."


           
Satisfied at both a job and a delivery well done, the Mister
Jupiter re-embarked on its long journey, all the way back to its
own home in the Valley.


           
The Franklin Badge looked so… good. Just looking at it and holding
it was enough to instill him with pride and courage, and he didn't
hesitate to pin the glorious button onto his shirt. Was this what
it felt like when his father wore it? "We got our own job to do,"
said Kumatora, ushering Lucas forward. "Come on. If that Jupiter
could make it, there's no tellin' how far behind the Pigmasks
are."

           
He had to agree, and they dashed off, hooking north at the junction
and towards Chupichupyoi Temple.


           
"It's just down this grassy path!" yelled Kumatora over their own
footsteps. "The temple's just up ahead, and we can-"

           
Just like she said, the Chupichupyoi temple was just past another
small bend in the mountains, when the dirt path quickly became
grass. It was a large stone building, absolutely overgrown in
healthy, vibrant-green vines growing out of every opening the
building had.

           
Just like she had feared, though, the Pigmasks were already there,
working hard at tearing the vines away to get at the Needle. They
stopped dead in their tracks, not wanting to attract the entire
platoon's attention all at once.


           
The Pigmasks didn't hear Kumatora's shouting over the sounds of the
Clayman busily slamming away at the vines again and again. No
matter how much force the Clayman used, the vines remained still,
as though they weren't struck at all. They didn't budge with the
breeze, and they didn't even flutter when the artificial beast
barreled into it twice more.

           
The Pigmask in white shouted some orders and obscenities at the
Clayman and its failure, bewildered that no matter their efforts, a
simple plant refused to bend to their might. More
alarmingly, though, was that the masked man they had encountered
twice before was with them, ready at a moment's notice to
infiltrate the temple and claim the Needle himself.


           
After a moment longer of continued failures, the masked man stepped
forward and began to address the Pigmask in white. The white one
stood in front of all the others, and wore a fashionable cape - it
must have been very highly ranked among the others. They couldn't
make out what the masked man was saying over the distance,
however.

           
At the masked man's apparent command, the white Pigmask stepped
aside. The Clayman struck at the vines twice more, before the man
withdrew a small bomb, exactly like the one used at Jupiter Valley,
and threw it into the Clayman, just as it struck the vines once
more.


           
BOOM!!!


           
The explosion rocked the temple and resounded through the air. The
Clayman was instantly blown to bits, as pieces of clay began to
shower the area. But the vines did not bend, or sway, or even
singe from the blast.

           
The masked man approached the vines. He wasn't nearly as worked up
as the white Pigmask: he was intrigued and surprised, if anything,
at the vine's sheer tenacity to withstand everything they threw at
them. He looked the vines over, carefully considering how they
would overcome this obstacle.


           
Lucas decided that, with the masked man distracted, now would be
the best time to strike. Without any tactical precision, they
simple approached the Pigmasks head on, and quickly got their
attention.


           
"It's you," the white Pigmask said, looking over its subordinates
to get a better look at Lucas. "You're the one that's constantly
foiling our plans and making the Needles difficult." Lucas didn't
answer; he prepped himself, readying any sort of PSI, and he wasn't
afraid to use PK Love, which he had felt grow and practically
multiply with the Needles he had pulled.

           
"I'm glad you could make it," said the white Pigmask, showing
itself between the groups of three and approaching him slowly,
trying to come off as imposing as it could. "We gave you your
warning at Tanetane island. Now, we can solve both our biggest
problems at once. You two, help me out."


           
Kumatora staggered on her feet. She had gotten careless, and was
too focused on her left flank to notice that the Pigmask colonel
had drawn one of their handheld beam guns and took a shot at her
ribs. She eventually fell to the ground in pain, writhing as she
struggled to pick herself back up from the hit, but all she felt in
her chest was searing hot pain.

           
"Kumatora!" Duster yelped once they had the victory. He ran to her
side, carefully cradling her in his hands, looking over her wounds.
There was no blood coming through her dress, thankfully enough, but
she winced and yelped with every movement she made. "Hang on,
Kumatora," Duster said soothingly, digging into his pockets for
something. He was sure that he had some quick-acting herb or
medicine or something that could help her back onto her
feet. Aside from them all being friends and looking out for one
another, Kumatora was one of the better fighters among them, and
they needed her back up since the battle clearly wasn't over.


           
The Pigmasks, all fearful of Lucas and his remarkable powers,
hurriedly stepped aside, knowing to pick their battles. The masked
man behind the Pigmasks had been watching the entire scuffle, but
he was confident that their troupe of highly-trained military
professionals could easily beat two kids, a man with a funny walk,
and their dog. Clearly, he had overestimated his accomplices'
skills, and now, he was facing down his enemy once more.


           
They stared at each other once again. Lucas felt the same emotions
welling up in him once more as he watched the masked man: a
strange, calming sense as he looked down his polar opposite for the
third time. In the back of his mind, he knew that it would probably
end just like the other two times: either the masked man would
retreat, or he would pull out some kind of maneuver again and
blindside them. At the forefront of his mind, though, he simply
didn't care: the one thing that mattered most was seeing who was
behind the mask.

           
"Lu-Lucas," Kumatora whimpered, watching the boy approach the
masked man for the third time, and still not doing
anything about it. She had planned the moment that they began to
fight the Pigmasks to make damn sure that Lucas wouldn't
space out and leave them all open to attack once again, and that
they would finally put the masked man in his place. Using all the
energy she could muster, she gritted her teeth and got back up,
taking her place by his side. Whatever the pain, she would slap him
silly if he even thought about letting the masked man go this
time.

           
Duster was very cautious of Kumatora; Kumatora could hardly stand,
much less run; and Lucas was too enraptured to do much
anything.


           
The masked man, however, felt no such connection, and swiftly,
withdrew the sword from the sheath on his right hip, waving it
about a moment before pointing it straight at Lucas. Once again, a
massive bolt of lightning cut through the air, striking him
full-on.

           
Duster and Kumatora recoiled in surprise, and Lucas finally came to
once he realized he was in trouble… but, even though his body was
bathed in the electricity, he felt no pain. He briefly wondered
what was happening, when he felt a slight tingle coming from the
badge he had pinned to his chest, as the lightning seemed drawn to
it specifically.


           
In an instant, the lightning arced back out, leaping straight at
the masked man again, covering his whole form in the dancing
electricity. He was totally unprepared for the strike, and did
nothing to defend against it. He felt the strike, and he bounced
back from it, but, amazingly, he didn't even grunt - as if he
couldn't feel it.


           
The Pigmasks all squealed, suddenly very panicked - their commander
was the very best the Pigmasks had to offer, and now not even
he could stand up to the child's power?!

           
Undaunted, however, the masked man pulled himself back to his feet,
quickly dusting the dirt from his shoulder. He stared at Lucas
again, still showing no signs of emotion, while Lucas, suddenly
brought back to his senses, was ready for their confrontation.
Withdrawing the same sword, the masked man leapt towards the tired
group.


           
It was a long and difficult battle for both sides. Though they had
a four-on-one advantage, the masked man put up such an incredible
offense, it was, frankly, remarkable. His skills with the sword
were unlike anything Lucas had ever seen, and with the large cannon
that had been fastened to his right arm, he could fire wide and
powerful beams of energy right at them. He moved so quickly it was
difficult to keep up, but most intriguing, and frightening, of all,
was that the masked man also knew PK Love. It was the exact same
attack, down to its appearance.


           
Battered and exhausted, Lucas, Kumatora, Duster, and Boney still
managed to come out on top, and the masked man was unquestionably,
irrevocably, defeated. The Pigmasks all squealed and oinked in
alarm that their best-of-the-best had been soundly overcome. The
masked man himself could hardly believe it: he staggered backward,
his pace broken and jagged. Throughout the entire battle, he made
no emotion and he never once yelped in pain, but even he had to
acknowledge his limits.


           
His helmet began to malfunction, and sparks began to fly from its
facets. His visor had been scratched and dinged, but not shattered,
and the whole of the helmet had marks and dents all over its
circumference. He was knocked to his knees, much to the horror of
the other Pigmasks, as his body began to sizzle and crackle with
the sparks.

           
Afraid for their own safety, the Pigmasks all retreated from the
site, conceding defeat to the four. The Pigmask colonel was the
last to leave: he knew he wasn't safe with the four and without his
platoon, but, could he really show his face to King P and tell him
that they had lost the sixth Needle?


           
Eventually, though, it caved as well, and ran to join the others,
leaving the fate of their commander to the four. However, even if
they wanted to finish him off - in his weak and vulnerable state -
they barely had the strength to lift their arms, much less continue
fighting. With his body still malfunctioning, the masked man
sprouted his wings, and flew over Chupichupyoi temple as quickly as
he could, getting as much distance away from the four as
possible.


           
Their breathing was rough and staggered, and their knees creaked
and the shoulders cracked as they tried to stand themselves back up
straight after that vicious battle. But, first, Kumatora laughed,
and then Duster, and then Lucas, and then Boney began to howl. They
had travelled through Argilla Pass and were surrounded two-to-one,
with the very strongest the Pigmask Army had to offer them. And
they proved themselves better. They were the strongest team on the
face of the Nowhere Islands. Their bruises were slow to heal and
their kinks took their time easing off their muscles, but they felt
fantastic.

           
"That was awesome!" Kumatora cheered, her earlier pain
from the shot to the ribs completely forgotten about. "We beat
them! We beat them!" Compulsively, the each joined hands
in a small triangle, and began to dance around on the spot, singing
and chanting that they had won, while Boney danced around behind
them; they had, essentially, beaten the Pigmasks. No matter where
the last Needle was, they had nothing to defend it with.

           
After a moment of celebration, Duster broke their happy dance. He
had a dopey grin on his face that he couldn't wane off, even if he
wanted to. Their collective happiness over their victory was
consuming, but they hadn't pulled the Needle yet. "Lucas," he
managed to say through giddy laughs, "we need to pull that Needle.
Use the water on the vines."

           
Lucas had forgotten all about the vines himself. "Oh yeah," he
said, heading towards the vines covering the temple. His walk was
lopsided with his injuries, but that wasn't going to stop him now.
Thankfully, the vial of water hadn't been damaged in the fight, and
with a quick (if painful) twist, the cork on its mouth came off.
There was hardly enough in there to moisten his hands, but he
trusted Ionia, and arced his arm wide, splashing the water over as
wide an area as he could.


           
A year passed in a moment for the vines. Their flowers budded, and
then bloomed, and then shriveled and fell away in a blink, and most
of the vines fell and rotted away with them. Before, the vines were
a very healthy and energetic green, livening the area with their
floral presence, and then, they had browned and died, just like
that, revealing the unobstructed way into the temple.


           
Inside the temple was a giant alter, spanning two tall stories and
surrounded by platforms and columns for aesthetics. A pair of lit
fires were burning at the top of the giant alter, and between them
was a simple fuzz of light, gently pulsating to nothing.


           
A few stairs were all they had left to conquer before they were
brought to the sixth of the seven Needles. Lucas approached it
directly, while Kumatora and Duster took their places on either
side of it, giving Lucas lots of space to do the deed. They stood
in the light of the Needle for a moment, basking in it, refreshing
themselves and their spirits. They had earned this
Needle.

           
"It was our Magypsie ancestors who sealed away the Dark Dragon,"
they heard a voice say behind them. Quickly, they spun around at
the first word, cautious that one of the Pigmasks had remained
behind. Fortunately, that wasn't the case: Ionia stood in the mouth
of the temple, slowly ascending the stairs itself. "Magypsies have
guarded the Needles for many generations since. But the needles
will be pulled when 'the time' comes. And that time is now. The
heart of the person who pulls the Needles will be passed on to the
Dark Dragon. And then… " it trailed off, unsure of its wording. "…
something big will happen."

           
"Something?" Lucas asked.

           
"Something big enough to recreate the entire world." It got down on
one knee, looking at Lucas directly. "Lucas. I want you to be the
one to awaken the Dark Dragon."


           
To accomplish this, you can't lose or give in, no matter
what."

           
"Hah, I wouldn't worry too much about that, Ionia," laughed
Kumatora - promptly rubbing the sore spot on her ribs as she did.
"We just proved that we're the best around. Nothin's ever
gonna to keep us down now. Just as long as we find that last Needle
first, we're golden."

           
"Don't get too confident," Ionia chastised, giving her an
unfriendly look. "The Pigmasks are resourceful, too. You may have
beaten them now, but it's best to assume that they'll think of
something." It gave a light sigh, looking to the others of the
group. "Regardless, I'm sure that, with your heartfelt help giving
Lucas his strength, things will be alright." It turned back to
Kumatora and crooked a finger, in a 'come here' way. "To that end,
Princess Kumatora, I have a gift for you. This PSI is so dangerous,
that I never intended teaching it to you, but, I trust you and your
friends and your capabilities, so now, I believe, would be the best
time to teach it to you. Its power rivals that of PK Love; you must
master it so that it does not master you, and use its strength to
help Lucas!"

           
"Sweet!" Kumatora said, grinning, and taking her spot just next to
Ionia with her back facing the Magypsie. "Lay it on me,
Ionia!"

           
Ushering Lucas out of the way so that Ionia had room to back up, it
put some distance between it and Kumatora, and calmly closed its
eyes. Lucas was confused; this wasn't how he learned PK Love. Did
it differ from skill to skill? "This may sting a bit," Ionia
warned, and suddenly, a bolt of lightning cut through the temple,
striking her right on her head.


           
Her clothes were smoking and every red hair on her head immediately
stood on end from the static. She was knocked to the ground and
down the flight of stairs from the hit, and blacked out from the
quick and overwhelming stinging sensation that covered her entire
form.

           
"What the-?!" Duster exclaimed, about to run back down the stairs
to assist her. He wasn't very well-versed when it came to PSI, and
although he knew he saw something similar in Thunder Tower, getting
hit by a bolt of lightning just wasn't that normal. Ionia reached
out with its hand, blocking Duster off before he could, watching
Kumatora intently for her to get back up.

           
She did, after a few heart-stopping moments. Her clothes, and her
hair, continued to fizzle for a moment as she brought herself back
up, but any pain she had felt left her right away, including the
shot in her ribs. She was feeling fine. She was feeling
great.


           
She hadn't felt this way since she first learned PSI from the
Magypsies back when she was little. She turned around, looking back
up the stairs towards the others, a great smile on her face.
"Whoo!" she shouted, bringing her hands over her head.

           
"Knowing you, Kumatora," Ionia said quickly, before she got a
little too carried away, "you're going to want to give it a try
right away, right?"

           
"Hell yeah!" she said, halfway down the stairs to find something to
use her new skill on. "I feel incredible! If I knew gettin' hit by
lightnin' was this awesome I woulda done it years
ago!"

           
"Don't," commanded Ionia before she could leave the temple. "This
isn't like what we taught you when you were a child. This isn't
just lighting a candle, or chilling a drink. This is serious,
devastating magic, Kumatora." The way Ionia spoke, and how it
looked so serious, took the wind right out of her sails. "You're
mature enough now to know that this isn't a toy. Give it the
respect it deserves."

           
Kumatora looked at Ionia, and the face Ionia had ever made at her
once before, when she was first given PSI to use, and then back to
the temple's door. She gave a heavy sigh; she was practically
jumping at the opportunity to give it a shot, but, she knew it was
right. PSI wasn't something to take lightly.

           
"And now," Ionia said, turning back to Lucas and smiling at him.
"There's just one last thing to do." It nodded towards the Needle
as it spoke. "Now that I've passed on PK Starstorm to Kumatora, I
have no more errands or regrets. And with my last meal, my life was
finally become complete. There's just one thing left for me to
see."

           
Lucas eyed her, then to Duster and Boney and Kumatora, as all of
their eyes were on him once again to see the final step of their
long journey through Argilla Pass. They had gone far and fought
hard so that Lucas could pull that one Needle.


           
He did not disappoint them.



           
It might have been his imagination, but with the sixth Needle gone,
everything sounded so much louder, and the vibrations so much more
intense. The powerful shaking of the ground, as though they were
caught in the middle of a powerful earthquake; the purple-red gas
cloud that came booming out of the ground lasted longer and had
more pressure behind it; and the heartbeat they heard was so much
louder. It beat in his ears, as though it were his own.

           
And, as he had expected, he felt some invisible force push down on
him on his back. His knees went rigid as he tried to keep himself
up, rather than allowing himself to flatten into the ground like an
omelet. The force felt stronger than ever, drawing him into the
hole of purple gas in front of him. "Ionia," he managed to groan
while his muscles all shook with the effort of keeping him up.
"Why… why does this happen… every time?"

           
Ionia's body had already begun to vanish, but, like all the others,
it had been given a bit of time left for whatever reason. "Do you
remember when you first learned PK Love? On the train tracks, in
that hot spring?" Lucas didn't answer; he was too busy trying to
keep himself from being crushed. "Remember how I had to push you
down to teach it to you?"

           
"So, what, just the force is enough to make him learn it?" Duster
asked for Lucas.

           
"No. Of course there's a bit more to it than that, but the purpose
is because PK Love is learnt - well, not 'learnt', exactly, but
rather, 'unlocked' - from the planet itself rather than the
Magypsies. The closer the bearer is, physically, to the world, than
the easier it is for him to learn it." Lucas continued to struggle,
knocked onto his hands and knees, keeping himself as far away from
the hole as he could. "Don't tell me you've been struggling with
every Needle you've pulled like this?"

           
"Yeah, all of them," confirmed Kumatora. "Doria never told us
anythin' about that, though, and Phrygia wasn't with us at the
moment."

           
Lucas's face was just inches away from the rim of the hole when
Ionia told him to stop. "Just let it happen," it said smoothly.
"The easier you make it on yourself, the sooner it'll stop
happening."

           
Lucas did as he was told - not that it would have made much of a
difference, as close to the ground as he was - and let himself go,
done with the struggling against the invisible force. He was
pressed flat against the ground for a moment, but, just as Ionia
had promised, the weight disappeared in an instant, lifting itself
off of Lucas and allowing him to stand once more.

           
Like all the others, he had felt the same familiar power and
confidence surge through his body. It started deep inside him, in
his heart, and slowly branched out to all his limbs and up to his
hair; his new strength coursed through his body and beat in time
with his heart, fuelling him with the same euphoria he had
experienced three times already.


           
It was a sensation he could really get used to.


           
"As I start to disappear, my heart senses an intense disturbance.
We Magypsies have a sort of bond, you might say, especially when
they're near their respective Needles, and I can
definitely tell you that Locria is rapidly nearing her own
Needle."

           
"Can you tell us where?" Duster pried. They knew nothing about the
seventh Needle: only that Locria had gone missing for quite some
time.


           
"It's coming from…that direction. From a lively, filthy place…It's
over… there, somewhere, over there," Ionia tried to say, pointing
its fingers in several directions. It groaned in frustration. "If
only I had more time… ! Now, when my Needle is gone, of all times…
!"

           
Lucas stepped forward, away from the Needle's hole, towards Ionia,
as it grunted once more. "Forget it. I don't want to leave angry."
It quickly placed its hands into both the pockets it had on its
dress, quickly withdrawing two items. He could guess what they
were.


           
They were the same brands as the other five Magypsies, yet the
razor was a different color from all the rest, and the lipstick was
a very bright shade of red. "Remember sometimes with them,
okay?"

           
Lucas couldn't turn them down, of course, and accepted the
mementos. He didn't know what to do with them all, though. Should
he stop by his house and drop them all off there? Should he keep
holding them?

           
"It's too bad that I didn't get to see things through until the
end," Ionia sighed, "but, Lucas, honey; little Boney; adorable
Duster; and Princess Kumatora, whatever happens, make sure you get
to see what the final fate of the world is. It's time for me to
go."

           
Ionia happily looked up, towards the ceiling of Chupichupyoi
temple, and struck one final pose, before disappearing.


           
Lucas was best acquainted with Ionia. It had taught him to use PSI,
and it was there when the first Needle was pulled, and it had gone
out of the way to tell the other Magypsies to expect him coming. Of
the six Magypsies he had met, Ionia was the one he was closest
with.

           
But Kumatora was hit the absolute hardest. She had never really
known Locria, but the other six Magypsies were like her parents.
They had raised her; they had taught her everything she knew now.
They were there when she needed company and they looked after her
when she was vulnerable. Now that they were all gone, the finality
of the fact caught up to her.



           
She had no family left. She had watched them all go, right before
her eyes - except for the one she was the closest to, and that was
the hardest fact to accept. She couldn't say goodbye to the one she
was going to miss the most.

           
There was nothing left for them in Chupichupyoi temple, or even in
all of the Oriander mountains. They turned to leave the place, and
set out to find the final Needle before the Pigmasks could, with
only the cryptic riddle that it was hidden someplace 'lively' and
'filthy'.

           
When they heard lively, jazzy tune come from the temple's front
lawn…
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Chapter 28

 


Activity in the city was beginning to pick back up as they left
the sewers. In the arcade, where there was just Thomas and a man
Lucas didn't really know, several others had jumped in and started
playing on the machines.


           
There was a large crowd gathering just north of the arcade, as
groups of people clumped together in areas, excited over something,
trying to push their way to the upper level of the city. A lot of
them were murmuring to themselves about whatever event was going to
occur, although he was having trouble pinpointing any one
conversation to get any information from. They were all forming
over the escalator going up, and over the path going to the wooden
area below the Porky statue.


           
"Excuse me," he managed to say over the others, catching one man's
attention. "What's going on? Why is it all so busy?"

           
The man looked down at him, his eyes widening. "Seriously, kid? You
haven't heard the big news?" Lucas shook his head, totally in the
dark, "They say that DCMC is going to have a concert in this city.
Most of us never had a chance to hear 'em at Titiboo, and now
everyone's going wild to see them here!"

           
He and Kumatora turned around, looking at Duster, asking their
unspoken question. He shrugged his shoulders, just as surprised as
they were. "We were planning a gig in 'the big city'
before I left, but, I'm not a part of the Desperado Crash Mambo
Combo anymore. I thought they would have cancelled it."

           
"Wait!" the man said, getting up close to Duster. He squinted his
eyes, taking in every detail about Duster's face. "Are… are you
Lucky? The bassist?"

           
He opened his mouth to reply, to answer that he wasn't any longer,
but someone else overheard the claim and eagerly turned around. The
moment the rabid fan laid her eyes on Duster, she gave an excited
shriek, getting everyone else's attention. "It's Lucky!" she
shouted, quickly running up to him and pulling out her overpriced
poster of the DCMC. "It's Lucky! He's finally come back! He's
here!"

           
Before they could reason with the fans, or defend themselves, or
even run away, they were swarmed from all sides, with the fans
rushing up to Duster all at once and trying everything they could
to get his attention, or his autograph, or a personally serenade,
or something. The four of them were caught in the middle of a
fierce mob, with everybody pushing and shoving past everyone else
to get to Duster and maybe get a piece of his shirt, or a strand of
his hair, for their extensive collections.

           
Lucas was lost underneath a sea of grabbing hands and stampeding
feet. He was half the size of most of the people in the crowd, and
he was easily ignored under their rabid desires to get something
from Duster. He was still with Boney, but they had been separated
from the other two, trying to find them again through the sea of
pants and loud, giddy screams.

           
After taking an unintentional knee to the face, Lucas felt someone
grab tightly onto his wrist, pulling him through the crowd sharply
as they weaved between the legs of the adults and out of the
bustling crowd on the other side. He thought of shouting out, so
that someone would hear his cries and come to his rescue, but
between the roar of the crowd and his dizziness from the blow to
the face, he didn't think of it.

           
After one final pull, he and Boney were freed from the crowd, still
rowdy and trying to pile themselves around Duster on the inside.
Once his focus came back to him, he saw Kumatora still holding onto
his hand, pulling him further away from the crowd and letting go
once they were completely safe. "Never thought that would happen a
third time," she said, looking towards the others.

           
"Where's Duster?" he asked, looking back into the crowd. "We have
to help him!"

           
"I'm right here," he heard a voice say behind him. He whirled
around on the spot, and there was Duster, looking just fine,
outside of the group of fans still swarming over… something.


           
Duster sighed, looking over the people still fighting over him when
he had managed to slip by in their own confusion. "Don't ever be a
musician, Lucas," he sighed, rubbing his cheek. "This is three
times too many, now."

           
"How did you-"

           
"I'm not Tazmily's second best thief for nothing, eh?" he laughed.
"How good would I be at stealing if I wasn't any good at stealing
myself, right from under their noses?" He continued to rub his face
soothingly. "Still, it wasn't perfect. One of them got some of my
moustache."

           
Kumatora was keeping her eyes on the crowd, keeping some of her PSI
ready just in case they realized Duster had given them the slip and
they needed to make a quick getaway. She found something moving,
just out from the corner of her eye and through the disgusting
grass, and looked towards it. "Oh, hey, Duster," she said, relaxing
a bit, "take a look over there!"

           
Duster looked to her, then followed her eyes, into the grass just
next to the crowd. His trained eyes quickly picked up on something
moving and slithering through the grass, and immediately, his heart
began to race.


           
How the rope snake made it across the ocean and into New Pork City
didn't even cross his mind. Wary of the crowd still fighting over
his presence, he didn't want to get too close, but he
needed to get its attention. He knew it couldn't hear him,
having no ears, but he knew it could sense vibration really well,
so he stomped his foot as hard as he could. Compared to the
panicked beats of the crowd, he knew it would be just a drop in the
pond, but the rope snake still noticed it, miraculously.

           
It 'stood up' as tall as it could, looking around the area, its
tongue flicking out occasionally to taste the air. Right away, it
tasted something very familiar, twisting and coiling around on the
spot, trying to find where the scent was coming from. Its eyesight
wasn't spectacular, but eventually it found Duster during its
spinning, and, like a dog finding its home after being lost for
days, it slithered up to him quickly and excitedly, happy to have
found its human once again.

           
He was just as happy to have found it, as well. He knelt down,
extending his palm towards it, and it didn't waste another second,
shooting up his hand, under his shirt, across his arm, and looping
itself securely around his torso like he had taught it in Club
Titiboo, across his shoulder and down to his hip. It squeezed
securely and affectionately, not wanting to ever let Duster go
again. "I missed you too, buddy," he said, stroking the snake's
flat head as it rested on his shoulder.

           
"Aw," Kumatora smiled, watching the happy reunion between the snake
and the human. "Watch out, Lucas, they might just have you beat for
'World's Cutest Interspecies Couple'."

           
"Laugh all you like," Duster replied, not caring what she had to
say. He and his pet snake had only been separated for a little less
than a day, but compared to the three years together they had
spent, that was far too long. "I'm just glad he's back."


           


           
The Empire Porky Building was surprisingly quiet and empty, given
the rousing crowds outside. Inside, Mayor Pusher of Tazmily and his
wife and son were showing themselves around, doing their best to
get used to how they no longer have much power over a community.
Not that they really did to begin with.


           
Ollie didn't look so enthusiastic about being there, though. "Oh,
hello again, Mister Lucas!" the receptionist waved, drawing them
back to the front desk. "How has your tour of the greatest city on
the planet? Has it lived up to your expectations?"

           
He thought about it. The buildings were fake. The amusement park
rides weren't operable. The food was grossly overpriced and its
only restaurant was run by hideous robots. The arcade was shoddy
and the theatre had an odor problem. There was litter and pollution
as far as he could see, to the point where the normally clear water
had been turned to purple sludge. "Absolutely," he replied.

           
"Terrific! I'm sure our great king Porky will be delighted to hear
it! And in fact," she smiled, turning towards the west room,
"you've come at just the time. The elevator repairs have finally
been completed. Please feel free to take it to whichever floor your
heart leads you."


           
"Perfect!" Kumatora announced, pushing Lucas along to the elevator.
She did her best to hide her enthusiasm over meeting Porky and
exchanging a few words with him. "No time to waste, now! Can't keep
the King waitin' an' all that!"

           
"Hold on," Duster asked, resisting Kumatora's pushes and facing the
receptionist again. "What's this I hear about the DCMC playing a
show here?"

           
"You're not in the know?" the receptionist asked, cocking her head
to the side. Duster shook his own in response. "They say that the
DCMC has gotten back together again! They've come here to put on a
show, in appreciation to our great king Porky and all his
efforts."

           
"Where will the show be held?"

           
"On the twenty-fourth floor of this very building, which holds the
concert hall. If you're quick, you might be able to catch
them!"

           
Duster nodded his thanks and caught up with the other three,
waiting just outside the elevator's doors. "We're not gonna see
them," Kumatora said coldly and finally. "We gotta play-date with
'our great king' Chubby on the top floor." Lucas had already called
the elevator - he thought - by pressing the one glass button near
its door, pointing straight up.


           
"Come on, please?" he begged. "It's on the way up. I just need to
talk to my buddies for just a minute, come on."

           
"Don't'cha think that the world means more than shootin' the breeze
with the guys?" she asked seriously.

           
He stuttered a bit. "Well, yeah," he conceded, "but come on, how
would you feel if we just casually skipped over one of the
Magypsies? You wouldn't think that'd be too cool, would you?"

           
"That's treadin' the line, Duster," she warned, glaring holes
through him. "Parents, even adoptive ones, trump a couple'a
friends, if you ask me. And we wouldn't know what to do with the
Needles without seein' 'em anyway, so."

           
Duster knew she was right, and that stopping Porky came before
having a chat with his band buddies, but he still really wanted to
speak with them again. "Come on, Lucas, help me out here," he
pleaded, putting Lucas on the spot. He didn't want to cross
Kumatora, and he agreed with her on which was more important, but
he couldn't just turn down Duster like that. He was friends with
them both.

           
A man standing behind them cleared his throat, thankfully
interrupting them before Lucas had to make a decision.


           
"Hey, now. You're sort of in the way."


           
"An' we'll keep on bein' in the way, if we feel like it," she
answered. "Unless you're, like, the prince of New Pork City, you
can just deal with it."

           
"Actually, I'm the engineer that fixed this elevator," the man
said, letting Kumatora's remarks slide. "The wires kept grinding to
a halt whenever the elevator tried to move beyond the twenty-third
floor, so I got it working again."

           
Duster looked back at the man. "So, it'll go until the
twenty-fourth floor, now?"

           
"Will it go to the one-hundredth floor?" she asked before the man
could answer.

           
"Why? Are you thinking about going to see our great king
Porky?"

           
"Yeah, we got things to talk about."

           
"Well, I'm sorry to disappoint you, but the repairs I made allow
the elevator to stop at the 24th floor concert hall
only. So, I'd ask that you please, please just take it to
the twenty-fourth floor." His sudden change in demeanor was kind of
startling; he went from calm and collected to asking them to not go
beyond the twenty-fourth floor. "It would really be for the
best."

           
"Porky put you up to this, didn't he?" Kumatora accused,
deadpan.

           
"Just please take it to the twenty-fourth floor, that's
all I ask."

           
She sighed irritably, waving her hand for the others to get into
the elevator. "Whatever," she spat. "Savin' the world's not that
big of a deal anyway."

           
Awkwardly, they piled into the elevator, and the engineer pressed
one of the one-hundred glass buttons available, marked '24'. The
door to the elevator closed, and suddenly, they were jerked upward,
as the elevator rushed up the tower to its destination.


           
They were silent on the ride up, with Kumatora's stigma against
visiting the DCMC putting a bit of a damper on their conversation.
After a moment, however, the man behind the group began to slowly
inch his way over to Duster, trying his best to keep his footsteps
quiet as he made his way over to the man.


           
Kumatora heard him first, turning around to see what the guy was up
to, causing Lucas and Duster to notice as well. "Aren't you… ?" the
engineer asked, getting a closer look at Duster, trying to piece
names to faces. "Aren't you Lucky, the bass player for the
DCMC?"

           
Nervous, her looked to the other two before answering the fan.
"You're not going to tackle me, are you?" His face still stung from
his missing moustache hairs.

           
"I might just ask you for an autograph later," he laughed, smiling
wide. "But it's you! Sweet! Lucky's back! That incredible bass line
is finally back! The band's music just hasn't been the same without
your skills!" The engineer was overjoyed, hopping on the spot and
pumping his fists in the air. "I can't wait to hear you again!
Let's go, Mister Lucky! This will be awesome!"

           
The elevator stopped soon enough, and the wide doors opened up,
leading the group onto the twenty-fourth floor of the building. It
looked much like the lobby, with only one real 'path' to go,
hooking to the east from the elevator. The engineer rushed out,
eager to get to the concert hall and listen to the band's return
performance.


           
Kumatora was still bitter about the whole thing, but she kept up.
The Empire Porky Building housed some odd guests, from the average
DCMC fan to Pigmask mega-fans, to moles.


           
Sitting on a couch was the Pork Trooper they had fought earlier.
The enormous Pigmask turned to his right, looking over Lucas and
his group. Lucas felt a chill run down his spine, at seeing the
enormous guy again, after the incident at Thunder Tower. But the
Pigmask just relaxed and leaned back in his lounger. "It's you
guys," he said, snorting over the group. "It's been a while,
huh?"

           
Lucas couldn't help but feel so intimidated by the bulging mountain
of muscles right in front of him. "Uh, yeah," he replied meekly,
unable to look up at the Pigmask.

           
"Hey, calm 'er down," he said lightly, patting down towards the
ground. "The past is the past, and me and my boys are off-duty.
We're just fellow DCMC fans right now."

           
He didn't know how to reply or to react to the enormous Pigmask's
claims. He remembered the man being very excitable when it came to
the DCMC, and being scarily mellow when he heard that the band had
disbanded. "Really?" he asked shyly, not allowing himself to lower
his frightened guard. He didn't really know what he was worried
about : after the Barrier Trio and Fassad, he doubted the larger
Pigmask would really be a challenge, but he just felt so
tiny whenever he looked at the guy.

           
"Yeah!" he encouraged, reaching over and gently patting Lucas on
the pack - knocking the wind out of him. "Matter of fact, you
brought Lucky with you! The DCMC is back together again, if only
for tonight, and I can't thank you enough for it!" He
sounded sincere, at the very least.


           
"Give us the best finale you got, Lucky!" the Pigmask encouraged.
"And I'll buy out the live recordings of it myself!"

           
"Count on it!" Duster replied, giving the Pigmask a thumbs-up, and
aggravating Kumatora further.

           
"'Count on it'?!" she echoed, furious, once they left the Pigmasks'
earshot. "I thought we were just poppin' in to say hi!"

           
"Better to tell him what he wanted to hear, I thought," he
answered, pushing the double doors to the concert hall open.


           
A tall, blonde man in a pink shirt stood alone in the empty hall,
looking over the set to make sure everything was in place. The hall
was adorned with a number of tables, all with unlit candles, facing
a large stage at the back that had been prepped with a microphone
and some stereos, and a drum set and an electric piano, but nothing
else yet. The tiling carpet reminded them all strongly of Titiboo's
flooring, and its similar design. "OJ!" Duster called, getting the
man's attention quickly.

           
OJ turned around, towards the door to the concert hall, and
immediately leapt back in surprise. "Lucky?!" he called, seeing
their bassist for the first time in… well, only a few days, but it
felt quite a bit longer than that, "Long time, now see, you
bum!"


           
"Lucky is here?!" another voice from behind the set yelled, and
soon, the other three members of the DCMC came running full-tilt
down the hall, towards their long-lost bassist. The pianist Shimmy
Zmizz ran right up to him and gave him a great, big hug, right
there on the spot. "Lucky, where have you been, man?!" he asked
excitedly, patting him roughly on the back, and Duster seamlessly
returned the affection. "We've been having some pretty okay
concerts since you left us," Shimmy went on, releasing their
bassist after a moment, "but with you here, it's gonna be like… "
He fumbled over his own tongue, trying to find the right word for
it, but he settled with "Wow!"

           
Magic, their guitarist if Lucas recalled correctly, was next to get
on the love-train over Duster's fantastic return to their band,
"Lucky!!! How've you been? You're looking a little thin, there,
pal."

           
Duster rubbed his stomach. Had he lost a few pounds? "I'm
doing just fine, you guys," he answered happily. "I think I might
have lost a little weight, yeah, but I've been having an absolute
blast with my buddies here. You remember Lucas and Kumatora, right?
It hasn't been that long, right?"

           
"Of course!" OJ answered, stepping forward to shake Lucas's hand.
"How could I forget the champion of the world at
stone-sheet-clippers?" Lucas smiled nostalgically, warmly accepting
OJ's friendly handshake. "And I couldn't forget Titiboo's firebrand
waitress. Violet! How are you? You been treating our pal Lucky
right?"

           
Kumatora grunted loudly at her alter-ego name, accepting his
handshake with much less gusto. "He's doing fine," she said lowly,
releasing OJ's hand after half a pump.

           
"Oh, what's this? You're not as happy to see us as we are to see
you?"

           
She hummed, looking away from OJ. "That's not totally true," she
answered. "I love you guys, too, and it's awesome to see you again.
But thinkin' about the DCMC reminds me of bein' Violet, and I
hated bein' Violet. The unreasonable demands from
customers; the way I always had'ta walk a certain way and giggle
and wink every two seconds; the perverts always treatin' me like a
piece'a meat, ugh. I was glad to finally move on."

           
"Oh, is that why?" Duster asked. "And not because we need to get to
Porky?"

           
"Half n' half."

           
"Ah, what's this about the big P upstairs?" Shimmy interrupted,
getting between the two. "They're saying that King P has gathered
all living things on the islands, to here, in New Pork City. A
great undefiable power has prepared a festival for the end of all
life…"


           
Normally-silent Baccio picked up for Shimmy. "We can see through
this Porky guy's shallow-brained plans like they're nothing at
all," he boasted. "And you're thinking, 'why is that, Baccio'? It's
because we're so drunk on our own music that he can't fool us with
his nonsensical crap! The guy talks nonsense, and you'd have to
have no sense to see through it all yourself."

           
"I dunno who he is, precisely," said Magic, getting in on the group
love, "but with all five of the DCMC band members back together,
nothing can scare us now!"


           
Well, if I think about it really hard, then maybe I can
think of something that might scare us," he continued. That was
Magic for them; he kept on talking a sentence or two after he
should have stopped. "But no, nothing can scare us now!"

           
"So, what's the plan?" OJ asked. "Is this just a personal visit?
Just dropping in for a bit? Or are we going to rock New Pork City
like he rocked Titiboo for three long years?"

           
"Well… " Duster looked to Kumatora, silently asking for permission.
He felt ridiculous about it; she was maybe half his age, and she
was calling the shots. "I'd love to, but, we do kind of
have something to do."

           
"Oh yeah," remembered Magic, "that whole 'saving the world'
thing."

           
"Right. And we kind of need to get to Porky as quickly as we can,
so, I don't know if we can spare the time."

           
OJ nodded in understanding, but he wasn't about to let their
bassist slip by that easily. "You want to know what I think?" he
asked, "Let's forget our worries and just enjoy our music like the
good old days! The elevator isn't working that great anyway, so I
hear. It was tough enough to get ourselves all the way up here, and
we're the performers! You might as well just stick around and play
a couple while they get it working, right?"

           
Lucas looked up to Kumatora, pitching in his own voice. "I kind of
want to hear them play again," he said. "I only heard their encore
that one time, and I really liked it… I want to hear the whole
thing."

           
She sighed, rolling her eyes. She didn't admit it, but as much as
they really needed to get to that Needle, she wanted to hear them
once more, too. They weren't the very best for nothing. "Oh, fine,"
she said dejectedly. "But only one or two. We really gotta get up
there, quick."

           
OJ smiled when she said it was alright, reaching into his vest
pocket for something. "Awesome!" he said, withdrawing a small,
fluffy, brown piece of cloth from his inside pocket, "We have your
afro wig all ready to go! We brought your bass, too! We shined and
polished it every day; it's as good as the day you left!"

           
Duster was elated that they had thought of everything, and proud
that he had never left their thoughts since he left. Bending over,
he picked up the afro carefully, recognizing it from its looks and
its weight, and how some strands of it were still missing and how
some of the wires had snapped. It was really the exact same afro,
and with it, Lucky was born again.

           
"Your buddies got themselves some backstage passes, natch," Shimmy
said, pointing to a door just beside the stage. "You guys must be
hungry, and we've been to that restaurant down in the city.
Eighteen-hundred Dragon Points for a burger?!" He actually sounded
outraged at the price; a rare time any of them heard Shimmy raise
his voice over anything.

           
"But we got all the food you could ask for just backstage," said
Magic. "It won't cost you a dime. Eat what you like and enjoy the
show!"

           
Their stomachs growled loudly at the promise of some food; that
hotdog they had all shared at entirely lost their weight with them.
"Thank you!" Lucas could barely say as they made for the door.

 


           
In no time at all, the concert hall was packed to the brim with
DCMC fans, all hooting and hollering for their favorite band to
start. They had all heard the rumor that their legendary bassist
had rejoined the band, and were excited to hear the group jam
through another set of golden hits, just like they had for years
before. Lucas, Boney and Kumatora were backstage, happily gorging
themselves on some fresh-cut sandwiches, watching several Happy
Boxes that broadcast the stage live from the warm, secluded
comforts from behind the door. Lucky had eaten a quick snack before
the performance to keep his strength up, but between the delicious
food and the entertainment on the screen, they were having trouble
remembering to leave him some more food for later.

           
The band individually played a few rhythm-less sounds on their
instruments, tuning them to perfection. Lucky hadn't played the
bass in what felt like such a long time, but every sound and
movement came to him perfectly naturally. The crowd began to chant
his name, welcoming him home on the stage, after his forlorn
absence.

           
Slowly, a single spotlight came shining down from above, resting on
OJ and illuminating him for everyone in the crowd to see. "Alright,
everyone," he said calmly into the microphone, and his amplified
voice boomed over the crowd and bounced off the walls. Duster was
glad to be a part of Lucas's group in saving the world, but,
without a doubt, he had missed being Lucky.


           
"This may be the last time you'll ever get to hear us play. And,
this may be the last time the DCMC ever gets to perform." The crowd
quickly erupted into boos and wails, disagreeing with OJ. "I know,
I know, it hurts me too," he apologized, "but hey. If it really,
truly is, then we're going to make it the best concert the DCMC has
ever performed. Nothing will ever top this, ever!" That managed to
get the crowd's spirit back up, and they began to thump and call
for them to begin.


           
"To all you wonderful music-lovers who've gathered here on this
special day, you are our greatest happiness of all!" OJ
raised his hand high, balling it into a fist dramatically. "Tonda
Gossa!" he yelled.

           
"Tonda Gossa!" the crowd yelled back.

           
"We're gonna rock until you drop!" he continued, getting his
fingers ready on his saxophone, to play the greatest hits the band
had ever made. "No, no way! We're gonna rock until
everybody drops!" He turned to face his band-mates in the
dark. "We're gonna do this thing nonstop! Let's hit it!"


           
They started in on the first verse on one of their songs, when
suddenly everything went black.


           
Lucky looked to his bass, noting the power chord still plugged into
it. He played a few more strokes, just to make sure that the power
really had been cut, and he hadn't missed a cue anywhere. He looked
to the others, and they played a few notes similarly, checking to
see it wasn't their imaginations. But, it looked as though the
power really had been cut.

           
Just as the displeased roar of the crowd began to escalate, they
heard four chiming dings sound through the walls, just barely
managing to sound over the yells of the furious concert-goers. The
power had been totally cut backstage as well, and Lucas found
himself stumbling through the dark just as he was reaching for
another Nut Cookie. Regardless of the blackout, the chimes still
came into their room crystal clear.


           
"Attention, all goody-two-shoes inside the Empire Pork Building."
The voice on the other side of the PA system sounded very old, with
a rickety, scratchy voice, but it carried a kind of obnoxious,
high-pitched tone a spoiled child would use when talking down to
someone else. "The final game has begun," the voice continued. It
made Lucas uncomfortable just listening to that voice,
like he was being made fun of, whether or not it was speaking to
him directly. "Please gather up what puny wisdom and pathetic
courage you have and meet your super-awesome and handsome ruler on
the one-hundredth floor." The voice began to snort and giggle at
its own aggrandizement, "However, there's no guarantee that the
elevator will work how you want it to! Wahahahahahaha!!! I'll be
waiting! Don't let me down!"

           
"The concert got stopped, but we ain't glum," Shimmy said to the
others. The concert hall had been cleared of the audience, and only
their litter and several Pigmasks acting as janitors and stagehands
remained. Lucas, Kumatora and Boney had emerged from backstage,
joining with the DCMC in the hall. "We got luck on our side, after
all. We've always had dumb luck on our side! Tonda Gossa!" He was
particularly chipper about it: although they only played
one-and-a-half songs, they still managed to get a decent jam out
with the complete band back together again.

           
Lucas and his friends, including Duster, weren't so thrilled about
it, though. Porky had just called them out personally. He invited
them to challenge him one the one-hundredth floor. And he
practically guaranteed them it wasn't going to be an easy climb.
"Do you think the concert might not have stopped if we played
Porky's lullaby song or something instead?"

           
"No," Duster said quickly. He wasn't too thrilled about the
development - because it had stopped him and the DCMC from playing.
"He's not that kind of guy, I can tell, and I wouldn't give him the
satisfaction anyway."

           
"So, hey," Baccio called, getting Lucas's attention, "Lucas, was
it? We leave Lucky in your hands. Oh, wait! I mean Duster! His name
is Duster now, right?"

           
"Only when the wig is off," Duster answered with a chuckle.


           
"You're the only bassist DCMC can ever have. Without you, we're
without a bass. You're irreplaceable, Duster." OJ opened his arms
wide, expecting Duster to give him a hug, knowing that this was
probably the last time they would ever see each other. Duster
walked forward and embraced the band leader, and quickly, the
others joined in, sharing their last moment as the DCMC together in
a group hug. "Now you get up there," OJ instructed, "and show Porky
what it means to interrupt a DCMC jam session."

           
"Count on it," he answered, and they all broke away, letting him
and his friends head up the tower to confront the great king
Porky.


           
The large Pigmask just in the lobby was fuming mad, thumping his
fists onto the badly-caved coffee table in front of him in anger.
He was screaming obscenities the whole time, absolutely livid about
his concert being cancelled because of some silly blackout. He had
waited for so long to hear his favorite band, together again in a
triumphant return, to play one last rocking concert before they
split up again for good, and all he got was a lousy half a
song!


           
"It's all because of those lousy intruders that the DCMC concert
got stopped! We DCMC fans oughta catch 'em ourselves and make 'em
pay!"


           
Lucas was too nervous to say anything to try and get the man to
calm down, not that he would have listened. Besides, he was
specifically there to stop Porky and defeat him before he could
reach the last Needle himself, so it was probably him and his
friends that were intruding. But… he had been invited specifically.
Porky had sent him a limousine to ride in. Was there someone
else?

           
Although the power was out, the elevator was working just fine. The
crowds had been ushered away from the concert hall almost
immediately after the blackout; they had been promised a very
hefty, but not complete, refund for the service the DCMC had failed
to provide, so the hallways were cleared quickly. Lucas reached
forward and pressed the glass up arrow next to the elevator, and
once the door opened, he mimicked what the engineer did earlier and
pressed another of them inside, marked '100' in big, black
numbers.         


           
Again, the elevator thrust them quickly upwards, higher and higher.
There was a small dial just above the door the pointed to which
floor they were passing as they continued to climb ever higher,
quickly scrolling past the thirty, forty, and fifty marks in a
matter of moments. Just as the arrow pointed to the eighty, a small
ring sounded in the elevator, followed by a warm, feminine voice
that said "next stop, one-hundredth floor."

           
The elevator began to slow once the elevator approached the
one-hundred number, and they both stopped, exactly on the
one-hundredth floor. The big double-doors in front of them opened
up, showing them to… not what any of them had expected.


           
Was this the one-hundredth floor? The room was very cool and humid;
the floor was covered in what felt like real grass, and a portion
of the floor and been sunk and submerged underwater. A number of
hippos with oddly hairy backs were swimming around in the drink,
happily enjoying themselves in the artificial stream. There were no
other doors or walkways through the room, but the pool of water
connected the room they were in with the one just adjacent to them;
if they needed to keep going, they had to get wet.

           
"Hey, guy," Kumatora called, getting the only other man's attention
in the room. He turned around, answering her calls. "Where's that
fatty Porky?"

           
The man looked bewildered by her question, raising an eyebrow
questioningly. "Our great king Porky? Why, he's on the
one-hundredth floor. Everyone knows that."

           
"Yeah, and, this is the one-hundredth floor, ain't it? So where is
he?"

           
"You must be confused," he responded, turning back to the hippos in
the water. Lucas hadn't seen hippos in person before, but he had
heard that they were normally extremely aggressive and easy to
anger. These ones looked playful, like dogs and cats. Were the
stories wrong? "This is only the thirtieth floor. You're still
seventy floors away from our fantastic leader."

           
Lucas sputtered in surprise at the claim. "Thirtieth?" he
asked. They had been in that elevator for a while, and they were
moving pretty fast. They really only climbed six floors?!

           
"Yep. Here is just the Hippo Pool." The man gave a contented sigh
as he watched the hippos peacefully splash around in the stream.
Here you can swim with Hippo Launchers, gaze at Hippo Launchers,
you can even fight them, if you want! They never turn down a
challenge! But they're pretty tough, so I wouldn't."

           
The door to the elevator had shut behind them. Once they were told
that they had only climbed six floors, Duster spun around and
pressed the glass up arrow, to summon the ride again, but no matter
how many times he pressed and no matter how long he waited, the
elevator didn't come back. They were stuck in the Hippo Pool.

           
"Nuts to that," Kumatora spat. "'Onwards and upwards', as Aeolia
used to say. I never really got it 'till just now." Bravely, she
stepped forward, into the pool with the hippos, and expected her
friends to follow her in. Without the elevator and with no other
ways through the room, they did, although without quite as much
eagerness as Kumatora.

           
The very moment they all stepped into the water, the
hippos stopped looking so friendly. The two in the pool were
ferocious fighters: with their weights and their 'modifications',
and with them being locked in the water as they were, it was a
difficult fight to handle. They could take a beating and, when they
were feeling weak, they would unload an amazing amount of missiles
from seemingly nowhere all at once, erupting the water in their
explosions repeatedly. But with Lucas's and Kumatora's PSI, they
managed to come out victorious, and actually not that hurt (though
Lucas came out very exhausted).


           
The opening in the stream to the next room was just a stone's throw
away, but it never looked so far in his life.


           
The last room of the stream ended with one last Hippo Launcher, but
thankfully it was out of the water. And it was accompanied by one
of Porky's scientist, a female that was talking loving nothings to
it while she scratched and washed all over its body. The hippo
looked content and relaxed, so, he hoped, it wouldn't attack them
with her keeping its attention. They weren't hurting that badly,
but with every fight, Lucas found himself more and more drained of
his PSI.

           
"It appears that you guys appear to be suspicious guys," the girl
scientist said darkly, keeping up her scrubbing on the hippo's
tough hide once they stepped out of the water. Boney hadn't even
had a chance to shake-dry his fur, and already Lucas felt like he
was under attack again. The girl, though, didn't sound very
courageous with her own words, I-I-I-I-I-I'll beat you up
good!"


           
She slapped the hippo on its rear hard, and suddenly, the hippo's
relaxed and calm expression turned ugly in an instant. The first
thing it saw was Lucas and his friends, and he could see the fire
in its eyes from where he was standing. "Go, go get 'em, my Hippo
Launcher!" the scientist encouraged, and with a low bellow, the
Hippo Launcher charged forward towards them.


           
Although it wasn't any different from the other Hippo Launchers. In
fact, out of the water, it was considerably easier to battle.


           
"Aaaah! My Hippo Laucher! Curse you! You'll pay for this!"


           
Kumatora opened her mouth to say something sarcastic and witty,
when the girl came barging back through the metal door to curse
them out further. "Stupid-heads!" she labeled them, before
vanishing behind the steel once again.

           
Following the woman through the steel door led them to yet another
section of the Hippo Pool, but at the far end of the wall was
another steel door that was not surrounded by grass or growing
weeds. It looked like, wherever it led, it was the way out. But of
course, the water was surrounded by a steel barbed fence, to
prevent the hippos from getting any wild ideas, so they had to walk
around to a fifth area before they could continue.

           
There was another man in the next room, although the girl was
nowhere to be seen.


           
The hippos continued to be aggressive, and they continued to only
be nuisances, but with every time they needed Lucas to rely on his
PSI to heal their wounds after a fight against their heavy feet and
their huge, blunt teeth, he was getting more and more exhausted. He
kind of wished there was a hot spring somewhere nearby.

           
Inside the water was some food that the scientists had tossed to
the hippos. They were still perfectly good, if a little soggy (and
he made sure that they weren't something else entirely),
and the hippos didn't seem to want them that much.


           
They had just eaten at the concert, but Lucas still had a few
bites. It really helped to keep his strength up.

           
They began to slog their way through the water towards the steel
door just beyond the pool. The hippos had all been tamed; it was
just a few paces away, and then they could continue making their
way to the one-hundredth floor. Knowing that Porky was sabotaging
the elevators, they had no idea just how far away their goal
was.

           
Just as they neared the door, the familiar chimes of the PA system
rang, and the same old, high-pitched, scratchy voice spoke
mockingly through its grills. "We interrupt your busy lives with
this breaking news alert," he said, disguising his voice to sound
more mature, like he was one of those people that told the news and
the weather on the Happy Boxes, "Some idiots have been pretending
to be sea monkeys in the middle of a pond."


           
Kumatora and Duster looked around the room. How did he know that?
She didn't see any cameras or anything on the walls anywhere. Just
where did Porky have eyes? Porky laughed crudely through the PA
system, looking down on his visitors. "I'm talking about you guys!"
he laughed. Lucas could imagine him standing on the grassy shore
and pointing a finger at them, just laughing up a storm. "Getting
all covered in mud so you can fight for your lives… it's all so
ridiculous!"

           
Kumatora was grunting in disgust the more Porky continued to laugh
at them. She wanted to find out how Porky was watching them so she
could freeze it solid. "Alright then, get on the next elevator. I
promise it'll take you straight to me." He began to
chortle some more. "Come on! Don't give up! The ending is right
there!" He began to laugh loudly once more, and then the PA
suddenly cut him off halfway through.

           
They waded through the water, getting to the large steel doors at
the end of the Hippo Pool. "Man, I can't wait to get to
him," Kumatora said lowly as they shook themselves as dry as they
could from the water. They all agreed - Lucas wasn't too sure what
he would do once he they got to Porky, but, whatever they did, he
would make sure they were the ones to pull the
Needle.

           
There was a glass button with an arrow pointing up just next to the
steel doors, but, for some reason, no button going back down. It
was all exactly like they had done the first time: when the
elevator finally arrived, they all stepped in, and Lucas reached
for a large button marked with a bold, black '100' among the
selection of others. The arrow readout above the door listed all
one-hundred floors, and was resting on the thirtieth.


           
They watched the arrow at the top closely, as it crawled its way
past the fiftieth floor and the sixtieth. The elevator moved just
as quickly as the other, but the arrow was climbing slowly. Maybe
they were really going to the one-hundredth floor that time.

           
Just as the arrow made its way past eighty-five, they heard the
same chimes, and the same warm, feminine voice came on to say "next
stop, one-hundredth floor." Lucas was skeptical - it was all too
identical.

           
As the door opened up, they were greeted to a very suave area
dressed in purples and pinks, with ribbons hanging from the ceiling
and exotic plants - or, well, just one - lining the corners of the
room.


           
It looked more like how a person like Porky would keep his personal
room, so… maybe they were on the one-hundredth
floor?

           
The next room was very extravagant: it had a massive throw-rug in
its center, taking up most of the space, with a very fancy and
elegant design. The room's corners were bunched up with gifts of
many different shapes and sizes, and wrapped in a plethora of
different colors, along with innumerable different candies and
chocolates hidden in between. A massive, flat bed was resting near
the back wall, and crawling all over it were curvy, long-haired
women, all dressed in exceedingly little, giggling and murmuring to
themselves. One of them was carrying a massive tree leaf, and was
calmly, casually fanning the others with it.

           
Among the girls was a peculiar creature, with the body of a horse
and the torso of a man. Lucas had never seen anything like that
before, but he recognized the 'man'-half of the creature right
away.


           
"How about some oxygen for old times' sake…?"


           
"Um, no thank you," Lucas said, remembering exactly how he was
going to get it. The man-horse looked rather disappointed by his
answer.


           
A skimpily clad woman spoke up, "This is a gathering room for
Master Porky's fans. Can you put your hands to your chest, and say
from the bottom of your heart, 'I love you, Master Porky'?" The
woman's eyes were totally lit up as she spoke, believing every word
she said. She was absolutely enamored with Porky and she absolutely
loved her job.

           
"I think you're nuts," Kumatora said, looking over the girls.
"Don't you have any shame? Put some damn clothes on!"

           
The closest woman smiled, clicking her tongue at Kumatora. "My,
my," she said, stepping closer and getting a better look at her.
"Such a pretty young thing… a nice, cute face like yours would go a
long way." The woman in the bikini stepped around Kumatora, judging
her form. From the look on Kumatora's face, Lucas wisely kept his
distance. "We'll have to do something about your messy hair, and
we'll have to work on your curves… but you'd make a perfect
addition to Master Porky's… 'fans'."

           
Kumatora offered no reply: instead, she punched the woman in her
right eye. Lucas and Duster were several feet away, and
they still flinched from the huge blow. She had put a lot
into that swing. But the woman didn't cry out in pain, and she
barely even recoiled from the hit: instead, she just laughed some
more, rubbing her new black eye appreciatively. "That's good," she
said. "Master Porky likes it rough."

           
"Okay, time to leave," Kumatora said loudly to the others, marching
straight through the room for the other door. Lucas was eager to
leave as well - any longer and they might not be able to hold her
back from what she would do to Porky's fans.

           
Just as they approached the door to leave, the PA system beeped
back on. Kumatora was fuming mad as it was; she didn't want to stop
and listening to him boast over his little system. But the doors
locked themselves when the PA came on; they were forced to stay and
listen. Lucas and Duster felt less and less safe with Kumatora as
she was.


           
"Your attention, please. We have a report of lost children."


           
"Oh, shut up," she said to herself.

           
"The detestable Lucas and his chums appear to have gotten lost in
Master Porky's fan room. I don't know how they managed to get
confused in a straight line, but there you go." He backed away from
his microphone, giggling to himself over his sting. "Attention,
Lucas and friends! Attention, Lucas and friends!" he laughed
loudly, straining the speaker's limits with his loudness, "Come to
the real 100th floor, if you dare!"


           
Again, he laughed as loudly as he could, and again, the PA system
cut him off halfway through. With a loud shunt, the bolts on the
doors were undone, and Kumatora practically knocked them off their
hinges, marching to get as far away from the harlots that suggested
she could join them as she could.

           
The next room was very dull in comparison to the grandness of the
fan-room. More exotic plants and draperies going with the color
scheme, but more importantly, another pair of steel doors,
protecting an elevator shaft, although they had a different color
and a different cut to match the decor.


           
Another glass button, another arrow pointing up, and when they
stepped in, the arrow above the door was pointed squarely at floor
forty-three.


           
Routinely, the elevator lifted them straight up, going at the same
speed as both of the others, but the arrow on top of the door moved
even slower. It sluggishly made its way up the counter, muscling
past the eighty and ninety marks, and when it passed the
ninety-five floor marker, the PA came back on, and the same woman
calmly said, "next stop, one-hundredth floor." Kumatora
scoffed.

           
Once the arrow laid to rest on the number one-hundred marker of the
dial, the elevator came to a stop, and its doors opened up again to
usher them onto a new floor of the Empire Porky Building. And,
surprising none of them, Porky wasn't there, and it looked nothing
like they had expected the final floor to look like.


           
"I hate this guy," Kumatora spat, already beginning to make her way
down the corridor and run through whatever maze Porky had thought
up for them next, but Lucas saw the capsule just beside the
elevator.

           
"Hold on," he called, getting them to stop. "We… can we use this?
It'll just be a second."

           
Kumatora knew she was too frustrated to give a fair answer, so she
let Duster ask for her. "Why? What is it?"

           
"It's a… " Lucas closed one eye, thinking about it. There was one
exactly like this one in the factory just below Club Titiboo. What
did they call it again? "It's called an 'immediate rejuvenation
machine', I think. Something like that. Just five seconds in there,
and it'll be like we slept a day."

           
Duster wasn't sure, looking over the machine. "Are you positive?
Have you used one before?"

           
"Yeah, in the Clayman factory, just before I went to Club Titiboo.
They really work, honest!" He was still feeling really tired from
having used his PSI so much, so he was keen on getting them to try
it. "It won't take a minute, I promise."

           
Kumatora still said nothing, so Duster waved for him to go ahead.
Delighted, Lucas popped the door to the machine open and stepped
inside. There was a small leather seat inside the machine for him
to sit on, and when the door snapped shut behind him, he instantly
felt revitalized, after just a few seconds.

           
Seeing how quick it was, the others decided to take the break as
well. It only took them a few seconds each: it even made Kumatora
less grumpy about what had happened a few floors below.


           
The next corridor had very little in the way of furnishings or
anything that could possibly trip them up. There were no plants or
fancy draperies or missile launchers disguised as hippos roaming
about. It was a very simple corridor with a very simple
gimmick.


           
They looked at the five rooms laid in front of them. There was no
other exit to the hallway; the only other way out led them back to
the elevator. "Is he serious?" Duster asked, looking over each of
the doors. They were exactly identical, as far as he could tell,
though he stepped right up to one cautiously, looking over its knob
and hinges closely for any kind of trap. "He really put in the
effort for a maze of bathrooms? I guess I can't fault him for his
imagination, but… "

           
Lucas stepped up to the rightmost door. He didn't know what to
expect was behind it: was it a trap that waited to be sprung? Was
there another room, containing who-knows-what? Did it simply lead
out of the Empire Porky Building, heading down a forty-three-story
(at the least) drop?

           
Knowing that every moment Lucas hesitated was another taunt in his
face, he twisted the knob on the door, preparing himself for
whatever waited for him behind it. But, surprisingly, the door was
locked.


           
"Someone's iiiiiiiin here!" He heard a lady say from behind the
door.


           
Well… he hadn't expected that. But with his nerve still collected,
he went right to the next door and flung it open.


           
It was a Pigmask


           
He hadn't expected that either. And neither did the Pigmask.

           
He knew with the first door that it was improper to go into a
woman's washroom when he was not a woman, but Kumatora didn't seem
to mind going into a man's washroom, and it was so they could find
their way forward, so he forced himself to set aside his
inhibitions for the moment.


           
He was surprised. Were women's washrooms always this neat
and clean? He tried to avoid public restrooms, even in Tazmily,
because they were usually disgusting hives for grime.

           
The next restroom was also occupied. Why would anyone even be on
this floor to begin with? There wasn't anything to do, as far as he
could see: it was just washrooms.

           
The final room, as he had hoped, offered a distinctly different
prize.


           
There was a wooden door. Hoping his troubles were over, he pushed
the door open…to find another set of five bathrooms.


           
He didn't need to meet Porky to know that he wasn't especially fond
of him, but… the maze of bathrooms reminded him of some of the
mazes in the Sunshine Forest that he loved to run through whenever
they had passed through to get to his grandfather's. Maybe it would
be fun to find their way through.

           
The rightmost room contained another surprised Pigmask, accompanied
by one of those steel-plated cockroaches that had made their berth
in the city's sewers.


           
Lucas remembered a conversation between two or three Pigmasks some
time ago about taking off their helmets before using the washroom.
It must have been a unique thing to those two or three.

           
The next washroom, for girls, was thankfully empty.


           
The third room was occupied.


           
Before they could check the fourth room, Lucas saw something just
out of the corner of his eye. He paused, looking towards the fifth
room, for whatever he had seen, but nothing was there. Just as he
turned towards the fourth door again, he saw the same something
just wriggle out of his vision, but when he looked back again, it
decided to reveal its disguise.


           
"This is bonkers," Kumatora said. She had never expected to prep
her PSI to use against a sign for the men's room.


           
The room was charred and beaten from a blast of Kumatora's PK
Starstorm, and a sizeable chunk of the wall was missing from an
errant blast of the attack. They hadn't walked away from it
completely unscathed, but thanks to the machine before the maze,
Lucas was happy to use some more Lifeup. With that done, they
entered the fourth room, and were rewarded with progress.


           
Another wooden door. Lucas hoped for the best, and opened it.


           
Only four rooms this time. Between Pigmasks hiding behind the
unlocked doors to signs suddenly coming to life and using
remarkably destructive PSI techniques right off the bat, Lucas
gulped as he pulled open the rightmost door, trying to ready
himself for whatever was behind it.

           
What was behind it was a simple toilet, although… he had
never seen anything like it before. It was long and horizontal, and
laid flush with the floor. There was no place to sit. There wasn't
any water in the bowl. How was it supposed to work?


           
They left that room before it could confuse them any farther.


           
"Let's go out of order. Let's try the last room now." Lucas said.
The group, not having any qualms with it, followed.


           
The progressive hallways were all beginning to lose their meaning
the more they crossed it, but it was a hopeful sight all the same.
And, fortuitously, it seemed as though that was the last one: the
final hallway opened up to another door leading to another
washroom. The door's frame was golden and frilly, promising that
something different was just a twist of the doorknob away.


           
And beyond it was… yet another washroom. But it was very
extravagant, with a massive walkway between two streams of water
leading up to a solid-gold toilet. Statues of Porky were placed in
the streams, standing in what Porky probably assumed was 'cute' or
'artsy', but it just looked undignified to the others.


           
Reassuringly, there was a pair of large steel doors just behind the
toilet, with a glass button with a single black arrow pointing
straight up. They picked up the pace - the maze of washrooms wasn't
physically trying and it was certainly unique, but its gimmick
overstayed its welcome, and they were ready to continue on. Just as
they stepped up the stairs towards the throne, the same familiar
chime sounded through the walls, and once again, Porky's rickety,
scratchy voice came back on.


           
"Heheheh! You seem to be having quite a tough time! Did you enjoy
my special 'all-you-can-pee' toilet dungeon?" he snickered. As
annoying as it was, Lucas couldn't help but respect its creativity,
at least. Kumatora, on the other hand, displayed her annoyance by
casting PK Freeze on the nearest statue, ceasing its water
flow.

           
"Hey, now, that wasn't very nice!" Porky reprimanded over the PA.
"It's okay to be jealous of my good looks and natural gifts, but
you don't need to be so mean about it! You big meanie!" Kumatora
just scoffed. She hated Porky and she wanted to get to him quickly,
but she knew the next elevator wasn't going to bring them to him.
She was getting antsy and annoyed.

           
"Well, then, I've got some bad news for you!" he laughed some more,
mocking them over the grills of the unseen speakers. They hadn't
found a single one, or a single camera, anywhere in the building
yet, "This place you're at now really isn't the 100th
floor!"


           
"I would never have guessed," Duster sighed. Porky just continued
to laugh mockingly at them.


           
"You're nothing bet a cheap toy, crawling around in the palm of my
hand! But that's okay! I have to make sure my toys are all working
properly, now, or else I might just get bored with them. So allow
me to invite you to the real one-hundredth floor!" His
snickering began to wear down, and his breath was getting more and
more ragged the more he guffawed. "Board the elevator just ahead,"
he instructed, and, on cue, the steel doors opened up, showing them
to the exact same elevator they had seen four times before. "I
promise - cross my heart - that it'll take you straight to
me."

           
Lucas didn't believe a word that he said, but they had to take it
anyway. They were like rats in one of those miniature mazes. Porky
had them completely at his mercy; at any time, he could simply seal
the elevators, or force another blackout or something, and they'd
be stuck since there weren't any stairs. They were moving along at
his pace, and it just made them more and more tense.

           
The inside of the elevator was exactly the same as the others.
Lucas reached up and pressed the same glass button marked with a
large, bold '100'. Knowing that it wasn't going to take them there,
though, he wondered why he made the effort to reach so high up when
probably any of the other buttons would have worked.


           
The arrow above the door had pointed to the number sixty-four
before they left for the upper reaches of the Empire Porky
Building. Again, the elevator moved at the same speed; again, the
arrow was climbing even slower than before; again, the chime came
on when they neared the one-hundredth floor, and a woman came on
the system to say "next stop, one-hundredth floor"; and again, they
didn't believe any of it.

           
Once they got off on the one-hundredth floor for the fifth time,
they were shown to another small room with only one exit to the
east. The decor of the small room was quite a bit different than
all the others, though.


           
Like it was trying to emulate a beach, or perhaps a bald hill of
some kind. "Well," said Duster, walking into the next room, "let's
see what fantastic surprise Porky has in store for us this
time."

           
He meant that ironically, of course, but what they found in the
next room was considerably fantastical.


           
They were all dumbstruck at the sight of the large, pink conch
shell sitting there, high up in the sky, inside another building,
supported by only a few planks of concrete over a pond of clear
water. Boxes lined the room's edges, nailed carefully and securely
shut. The wallpaper had been painted in such a way that it
resembled roiling dunes of sand, like in a desert, and the walkways
everywhere were completely covered in sand. Maybe Locria's house
was originally in a desert?

           
Kumatora wasn't interested in the room around the conch shell at
all. At the sight of the Magypsie house, a wry, devious grin spread
on her face, and she brought her right fist to her left palm,
cracking her knuckles satisfyingly. "Finally," she said, only loud
enough for the others to hear. "Locria's here. This is going to be
so satisfying."

           
"Aren't the Magypsies your parents?" asked Duster before Kumatora
could push the door open, PSI swinging everywhere. "Don't you want
to speak to Locria first?"

           
"The other six, sure. I've never seen Locria in my life, not once."
She sounded a little giddy; she could not wait to get in
there and give the Magypsie traitor what was coming to it. "They
talked about Locria a lot, but I never actually met her. An' that's
good, 'cause I might regret what I'm about to do if I did."

           
Without wasting any more time and with a PK Starstorm already
dancing on her fingertips, she kicked the front door to the conch
shell wide open, ready to fire it at the first thing she saw.

           
But Locria wasn't there.


           
The scent of ripe, healthy bananas permeated the room, going with
the banana peels that were littered all over the place. It was as
sparsely decorated as the other six: a simple, though highly fancy
and fluffy, bed in the exact same position, along with two chairs
in the sitting next to a coffee table. The color of Locria's choice
was a light blue, contrast to the yellows of the bananas and the
red-oranges of the sand just outside.

           
There was evidence that Locria was there recently, however.
Familiar clothing - a thin, light-brown hat with a dress on its
back, and what appeared to be some kind of vest - rested on the
bed's quilts. A brown razor and brown lipstick, both of the same
brands as the other Magypsies, were lying on the floor just before
the coffee table. And on the table itself were a pair of
trumpets.


           
Kumatora was struck hard by the realization. She didn't want to
believe it - she felt absolutely disgusted by the truth that was
right in front of her, completely irrefutable and undeniable. Lucas
felt just as sick by the very thought that the person, that the
thing, that the monster, that had hounded him and
ruined his home and torn his family apart and made everyone's lives
miserable and chased them to the very ends of the earth, was a
Magypsie. "No way," Kumatora whispered, looking at the clothes on
the bed. "No, that's," she denied, turning back to the coffee table
and lifting the brass trumpets with both her hands, her earlier
Starstorm totally forgotten. "It's not… Fassad can't be! He
couldn't have been! He couldn't!"

           
Duster wasn't as dumbstruck about the revelation as the other two,
and tried to think about it rationally. He was there when they
confronted Fassad on Thunder Tower, and he fought along his friends
when they encountered Fassad at the Needle and just a few hours ago
in the sewers. "I've always wondered how Fassad survived that fall
off of Thunder Tower," Duster remarked, looking into the open boxes
of bananas.

           
"No!" she continued to loudly deny, taking a few angry steps
towards Duster. "Fassad was not Locria! Fassad was
not a Magypsie! He was a filthy, screwed up bastard that
got his jollies by torturing animals and ruining lives! There was
no way a monster like him could ever have been a
Magypsie, not even if he was a traitor!"

           
"But it all makes perfect sense," Duster replied, knowing Kumatora
wouldn't try to hurt him, no matter how badly she was handling the
truth. "When we ran into him in the volcano, weren't you the least
bit curious on how he managed to survive a drop straight off a
seven-hundred-foot tower?"

           
"No!" she answered angrily, then stuttered to think up of a decent
response. "Maybe! What does that matter?!"

           
"If I understood Phrygia, Mixolydia, and Ionia correctly, a
Magypsie can't die unnaturally until its Needle is pulled, right?"
Kumatora didn't answer. "He fell off a tall tower and we beat him
to a bloody pulp in the volcano, and we beat him even
worse in the sewers, but he kept on going. It wasn't his
time yet. He's probably still alive now, buried under layers of
muck in that filthy water."

           
Kumatora remained silent, trying to rationalize everything she had
learnt and everything Duster had said. It did make sense,
but she didn't want it to. She thought of the Magypsies as
parents, and knowing that Fassad was a Magypsie made her stomach
turn over.

           
"But why," Lucas asked softly, "did he sell us out? Why did he…
betray everything?"

           
Duster gave it some thought. "If I had to guess, it was because he
didn't think like the other six Magypsies. They were all ready and
willing to see their Needles gone, even knowing that it would be
the end of them. but Fassad wasn't. He didn't want to die, so he
cut a deal with Porky to not have his own Needle pulled. Or, at
least, have his pulled last."

           
Just then, the familiar four-tone chime of the PA sounded through
the walls, getting their attention, and once again, Porky's
obnoxious, scratchy voice filled the air. "You guys have no tact
whatsoever, do you?" he asked, all sense of humor gone. Filled with
a renewed vigor to get to Porky and 'stop' him coursed through
Kumatora's veins, and at the sound of the PA coming on and that
nails-on-a-chalkboard voice coming through the air, she rushed
outside with the others, towards the next elevator, to get to the
king and give him a royal beating, no matter how many one-hundredth
floors they had to go through to do it, "Get out there and get on
the next elevator. And then make it to the REAL 100th
floor."


           
She had had enough of his smarmy taunting. "Let's go." Lucas
agreed; he was pretty shocked by Fassad's secret as well, and with
Porky watching their every move and making fun of them every step
of the way, he was ready to shut him up himself.

           
The next room had the familiar double-steel doors with the glass
button, but unexpectedly, it also had a tiny, fluffy mouse hiding
in the corner. Kumatora went ahead and called the elevator for
them, while Lucas went to the mouse. It didn't retreat when he
approached, so it was probably used to humans, and it was very
talkative, in its own mouse-like way.



           
It looked kind of sad, in a way, although he couldn't begin to
guess why. He knew better than to try and pick it up to take with
them the rest of the way up the tower, though, and when the
elevator arrived, he had to put the little mouse behind him. They
had a king to dethrone.












Chapter 29

 


They made their way up their… fifth? Sixth? Lucas had lost
count, but they were riding another elevator going up, towards the
one-hundredth floor. The arrow on the dial above the door had
pointed towards the seventy-seventh floor before they had embarked
yet again, so hopefully, they were getting close. The little arrow
made its way up the dial towards the one-hundredth marker painfully
slowly now, each floor taking an eternity to pass compared to when
they first arrived.

           
Once the arrow got to the ninety-eighth marker, the familiar chime
came back on through the elevator's speakers, and the same woman
came on to warmly say "next stop, one-hundredth floor" to them. The
floors they had visited had no particular theme to them and were
seemingly randomized; they had no idea what to expect on the next
floor.


           
Wherever they were, the floor looked… almost unfinished. The walls
were made of cold still and the floor of dull, gray concrete.
Whoever was working on the building didn't have an opportunity to
put down any real flooring or put up any walls, and as a result,
the place looked only half-finished.

           
The next room was holding a number of mechanical instruments and
construction tools, from large bags of cement and enormous logs of
timber, to power tools and electric generators, and a pair of
robots that were probably used to aid in the building of the
site.


           
They were probably in a storage section of the floor, explaining
all the elements and devices used for building just lying around
the place. More robots and mixes of cement were placed in the room,
sometimes lumped onto grills covering unfinished sections of
flooring. Pails of water were sitting next to small boxes holding
wet, mixed cement with shovels still sticking out of them. Wherever
the workers building the tower were, they were probably here
recently.


           
The next room over showed him a rather sickly sight: there was no
floor beneath them.


           
Wires and steel rods poked out from beneath the finished sections
of floor, waiting to be filled in and connected. Beneath the floor
they were standing on, it was just open sky: a series of girders
separated the floor they were on with the seventy-seventh floor
below them, and between them was the elevator shaft they had
travelled up, and a second, larger shaft on the other side for
another, unseen elevator. But other than that, there was an entire
piece of the Empire Porky Building missing.


           
The next room over held the construction workers. Lucas was
surprised to see them; he had guessed that Porky just liked the way
the building was and decided to halt construction on a whim, but
apparently, the building was really still being worked on.


           
The man seemed awfully happy with his job, up in the sky, secured
to nothing, walking on a piece of flooring that could collapse
underneath him at any moment. "It takes a lot of guts to be where
you are - even if you're actually interfering with our work - so I
can respect that. You've got more gall in you than you look,
kids."

           
Lucas wasn't too sure how to respond to such praise. Was it even
praise? "Um, thanks," he said, looking around the unfinished room.
It had been divided into two pieces, with two workers on their side
and one on the other. But no clear way to get across. "We've been,
um, summoned by Master Porky. Is there any way for us to get across
safely?"

           
The construction worker looked to the other half of the room. "Oh,
sure, it's easy. You see that guy standing on that platform over
there, staring into space?" Lucas followed the man's finger, to
another construction worker that was apparently just standing there
and doing nothing.


           
"His name is Rob. Hey, Rob!" he yelled, and suddenly the other man
snapped out of it, turning to face his boss. "These kids need to
get across!"

           
Rob looked to the four indifferently, shrugging his shoulders.
"So?"

           
"They've been summoned by the great Master Porky!"

           
Like flipping a switch, Rob's expression brightened right up, and
suddenly he was willing to cooperate. "Well, why didn't you say
so?!" he answered, and, amazingly, Rob simply fell forward, his
hands outstretched for the opposite platform. Lucas's heart nearly
stopped when he watched the man fall into the crevasse and
potentially down almost one-hundred stories, but, with practiced
precision, Rob reached forward and gripped onto the platform,
securing himself and bridging the gap with his body.


           
"Don't worry about him," said the foreman. "Anything for our great
Master Porky's guests! If you ever need any of us to do the same
again, just mention our wonderful leader's name, and they won't
hesitate."

           
He was deeply concerned about this. The man had simply fallen
forward, bridging the gap between the two halves of the room with
his own body. And they were just supposed to walk across him?
Kumatora was normally very outgoing and courageous, and even she
was having her reservations about it.

           
"If you're worried about our pal Rob," the foreman continued,
seeing their hesitation, "don't be. We do this all the time when we
have a gap we need to cross ourselves."

           
"And you don't just, I don't know, use a plank of wood or
something?" Lucas asked quickly, thinking it was some kind of
joke.

           
"No, actually. As per our great Master Porky's instructions, we
have precisely the correct amount of materials to build
his masterpiece tower with, and we can't afford to use anything for
anything that's not construction." Lucas could hardly believe his
ears. "Our great Master Porky sees this as a test for our devotion
to him; if we really adored him as much as we do, then we will want
for nothing more. And we do not!"

           
What kind of control did Porky have on these poor people, to
willingly put up with his conditions? There was no other path
forward, unfortunately, and Rob was already in place, so they
walked across.


           
Although they were wracked with guilt over having to walk over a
man like that, the other construction workers were all smiles. If
it was for their great Master Porky, they would do it
willingly.


           
Right away, they came across another gap in the floor, splitting
the room into two halves. Likewise, there was another man standing
right on the edge, although this time he appeared to be doing
something, working an electric tool to drill into a piece of lumber
just below. He wasn't going to like to have to ask the man to do
what he was about to ask, so he tried to lead into it. "Excuse me,"
he said, just loud enough to get over the whirring of the drill and
get his attention. "Is this the one-hundredth floor?"


           
"What's that? Is this the 100th floor, you ask?"


           
"Yeah."

           
"No, it's not. The one-hundredth floor is reserved for our great
and wonderful Master Porky, and only he and whoever he deems is
worth his time may visit it." The man took off his hardhat and
placed it against his chest, looking off into the sky between the
huge gaps of wood holding up the building. "I hope to visit it
myself one day."

           
"Well, see," he stuttered, trying to drum up the courage to ask the
man to, essentially, do what they had just asked Rob to do. "We
sort of… I mean, we kind of need to, um, get across, you know, and,
well, we sort of, um… "

           
"We've been summoned by Por - I mean, our great Master Porky, and
we need to get across right away," Duster interrupted, spitting it
out for Lucas. The foreman's eyes absolutely lit up at the
news.

           
"You mean it?" he asked breathlessly, looking over the three people
and their dog in front of him. "Master Porky? He's asked
you to meet him in his personal room?"

           
"That's right, and we need to get across here."

           
"Say no more!"


           
FWUMP!


           
"Go right ahead! You can't keep our great Master Porky
waiting!"

           
Their cross over the gap was just as uneasy as the other: no real
stable footing; no handrails; and on top of a man that is so
enamored with Porky that he'd be willing to risk his own life just
for Porky's guests.


           
The next room over was just the same as the other two, with their
way forward blocked by a simple gap between two solid floors. But
unlike the other two, there was no man standing over it.


           
In fact, there was nobody in the area at all. "Hello?" Lucas called
out. His voice bounced off what completed steel walls there were,
and most of it simply disappeared into the sky surrounding the
building in all directions, but he still got a response.

           
"Up here!" a man yelled, on top of a platform high above them.
Lucas couldn't see over its edge, but there were some ladders going
straight up there for him to take.


           
On the top of the raised platform was a large, yellow crane with a
massive black wrecking ball hanging on the end of its arm. It was
humming with life, ready to operate with the push of a button, but
nobody was in it. There was a man there as well, standing on one
end of a teeter-totter placed directly below the wrecking
ball.

           
"Uh," Lucas grunted, looking at the man, standing unmoving under
the weighty ball. "What… what are you doing?"


           
"What am I doing here, you ask? What do you think?! Construction
work! Duh!"


           
"I see." He was an amateur, and he didn't really understand how
complicated construction work could be, but still, this didn't
quite… look correct, for construction work. "We, uh, need to get
across," he said, gesturing to the platform below, across the gap.
The man on the teeter-totter looked indifferent, however.

           
"It's for our great Master Porky," Duster added, and suddenly, the
man's expression lightened up. "We've been invited to the
one-hundredth floor." He felt a little dirty, describing Porky as
his 'great master', but he knew it would play up to the worker's
interests.

           
"Why didn't you say so?" he asked, then pointed to the crane. "We
can't waste any time! Go to that crane there, and pull a lever with
a red ball on its end."


           
"This one?" Lucas called, gripping onto the lever. "Is it
safe?"

           
"It's totally safe! But there's no time to lose! Our great Master
Porky has summoned you! Just pull the lever!"

           
On the man's insistence, Lucas pulled it straight done, unsure of
what exactly was going to happen.


           
The large wrecking ball was dropped onto the teeter-totter,
flinging the construction worker into a large wheelbarrow with
precise aim. The wheelbarrow rolled down a slanted steel sheet and
hit some sandbags, throwing the construction worker at the gap. He
quickly grabbed onto the edge and bridged the gap.


           
Well, that was one way to bridge the gap. "You must hurry!" the man
yelled excitedly. "Don't worry about me! You must get to our great
Master Porky immediately!"

           
The fact that none of them even asked for proof that Porky had
called for them was really telling about the control he had over
the workers. Just uttering his name got Lucas and his friends
practically the royal treatment, as the workers used themselves as
bridges to get them to their leader as quickly as they could. It
made Lucas feel a little queasy; could anyone succumb to
whatever Porky was using to poison their minds?


           
The path continued forward on a single thin steel beam, reinforced
by logs of timber. It was wide enough to walk on easily, but with
no handrails and the too-obvious repercussions of falling, they
slowed their pace down nervously. The way the floor of the building
had been only half-constructed, if even that, made it into
something of a perilous maze to navigate.


           
Fortunately, they didn't have to put up with it for very long, and
they didn't need to risk any more witless human lives for bridges:
just beyond the thin catwalk of steel beams thousands of feet in
the air, was a familiar pair of steel doors, closed tightly with a
single glass button on their frame, a black arrow pointing upwards
painted across its surface. They didn't rush towards it, though,
knowing that the slightest misstep would be unfavorable.

           
Like clockwork, just as they approached the steel doors, the
familiar four-tone chime of the PA system rang through the air,
followed by Porky's high-pitched, scratchy voice through its
speakers. "Attention, workers," he said seriously, like he had some
bad news or something, "Some idiots have snuck onto the
construction site and are causing loads of trouble. Idiots! Idiots!
Idiots!" Porky yelled, followed by the sound of something being
thrown about in whatever room he was in. He tossed items and he
banged on walls, judging from the thumping from the speakers. He
was pretty mad, apparently. "You idiots! I'm talking about you
guys! I've warmly extended a gracious invitation to visit
me in my most prized of rooms in my most exclusive of floors, and
you just screw around like a bunch of troublemakers! Is this the
thanks I get?!"

           
Kumatora giggled a little, hearing Porky throw such a hissy fit.
Hearing him get so fed up was reassuring for her. Porky took a few
loud, deep breaths to calm himself, and then calmly resumed
speaking into his microphone.


           
"Come on now, how about you actually try to reach the
100th floor already! You're really starting to irritate
me!" he complained. "You're making my dentures itch like crazy! Get
on the next elevator and stop making me wait! Just press the big
button that says one-hundred, it's not that hard!" And with a
click, Porky shut off the PA, leaving them alone on their way up
the tower again.

           
"He's awfully impatient for us to beat him up," Kumatora said
snidely as Lucas pressed the button to summon the elevator. In a
moment it was there, and in another he had pressed the button at
the very top of the rows of glass buttons, marked with a big black
'100', and in yet another, they were off once again. The arrow on
the dial above the door, before they departed, was craned way to
the other side, pointed at the number eighty-five.


           
While the room of the elevator was very claustrophobic compared to
the wide-open space of the previous floor, Lucas was relieved
enough to be away from the constant threat of a long drop - even
though from then on, he knew, that the tower wasn't technically
structurally sound, especially with all the weight on the exposed
wood, but for him, out of sight was out of mind. It was enough to
cure him of his earlier queasiness.


           
And, by extension of his PSI that he used reflexively, and thanks
to the new trick in general, everyone else in the elevator. A
delightfully fresh sensation swept through the cramped space,
curing them of their tension somewhat.

           
The arrow on the dial barely moved at all; there were only fifteen
floors left to climb (or so they were led to believe), and the
elevator was moving just as quickly as all the others, so he didn't
really know what to think of it. Was it all part of Porky's plan,
just to mess with their heads? Just as they began to grow impatient
with their wait, the four chimes sounded in the elevator, and the
same woman came on to say "next stop, one-hundredth floor". They
didn't believe her, but they hoped, at least, that they
were getting close.

           
The elevator finally came to a stop, and the large steel doors
opened to reveal another small room, equipped with one of those
machines that instantly revitalized them. Like the previous floor,
there was no carpeting or wallpaper or anything; just there was no
concrete or stone or wood anywhere. Just plate steel.


           
After a quick stop in the device, they continued on, pressing into
the next room of the floor, revealing to them a massive room filled
to the absolutely brim with machines and gadgets and the like.


           
The thousands of devices, all doing things Lucas could see but
barely comprehend, filled the ambience with beeps and whirrs and
chirps as they all went about their functions and calculations.
There were chords running across the floor, kept straight by bits
of steel guiding them; there were pink and green vials filled with
a fluid he didn't recognize, all pumping and working to some unseen
goal; there were lights flashing and beeping as they displayed the
results of their calculations; there were boilers and strange discs
and things he could barely even describe, all working on
something. And there wasn't a single person to look after
it all.


           
The path had split in two shortly, and there were no signs, or
maps, or any indication at all of which direction they should take.
The path from the elevator pointed straight ahead, into the east
room, so they decided to try that one first.


           
The entire floor seemed composed of simply nothing but more and
more machinery, all clicking away at some unknown project, while
the liquid in the pink and green vials bubbled and boiled
occasionally.

           
The next room introduced them to the first person on the floor,
watching over everything to make sure there were no fatal meltdowns
or anything. It was accompanied by a small robot, with a bulbous
head and four long, flexible pipes sticking out of various ports in
its body.


           
The following fork split into paths going north and south. They
could see from there that the south direction was a dead-end, but
it contained some gift-boxes neatly wrapped and placed delicately
on the far platform for someone to take.


           
Heading north from the last fork, they found that the maze of
machines and walkways of the floor eventually ended without their
favor, in a dead-end looking over yet more doodads and gadgets. A
small platform overlooking a third pit of endless machinery,
guarded by handrails, on which was some kind of device that looked
as though it was meant to transport and pump a liquid. Behind it
was a gift box.


           
The least they could do before being forced to retrace their steps
was take a look inside the box that some generous soul had left
behind for them, whether or not it was meant for them.


           
Inside was a simple bone, exactly like the ones he used to give
Boney back at their house, although it was made of steel. It was
evenly weighted and perfectly smooth. He didn't really have much
interest in it, but Boney took a liking to it right away.


           
The pathway north was protected by more guarding robots and more of
those machines with four pipes sticking out of them. Between all
the machinery just below them and the way the pathways were all so
dull and uniform, it was easy to confuse one path for another, and
Lucas had to look back to make sure they weren't going in
circles.

           
Learning from their earlier mistake, they decided to take the first
turn in the next fork in the twisting pathways, hoping it would
take them farther into the building instead of to another
dead-end.


           
Whatever the area was used for, it was filled up with Pigmasks, all
wearing the white uniform, and lots of robots of all different
kinds of purposes, as far as he knew.

           
From where they were standing, they could see a woman standing
behind a very small and narrow desk, positioned just next to an
open door, on top of a platform in the far corner. She was dressed
in a shimmering silver gown, but all the same, it was reassuring to
see someone on the floor that wasn't wearing a pig's mask.


           
"Welcome! This is the 'Nice Person Hot Spring'!" she said.


           
Lucas nearly sighed in relief - the Pigmasks went down easy enough,
but between the endless hoards of them backed by armies of robots
and chimeras, they were beginning to become a handful for his tired
mind and body, and he was sure the others agreed. But the name was
oddly specific, and he doubted the idea of a hot spring being in
such a place to begin with. "It's a spring for nice people?" he
asked uneasily.

           
"Well, yes and no," the woman replied with a giggle. "Taking a dip
in our free and luxurious hot spring will turn you into a
nice person, who respects Master Porky from the bottom of your
heart. Using formulas discovered and patented by Porky's brilliant
research team, using this hot spring until you're red in the face
will make you feel happy and revitalized as a 'nice person'." She
was smiling widely as she spoke - creepily widely, almost as if her
cheeks were being pulled back, showing rows of her teeth. "Unlike
other hot springs, all you have to do is step into a green-colored
capsule, which makes it simple and convenient. Take it from
me!"

           
Stepping into a pool isn't simple and convenient? he thought
to himself. The woman sounded convinced with herself, but from the
way her eyes were glazed over and how her smile didn't wane at all,
she practically looked dead on the inside. He was almost afraid of
stepping into the room, but he knew that there was no turning back
now. Backed by his friends, they took a step into the room, not
knowing what to find.


           
Rows and rows of people, floating lifelessly in glowing green tubes
of the same liquid being processed in the other rooms, framed the
hallway. They were all fully-dressed, and their eyes were wide
open, although they naturally couldn't breathe, so far as he knew.
Although the color was skewed a little through the green of the
tube and the liquid, every last one of them had red faces, and they
were all making the same smiling face as the woman outside.


           
Wide eyes with grins that stretched from ear to ear, with all their
teeth showing through their open lips. Sometimes one would make a
twitch of the finger; another would blink; one of them gave a small
lurch in their tube. They were still alive, and they were feeling
every change the chemical was doing to them, slowly. Some of them
weren't even human!


           
He heard Kumatora give a quiet gasp, looking at all the people and
all the animals locked up in the tubes with the same stupid grin.
He heard Duster swallow hard, trying to keep the lunch he had just
ate in his stomach. Boney whimpered and whined a few times,
lowering his head and dragging his tail. And Lucas wasn't immune;
he was completely unprepared for this ghastly sight. The earlier
queasiness he felt from the heights came back to him in a
crash.


           
The horrific sights didn't end with just the first room; the lines
of green tubes filled with people just kept on going with the next,
showing more and more people and animals, all with the same look
and the same hue on their face.


           
It was difficult to keep looking at these people. It was difficult
to look at anything, with the way the tubes kept on radiating the
same disgusting green glow, illuminating every corner of the room
in their light. Every eye was on them, whether they were alive or
even conscious or not. Every moment longer they stayed in there,
they loved their great Master Porky even more. Had every Pigmask
started out like this? Had Isaac been here before? Could they break
them out? Could they help these people?

           
Just to add to their uneasiness with the room as they slowly,
almost physically painfully kept going, the familiar four chimes of
the PA system sounded through the room, and from it, the mocking
tone of Porky's voice, adding his own eyes to the dozens of pairs
already watching their every step. "Your attention please," he said
calmly, enjoying watching their pained steps forward, "You appear
quite exhausted there, Lucas! It hadn't been so long since the
device that instantly revitalized them, but Porky was absolutely
right. It wasn't a far walk, but already, between all the Pigmasks
and the robots, but especially these two rooms in particular, his
arms and feet felt like lead. "But the real fun is just about to
begin!" he hooted excitedly. "No more elevators! And just to be
nice, you're precisely on the eighty-eighth floor of the building.
Go through the doors and up the stairs! Just twelve floors left!
Your dreams and goals are just twelve floors away!" he laughed,
"C'mon! Don't disappoint me now! Ahahahaha!"


           
The PA cut off halfway through his laugh once again. At the back of
the second room, there were two large, blue steel doors, although
unlike the… he had forgotten how many times again, but unlike all
the other times, there was a glass button, but no painted arrow.
His stomach was churning and his eyes were watering, knowing what
was happening in this room, but, mustering up all the remaining
strength and courage he had left, he pressed the button, and the
doors flung open.


           
The next room was comparatively easy on the eyes. The lighting was
fairly poor; the door opened up onto a stone pathway with a trio of
staircases going straight up, surrounded by nothing but darkness
all around. Were they even still inside the building? Still, the
pathway was clearly illuminated for their use, and for the first
time, the way forward was secured by handrails.


           
There were no enemies or obstacles or mazes for them to conquer any
longer. Just a simple group of stairs. It was actually pretty nice:
with no elevators, they could judge for themselves just how many
floors they were climbing, and how quickly. Lucas counted along
with each raised platform at the top of the stairs, numbering
eighty-nine, ninety, and ninety-one, assuming Porky was telling the
truth about what floor they were on, for once.

           
On the ninety-first floor, the stairs ended, leading into a small
room deeper into the building. He had expected to find more stairs
to take them the rest of the way, but he sighed when they passed
through; he figured it couldn't have been that easy.


           
"Master Lucas and friends! I have been waiting for you!"


           
The man had a thin, twirled moustache, and he smelled of many
different artificial odors. He looked, and he sounded, and he smelt
familiar, from not too long ago, but Lucas couldn't quite put his
finger on where. "I've changed my hat, so perhaps you do not
recognize me," the man said, "but I was the chauffeur of that
far-too-long and difficult-to-drive limousine when you first
arrived here."

           
Lucas recognized him right away at that. "Oh yeah!" he said,
looking over the man once again. He was surprisingly difficult to
identify without that fine, flat hat, but there was no mistaking
that it was him.

           
"I am pleased to see that you've made it this far," the man smiled.
"Some of the workers here had taken bets on where and when you
would either lose or give up, and it's great to see that you've won
me a clean ten large." Suddenly, the chauffeur-turned-whatever was
much less respectable in his eyes. He had been raised to believe
that gambling was wrong, and when it involved himself, that was
just making it personal. "But you're obviously here for something
more important. I will now determine if you're fit to meet Master
Porky or not."


           
He tipped his hat and spun around on the spot whimsically. "Follow
me, if you would," he said over his shoulder as he went into the
room just beyond. From fan-rooms to mazes made of toilets to
unfinished construction sites to laboratories specifically made to
brainwash people and things, the room they were in looked awfully
juvenile in comparison.

           
The next room over looked pretty, well, unnerving. It had a large,
green-felt carpet with half a dozen holes drilled in a circle in
its center. The room had a particularly large 'audience', although
it was just them, the host, and some other person holding a
cue-card telling them to laugh. Everyone else had been painted
unconvincingly right onto the wallpaper.

           
"I see you look a little puzzled," the host smirked, noticing
Lucas's expression. "Allow me to explain. Master Porky just loves
to play fun games. So I will use this 'Super Whack-a-Mole' game to
judge whether or not you're fit to be a wonderful playmate of
his."

           
Kumatora looked around the room once more, for any hidden speakers
or cameras, but she couldn't find any. "This is kind of
ridiculous," she admitted. She didn't want to waste her time with
any of this; she just wanted to plough ahead and slap Porky silly.
Did they have to play his games?

           
"Well, sometimes, the most ridiculous of things can be the most
entertaining, am I right?" the host asked. "Before you go and make
any claims or judgments, let me explain the wonderful rules to this
little miniature game. Whoever hits the most moles with their
hammers will win the game. Allow me to stress that Master Porky
absolutely adores that word: 'win'. Perhaps your favorite words,
for the time being, should be 'indulge' and 'humor', if you catch
my meaning." For a moment, the host of the game sounded a little
less fanciful about the game.


           
"But if you try to throw the match, Master Porky will be very
displeased indeed. Do you understand the rules?" Lucas nodded his
head positively. "Hit only the moles. If you hit the old man with
the helmet, you'll get zapped, and nobody likes that." With that
out of the way, the host walked to the rear side of the room,
standing next to a large red double-door. "Now then!" he shouted
extravagantly, waving his hand to the painted-on audience, "Let's
bring out Master Lucas's competitor, Master Mini-Porky!" With the
press of a button, the doors flung open quickly, and a rough,
static rendition of the Pigmask's theme played over some unseen
speakers. Suddenly, from the blackness beyond the doors, a small
robot emerged, strutting mechanically into the room. It had painted
yellow steel cut into a bowl-shape on its head, with a very round
body and face. It had no eyes, so far as they could see, and on the
top of its head was a kind of flashing light, alternating between
red, white, and blue. Physically, it looked almost exactly like
Porky's depictions from all over the city.


           
Whenever it opened its mouth, it never spoke any 'words', but
instead, it made a series of unwelcome, ear-gouging screeches. It
flapped its arms and stamped its feet as it spoke, and all three of
them recoiled at the sight and the sound of it. "Ready, Master
Mini-Porky?" the host asked, and thankfully, it did not respond.
"Then, begin!"

           
Moles began to pop their heads out of the circle of holes in the
center of the floor at random times and places. The robot knew what
to do, and, morphing its arm into a large, red, soft hammer, began
pounding away at the helpless animals, avoiding the occasional
human. Porky enjoyed this game? Beating up little animals
with hammers?


           
As well-programmed as the robot appeared to be, it wasn't very
light on its feet. There was no timer, so far as they could see,
but in the amount of time the robot had, it only managed to whack
ten moles out of a few dozen. The host, however, played up the
result as best as he could, trying to make the robot's score like
some kind of astounding world-record.


           
"Wow! Simply amazing! You hit a grand total of ten moles! Alright,
then, Master Lucas!" he continued, reaching into a small, hidden
compartment in the wall to retrieve another hammer, just like the
one the Mini-Porky used. "You'll need this. And remember what I
told you!"

           
Lucas didn't actually remember what the host had said, other than
whack the moles and avoid the people. Something about humor? He
didn't find the game to be that funny, himself, but if winning at
these things was what it took to get to Porky, he'd give it his
all.


           
The game was remarkably easy, with how slowly the moles moved and
how frequently they appeared. The robot must have needed an oil
change or something to move so sluggishly among all the viable
targets, and, tapping the moles as lightly as he could to score a
point and not feel guilty about it, he absolutely went to town on
the game.


           
By the time the bell had wrung, he had lost count of how many moles
he had whacked, but it was definitely higher than ten. "The final
tally!" the host asked, looking to the person with the cue-card
standing in the corner, who quickly scribbled down a number and
lifted it up to show them all. "Master Lucas's score is a grand
thirteen moles whacked!"

           
Right away, the Mini-Porky began to flail about on the spot, its
horrid screeching noise going nonstop as it waved its arms and
kicked its legs in a sour tantrum, furious that it had lost at its
own game. Lucas and Kumatora raised their hands to their ears, and
Boney began to howl, although the distraction hardly seemed to
bother Duster or the host.


           
"Uhh, Master Lucas? What are you trying to pull here?" The host
began to pump his fists down onto some invisible plain, shouting
the word "bang!" each time he swung down. Lucas could barely make
out what he was saying through all the noise. "I thought the hammer
was going to break in your hands! I can see the fire in your eyes
from here, Master Lucas, and they're filled with an intense,
burning hatred and desire for more destruction!"

           
Lucas could barely make out anything that the man was saying over
the noise and his hands over his ears, but from the look on the
host's face, he could tell that he did something wrong. Clearly he
wasn't supposed to win.


           
"I'm afraid I can't introduce someone as frightening as you to
Master Porky! I will grant you a second opportunity," the man said,
and finally, the robot began to calm down, stopping its horrible
yelling. "I know how much you want to beat those poor moles into
submission, but please, try to refrain yourself this time."

           
Lucas understood what he was supposed to do this time, he was
pretty certain. Just throw the match by hitting as few moles as
possible and let Porky feel like a big man by winning in a
landslide. That was easy enough. When the moles began to pop out of
their holes again, he simply stood there.


           
"Lucas!" Duster yelled after a moment. "Hit them! Hit the moles!"
He was getting mixed messages: he was supposed to let Porky win,
but he wasn't supposed to lose, either? He began to wish he had
asked the host to repeat himself before starting the whole game,
and by the time the bell had wrung, he had only managed to get in
one hit.

           
"The final tally!" the host called again, and again, the person
standing in the corner of the room scribbled a few numbers onto its
sign. "Master Lucas's new record is now a paltry single hit!"
Again, the robot opened its mouth, and a terrible song of loud,
scratchy noises filled the room, causing the whole thing to start
over again.


           
"Uhh, Master Lucas? You should really be more serious about this.
Our great Master Porky requires total participation in his
activities and full focus from all parties involved, and if you're
going to treat it like some kind of passé pastime, I'm afraid I
can't let you continue." Like last time, he was having trouble
hearing anything the man had to say over the distractions and his
own hands over his ears. "I will grant you one final attempt,
Master Lucas," he continued, and finally, the robot shut up once
more, "but if you fail this time, I'm going to have to ask you to
leave."

           
He tried to keep his composure, with his ears still ringing from
the noises. So… he wasn't supposed to win, obviously, but he wasn't
supposed to lose. He doubted he was supposed to tie with the robot,
either, since Porky was probably the kind of person to not see
anyone as his equal, much less his better. So maybe he was just
supposed to make it close?

           
The third attempt for him started exactly the same as the other
two. The score to not beat was ten, so, with his new plan
to make it seem convincing, he whacked the first nine moles he
could, and then simply stood in the center of the ring, waiting for
the bell to sound.

           
Again, it did, and again, the host called for the tally. "Master
Lucas's final record: a hair-raising nine!" The robot opened its
mouth, and quickly Lucas reached to cover his ears - although the
sound it made was much quieter, down to a tolerable level. Still
horrendous to listen to, but it was tolerable. "Oh, my!" the host
exclaimed, doing his best to look surprised. "Master Mini-Porky!
You've won this match by the razor-thin margin of one mole!"


           
The robot shushed itself right away, finally complacent with the
results of the miniature game. "What a wonderful game! My poor, old
heart was ready to give way at a moment's notice!" The robot turned
around and walked back to the doors, swinging them open without
pressing a button.


           
"Let's make our way to the next game, shall we?" said the man, and
he too disappeared into the darkness of the next room, leaving the
four of them alone with the painted audience and the single person
holding the cue-card.

           
"Well, this is all awfully petty," Duster said, looking around the
room. "I wouldn't mind the match-fixing if you could have just sat
there, but he wanted to make it look convincing, in front of a fake
audience."

           
"At least I know what I need to do for whatever games he plans
next," said Lucas, agreeing with Duster as they moved into the next
room of the building.


           
It was almost exactly like the last set of stairs, only they used a
different color of stone for the tiles this time: a shiny bronze
instead of the boring gray. Otherwise, there was nothing new to the
room, but it was still reassuring to climb the stairs rather than
ride the elevator. And to help his easiness with the stairs along,
his earlier nausea from the 'nice person hot spring' faded away
quickly.


           
He felt his earlier pains and aches from the floors below slowly
ebb away with the new PSI he cast on reflex. It was like the
earlier Lifeup tricks he had known since the beginning, but rather
than cure his (and, potently, his friends') aches and pains all at
once, his strength returned to him with every step slowly.
Reinvigorated, he counted the raised platforms at the top of every
flight, counting up to ninety-two, ninety-three, and ninety-four
until they reached the very top platform, reaching into the next
room.


           
"All right! Things are really heating up now!"


           
The host ushered them into the next room: two raised platforms
across a large, horizontal hallway, with shallow pit extending the
whole way across. Long, blue bits of cardboard cut out to resemble
water waved automatically in the pit, resembling a long ocean, and
connecting the two platforms were long, purple pieces of wood. The
Mini Porky had already taken a position near the farther bridge,
and waited only for Lucas to take his position.


           
"Next is," the host yelled, carrying his voice over the distance,
having somehow already made it across the pit, "the Purple Bridge
Racing Game!" He began to pace back and forth between the two long
planks. "The rules are quite easy. A simple footrace across the
bridges: you will both begin at the same time, and whoever makes it
to the other side first is the victor. And, Lucas, a word to the
wise," the host warned, "if you have the two words 'indulge' and
'divulge', perhaps the former would be the one to focus on, if you
catch my drift…"


           
Lucas was paying attention this time, and he understood the meaning
completely. Just stick to the plan: keep it close, but lose in the
end. That wasn't too hard to do. "Whenever you're ready, simply
take your position on the unoccupied bridge."

           
They all looked down the path between the two raised platforms. The
bridge was narrow, but the risk from falling at least wasn't that
great, and there was no wind to threaten him. "This is pretty
dumb," Duster sighed, "but go and not-quite-knock-him-dead
anyway."

           
Lucas took his spot on the other bridge, ready to casually walk
down it at a slow pace.


           
"All right. On you mark, get set, go!… is when you start,
okay?"


           
He nearly tripped over himself at the false start. Although he
wasn't exactly raring to go, sprinting full-tilt down the line, he
still needed to make sure he didn't jump the gun, lest the robot
accuse him of cheating and start wailing that noise it had again.
"All right, then! On your mark, get set, and go!" That time, Lucas
simply waited for the Mini Porky to make the first move, before
setting down his own bridge.

           
Purely for aesthetics, a number of stage props popped up and down
between the waves of water below the bridge, 'threatening' to knock
them off their balance at any given moment. Sharks and crocodiles -
not chimeras, interestingly - made of cardboard continued to swish
up and down on the spot, encouraging the two contestants to run
faster.


           
The Mini Porky walked along its own bridge at a very broken pace.
Sometimes it would speed up, and sometimes it would stop
completely. It was actually more trying than Lucas had realized: it
was hard to stay just a little bit behind the robot when it kept
lunging forward and stopping at totally random spots, while also
keeping his balance on the little bridge. Very nearly he crossed
the finish line before the robot did when it dashed forward for a
few feet and then stop just a pace or two from the line.


           
But it wasn't that hard to not put in a lot of effort, and
eventually they both made it across. The light on the Mini Porky's
head began to flash blue, and it screeched the same awful sound, at
a much more agreeable volume, very happy with the turnout of the
competition. "Oh my! Master Mini-Porky!" the host exclaimed,
although he sounded more relieved than excited. You win the intense
match by a nose! What a truly fantastic race! That was a match for
the ages! A race like this will go down in history!" The robot's
song and dance continued on, enjoying the praise the host was
heaping onto it, though Lucas wished he would stop so it would stop
making that noise. Just behind him, his friends and his dog were
heading down his bridge, towards the other raised platform. "With
this excitement out of the way, we can move on to the third and
final match between our great and wonderful Master Porky, versus
the up-and-comer farm-boy Lucas!"

           
That convinced the robot to stop, and it and the host disappeared
into the darkness of the next room, onto the final miniature game.
The electronic whirring of the props below the bridges ceased, and
the waves and the distractions stopped bounding up and down on the
spot. "Just one more," said Kumatora, although he couldn't tell if
she was encouraging him, or supporting herself. He could understand
the latter; the Empire Porky Building was a very trying and tiring
building.


           
More of the same stairs, colored more of a dull, off-red than
anything else. They were adorned with the same handrails, with the
same lights illuminating their path and little else. But their
numbers as they climbed to the platforms at the top of the flights,
going from ninety-five, ninety-six, and ninety-seven gave them
energy and a hurried desire to continue onward and get to Porky,
just a paltry three floors away by now.

           
At the top of the last flight of stairs was another room, and the
host was standing there patiently, waiting for Lucas and his
friends to make it to the top.


           
"At least we're at the final game. Please come this way if you
would."


           
The game in the next room looked fairly simple, at a glance. There
were two platforms, each with an air pump latched onto a limp
balloon. He could guess what the objective of the game was, but he
didn't want to jump to any conclusions. "The name of the final
game," the host announced from a small table to the left of the
doorway, "is 'To Whom Goes The Boom?!". The rules are really quite
elementary. Use your air pump to quickly inflate the balloon
until…BOOM!"


           
Lucas was already planning a way to lose to the robot by making it
as close as possible. "The first person to pop their balloon is the
victor, and Master Lucas, you would be pleased to know that the
points for this game have been tripled, so you might make an
astounding come-from-behind victory!"

           
He didn't know there were points involved - not that it mattered in
the least, since he was going to lose either way. "If you could
please take your position, Master Lucas, we can begin." There was
only one empty pump for him to take, so, nervously, he took his
spot next to it. He had to be very careful and start his own pump
after the robot had made its first, and then never regain that
lead.


           
"On your marks," said the announcer, acting as best as he could to
be excited, "get set… go!"

           
Lucas waited a moment before beginning, to make sure that the
announcer wasn't trying to pull another fast one, and so the Mini
Porky could get a small lead. Once it was one or two pumps ahead,
he began to pump into his own balloon - and quickly realized that
their pumps were quite different. For every pump Lucas made, it
seemed as though he was getting twice the air into his
balloon.

           
That made it much more difficult to gauge just how far ahead which
of them was. He did his best to judge their leads by the size of
the balloons, cautiously only making a pump every few seconds to
make sure his balloon wasn't any larger than the robot's.
Thankfully, just as he was getting too nervous to keep pumping, the
Mini Porky's balloon exploded first, and it went through the quiet
song and dance with the light on its head flashing blue. It must
have been just close enough.


           
The host showed them to the back door of the room, leading onto the
final set of staircases going up the Empire Porky Building. He
began applauding Lucas and his efforts to just-barely-fail, happy
that he could let Lucas pass on and upwards.


           
"You're so young, yet you've mastered so much!" The robot showed
itself into a hidden compartment behind the desk, disappearing into
the wall and out of their sight for good. "I hereby deem you fit to
meet Master Porky." The host stepped aside, showing them to
hopefully the last pair of steel doors they would ever have to go
through. "Our great Master Porky has requested your audience, and
there is no point in delaying you further. Go on! And meet our
wonderful king!"

           
They didn't need a second invitation. After Lucas thanked the host
for the applause and the advice, they rushed through the door,
dashing up the steps and towards their final destination in the
Empire Porky Building. As though to appreciate their efforts in
climbing so high and fighting so hard, the final staircases were
painted a brilliant gold, and unlike the others, it had a luxurious
red carpet, leading them onward, up to the ninety-eighth,
ninety-ninth, and one-hundredth floor.


           
After what seemed like days, and after having to put up with
Porky's taunts and tricks and his sick ideas for games and traps
and mazes, and having to put up with lying elevators and
brainwashed workers, they finally succeeded in making it to the
one-hundredth floor - the very highest floor in the very tallest
building in the world.

           
None of them could really contain their excitement at finally
having made the long, terrible climb to the very top of the tower.
Knowing everything they knew, and how close Porky must have been to
the final Needle sealing the Dark Dragon away, they allowed
themselves to fantasize that Porky was just beyond the final door,
and they could finally put him in his place after so long.


           
Naturally, what they found wasn't what they expected at all - par
the course for the Empire Porky Building. "Holy cow!" Kumatora
nearly shouted at seeing the massive monstrosity in the tiny little
room. A robot the size of a truck with pointy legs and stout arms,
its piggy face took up its entire body, with a pair of bloodshot
red eyes, unblinking, looking down at them. On the top of its skull
was a brain - a human brain - sealed securely in a tight glass
dome, presumably hooked into operating the machine.

           
The machine made no movement when the intruders approached. Its
eyes were glued right to them, but it was like it couldn't see
them, staring straight through them with their red, lifeless eyes.
They were frozen stiff; should they turn around and think of a
strategy? Should they tear it apart? Duster was about to suggest
they leave and think about it for a moment: fighting something so
massive would take a lot of coordination and teamwork, and
preferably, some preparation. But just as he opened his mouth, the
familiar four-tone chime sounded as the PA hummed back on.


           
"Lucas! Welcome to my room! This is, in fact, honest-to-goodness,
if I'm lyin' I'm dyin', the real one-hundredth floor that
you and your goody-two-shoes pals have been wanting to visit so
badly." He chortled a bit, trying his best to hold back his laughs
that he was so fond of. A dull, slow rendition of the Pigmask's
marching theme was playing behind his voice. Was that always there?
"Again, I welcome you, my beloved, detestable pests. I welcomed
you, and I forced you to jump through flaming hoops to get here."
He choked back another laugh. "Man, you guys are morons! I haven't
had this much fun in many years!"

           
Kumatora grunted. She felt like she was a rat in a maze; a gerbil
in a cage. She had danced for Porky, and she was going to enjoy
making him return the favor. "Anywho, you're free to come in if you
wish. This is an invitation not very many people receive, I'll have
you know! It's just, I've given orders to let no one enter my room
to that little attack toy you see right there. Who knows," he
sighed, "maybe this will be where we say goodbye. You came so
close, and yet it's just so far away." He gave a short pause,
letting Lucas and his friends cower a little bit in his robot's
intimidation. "Well, let's not waste any more time and turn it on,
what do you say? Say hello to the Natural Killer Cyborg!"

           
…


           
"Uh, hold on." They could here Porky yelling at a Pigmask in the
background, "Why won't it work?!"


           
"Well, Master Porky, sir, it's hasn't really been used, well, ever.
You told us to hurry and build it, we didn’t have time to, well,
uh, make it work."


           
"WHAT!!???!!! You idiot!! I'll deal with you later. Ahem!" Porky
regained composure, "Lucas, it looks like it's you're lucky day. I
guess you won't die so quickly. Proceed, if you dare!!
Wahahahahaha!!" The PA cut off his laugh, as usual.


           
He apparently refused to give them the satisfaction of encountering
him immediately, however. Beyond the door wasn't a bedroom or an
office with Porky sitting in it, but instead, a massively long
corridor, painted the same gold with the same long red carpet
leading them to another door that was in plain sight, but was quite
a long walk away.


           
There were no ornaments or paintings on the walls: just the
occasional lamp hanging from the ceiling to show them the way. The
walk was long and uneventful, which suited them just fine.


           
The doors were made of wood, surprisingly. He would have liked to
say that he didn't expect to find what was behind them, but in this
building, that was always the case.


           
A stream of water separated them from wherever Porky was hiding. It
didn't look too terribly daunting as an obstacle, though,
especially since he had given them a boat to ride downstream -
although a miniature house as a cabin was a particular design
decision. It looked more advanced than his own house, but it didn't
look cheap and fake like everything he had seen in New Pork City.
He decided that he liked the way it looked.

           
As they boarded the tiny boat, there was a single button, labeled
'forward', probably to take them downstream. On the left side of
the boat was a peculiar gallery of some miscellaneous stuff that
didn't seem to have any particular theme to them: right next to the
boat was a large, black bus with some luggage strapped to its roof,
with the words 'Runaway Five' written across the top of the bus's
frame. Right next to that was an enormous purple monster, but it
was no chimera: it had a goofy grin on its reptilian face and a
pair of friendly eyes, but from where Lucas was standing, he
couldn't tell if it was alive and just shy, or stuffed. And right
next to the creature was a simple yellow car, with a checkerboard
design looping around its frame horizontally, with the word 'taxi'
advertised on a small sign on its top.


           
Next to the yellow car was a small collection of mundane household
items. He recognized the lamp, but the large green box and the
small black device, each with some kind of handheld stick
connecting to them via a long, swirly line, was beyond him. Next to
those was a large, gray sphere with a ring around its orbit, some
glass windows to look into or out of, and a number of legs along
its bottom for support. Was it some kind of vehicle, like the cars?
And right next to it were some more plain items: two ordinary
statues, depicting a large, sharp pencil, and another depicting a
plain, ordinary eraser.


           
Right next to those was a large yellow… something. It had an
elongated, triangular body with a glass front, and it stood on
three wheels. It had a small number of propellers circling its top
and the tip of its tail, and the enigmatic word 'heli' written on
its side. Next to the 'heli' was another statue, but this one was
massive, nearly outdoing Porky's own statue in the city.
It had a face and a body like a man's, although he looked
constantly sad with his hollow eyes and defeated frown, and his
feet were very stubby and flat. Right past the statue was another
bus, although there didn't appear to be anything special about it
besides the gloss of its chrome frame.


           
Continuing on down the slow-but-relaxing boat-ride and watching
Porky's personal gallery scroll by, the next item was a small
machine, with a wide, boxy frame and a small readout stretched
across a chunk of steel at its top. It had a wide slot for
something thin, like a card, to slide into. Next to that was
another yellow-something, this one with a long, aerodynamic oval
shape and only a few windows along its sides. It had a long steel
pipe jutting out of its top, and a set of propellers hidden behind
its tail. Next to whatever that was, was a simple bike: Lucas was
surprised to see that a man that abhorred stairs 'because they
mocked him' had a bike hidden in his personal gallery.


           
With the ending in sight, there were only three more items in the
gallery for them to see: one of them was another gray, spherical
device with four legs to stand on, but unlike the other thing, this
one had the definitive shape of a Mister Jupiter, bulbous nose,
ribbon on its head, and all. Whatever did he need a machine shaped
like a Mister Jupiter for? Did the Jupiters themselves make it?
Right next to that was another machine, although its design was far
too unconventional for him to really understand: a glass dome on
its top, followed by some kind of wrinkly metal with a number of
pointed legs sticking out of a bulbous carapace below. It looked
quite menacing. And finally, right next to that last machine was…
an empty stand, containing absolutely nothing. Was it a free space,
or was it meant for something later? Leaning over the side of the
ship, he could make out two, almost-imperceptible dots, one black
and one white, resting on the stand. They looked like… sesame
seeds?


           
The boat came to the end of the stream at last, automatically
docking itself next to a platform with another door going into the
next room. They had no idea what the gallery was all about, but,
like the series of stills at the theatre, they must have meant
something to Porky.


           
The next room over was possibly the last one before Porky. They
could tell right away.


           
There was a nice little box, gift-wrapped just to the side of the
red carpet, and next to it was another of the smaller statues from
the gallery. It could have been a trap, he knew, but maybe Porky
just wanted to show them something. Opening the box, he found a
tiny, long steel device, and a single piece of paper, instructing
that the device would eradicate any iron, pencil-shaped objects in
just one second.


           
He carefully placed the device back into the box, afraid it might
decide to erase something important.


           
The next door's frame was reinforced with layers upon layers of
heavy steel, with differently shaped pipes hooking into and around
the walls all around the door. Remnants of vines hung limply over
the door itself, looking old and malnourished - they reminded him
of the vines over the… he forgot its name, but the temple that held
Ionia's Needle. If a powerful bomb developed by the Pigmasks
couldn't break apart those vines, then Porky really did everything
he could to defend his final room on the final floor from
anyone.

           
But for them… it was open. The door swung open easily.


           
Beyond it was a dank, sterile gray corridor. Gone were the
pleasantries and warm welcomes of the earlier golden hallways.
There were no more lights, and there was no more heating. The only
thing that illuminated their path was the lights from the room
before them, and the dull twilight of whatever room was just
beyond.


           
More of the same vines littered into the hallways from various
cracks along the floor. The only sounds to keep them company were
the tapping of their shoes against the cold concrete, and
occasionally the steel of yet more stairs (perhaps they weren't on
the one-hundredth floor after all?), and the rushing winds of the
door-less opening awaiting them at the top. Ominous vines
surrounded the open mouth in the wall, daring them to venture
past.


           
Just beyond it was a wide, open balcony overlooking… seemingly
nothing. A number of craggy, scary mountains in the distance,
besieged by a lightning storm. There was no fourth wall to the
large room they were in, and, as reassuringly as it was terrifying,
there was no way forward. No more doors or hallways or elevators.
They were in the very final room.


           
"Look up," Duster instructed, craning his head back. They did as he
said, and they saw, hanging above them, was a ceiling of more
hanging, malnourished vines, absolutely covering the very top of
the room. Red and blue pipes, pumping unknown liquids or gases into
whatever was hanging just beyond the vines, mixed in with several
dirty, rusty gears, obstructed whatever lay just beyond the vines
frozen in time.


           
"The beginning… of the end," Porky said slowly, from nowhere in
particular. His voice was not covered by the static of the PA
system, and there were no chimes. He was in there with them. "The
end… of everything."

           
Lucas was the first to look back down from the hanging vines, and
he was the first to see Porky.


           
He looked a lot like the statues and depictions the city had made
him out to be. A large bowl-cut haircut that obscured his eyes;
chubby cheeks and double-chins; a wide, circular body; and a
scrunched nose up against his face, preventing his mouth from
closing completely. He was dressed in casual overalls, over a white
dress-shirt with a red bow-tie, and he wore black children's
running shoes. This was the man that was about to bring the world
to its end.

           
Bravely, Lucas stepped forward, keeping his mouth shut. Through the
whole trip up the tower, he had thought of things to say and
actions to take once he saw Porky. He had killed his mother and his
brother. He had torn apart his friends and family, and he had
destroyed his home in Tazmily. He had changed the Nowhere Islands
into something unrecognizable, a silhouette of what it once was.
But now, standing face-to-face with a boy not much older or younger
than he was, he suddenly found his will shot. When Kumatora didn't
take any action either, after all her boasting and threats she made
towards him, he could only assume she was the same way.


           
"Let's be friends. I'm Porky. I'm really just this meek little boy,
from a quiet little town, in a friendly, warm country." The way how
his whole face had to stretch to close his mouth when he spoke was
really rather unnerving. Something else about Porky put Lucas off,
though: he didn't sound anything like the Porky on the
speakers.

           
Lucas's fingers were trembling, and his eyes kept losing their
focus. He wanted to do something, anything, but standing
just before the one person that had taken everything from him just…
did something to his resolve. When Porky approached them,
slowly taking some steps forward and his expression unchanging,
Lucas, and his friends, couldn't help but take a step back, keeping
their distance.


           
"Please dote over me more. Please talk to me like good boys and
girls. You know, just like me."

           
'Just like me'. Porky was nothing like him. Porky loved to
torture animals and brainwash people. He destroyed civilizations
and altered history just for a laugh. That Porky had made
the insinuation that they were anything alike at all gave Lucas
enough willpower to at least defy him.

           
"No."


           
"That's not very nice, now is it?" He stuttered as he spoke, his
tone taking a much more deeper turn. "But, actually," he continued,
calming himself. "I'm not very nice, either."

           
Surprisingly, he exploded.


           
BOOM!!


           
"Are we all okay?" Duster asked quickly once the ringing in their
ears left. He didn't know what Porky was capable of, but he knew,
if they wanted to stand a chance, they could never let their guards
down. They each coughed out a positive response, and Boney simply
got back up, shaking the wear out of his fur.

           
Before they had a chance to recollect themselves and think of what
to do, another Porky fell from the hanging vines above. Then
another, and then three more, and before they could get a word out,
they were surrounded.


           
Quickly, they fell back into their normal battle positions. Duster
and Boney fought the Porky robots up close, while Kumatora and
Lucas hung back, providing offensive and supportive PSI support for
the others, respectively. Their normal routine was to strengthen
and fortify themselves in the face of a powerful adversary, while
simultaneously taking away its own strengths and defenses as well
as they could.


           
They had never really fought against multiple enemies like they
were now, and while it wasn't proving to be the very best tactic
against the robots, it was still working well enough for
them.

           
Unlike the blocky robot from the miniature games several floors
down, these robots were very light on their feet. They moved
quickly, slipping through and between the nubile Duster and Boney
whenever they had the chance and getting at the two PSI users in
the back. Kumatora didn't stand for that and would often slap them
back, but Lucas was having trouble focusing on two things at once,
and left himself open more often than not.

           
Often, for some reason, the Porky robots wouldn't attack at all;
sometimes they would simply stand there and smile insincerely.
Other times they would try to play up to their humanity, by looking
sad, or shying away from the fight, or proposing some kind of
truce. Lucas forgot about the two words he had memorized from
earlier: this may be his turf, but this was their fight.


           
Duster and Boney's focused offensive on a single one of the Porky
robots quickly caused it to malfunction, and, like the very first
one before it, it gave off an incredible explosion once it began to
fail. Like last time, they were all caught by surprise, and they
were each enveloped in its blast.


           
It wasn't anything a quick Lifeup couldn't fix for Lucas, but if
they kept exploding like that, he didn't know how long he could
keep up the support. But at least there were only four
remaining.

           
With the PSI guards and buffs Lucas had put into place, Duster and
Boney were hitting twice and hard, and could take twice as many
hits before they called to Lucas for a boost. While their strategy
was best suited to a single opponent, the Porky robots were fragile
enough to fall after only a few hits in their super-powered
state.


           
Those explosions were difficult to escape, however, but either way,
they kept doing what they did best, and quickly, the robots'
numbers were dwindling down.


           
When the final robot was scraped by its own explosion, Lucas
assumed the worst was over. That wasn't nearly as tough as he had
anticipated it to be; they were surrounded on all sides, but with
their same strategy, they managed to easily come out ahead of
Porky's robots.

           
Suddenly, a sixth one dropped down from the vines above, landing
right between the lot of them. It started sounding a peculiar alarm
- a sound soft, barely audible by their own ears, although Boney
suddenly started whining and barking at the robot, trying to get it
to stop. Unexpectedly, from the corners of the room and dropping
from the vines up above, a number of chimeras joined in the fight
as well.


           
"Oh, screw that!" Kumatora yelled. "Duster! Boney! Get out of the
way!"

           
It wasn't unusual for Kumatora to call the others to get away front
the frontlines, often to level the playfield with some of her PSI.
Lucas sometimes did it too, when he was feeling confident enough to
cast another of his powerful PK Love attacks. Once they were clear
of the field, retreating to any of the far edges of the room,
Kumatora unleashed an explosion of her own.


           
It obliterated the two chimeras in a blink, and it crippled the
Porky robot, although it still had enough fight in it to unleash
another blast. Again, they took the chance to breathe a sigh and
calm down from the battle, but once again, another Porky robot
dropped from the vines up above, reigniting the fight once again
with another call for more chimeras.


           
Kumatora wasn't ready to get out another PK Starstorm, though; as
wicked powerful as it was, she couldn't muster up the energy to
cast it so many times at once. Not that that was a problem: Duster
and Boney just rushed back in and finished them the old fashioned
way.

           
But once that Porky robot was defeated, three more
immediately dropped from the ceiling, and just as soon as Lucas saw
them, he knew this fight probably wasn't going to end well. They
were doing well and still had quite a bit of fight left in all of
them, but without knowing just how many of the robots were
remaining, he knew that it would be an uphill fight no matter
what.

           
The three Porky robots managed to catch them all by surprise, and
quickly, they all dog-piled onto Duster, pinning him to the ground.
Boney barked and snapped at the three, biting at their steel feet
and legs while Duster grunted to try and fight them off. Kumatora
rushed in to help, and Lucas panicked, reflexively wanting to cast
some PSI to fight them off but knowing Duster would get hit in the
blast.

           
All of a sudden, though, his action would be made for him, from a
very welcome surprise from just outside the door.


           
Bacchio, the drummer, was first to enter the room. He didn't waste
any words or introductions with Lucas, seeing his bassist under a
pile of robots. He sprinted into the room, his sunglasses glinting
in whatever light the room had to offer, and mercilessly pounced
onto the first Porky robot he saw, ripping it right off of Duster
and, somehow, lifting it high over his head before slamming it into
the floor.


           
"Tonda Gossa!" he said, smiling at the others and their shocked
expressions when he and the rest of the band burst into the room.
"Man, that felt good! Dramatic climaxes are when unruly dudes like
us really get to shine!"

           
As if to agree with his statement, Shimmy Zmizz was next, running
up to the fallen Porky robot and giving it a powerful kick to its
skull, sending it flying out of the room's window, not even giving
it a chance to explode.


           
"It seems as though this Porky guy was using our music to brainwash
everyone," said their pianist, giving a surprised, but relieved,
Lucas a hearty thumbs-up. "We really should have realized after
half our songs were about him in some way. But we decided to screw
up his plans anyhow."

           
Magic, their electric guitarist, ran into the fray next, grabbing
the first Porky robot he saw by its ankles, and lugging it off of
Duster.


           
With a couple of quick spins on the spot, letting the momentum pick
up the Porky robot for him, he tossed the machine right out the
window next, out of their sight. With just the one robot still on
top of Duster, he easily managed to kick it off, whipping himself
back onto his feet. Magic and Bacchio gripped onto the Porky robot
by its arms, holding it still, unafraid of the explosive danger it
might have.

           
"Don't thank us yet, Duster!" shouted a familiar voice, dashing
into the room right after his band-mates.


           
OJ, their band-leader and master saxophonist, leapt right up to the
final Porky robot, glaring at it through its gaudy bowl-cut.


           
Clenching his right hand into a fist, he thrust his hand forward,
puncturing right through the robot's stomach and quickly wrenching
out a handful of gears and wires - among them the bomb, defusing it
before it had a chance to explode. Unsatisfied, OJ raised his foot
up, kicking the robot square on its scrunched nose, knocking it out
of Bacchio's and Magic's arms, where it did not get back up.


           
Lucas, Kumatora, Duster and Boney were all panting from the fight,
exhausted from battling the robots as intensely as they had. They
weren't quite as difficult as Porky's cyborg, but they had numbers
on their side. Lucas couldn't help but break out into a laugh once
he saw that no more Porky robots were falling from the vines up
above.

           
But before everyone could break out into congratulation over their
victory, one final surprise calmly walked into the room after the
DCMC.


           
"Come, Boney."


           
He spun around on the spot, his heart nearly stopping when he heard
that voice. Standing there, in the door's frame, in the flesh, as
real as the others standing with him, was his father. He looked
fairly ragged and his clothes were unwashed and dirty - not
unusual, since he spent most of his time in the mountains, and
Lucas hadn't been at home to wash their clothes lately. His eyes
began to water once he saw that his dad, his dad, was
really there, and was really patting their dog on the head. "Dad?"
he asked faintly.

           
Flint looked up at his son. The blue of his eyes and the tilt of
his hat were completely unmistakable. He felt the same connection
with his son, but he didn't quite reciprocate the feeling: for
Flint it had only been two or three days, but for Lucas, it felt
like half a year, at the very least. And, like Nippolyte had told
him, he wasn't very good at emoting. "Did you get that medal from
Nippolyte?" was all he asked, not-unkindly, and Lucas, too chocked
for words, just nodded.

           
Another welcome surprise walked into the room right after
Flint.


           
"Have we managed to corner the enemy, or have we all been dragged
here? I guess it doesn't matter either way," Wess hummed, then
grinned towards his own son. "You've done well, Duster. I'm proud
of you."

           
Duster smiled back. "Thanks, dad."

           
"You save the world yet?"

           
"Almost. We found out what the Egg of Light is for."

           
Wess's eyes widened. "Really?"

           
"Yeah. I'll tell you about it over some Nut Tea when we're done
here."

           
One by one, more and more people began to flood into Porky's
previously-untarnished sanctuary, to give Lucas whatever support
they could. From uncle Bronson, Lighter, and Flint, to provide
sheer muscle; to his grandfather Alec and his childhood friend Fuel
for emotional support. Everybody he loved was here to help him, and
right away, he recalled Leder's earlier words: that
everyone would be there to help him through to the
end.


           
Yet another surprise came right through the door as Doctor Andonuts
nervously walked in, sticking to the far side of the room. He said
nothing as he approached, simply keeping his eyes on the vines
hanging high above them, and, as if on cue, the PA's familiar three
chimes sounded, followed by Porky's demeaning voice. Although,
unlike every other time he came on the speakers, he sounded more
like his age, talking slowly and coughing and wheezing up a storm
into his microphone.


           
"Come a little closer, so I can see your face better…"


           
Everyone looked around the room, trying to locate the source of the
sound. Lucas looked around on the spot, unsure of where Porky
wanted him to 'come closer', and eventually settled on looking back
out the window of the room. "Is that what you look like?" Porky
asked. "I was the one who brought you here. I am a journeyman,
having gone to, and come from, many times and places. Past and
future, here and there. I am the most charming, most clever, most
trouble-making boy ever… I am your new king! Your new ruler! Your
master, Porky Minch!"

           
He chortled again, trying to get out another wicked laugh like he
liked to do, but he wound up coughing and sputtering through his
throat again. Everybody kept searching the room, trying to find
just where the voice was coming from, but it seemed to come from
everywhere at once. "I welcome you once again," he laughed
boisterously, "you weak hangers-on, pretending to be the last
survivors of a forgotten world! Spankety, spankety, spankety!" He
guffawed and hooted some more, not carrying about the lumps in his
old throat, finding it all just too much to contain.

           
They heard the sound of something stretching and straining above
them, and, looking up, they all received their answer.


           
Sitting in front of them, at long last, was their enemy. No more
tricks or deceptions: there was Porky, the ruler of New Pork City.
His bowl-cut had remained, though his hair had turned slate-white.
His overalls and his shirt and even his sneakers did not change,
although they had all since long lost their color, and they too
were bleached white. He had no teeth and his nose was still as
scrunched as ever. He sat in what appeared to be some kind of
demonic crib, and the only thing that hadn't lost his color on him
was his skin: instead of drying out and turning a chalk-white, it
had, somehow turned blue.

           
Facing his audience, Porky coughed and hacked up another storm,
before his tired, scratchy-old voice spoke once again.


           
"You resorted to blanking your memories to create a new world,
where humanity's past failures would never be repeated," he said,
slowly, condescendingly. Most of the people he was addressing had
no clue what he was talking about, but he didn't care. He was
talking to Lucas. "How stupid can you be?!" he yelled, suddenly
thrashing about in his crib spastically, throwing a huge tantrum on
the spot, "No matter how much you change the rules, no matter how
much you refuse to admit defeat, in the end, the creatures known as
'people'," he spat, raising his fingers for air-quotes, "will
always sign their death warrant by acting out of stupidity and
evil. There's no stopping it, Lucas!" He lurched forward, trying to
get a reaction out of the boy, but Lucas held still, not giving
Porky the pleasure. "And then that'll be it! Mankind will be gone
for good! There is no 'safe bastion' for anyone anymore! My city is
all you have left! You could have lived your lives happily, with no
problems at all, if you had only just done what I did and
obediently followed the visionary, selfish desires of a great
hero…"


           
He was confused about that last part. 'Following the visionary,
selfish desires of a great hero'? He wracked his mind, trying to
think of anybody that Porky knew that could fit that description.
"You mean, that guy in the theatre?"

           
"Shut up!" Porky yelled as loudly as his old lungs would
allow him. "He was fifteen thousand million times better a
person you could ever hope to be! You're not fit to talk about him!
You don't even deserve to know his name!" Immediately after his
fit, he began to cough and wheeze some more, having trouble keeping
his health and his composure at once.


           
"Why is it you struggle to cling to life with such puny minds,
pitiable bodies, and feeble hearts?"


           
Nobody offered him an answer. Porky was clearly insane; there was
no way to really talk to him at all. "Well, whatever," he
eventually said, calming back down onto the cushions of his crib.
"The curtain is about to fall on this pathetic little play of
yours. Because, soon, the power of everything will be all
mine."

           
"Yeah, no," Kumatora said. "Ain't no way that's happenin', pal.
We'll just beat you an' whatever little toady you have left for
us."

           
Porky began to laugh once more, hearing her bravado. "Where do you
think that Needle is right now?" he managed to say. "It's
sure-as-shootin' not all the way up here, on the one-hundredth
floor of the tallest building in the world! In the
universe! Man, you guys are idiots!"

           
Porky brought an old, shaky hand up to his eye, wiping away a tear.
"Ah, anyway, the world and everything in it has been my oyster so
far, and now I'll just blink it all away by acquiring the ultimate
power." He almost started another of his crazy laughs, but his
throat gave way before he could, and he spent much of it gasping
and coughing to regain himself. "Though everything so far has been
fun and games with you all, I've given you many a concession. I was
bored out of my mind and wanted to play something more thrilling,
you see. But," he giggled, "now that we're face-to-face like this,
I won't hold anything back any longer. My slave… " he looked to
Lucas, then off to the distance - to Flint. "My lifeless son will
pull my Needle for me. And the moment he does, the Dragon should
awaken and do as I want." He held back another laugh as best as he
could. "I dunno what's gonna happen to you morons. You'll turn to
garbage or dust or I don't even know, and you'll all finally
disappear for good. I'll admit that that's kind of sad, I guess,
maybe, way in the back of my heart, but I would be crushed under
the weight of boredom if it were any other way."


           
It was like Leder had guessed. Porky had done it all for a laugh.
Because he had nothing better to do. "Do you understand now?" he
asked, "Do you understand the sadness Master Porky bears, now that
he's god-like?"


           
He began to laugh, and he began to cough once more. Like when he
had first seen the Porky robot, he wanted to attack the real,
genuine Porky just as much. Hearing that he had literally done it
all because he had nothing better to do, and still hyped on the
adrenaline from the fight, he began to prepare as strong a PK Love
as he could muster.


           
But before he could, a loud alarm sounded through the room, bathing
everyone in a yellow flash of light. "Oh!" Porky exclaimed,
clapping delightedly. "I know how much you love your little
dramatic plays, so this couldn't have come at a better time for
you! It seems that the seventh and final Needle has just been
located deep underground, below here."


           
Angrily, Doctor Andonuts rushed towards the front of the group,
tired of hiding in the shadows and confronting Porky directly. "I
refuse to help you anymore!" he shouted. He fumbled with his next
words: he knew how powerful Porky was and what he could do, and it
took him long enough just to gather up the courage to say what he
already had.

           
"'I refuse to help you anymore!'" Porky mimicked, raising his pitch
and cocking his head left and right with each word. "Get out of
here, old man, I've run out of things for you to do a while ago."
Smirking deviously, Porky turned his attentions back to Lucas,
already having forgotten about Andonuts. "I assume you want to pull
it too, am I right?" Lucas said nothing. "Go on ahead and check it
out, then. I’m even being fair enough to tell you where it is.
Maybe then you can make the home stretch of this little game at
least a little exciting, hmm?" Porky's old fingers began
to dance on some panels hidden behind the crib's edges, pressing a
number of buttons surprisingly quickly. "But if you don't mind, I'm
going to give myself a head-start." Without even wanting to laugh,
Porky began to hack and cough, lurching and twisting on the spot to
try and keep himself under control.


           
"Bring it on! If you can catch up to me, that is! Here, you can use
this elevator all you want! Spankety, spankety, spankety!" he
mocked, and with a few more keystrokes, the crib was raised back
up, into the vines hanging above.

           
Lucas was about to chase after him with a PK Love, but, just before
he could, he felt a sudden shift in the floor below him.



           
And before they knew it, the floor was falling faster than they
were, before coming to a very sudden stop.












Chapter 30

 


All at once, the flooring had given way underneath their feet
and they were all sent flying straight down an elevator shaft. One
minute, they were standing there and putting up with Porky's
constant bantering and taunts, and another, an elevator they were
unwittingly standing on suddenly careened down a poorly-lit shaft,
dropping faster than they could fall. It had happened so suddenly
and the whole event went by so quickly that Lucas hadn't even had
the chance to cry out in surprise, and before they all knew it, the
platform had smashed against the ground, ending their free-fall
down a one-hundred story shaft rather suddenly.


           
They tumbled out of some kind of grated fence once the elevator
stopped, which slowly and noisily shut again behind them. They all
lied still for a moment, every part of their bodies hurting and
aching from the sudden impact against the ground. Flint was the
first to pull himself back together, although the fall had hurt
even him pretty badly.

           
"Is everyone okay?" he asked gruffly, coughing and clearing his
throat. His shoulders and his knees hurt a lot from the impact, but
he wasn't going to let that stop him. He had things to do.

           
Boney managed to stand back up next, albeit achingly and harshly.
He tried to shake his fur clean, but stopped right away, feeling
that hurt much more than just standing up. He limped on three paws,
gently licking his front-right to ease its pains. Duster was next,
bringing both his hands to his eyes and wiping away the dust and
fatigue from them, and feeling his bad leg ache even worse.
Kumatora and Lucas were last; her hands had been bruised in the
fall and her fingers were having some difficulty flexing properly,
while Lucas somehow managed to get away comparatively well, just
taking a hit to his forehead.

           
It being second-nature to him now, he lifted his hand from the
rocky ground and, focusing as best as his addled-head could, cast a
Lifeup on himself and his friends and father. It eased their pain,
although their stiff movements and their hurt digits would have to
mend on their own. With clearer eyes and no distractions, they took
a better look around the new area Porky had just dumped them
into.


           
There was a large draft in the wide-open caves, but it was also
pretty warm. They had fallen a long way; more than one-hundred
stories, most likely. Just how far below the ground were they? Were
they even underneath the ocean that surrounded New Pork City on all
sides? Was Locria's Needle really this far below the surface? There
was nothing for them to listen to from all directions other than
the sounds of their own breathing and the occasional footstep.
There was no clear light-source, but they could see well enough to
notice a set of stairs going even deeper underground.

           
Once Duster could stand back up, the first thing he checked was the
fence that locked them away from the elevator. It wouldn't budge,
no matter how hard he lifted it, and there was no lock on it for
him to pick that he could see. Not that there was anything they
could do if he did open it: the elevator had crumpled to
pieces the moment it struck the rock they were standing on. They
were trapped there, wherever they were.

           
"Lucas," Flint called to his son. "Are you okay?"

           
Everything on Lucas felt terribly stiff and sore. His arms and
legs, fingers and toes, and especially his neck, were all
practically locked in place from the hit. But nothing was missing,
and nothing was broken. "I think so."

           
"That's good to hear." Flint wasn't very much on words. He knew
that, and Lucas knew that; just because he wasn't very good at
articulating his feelings didn't mean he wasn't relieved to see his
son was okay. "We… " he tried to say, trying to form the sentence
before he spoke it, "have a lot to talk about. We have some
catching up to do." Lucas looked up to his father; it had been
three years since they had really bonded, and his heart nearly
skipped a beat when his dad implied he wanted to make up for it.
"But not right now. I know about the Needles and the Dark Dragon
and everything, so we should really get to that first."

           
On the one hand, he was absolutely correct, but on the other, Lucas
was a little crushed, knowing he had to wait even longer. "I know,
dad. Sure."


           
"Lucas. There's something that has me concerned. Would you mind if
I went on ahead?"

           
Lucas was caught off-guard by that question, and Duster answered
for him when he didn't. "Are you sure, Flint? We don't know what's
down there, and we've been a pretty powerful team so far. With all
of us, we could handle Porky and his masked man, no problem."

           
"I'm sure, Duster," he replied sternly. "Lucas, please. I'm asking
you as your father. I know you don't owe me any favors after the
way I've acted for the last three years, but there's something I
just… need to know. Please."

           
This was the first time his father had ever really asked anything
of him with such seriousness. He could see the exhaustion in his
father's eyes as he nearly pleaded with his son to just let him do
this one thing. "Yeah," he finally answered after a bit. He knew it
was dangerous, and he knew his father knew, so whatever he wanted
to see so badly must have been awfully important.


           
"Thanks. Don't ask why. If it seems like I've been gone for a
while, though, then go ahead and keep going. Don't wait up for
me."

           
Without another word, he pressed on, heading down the flight of
stairs and deeper into the earth without Lucas and his friends.


           
They waited for a moment, to make sure Flint was out of earshot,
when Kumatora turned to the boy. "Was that the right thing to
do?"

           
"I don't know," he answered, clearly troubled with himself over his
decision. "I… my father, he's… I've never heard him ask me to do
something like that before. I couldn't say no."

           
Eventually, the tapping of Flint's footsteps echoed into the
near-infinity of the caves they were standing in. They had stood
there in silence, letting Flint go forward without their help,
letting their pains ease themselves over the time. Lucas was fine
with letting his dad go on ahead at first, but as the minutes
ticked away and there was no sign or sound of him climbing back up
the stairs, the guilt of the decision began to creep up on
him.

           
For the last three years, his dad had treated himself recklessly:
he would disappear into the mountains long before noon and he
wouldn't return until well after dusk, looking for the son he lost,
forgetting about the son he had. Sometimes the day would go without
a problem; other times he would come back beaten and bleeding, with
his clothes barely clinging to his body. Lucas didn't even know if
his father had realized he was missing for the last three
days.

           
Less than five minutes had passed with them simply sitting there,
waiting for Flint's return, when Lucas got restless. They knew that
the longer they spent idle, the more time Porky had to approach the
final Needle, but Lucas had promised. "Let's just go," Kumatora
offered softly. It didn't take very long for him to agree.


           
The set of stairs next to the landing went down an awfully long
distance, before eventually curving and continuing, spiraling
downwards towards whatever bottom this cave happened to have. The
Pigmasks had been here, and if Porky was telling the truth, just
recently, too. The stairs and the walls had all been cut smooth,
with few chips or marks anywhere along their surfaces: they were
still fresh.


           
The light never let them see too far ahead at any given time, and
it was difficult to tell if the caverns were really as large as
they thought it was. Without knowing where they were, or how far
down they were, and the fact that they couldn't go back, they all
couldn't help but be nervously silent. The sounds of their feet and
paws clomping against the stone were their only conversation, and
the only thing that split the monotony of the spiraling staircases
were ladders.


           
After the third ladder, just as they all collected again at its
base, something glinted out of the corner of his eye, hidden just
beyond the stone out-cropping of the ladder. Whatever it was, it
intrigued him. It was small… it looked pretty old, with a lot of
chinks in its brass shell. With a circular shape, it looked sort of
like-


           
He accidentally fumbled with it as he tried to pick it up, and it
wound up tumbling off the side of the cliff, disappearing into the
cavern's darkness forever. Well, whatever it was, it couldn't have
been that important.

           
At the bottom of the fourth ladder they saw the entrance into the
underground mountain, leading deep into the earth. The cut ground
had been arranged in a circular shape, with some forgotten warning
barriers protecting the edge of the hole in the center.


           
It was a short walk, counter-clockwise around the large pit going
deeper into the core of the planet. Wherever the Pigmasks were
thinking of going when they drilled that hole, they clearly changed
their minds after they realized there was no bottom in sight.

           
Down just another ladder, they were brought to the open mouth of
the cave, inviting them in to their ultimate destination. Wherever
he was, Porky was waiting for them through this cave - and they
hadn't found Flint yet, either.


           
Inside the mountain, the atmosphere took a very sudden turn for the
surreal. The caverns before weren't very natural, having been cut
and blasted away by the Pigmasks, but there was no way any of this
could have been artificial. The rock they stood on was smooth,
perfect obsidian; the ground - or maybe liquid? Or some kind of
magma? - below their pathway glowed with a sickly purple,
practically pulsating different hues and shades. A blue or red
spark of static sometimes shot up from below the ground, creeping
up to their walk, but never reaching over the side.


           
Lucas felt a familiar pressure on his back and his shoulders, like
from when he pulled the Needles before, but this time, everyone
else could feel it as well. It wasn't uncomfortable, and it wasn't
strong enough to force them to slouch, but it was definitely there,
suggesting that something extraordinary was hidden somewhere within
the depths of the mountain's maze.


           
Splotches of some kind of luminescent blue gloop dotted the
pathway, and pooled on top of some of the larger plateaus of the
walkway. They were sticky and thick, but they weren't deep enough
to cover the soles of his shoes, and they didn't seem to be too
dangerous by themselves. However, what appeared to be sentient
sparks of electricity clearly took a liking to whatever the
substance was, and a bunch of them tended to group up and over the
batches of the stuff.


           
The path forward continued to zig and zag unpredictably; it
constantly shifted back and forward, left and right, as it brought
them forward, to the Needle's resting place. More dots of the blue
stuff littered the way forward, and given how they knew next to
nothing about the caverns, they didn't know if that was a good
sign. But there was still no sign of Flint anywhere.

           
Truthfully, they had no idea where they were headed, or how long it
would be until they got there. But there was only one way forward
through the jagged path, and it led them deeper and deeper into…
wherever it was they were, so they assumed it was the correct
way.


           
Their footsteps clapped noisily against the smooth, black stone.
They marched forward in silence; the tension was immense, and
knowing who was out there, they were expecting an ambush at any
moment. But there was none. They were beginning to get antsy, and
Lucas was beginning to get worried: the longer they didn't find his
dad, the less the chances of them ever finding him were
getting.

           
They pressed forward. None of them said a word, but they all knew
what the others were thinking. The Needle, Porky, and his masked
soldier couldn't have been too far ahead. They were all nervous and
they didn't bother trying to hide it. They had seen Porky and his
physical condition, but knowing that that could very well have been
a ruse was beginning to chip away at them.


           
For some reason, Kumatora started to feel feverish.


           
While the timing wasn't that great, she welcomed it anyway: it
meant that, soon, they'd have a new weapon in their arsenal to help
battle Porky with. They really needed all the help they could
get.

           
Just as they passed through another small canyon, separating a part
of the underground terrace from the other, Boney's wily nose picked
up a familiar scent among all the distractions of the underground
world. He stopped on the spot, scanning the air, and immediately
started to bark once his eyes found what his nose was looking
for.

           
They looked to the barking dog, seeing him 'pointing' up towards
the dark sky with his muzzle. They followed his trail, and Lucas
saw a sight he was hoping he wouldn't.


           
It was difficult to discern from the dark colors of the
surroundings, but there was no mistaking Flint's hat blowing away
in the draft. Flint loved that hat more than any of his other
possessions; he'd sooner lose his boots than his hat. Lucas began
to whimper, seeing it fly away, over cracks and crevasses, never to
be worn again, and he couldn't help but imagine the worst.

           
He picked up his pace, running down the craggy black path, keeping
his eyes peeled for his father anywhere nearby. Footprints; a piece
of his shirt; anything that could tell him that his father hadn't
made him an orphan. Fortunately for his racing heart, they didn't
have to run too far.


           
Boney barked excitedly, and ran right past the others, eager to get
to his other master as quickly as he could. The others kept up,
running up to Flint as quickly as they could: he was doubled over,
on his knees, as though he had been hurt badly. Already Lucas and
Kumatora began to ready their PSI to help him with whatever injury
he had.

           
"Dad!" Lucas yelled, his voice unsteady from his feet thumping hard
against the stone. Flint did not lift his head to see Lucas, and he
barely even registered Boney sniffing at him and licking his face.
"Dad, what's wrong?" he asked quickly, channeling his PSI into his
hands, ready to pass on anything his father needed in an
instant.


           
"That…that masked man…he's Claus."


           
And all in an instant, Lucas lost his focus. His PSI left his hands
and dripped back into himself, ready to be called again later. His
hands went cold and his stare turned hard; had he heard what he
thought he heard? "Dad… ?" he asked, afraid of the clarification
his father would give him. "What… ?"

           
"Lucas," Flint sobbed - for the first time Lucas had ever known his
own father - and lifted his weary blue eyes to his son's. Lucas
could see the crow's feet dotted underneath the tears already
streaming down his unshaven face, and he couldn't stop his own from
beginning to form. "That's your brother. He's Claus."

           
Lucas didn't think he believed him at first, but there was no
denying that look in his father's eyes. Flint had never told a lie,
not once in his life: there was just varying degrees of
seriousness. And he was being very serious right now. "Dad," he
said softly. If it were true, then Lucas would have found his
brother, and Flint would have found his son.

           
"I never gave up on him," Flint continued to say, slurring his
words. He didn't even bother trying to keep up his face. "I never
lost hope. Every day, I went out there, to find him, so we could be
a family again." Lucas had done so much to put his mother and his
brother behind him, and he had spent every one of those days
worrying about his father and how he was killing himself over his
grief - and now, he was being told that one of them was still
alive. After three long, grueling years of worry and doubt, Claus
was still alive. "I don't know why he's obeying Porky, but as a
father, I've finally found the son I lost."


           
Flint did his best to dry his tears, and he tried to lift his frown
for Lucas. "This… this is great," he said. His act wasn't fooling
anybody, but even still, he was right, a little. "I've found your
brother. We can go back to how things were."

           
Lucas's thought about how the way things were. How he and his
brother would play tag with Fuel, or hide-and-seek with Tessie, or
how they would play-fight with Dragos. How they both loved omelets
and how they would visit their grandfather every other week in the
mountains. He would love nothing more than to have that back.

           
But now Claus was working for Porky. Claus was the man behind the
mask that they had found once, on the peak of Snowcap Mountain;
twice, on the top of an unnamed mountain on Tanetane island; and a
third time, in front of… that temple with Ionia's Needle. Every
time, Lucas found himself lost with the masked man's appearance;
just something about him always made him stay his hand.
Now he knew why; and thinking about it only reminded him of how he
had beaten Claus to near-death at that temple, and how one of them
probably wasn't going to walk away from this cave.

           
Kumatora saw Lucas's hesitation and apprehension about the
scenario. She was an only child, but still, she couldn't imagine
what she would feel if she was forced to fight Aeolia. "Flint," she
said quickly and softly, resting a hand on the man's back and
channeling some of her PSI into him for his injuries. "You stay
here," she instructed. "You look after yourself. We'll come get you
once we're done with Porky."

           
Flint grunted, clenching his stomach as he felt the PSI go to work
on the pain. "I will," he managed to say. "And Lucas," he said,
reaching out to his son with an open hand. Lucas took it without a
pause, giving his father's hand a firm, loving squeeze, and Flint
squeezed back. "That final Needle… I love you and I love Claus, but
make sure YOU pull it… I'll catch up with you in a bit…"


           
"I… " he stuttered. If it came to it, would he be able to strike
Claus down a second time, knowing what he knew? "I will."

           
They left Flint there to his wounds, crossing over a steel bridge
and continuing onward. Porky couldn't have been far.


           
His father was counting on him to make sure he remained safe. Flint
wasn't going to be able to go anywhere, not in his condition.
Nothing was going to threaten him with Lucas there.


           
The jagged path continued forward. Many of the plateaus and cliffs
were separated by more and more steel bridges as they continued on
forward; with the way the stone paths were getting cracked and
separated, they could only guess that wherever the Needle was, it
wasn't too far away at all.


           
Just a short ladder later, up onto an expansive, flat cliff just a
few feet high and dotted with more of that blue gunk, they were
brought face-to-face with their enemy once again. "Stop!" a
cracked, old voice wheezed out between heavy breaths. "Stop right
there!"


           
Porky's crib had taken a totally different shape: it had sprouted
eight scorpion-like legs, each barbed and braded with a number of
pointed still juts and each with deadly sharp points at their very
ends. It walked smoothly: the crib hardly bounced or bobbed at all
in its walk, although it was far from discreet, as every movement
it made had a terribly loud grinding noise to it, along with heavy
thumps of the weight of the machine against the stone. Sitting in
it, of course, was Porky, as he stared back at them through his
heavy bowl-cut, his mouth agape as usual.

           
Right away, once the crib stopped its intimidating pace towards
them, Porky began coughing up another fit. He thrust and lurched on
the spot, trying to hack out the phlegm in his throat. "I changed
my mind," he eventually managed to grit. "This really is no time
for games anymore. You've come far - too far for my liking - and I
don't feel like letting you go any farther."

           
"Cheater," Lucas spat immediately, knowing Porky wouldn't take to
the name lightly. Not only had this man taken his mother, his home,
and his life, but he still had his brother alive and
brainwashed, as the second-in-command to the Pigmasks.

           
"Takes one to know one!" Porky shouted indignantly. "You were never
supposed to pull those stupid things in the first place! You were
never invited! This was my party and you crashed
it!" Lucas didn't move, watching Porky thrash about and whine like
a child in his crib. "But you know what? It's okay anyway. My
adorable little monster is on its way to it as we speak."


           
"His name!" Lucas shouted back. It was his turn to get
mad, and it visibly showed: his shoulders rose, and he reared his
arms back, clenching his hands into fists. He couldn't remember the
last time he got angry, but this was one of those rare times. "Is
Claus!" He took a few deep huffs of are, not to calm
himself, but to catch his breath. "He was fifteen thousand million
billion times a person you could ever hope to be, and you
don't even deserve to know his name!"

           
He had hoped the mimicry and the mockery would agitate Porky
further - not that getting Porky mad was his goal, but Lucas didn't
think very well during the rare times he got so infuriated - but
Porky was only confused. He took a moment to process what Lucas had
just told him before responding.


           
"…Huh? That monster's name is Claus?"


           
"Claus isn't a monster!"

           
"Its name is Claus?!" Porky seemed genuinely surprised
that his masked soldier had a name at all. "That's, like, almost a
person's name! You mean to tell me that robot of mine used to be a
person, somewhere, sometime?"

           
"Claus isn't a robot!"

           
"I'm afraid you're wrong, Lucas," Porky laughed. Lucas had tried to
get a response out him, and Porky, a seasoned master at being an
annoying brat, sprung the trap right back on him. "A person, as
dumb as they can get, usually has morals and values… and memories.
My son has none of those things; I'm hardly a model citizen myself,
but I fit that description better than it does." He could see
Lucas's scorn continue to rise the more he spoke - his anger was
practically delicious for Porky. "Some time ago, back on
that quaint little rock you lived on, it might have been somebody.
But now it belongs to me. Not even a fragment of life remains
inside it. It's Master Porky's slave robot! It does whatever I say!
It acts on my will alone. It is my double; my loyal shadow that
follows me anywhere and does whatever I say. You know, like those
'people' and that dog following you wherever you go. It doesn't
know anything about you, or what its past life might have been." He
proceeded to cough and hack up another storm, trying to oust some
more mucus from his throat.

           
Unable to take any more, Lucas lunged forward, hitting Porky and
his mechanical crib with a powerful PK Love . "Claus is not an
'it'!" he shouted, and for the first time in his entire life,
cast the first stone.


           
Unfortunately for him, it seemed Porky had anticipated such an
attack. Thanks to whatever technology he was employing, Porky had
some kind of PSI-counter device activated that repelled any
offensive PSI back at the caster. Lucas barely had the time to
dodge his own attack as it was flung back at him.


           
He wanted to keep on fighting Porky, getting up close to the
spider-like crib, trying to fight him using his fists alone. That
wasn't really how they were used to fighting, though; Duster and
Boney jumped on ahead, ready to fight Porky and his machine however
they could: kicking at its body, biting and pulling at its feet, or
anything at all. Kumatora lunged forward, only to grab Lucas by the
shoulders and get him out of there. "Stick to the plan!" she said,
before going back to casting some dampeners on Porky's machine. He
was so mad he could hardly see straight, but after seeing his own
attack getting flung back at him like that, he made an effort to at
least try and focus.


           
Porky was not unfamiliar with his attack drone: with its many feet
and large size, Porky could strafe in one direction while spinning
its massive body in another, while still having enough legs free to
make a sweep out at the attackers as he moved. He was coughing and
gurgling his phlegm up the whole time, but they didn't give him any
doubt about his capabilities. He may have been an old man, but his
eight-legged crib promised to be one of the fiercest fighters they
had encountered yet.

           
Aside from the obvious physical capabilities of Porky's crib and
its lethal legs and heavy body, he had an amalgamation of other
tricks hidden in the machine's many gears and wires. With the press
of a few buttons, the machine began to move and attack in a way
they never thought it could, and they were hit before they even
realized Porky had even made an attack.


           
The underside of the machine's legs glowed a threatening red as it
moved, all the while Porky was busy pressing buttons and moving
pedals with every digit he could afford. They had fought living
statues, enormous cyborgs, and at least one Magypsie, but Porky was
different from all the others in a whole lot of ways, from the
machine's physical makeup to its agility and how it fought. The red
glowing under its legs intensified, and suddenly, with no way to
predict the attack coming, a massive wave of red… something swept
out from underneath the machine and bathed the area in its
light.


           
Duster was just landing after a good kick to one of the leg's
joints, and Kumatora was too focused on her PSI to react to the
wave in time. Boney managed to jump over it just as it passed, and
Lucas quickly ducked behind a stalagmite, watching the wave bend
harmlessly around his shelter and into the infinity of the cave.
The wave didn't do anything harmful, thankfully, but, just as
worse, it caused Duster and Kumatora to go temporarily blind.


           
Duster had to fall back. The longer he stayed in that thing's range
without his eyes, the better the chance he'd wind up impaled on one
of its legs. Boney went right on ahead, though, constantly gnashing
and pulling on the legs whenever he could get close enough. The
machine couldn't feel any pain, but its balance was sensitive, and
every pull Boney made knocked it off-center a bit.

           
"Lucas!" Kumatora yelled, her eyes forced shut in pain. She dared
to squint them open, just a little bit, and all she felt was a
searing hot pain in her retinas. "We can't see!"

           
"On it!" he called, watching Boney fight Porky alone for the moment
as he drummed up one of the newest tricks he had learned. It wore
him down a bit, but in the adrenaline of fighting the final leader
of the Pigmasks and everything that meant, he could barely notice a
little exhaustion.


           
The welcome wash of coolness as Lucas's PSI eased the pain in their
eyes came over them in an instant, and once again, Duster was back
in the fight, getting right into Porky's range and kicking more
dents into his machine's frame. Just as the PSI fixed Kumatora's
eyes, though, her fever from a little earlier in the cave
disappeared as well, and immediately, she felt herself readying
some PSI on reflex. "Duster! Boney!" she yelled, and they both
ducked out of the way before she could finish her sentence, knowing
what the command would be. Lucas did too, and he grew nervous:
Porky had some kind of PSI barrier on him, and Kumatora was going
to make his same mistake.

           
She had no idea what to expect from herself and her knew ability,
but once she felt herself cast it, the obsidian stone they were
standing on began to rumble and quake, and suddenly, Porky's
machine was caught in a powerful earthquake.


           
Since the attack commanded the very ground itself to move for her,
it slipped right past Porky's shield, and because of their warning
and their better balance, her friends had little trouble keeping
themselves unhurt from the quake. The machine's balance was very
finite, but Porky's expert piloting managed to keep it
upright.

           
"Let me fill you in on something," Porky said snidely, once he made
sure his machine wasn't about to fall over. Lucas wasn't interested
in listening, and right away, he went to work on his next PSI,
ready to support the others however he could. But he couldn't deny
wanting to get his own licks in. "I can never die." Lucas wasn't
listening, but Porky was speaking to him - he practically ignored
Boney and Duster as they went right back to chipping away at his
steel, defending and parrying them with ease. "No matter how much
you attack me, I can never die. Even if I somehow wind up beaten, I
can never die. Bet you didn't know that, did you?"


           
He wasn't too interested in anything Porky had to say, but Kumatora
was more than willing to do the talking for them. "More than one
way to skin a cat," she spat, readying herself for another of those
earthquake attacks - although, the first one was really taxing on
her. She didn't know if she could get another one up right
away.

           
Porky laughed openly at her analogy. "And I'm the inhuman
monster! I've done a lot of mean things, but I've never skinned any
cats!"

           
After that earthquake, Porky decided to stop wasting his time with
the paraplegic and the stupid dog, and quickly thumped his way
towards Kumatora and Lucas, recognizing who the real threats were.
The eight legs of his machines stomped quickly along the ground,
rushing up to the two menacingly, and when they were just in his
reach, he lunged forward with the front two legs, attempting to
skewer them both at once.

           
They both managed to jump out of the way just as Porky swung out at
them - it wasn't unlike dodging the Ultimate Chimera in the Chimera
Lab, but it was just as close, feeling the air shift behind him
just as the leg whiffed the swing. He kept running, hearing Porky
turn and chance after him, but he was distracted and slowed when
Duster came to his rescue, kicking the machine's body hard enough
to shift its balance.

           
Grunting in frustration, Porky swung two of his machine's left
legs, whacking Duster hard on the chest and sending him skidding
across the ground. He tumbled harshly across the smooth stone,
kicking and grabbing at anything to slow his momentum. Luckily he
came to a stop just before the edge of the plateau they were on,
and, ignoring his pain, he sprang back to his feet quickly, calling
to Lucas for a Lifeup as he ran back to join Boney against the
machine.

           
Still not without tricks up his sleeve, Porky began putting in more
commands for his machine, and suddenly, the two rearmost legs
raised up, forming an arc directly over his head. His mobility
hadn't taken a hit at all without them, and quickly, electricity
began to jump and arc between the legs, until a massive, constant
stream of it arced between them. They had no idea what he was
doing, but it was clearly dangerous: Once the machine built up
enough energy, electricity began to jump from the arc, aiming right
for all four of them from high above. His aim wasn't very good, but
the static of the charges passing through the air still managed to
singe their skin a little.

           
Porky opened his mouth to speak again; again, he was addressing
Lucas; and again, Lucas wasn't very interested in whatever he had
to say. He just wanted Porky gone.


           
"I've gone through time and space so many times that I haven't aged
like a normal person. Who knows how old I am, really? I could be a
thousand years old. Heck, I could be ten-thousand years old. I
could be even older, and there's no way for anybody to
tell. All the years kind of just ran together for me after a
while."

           
"You've done a great job acting your age," Duster replied sourly.
"Ruining lives and destroying homes. Didn't your mother ever teach
you some humility?"

           
Porky laughed out loud at Duster's assumptions. "Man, my folks
weren't exactly good-Samaritans either. You're barking up the wrong
tree, there." Lucas kept his distance, looking for some kind of
opening to take advantage of. He'd have no problems attacking with
as much PK Love as he absolutely could, if he could somehow get
around Porky's countering device. "I learned at a ripe-young age
that adults were bad, awful people, and that, to survive in my
world, you had to fight for yourself and side with the strongest.
So I did all that, and I promised myself I would never be like any
'person' I grew up with."

           
Kumatora chuckled under her breath when she heard Porky's sob-story
about a rough childhood.


           
"Does it make you laugh?! *cough* *wheeze* Are you laughing at
me?!"


           
"Nah, I was just thinkin'," she answered, trying to ready herself
for another earthquake, "it must'a been a real kick in the teeth
when that kid in the theatre grew up without you, huh? Turnin' into
one of those adults that you hate so much."

           
Porky paused slightly at her taunt. He had been alive for more
years than he could guess, and he had spent much of it obsessing
over his encounters with that boy he depicted in the theatre - but
he was so lost in his childhood that he had never even considered
what had happened when he left his own timeline, and what had
happened to the other boy. The last thing that he remembered was he
told his little brother to forward the boy a letter, but they never
ran into each other again after that.

           
"No!" he yelled, charging for Kumatora ferociously,
spurred by her mean words and their meanings. "What do you
know?! He wouldn't have left me behind! He
wouldn't have given up on me! He would have found a way to
chase me, all the way here, the same way I had!"

           
She didn't know what he meant by 'chase me', or what his
relationship was with some kid with a bright smile and a red hat,
but at least she knew what his buttons were as he barreled towards
her, full tilt, ready to tear her apart with the pointed ends of
each of his legs. She had to drop her focus on her new earthquake
attack, but at least she got away unscathed in Porky's blind,
childlike rage.

           
With his back turned, Lucas saw his chance, and quickly ran in to
get Porky himself with his own hands. He wasn't nearly as good a
fighter as Duster or even his dog, and he wasn't really used to
throwing a punch at all, but it wasn't too difficult to visualize
as he closed the gap. Just as Porky turned to chase Kumatora, he
leapt up as high as his legs could take him, bravely weaving
between the legs of the crib and grabbing onto the edge of the
carriage, before leaning in to sock Porky right in his scrunched-up
nose.


           
Porky cried out in pain - it was the first time in the fight - it
was the first time in many, many years - that he had been
physically assaulted like that, and Lucas had made sure that he
didn't hold anything back with the strike. Porky was momentarily
dazed, but before Lucas could pull his fist back for another
strike, he quickly punched in a few more commands on his machine.
The entire thing flexed its legs, then leapt straight up into the
air, coming back down with a hard crash, and knocking Lucas off the
carriage.

           
He suddenly found himself underneath the machine's very sharp eight
legs as it began to dance over him, spearing the ground with its
steps, each one threatening to cut straight through him and ripping
him inside out. Rather than lie there and try to shield himself
with his arms, Lucas quickly scurried away, crawling across the
stone as quickly as he could, before he could pull himself to his
feet and run to a safer distance.

           
Angrily, Porky looked towards Lucas, watching the boy try to crawl
away, and began stomping the machine's feet at him. Lucas wasn't in
a very advantageous position, on his back, under a rain of sharp
legs, and only managed to avoid getting skewered and sliced by the
occasional pure luck and Porky not thinking clearly.

           
Duster was watching the whole thing, and he felt a sense of pride
as Lucas managed to get Porky right in his face, but nearly
panicked himself when he saw the tables turn so quickly.
Immediately, he thought of a strategy, and dashed towards Porky,
stamping away at the downed Lucas. "Rope snake!" he yelled loudly,
stretching his left hand out, and, with nearly imperceptible speed,
he felt the snake detach itself from his torso, slide itself down
his arm, and wrap itself around his wrist, allowing itself to be
gripped by its tail with its head pointed forward.

           
Porky slammed into the ground again and again, trying to catch any
part of Lucas and getting more and more frustrated with his misses.
Just as he brought his left-front leg down, sure that he had
finally gotten the boy, he hadn't expected a bright-red snake with
the elasticity of a rope to spring forward and catch onto the leg
with its jaw. Duster gave a hard pull, and the foot missed Lucas's
face by only a few inches - and, fortunately, it knocked the crib
off its balance.


           
Lucas saw his chance to run while the machine was on its hinges,
and he picked himself up, dashing to the far edge of the plateau
while Porky fumbled with his controls, doing everything he could to
get it to stand up again before something disastrous could happen
again. He didn't want another punch to the face, most of all. As he
worked with the buttons and levers and gears, while the heavy
machine worked and struggled to get back onto its legs, he tried to
buy some time by goading the others some more.


           
"If the Dragon wakes up, it might end up destroying everything and
extinguishing all life. And you know what?" he asked, looking right
at Lucas as he continued with his controls. "Even so… " Knowing
what he knew and what he was capable of, he simply laughed loudly,
the rare time he had nothing to cough up half way through. With a
few more timely keystrokes, he was able to stand the machine back
up, ready to keep battling the others, knowing that even if he
lost, he still won.


           
"Even so, I'll be alive. Me and the Dragon will be the only things
left alive in the whole wide world!"


           
"Fat chance!" Kumatora yelled. She had had more than enough time to
get ready for another earthquake attack, and was mere moments from
another blast; she was confident that there was no way Porky could
stop her this time. "We're beatin' you and we're pullin' the Needle
ourselves! An' you'll sit there and you'll watch!"

           
Porky looked over his shoulder, watching Kumatora from a small
hidden mirror just inside his crib. "Who's to say?" he chided. "I
look at Lucas now, and I see hatred. I see he wants me gone, and
he's willing to dirty his hands to do it." He began to laugh again,
seeing that the others hadn't caught on to his meaning. "I see a
lot of darkness in the heart that's supposed to turn the world into
a utopia!"

           
Lucas was never interested in whatever banter Porky had for them,
but this time, he was listening. He abhorred everything about
Porky, that was undeniable, and he allowed himself to revel in his
hatred over the man the entire battle. Had he been playing right
into Porky's hands? Was it his plan all along to get Lucas to hate
him so much that it wouldn't matter who pulled the final
Needle? Being played like a fiddle for Porky made him angrier, and
he knew he couldn't let himself get so hate-filled - but he
couldn't help it. Porky was… Porky.


           
"With my eternal life, I will see the world through to its end.
Until everyone who won't like me is gone! And I'll see you
at the ends of the earth, Lucas!"

           
Lucas faltered. If he fought Porky, he'd continue to hate him, and
he might not stop, even after they had won. But if he didn't fight
him, the world would end anyway. Could he trust himself to let go
when they defeat him? Or when he was forced to confront
Claus?

           
Kumatora happily snapped him out of it, if only temporarily.
Whether or not Porky caused Lucas to end the world for him, they
could worry about that after the tyrant had bitten the
dust.


           
Duster had pulled the rope snake back and was already running in to
kick the machine's legs in its joints, while Boney growled and
raised his hackles as he joined Duster, biting at the hard steel
some more, digging his teeth into its wires.

           
Porky began to shake and kick the machine's legs, trying to get the
two attackers off him again. Duster was a small and agile target,
and after the last hit to the chest, he made sure he wasn't hit
again. Boney clung defiantly to the steel, refusing to be shaken
off, as his teeth dug farther and farther into the hard material
until he felt something hidden behind the leg puncture and give
way. His mouth quickly filled with a disgusting black liquid;
although he wanted to continue his offense, he had to back away,
spitting the horrid drink out.

           
Porky was unaware of the wound to his machine, but he did know that
neither of the two pests were clinging to his toy any longer. With
a few clicks and button presses, a large number of thatches opened
up all over the machine, each revealing a small number of long,
tube-like devices with white bodies and red caps. They didn't
really know what Porky was thinking of next, but with a press of a
button, every single device shot out from the hole, going straight
up a moment before arcing down and spraying the plateau with their
impacts.


           
Once the dust settled from the barrage of explosions, Porky was
back into their faces, charging straight for Boney. The dog had
better reflexes than the humans, and took off like a shot, going in
a wide circle around Porky - only he began sprinting too soon, and
Porky was able to predict where Boney was going to end up. With a
few quick calculations, Porky had managed to cut the dog off with
one of his legs, and then proceeded to punt the dog in the ribs
with another. Boney gave a painful yip as he was kicked across the
stone like Duster had, only unlike Duster, he didn't spring back to
his feet so quickly.

           
Lucas watched Boney painfully slide across the ground, struggling
to stay upright and not immediately jumping back up when he
stopped. After those explosions, he was getting ready for a Lifeup,
assuming everyone had taken an unfriendly beating, but after seeing
his dog get hit like that, his frustrations at Porky continued to
mount, and the fact that he couldn't use his PSI against the
monster was getting less and less preventative the more he just
wanted to blast the hell out of him.

           
With everybody still recovering from the barrage, and with Boney
decidedly out, Porky took the time to prod and pry at his opponents
further. With Lucas in his emotional state, he was getting easier
to manipulate.


           
"Thank you for playing along with me all the way to the end like
this!" He looked to Boney, still lying on the stone, then to Duster
and Kumatora, just picking themselves back up from the last attack.
"I'm actually a pretty nice guy, wouldn't you say? I invited you
into my home, and even to my room! And then I let you come all this
way, to the final Needle, just because, well, what kind of host
would I be if I didn't?" Lucas said nothing, although his
expression told stories.

           
He kept his focus, however, and he successfully prepared a complete
Lifeup. He could feel the tingle in his hands as the PSI spread all
over every part of his body, and with a quick thought, he would
send out a wave of his own energy, healing his companions. "Oh,
hold that thought?" Porky asked, knowing what Lucas was about to
do, and pressed a few more buttons on his console - and then the
thatches on his machine opened once again, releasing another,
smaller barrage.


           
In the chaos, Lucas lost his 'grip' on his PSI, and it vanished
back into him, to be recalled again when he could gather the focus.
Duster and Kumatora did their best to dodge the incoming second
assault, but Boney simply lay there, still too bruised to stand.
His ears perked as he heard the air whistle around the shots, and
his legs began to kick, knowing he needed to run, but he couldn't
stand, and he took the brunt of the explosions right there.


           
They were all too separated for Lucas to help with. He was pretty
hurt, himself, but he knew he'd live… but he didn't know about the
others, and especially Boney. The smoke around his dog hadn't
cleared yet, and he didn't know how badly he was hurt. They were in
a bad spot, he knew. If he could get off another PK Love, it might
stall Porky long enough for him to…

            …
he didn't know what he could do. He looked over to Duster and
Kumatora, and they were barely keeping it together, after that last
hit. He could heal himself, but what good would that do? With that
PSI shield of his, he was next to useless against Porky by himself.
Healing himself, at this point, would, for all intents and purpose,
be delaying their loss. It would take a miracle for them to
overcome Porky at this point.

           
"It's been fun, Lucas," Porky said snidely, marching his machine
over to the boy. "I'll even admit that you almost had me going,
there. You and your other country bumpkins put up a pretty good
fight." Lucas dragged himself onto his hands and knees; if he was
to lose, now, after coming so far, to a spoiled brat like Porky,
then he would at least face his end with his head up. "But there is
no equal to the great Porky Minch. You played my game, in my house,
and even though you broke my rules more times than I can count…
well, 'cheaters never prosper', I think you 'people' say."

           
Lucas looked nervously to Duster and Kumatora, to see if they were
up and if they had something in mind. They weren't; Kumatora was
leaning forward, her hand outstretched, trying to use
something, but her addled mind couldn't hold the focus.
Duster was on his hands and knees, trying to stand up, but his bad
leg wound up even worse after that punishment. And Boney… wasn't
moving.

           
"Lucas," Porky said haughtily, his machine and the glittering
points of its eight legs just a few paces away. "You aren't him.
You could never be him. He at least made my heart
race; he put up a better fight than you ever could have.
He is the only person I was ever willing to call my
equal." If Porky just lunged forward, at that point, he could have
skewered Lucas's head all the way through, but he didn't. He was
too busy savoring his victory and watching his opponent squirm.
"But unlike you, his game never en-"


           
To Porky's surprise, sparks began to fly just out of the right side
of his crib. Some small, dirty monitors he had out of their sight
began to flash and display multiple warnings - his toy had always,
always, been in top condition, and he had never really
paid attention to those status-thingies, but now, they were telling
him that something was very wrong with his machine.

           
He leaned over the side of his crib, feeling his atrophied muscles
and stagnant bones creek and moan with each physical movement.
Underneath the carriage was a black pool of liquid, growing larger
and larger the longer he stood there, from a puncture in the pumps
that had somehow gotten there, behind the thick, protective metal
coating of the leg. Immediately, the second-from-the-front leg on
the right said gave out, followed quickly by his entire right side,
and then his left, forcing him to the ground in a heap of useless,
forever-immobile metal.


           
Every input Porky made was unresponsive. His machine had totally
died on him. It wouldn't move; the thatches on the sides would not
open; and his earlier gadgets and weapons had all ceased to
function completely. Without his machine, Porky was reduced to
absolutely nothing but an old man in a crib - and he was fully
aware of it.

           
He did not plead for his life. He did not resign to his fate like
Lucas was about to. Because, he knew, he was still about to
win.


           
"I'll never die…I'll never die, no will I ever be beaten…but I will
admit, it appears as though my machine has run out of energy at the
moment." Lucas could hardly believe what he was seeing, and what he
was hearing. Porky had… stopped. His machine had been defeated.
Porky had been defeated. With all the time in the world to
spare, Lucas picked himself back onto his feet, shakily, but
confidently: Porky was tens of thousands of years old, and, if he
had been sitting in that crib the entire time, there was nothing he
could threaten him with any longer.

           
Duster and Kumatora were watching the whole time, and their eyes
were just as wide as Lucas's. Porky had them all defeated.
After every dirty trick in the book, Porky had them all by the
short-hairs, and now, thanks to a heroic dog's efforts, him and his
murder-machine had been put to a stop. Lucas's attention was
entirely undivided on Porky, listening to the old man ramble
pathetically on the spot, as he silently debated with himself:
would he do as Porky had insinuated by letting his hatred get the
best of him, and 'put a stop' to him? Or would he let Porky go?


           
"Ahaha. Lucas…You haven't won, just son you know.


           
Kumatora checked on Duster quickly, to make sure he was okay. He
gave her a quick nod, and she ran across the obsidian, towards
Boney, readying her own Lifeup to resuscitate the dog before he was
truly lost.

           
Porky continued clacking away on his keyboard. Lucas was confident
that Porky was just trying to mess with him; to make him flinch or
recoil, to get that last sick pleasure out of what he liked to do.
But Porky had something entirely different in mind, and when he was
done typing, an enormous, circular device emerged over the side of
the plateau with a loud splash. Duster and Kumatora flinched, but
Lucas was determined not to, even as the object hovered over to
Porky, landing gently just beside the defunct machine.


           
"I'm going to duck inside this 'Absolutely Safe Capsule' for the
time being," he explained with a snide grin. "And when I'm inside,
nothing you could ever do will have any effect on me whatsoever.
You, and everybody else, won't be able to hurt me anymore." Lucas
looked to the large, black, round capsule with a single window and
Porky's emblem emblazoned on its front. It looked sturdy, for sure,
but anything? "Now, I know what you're thinking," Porky
said, his fingers still tapping away at the keys. "You're thinking,
'yeah, right. There's no such thing as "absolutely",' but there is.
And it's right here. The Absolutely Safe Capsule I tricked Dr.
Andonuts and the Mr. Jupiters into making for me!"


           
The Mister Jupiters? The same Mister Jupiters that convinced them
to fly over a mountain using a cage filled with birds?
Those Mister Jupiters built this thing for Porky? "Me!
Me! All for me!" Porky shouted, lurching some kind of
pathetic dance in his crib as he chanted the word over and over.
"Because they love me! Everybody loves Porky
Minch!"

           
With the final inputs in the keyboard, the Absolutely Safe Capsule
hummed back to life, and lifted itself into the air. It was a bit
clunky with its own controls, apparently, but after a few misses,
it managed to fit Porky inside it, locking him away from anything
that would want to hurt him.

           
Lucas stood there, watching the Absolutely Safe Capsule, and he
saw, through its window, Porky, happily bouncing in his crib,
watching Lucas back. Porky made funny faces at Lucas, from
squeezing his cheeks together, to scrunching his nose (even further
than it was) at him, to sticking his tongue out at him. Porky was
totally confident that he was completely out of harm's way inside
his capsule, and he mocked Lucas over it. Though he had lost the
fight… he had won.

           
Lucas watched that man-child dance and deride him all he felt like
from within his barrier. He couldn't hear a sound Porky was making,
but he imagined that he was calling him all sorts of names and
making fun of him every way he could. He had calmed himself from
the fight, once he saw that the machine had broken down, but,
watching Porky enjoy himself so thoroughly in there, he was
reminded of everything Porky was responsible for. The chimeras; his
mother; Tazmily; the disgrace of a city, New Pork; and brainwashing
anyone and everyone he could, including his own brother.

           
Claus…

           
He'll have to fight Claus soon…

            …
because of Porky.


           
His earlier hatred for Porky returned to him, and, compulsively, he
balled his right hand into another fist, and he struck the
Absolutely Save Capsule, right in its window. Duster approached
Lucas from his left, wearily, his own wounds still prevalent; and
Kumatora and Boney both approached from his right, their own walks
lopsided. He didn't notice any of them. All he was focused on was
Porky, still inside that capsule, still mocking him, and all he
knew was that if he let Porky go now, he'd be free to do it all
over and over and over again - assuming there was even a future
Porky could visit, now.

           
The one punch succeeded in doing nothing. That made him more
frustrated, but it reminded him of the one attack he'd been saving
for Porky the whole battle. With the monster incapacitated inside,
he was a sitting duck, allowing Lucas to go wild.


           
But the Absolutely Safe Capsule lived up to its name.


           
There wasn't so much as a singe in its metal. No dents; no marks;
no scratches; the metal wasn't even warm. Porky had truly
sealed himself inside the safest place on the planet, where
anything Lucas did was ineffectual. The monster just sat behind the
glass window, laughing and pointing and kicking his legs
hysterically at Lucas and his efforts.

           
'Hate' was a word Lucas didn't use often. Sometimes, he didn't even
know what it meant. He had lived a life without wants or needs, and
without strife; and all he ever knew was love and complacency. But,
with tears streaming down his cheeks as he yelled an incoherent,
mournful wail while he punched into the glass window of the
Absolutely Safe Capsule again and again, aware but uncaring of the
pain in his fist as it just bounced harmlessly off the glass, he
learned of the word and its meaning. Porky had taught him to
hate.

           
Duster and Kumatora watched wordlessly while Lucas hammered onto
the capsule's surface over and over. Boney's head hung low and his
tail between his legs, confused - he had never, ever seen
his master Lucas even the least bit angry. Duster fashioned himself
a responsible adult, and, through their adventures, something of a
big brother to Lucas, and he had no idea what he could say, or what
he could do. Kumatora wasn't any good with anything mushy, but
watching Lucas as his fist slammed uselessly against the capsule
over and over, she couldn't deny her own tears - not that she
tried.

           
The pain in Lucas's hand was totally irrelevant as he tried over
and over again to break into the Absolutely Safe Capsule and finish
what he had set out to accomplish. With one final punch, though,
the window was splattered with blood, his knuckles torn open from
the abuse. Seeing what he had done to himself, and how useless it
was, he was physically, and emotionally, spent. He slid to his
knees, leaning against the capsule, crying the rest of his tears
out. As long as Porky lived, he had failed his home, his friends,
and his mother.

           
Kumatora wasn't very good with her own emotions, but she threw that
detail to the wind for the moment. Seeing Lucas - a friend she
would trust her back to any day of the year - on his knees,
bleeding out his knuckles, and sobbing disdainfully, she didn't
hesitate to fall to her own, wrapping her arms comfortingly around
him. She couldn't even begin to imagine what Lucas was
feeling, but if a warm hug made his life any easier, she could put
aside her insecurities for the moment. Besides, she wasn't as good
at Lifeup as he was, and she needed to physically touch him to fix
his hand anyway.


           
Only the sound of Lucas's sobbing, slowly ebbing away over time,
filled the thick air of the underground cavern. He didn't know he
could feel so many unpleasant emotions all at once, and nearly
breaking his hand in his newfound rage didn't help. He couldn't
hear Porky from inside the capsule, but he could imagine what he
was saying, and how he was probably still taunting him. Watching
his blood drip off the window must have been an absolute delight
for that sick monster. He tried to cheer himself up, knowing that
Duster and Kumatora and Boney were all okay, but it wasn't much
help.

           
He didn't hear it, but the sound of a person climbing the only
ladder onto the stone plateau caught Duster's and Kumatora's
attention, lifting their heads to see whoever was approaching. They
both kind of hoped it was Flint; the boy's father would know how to
calm his nerves better than anyone else. But instead, they saw the
telltale pointy hairstyle of Doctor Andonuts, followed by his small
round glasses.

           
The scientist looked over the scene: the once-smooth stone had been
demolished from the explosives and warfare; each of their clothes
were ruffled and torn; and there was his Absolutely Safe Capsule,
just behind the girl and the boy that were huddling in front of it,
with a bit of a stain on its window. "Am I interrupting… ?" he
asked tactlessly. Lucas nearly leapt up on the spot, not expecting
anyone else to be there, and turned his bloodshot eyes back towards
the old man.

           
"I see he went ahead and used it," the doctor noted, looking over
his most defensive creation yet. He could see Porky, sitting and
laughing in the pod, having a grand time in his impermeable fort.
"A pity. As evil as old Porky here is, I feel bad for him now."


           
"What's that supposed to mean?" Duster asked, looking back to the
capsule. "Porky's locked himself inside the safest place on the
planet, where nothing can touch him, and you feel bad for
him?"

           
"Yes." Andonuts circled around the Absolutely Safe Capsule,
approaching its side, looking over the smooth steel of the sphere.
He ran his hand over its flawlessness, watching his own reflection
in its shine. "It's true that the 'Absolutely Safe Capsule' that
the Mister Jupiters and I developed together can protect you from
any danger. The steel cannot melt; it cannot be frozen; it cannot
be destroyed; and it's airtight and it produces its own oxygen, so
anyone inside it can survive in the deepest of oceans and the
farthest reaches of space. I've invented a lot of wild things in my
time, but this might just top them all."

           
Andonuts was doing nothing for Lucas's current mood, and it was
getting more and more apparent the longer he implied that Porky was
completely invincible within it. Kumatora was about to give the old
man an earful, when he kept going.


           
"It IS an absolutely safe capsule…but once you enter it, you can
never exit it."


           
Lucas looked up at the man. What… did he just say? "Whatever is
outside of the Absolutely Safe Capsule is 'absolutely
safe' from whatever is inside."

           
He looked at Andonuts, then up to the glass window of the capsule.
Porky was locked in? "What do… do you mean?" he asked, quickly
wiping the tears from his eyes and choking out some more
sniffles.

           
Andonuts smiled warmly at Lucas, before looking over his grand
contraption again. "Porky forced me and the Mister Jupiters to
create this capsule for him, as a last-resort plan in case things
ever went south for 'our great master'. He was so afraid of the
world and how poorly it might treat him, that if he ever really
needed to retreat, he wanted to have something where nobody could
ever hurt him again, so he made me make this."

           
"I've been meaning to ask," Duster interrupted, "but what does
Porky have on you? Blackmail, or something?"

           
"Allow me to answer that question with a question. Do I look like
someone that is native to the Nowhere Islands?" That was
practically a trick question, knowing what he knew about the
Nowhere Islands and their inhabitants, but Duster entertained
Andonuts anyway. From the long lab-coat and the fancy black
dress-shoes, to the way he wore his hair and his brand of glasses,
Duster shook his head: Andonuts would have stood out badly among
the others in Tazmily. "That's because it's not quite a matter of
where I'm from, but when. If I ever wanted to get
back to my own time and see my own son again, I'd have to dance to
his songs, for however long he wanted.

           
I always assumed he wasn't going to hold up his end of the deal,
though. He would always find something new for me to build. And
eventually, we came to this." Andonuts patted the sphere on its
chrome, looking at it once more. "Once a person enters it, they
would be absolutely safe from any and all dangers of the outside
world. But, it 'wasn't finished'," he narrated, using finger
quotes, "and once it locked, it'll never unlock, ever again."

           
It was almost too good to be true for Lucas. He had failed to stop
Porky - but because of Doctor Andonuts, Porky could never leave the
Absolutely Safe Capsule? Ever? "Hah," Kumatora laughed,
standing back up and giving the doctor a thumbs-up, "I like how you
think, doc. He must not'a known about that last bit?"

           
"Well, I did tell Porky in a hushed voice that he shouldn't use it
yet…So it'd be his own fault if he didn't listen. All he can do now
is live an eternity inside the capsule, in absolutely safety,
forever."

           
That reminded Lucas of something. The good news was
definitely a welcome change for him, and his mood, while
still hurt and sour, was quickly lifting. "Porky told us," he said,
his voice still crackly from his crying, "that he couldn't die. He
can live forever."

           
"I don't know the specifics, but it appears to be true," Andonuts
sighed. "After a certain event only a few years ago - well, only a
few years ago for me, but that's a different story for a
different time - Porky came across his time machine, and he abused
its abilities so much that he had turned himself immortal. One day
I saw him, and he was a plucky, if spoilt and obese, little boy,
not even a teenager - and another, he was that blue-skinned old
man, claiming to have lived for dozens of millennia. At some point,
his aging had simply stopped. He will continue to live
forever, inside the Absolutely Safe Capsule, because of his toying
with reality and his condition. After a hundred years - a thousand
years - until the very universe collapses into itself,
Porky will still be alive, and still within," he smiled, tapping
the machine, "this capsule."

           
Kumatora glanced inside the window. Porky had begun to calm down
from his earlier parading over his victory, but his childish grin
and occasional laughs were still obvious. "An' he doesn't know he
can't leave?"

           
"I'm sure he'll figure it out eventually," laughed Andonuts, "Who
knows? In a way, he may've gotten what he wanted."


           
Inside this capsule, he'll be away from everything that would ever
want to hurt him, and he can live the rest of his eternity in his
own personal paradise." Andonuts bent at his knees, gripping onto
the capsule by the stubs keeping it upright. "That's not to say he
can't still entertain us with his lovely presence."

           
Showing an amazing amount of muscle for his old body, Andonuts
managed to turn over the Absolutely Safe Capsule, leisurely rolling
it across the ground, much to his spectator's delight.


           
For Lucas, it was something of a bittersweet victory. Porky was not
defeated, but, inside the capsule, what Lucas had earned from the
battle was the next best thing. Porky would never harm anyone ever
again; nobody would ever have to go through what Lucas had to go
through just because Porky happened to be bored at the time. Was it
a victory? Well, at the least, it wasn't a loss.



           
But he knew his battle was only half-over. He had done away with
the tyrant that had taken everything the world had to give, but
Porky's personal torment on Lucas hadn't ended yet. The last Needle
was waiting for them, just a bit deeper into the cavern, and he
knew, Claus was there waiting for him. He was looking forward to
putting it all behind him with Porky's defeat, and he and his dad
could go back to Tazmily like nothing had happened - he hadn't
imagined that, after defeating the man once and for all, his most
taxing challenge was waiting just ahead.












Chapter 31

 


They continued into the dark expanses of the cave, leaving Porky
to his fate behind them. Lucas's mind was heavy with different
thoughts and emotions as they pressed on towards the final Needle;
knowing that his brother was that masked man the whole time, and
that they were almost definitely going to fight again over the
Needle, was proving to be a bit much for him. Nobody said a word as
they walked on ahead, towards the very deepest area of the cavern
far below the surface of the world.


           
Duster and Kumatora could only imagine the thoughts going through
Lucas's mind as they continued on forward. The boy had been through
an awful lot in such a short amount of time, and less than an hour
ago he had learnt that not only was his long-lost brother still
alive, but he was working for the most reprehensible man that was
ever known.

           
"Hey, Lucas?" Kumatora asked as they continued on ahead. The path
was just as straightforward as the rest of the cavern: the path
zigzagged a lot, but there were no branching paths to mislead them.
Lucas tilted his head a bit, to let Kumatora know that she had his
attention, but he didn't really feel like speaking. Porky had
forced Lucas to realize a lot of truths about himself that he
wasn't too fond of, and even after their sort-of-victory over the
villain, he felt almost ashamed of how he had acted, especially in
front of his friends.

           
"I just, uh, wanted to say," she said slowly. She felt like she was
walking a very thin line when it came to feelings in general, but
Lucas could probably use the emotional boost, so it was definitely
worth a try. "That we… um, Duster and I, we got your back." She
didn't know if that was the wrong thing to say, given the
circumstances, but she said it anyway.

           
"She's absolutely right, Lucas," Duster added, adding to her
sentiment. "We've stuck by you until the very end, and that's not
about to change. Whatever happens up there, at the Needle, you can
count on us to see you through."

           
He understood what they were trying to do, and he loved them for
it, but they couldn't understand exactly what he was feeling. He
had been without his brother for three years, and he had given up
hope long before his father had of ever seeing him again. And now
he was about to fight his twin brother, possibly to the death.
"Thank you, guys," he answered, although it was nearly a hollow
response.

           
Farther down the jagged path was, surprisingly, a natural
hot-spring, located deep under the earth's surface. Unlike the
bluish-purplish gunk of the cave, the water was a perfectly-healthy
clear with a milky tone, and although it was surrounded by
less-than-friendly-looking stalagmites, it was still a
hot-spring.


           
After their battle with Porky and his crazy machine, a dip into a
hot-spring was just what they needed for a quick pick-me-up. It did
nothing to calm Lucas's nerves or sooth his hesitations, but the
unusually warm water, even for a hot-spring, worked wonders on the
knots in his shoulders and the aches in his feet.


           
The walk after the hot spring was uneventful.


           
The crooked, jagged path began to smoothen out the farther along
they walked, and soon, after about another minute of walking down
its straightening path, they felt a strong breeze coming down
towards them from whatever was hidden in the far reaches of the
cavern. They knew they were close - and their assumptions were
realized when they saw the familiar pulsating glow of the Needle
off in the distance. The warm, friendly white of its light beat
softly to some unheard rhythm just over a few bends and rises and
falls in the remaining distance.


           
For Lucas, the prize wasn't quite the Needle. He was going to make
sure that he pulled it, of course: for everything Porky
had done to him, he loved his home and the people he lived with -
his father, Alec, Duster, Kumatora, Wess, Lighter, Fuel, Bronson,
Tessie, Nippolyte, Isaac, Abbey, Abbot, Biff, Butch, Matt, and
everybody that was with him during the hardest parts of the last
three years - too much to let Claus risk everything, even if he
wasn't himself. But for Lucas, the prize was Claus himself. His
greatest victory would be if he could somehow get through to him.
For every time they had met, Lucas had felt some kind of ethereal
connection with the man in the mask, and he didn't believe for a
second that the masked man didn't feel it as well. If he could just
get through to Claus with that, he believed, deep in his heart,
that he could rescue his twin.

           
He didn't have to wait too long to test out his theory.


           
Claus was there, in all of the Pigmask drab he had worn since they
first met. The same helmet, repaired nicely after the dents and
dings they had given it at… the temple that had Ionia's Needle,
along with the sword and the large gun strapped to his right arm.
He wore the same thick jacket and the same puffy orange pants. It
was the same Claus, kneeling before the Needle.

           
They approached him silently, although Lucas had no intention of
making a surprise attack. If Claus was still as impressively adept
at combat as ever, then he probably knew they were there anyway.
Lucas felt the same feelings he felt with him the other three times
they had met: a weird, not-unwelcome feeling of complacency and
belonging, which totally calmed his nerves. He had hoped the same
feeling would wash over him again, because, even though Claus was
right there and they'd have a spat over who'd get to pull the
Needle, that warm, calming sensation gave him the confidence and
the resolve to go through with what he needed to do.


           
Claus took a moment before standing back up. Lucas couldn't see
what he was doing in front of the Needle, but… whatever it was, it
looked important to him. Claus had beaten them to the Needle by a
fairly large margin, so unless Porky had given him the command to
wait for him to arrive before making the move (which Lucas didn't
doubt), Claus simply… didn't want to pull it yet.

           
He spun around, looking at his four adversaries. A red-headed woman
with powerful PSI affinities; a balding man with a poor leg and
exceedingly well-trained senses; a simple, faithful, loyal dog that
had followed them to the bottom of the earth; and his equal: a
nervous, blonde-haired boy that had also been blessed with the
ability to pull the Needles. He had underestimated them once.


           
He made sure not to do it again.


           
ZAP!


           
Claus knew the lightning would be reflected off of that cursed
badge the boy had pinned proudly to his shirt, but taking him out
wasn't the priority. He knew that they were impossible to defeat as
a team, so he took them all out in one shot, leaving just him and
his equal to battle, on fair terms, for the right of pulling the
Needle.


           
Lucas didn't feel any pain from the electricity as the Franklin
Badge dutifully bounced it all off of him and back at Claus. The
same couldn't be said for his companions; the bolt of lightning was
so powerful that, even though it was aimed at him specifically, the
shock was more than enough to instantly knock the others off their
feet. It was an intense attack - it was like Claus wanted to fight
him and him alone, and did everything in his power to ensure that
the others would not interfere. They had told him, only a few
minutes ago, that they would have his back and that they would see
him through this to the end, and in just one hit, they were each
rendered unconscious.

           
But, Lucas decided that it was for the better. He had realized,
immediately after the feeling of complacency washed over him, that
he wouldn't, that he couldn't, fight Claus. He knew that
if things went poorly for him, his friends, probably including
Boney, would want to jump in and defend him. But he couldn't fight
Claus. He was his brother.


           
They faced each other down, standing just before the final Needle.
Claus had prepared his sword in his left hand, and his large cannon
on his right, ready to engage his rival with all the trained
intensity he had been preparing for the last three years. Lucas, by
contrast, was unarmed, and he had no advantages over Claus in PSI
either: if they were anything alike, then Claus would have gotten
stronger with every Needle he pulled, and they were tied at three
Needles apiece.

           
Claus didn't waste any time.


           
He opened by firing a powerful, wide shot from the cannon on his
arm. Lucas didn't run: he could see the shot arc through the air,
aiming right for him with deadly precision. He knew it was going to
hurt. But he just couldn't fight against his brother. He had to at
least try and reason with Claus. He remembered that Porky had
called him a 'soulless robot', and that he had retained no memories
from his past life. He needed to see for himself.

           
"Claus," he called, trying to reach out to his brother once the
shot hit him hard on the chest. "Claus, it's me. It's Lucas."

           
Claus said nothing in response; he dashed forward, his sword at the
ready, and again, Lucas made no attempt to parry or avoid. He made
a direct hit with the whole of his sword - it wasn't a blade of
tempered steel, but of some kind of radiant energy. It couldn't cut
or pierce, but it hit like one of those Hippo Launchers from the
building.

           
Lucas flinched from the hit, clutching his side in pain, but Claus
didn't give him a chance to recover, and shoulder-barged into him,
knocking him back. Lucas had to watch his step, careful not to trip
over any of his fallen comrades, and quickly regained his balance.
But Claus didn't stop, and he wasn't going to.

           
"Claus!" he called out again, louder, just in case his brother
didn't hear him the first time. "It's me! Lucas! You're my
brother!" He was positive that Claus could hear him that
time, but he didn't stop his next charge. With another quick dash
and another swing from the sword into Lucas's gut, he doubled over
in the sudden pain, bringing his face down, where his nose promptly
met Claus's knee.


           
He was pretty sure he was bleeding out of his nose after that hit,
but that wasn't important. Claus was ignoring every attempt Lucas
made to reach out to him: he had received a directive from Porky,
and that was all that mattered to him right then and there. His
enemy stood before him, and he would be struck down, no matter
what.

           
Lucas didn't believe that for a moment, though. There was an
undeniable connection between them, every single time they met, and
although he had never seen Claus so much as change his expression
since donning the mask, there was no way, no way, he
didn't feel it too. He just had to get Claus to realize it.

           
His earlier resolve to not fight back had not wavered, although the
pain in his face was pretty severe. He decided it couldn't have
been too aggressive to heal his broken nose before Claus did
something even worse, and maybe put up a psychic shield while he
was at it.


           
Claus wasn't having any of that, though. Once Lucas put up his
shield, he began to adjust some parameters on the gun on his arm,
before pointing it at his brother and firing again. This time,
though, the shot it fired wasn't blue, and it didn't exactly sting
once it, too, hit him dead-center, but he could feel the
shield he had just put up around himself simply vanish, just like
that, made painfully evident when Claus punched forward, slamming
the barrel-end of the gun into his cheek. Lucas desperately wanted
to help his brother, but he certainly wasn't making it easy for
him.

           
He still couldn't fight back, he knew, but he couldn't just stand
there and keep taking the beating Claus was unabashedly giving to
him. Still dazed from the knee to the nose and the punch to the
face, he did his best to back up and widen the distance between him
and Claus. Facing forward, he began back-pedaling, keeping his eyes
on his brother while he widened the gap, fully expecting Claus to
try and stop him. And he did: when he saw Lucas trying to retreat,
he took aim with his gun and fired another shot. At least this
time, he knew it was coming, and quickly dodged to his side,
letting the shot arc harmlessly through the air.


           
"Claus, stop it!" he tried again. "I'm your brother! Your parents
are Flint and Hinawa! We're both from a village on the Nowhere-"
Clearly not interested, Claus lunged forward again, his sword at
the ready, and whacked at Lucas once, striking him with the tip
right between his ribs with practiced precision. He suddenly felt
his limbs go numb and the wind knocked out of him, but he was still
plenty aware when his brother swung again, hitting him in the neck
with the butt of the handle.

           
What was it going to take to reach his brother? Claus was really
laying into him, and not even giving him the opportunity to respond
to any of the aggression he was being given. Every time he tried to
heal himself, Claus would leap ahead and beat him with that orange
energy-sword-thing of his. Whenever he tried to run away, Claus
would take deadly aim and fire with his gun. If he tried to put up
a shield, he'd just rip it away. He could hardly get a word in
edgewise without Claus jumping down his throat.

           
But with every hit Claus made, Lucas refused to go down. His
resolve to get through to his brother only intensified - with a
black eye and bruised cheeks, Lucas would get back up, undaunted,
and try to reason with his brother once more. "Claus!" he would
yell, and every time, the masked boy wouldn't respond, like Lucas
was yelling to someone else. "Try to remember, please!"

           
But for Claus, there was nothing to remember. There was
only the great Master Porky's directive.


           
Which he would stop at nothing to accomplish.


           
He knew Claus was capable of PK Love - he had used it against them
at… Ionia's temple - but between trying to reach out to his brother
and trying to not get himself killed from every other one of his
attacks, the fact had momentarily slipped his mind, and he was
unprepared for the incredibly destructive wave that was PK Love. He
had used it himself a few times, and for the first time, he knew
what it was like to be on the receiving end of the blast.

           
He could feel the pain leave himself after a moment, as his eyes
began to narrow and close. He was barely hanging on as he was
between everything else Claus was flinging at him, and with that
last attack, his body couldn't take any more, and he slowly tipped
forward, his vision narrowing and the sound in his ears leaving,
just as the ground began to rush up-

           
And just as suddenly, he was wide-awake again. He put one foot
forward, catching himself before he toppled over, standing back
upright. All at once, his wounds were gone. His eyes didn't hurt
and his cheeks weren't bruised. It was… it was as though Claus
hadn't even struck him at all.

           
He felt a tingle in his left pocket, like something inside it was
trying to get out. Surprised, but focused enough to keep his eyes
on Claus, he quickly reached in, digging around for whatever the
thing was - and pulled out a razor and a lipstick.


           
It was one of the Magypsie mementos he had been forced to collect
during his entire journey. Through a hygiene product and some
makeup, the Magypsies had never truly left him: they all
insisted that he keep a memento of theirs as proof of their
friendship before they disappeared, and now, from wherever they
were now, they were coming through for him.

           
But… at the cost of the memento itself.


           
The razor and lipstick began to glow a powerful white, before being
wrapped in their own glow and simply vanishing into the air, much
like the Magypsies themselves had done before. There was absolutely
nothing remaining of the memento any longer, and now, the Magypsie
it belonged to had truly disappeared forever.

           
Lucas was lost in his own thoughts, staring at his hands, where the
razor and the lipstick used to be. He had pulled Needle after
Needle, ending their lives for the greater good, and they were
repaying him by saving his own, even now, from beyond the
grave.

           
Claus wasn't nearly as interested in some personal baubles that
Lucas had been lugging around for whatever reason, and quickly
capitalized on the boy's distraction.


           
He wasn't unaware that all the wounds he had done to Lucas had
simply… healed themselves, somehow. He hadn't felt the boy use any
PSI, because if he did, there was no way he would have let him hold
the focus long enough. But he didn't suspect the razor and the
lipstick either, and simply resigned to wailing on his opponent
again.

           
Lucas couldn't thank the Magypsies enough. He felt so greedy and
selfish, for basically killing them, and they still helped
him out when he needed a miracle the most. Had they somehow known?
He didn't doubt that the other mementos would come to his aid as
well, but he didn't want to lose any more mementos: they were all
that he had remaining of the Magypsies and their very existence. He
wasn't sure if he was ready to let them go.

           
But even with the Magypsies' help, he wasn't sure he could win this
fight in the end. Claus wasn't getting tired, and he wasn't
listening to anything he was saying. What could he do? Every time
he considered breaking his own personal restrictions to defend
himself against his brother, he would remind himself of just
who the boy behind that mask was, and then he… couldn't do
it.

           
Claus had dashed forward again, his sword at the ready, making a
quick leap towards his opponent with the weapon held high, ready to
cave Lucas's skull in with one fierce strike. Lucas was watching,
but he wasn't as quick as his brother on the draw, and only
realized how little room he had left to avoid just as the sword was
coming down on him.

           
But before the sword was on him and his head was smashed into two,
he could swear… he could swear that time itself seemed to slow
around them. Just before Claus brought his weapon down, everything
seemed to move slowly, allowing him to practically watch his own
demise in every minute detail just as it was about to happen.

           
And then he heard a voice.


           
Lucas…


           
It… it sounded familiar. Like he had only heard it recently,
somewhere. It was a woman's voice: it was very soft and it spoke in
a gentle whisper, the last syllable of his name echoing in his
ears, just before time's flow resumed. Thanks to that sudden break
in the action, he got up the mobility to make a quick step to his
left, forcing the swing of the sword to whiff his side entirely. He
could feel the hairs on his arms raise towards the sword as it
swung by, though - it was entirely too close for
comfort.


           
He backed away from Claus again, quickly glancing along the stone
floor for anyone that had reached out to him. He found Kumatora
first, thinking it was her, but she was still incapacitated - she
had roused herself awake, but she was far too wounded to even move
a muscle, much less call out to him. Besides, it sounded like the
woman was right there, standing right next to him…

           
Claus had heard no woman speak, however, and quickly resumed his
offensive, lunging back at Lucas again with his weapons at the
ready, going in for another horizontal slice at his enemy's
shoulder. Lucas, distracted again, couldn't dodge completely in
time, but still enough to not take the full brunt of the
damage.


           
"Come on, Claus!" he shouted at his brother, trying again. "This
isn't… you're not who you think you are! You're not Porky's shadow,
you're my brother! We lived in Tazmily; our father raised a flock
of sheep in a stable! We collected seashells down by the
beach!"

           
Claus continued to ignore his opponent. He didn't even wonder why
Lucas wasn't fighting back, and why he kept shouting illogical
nonsense the whole time. To him, Lucas was simply a threat that
needed to be neutralized. He answered his adversary's delusional
yelling with a pair of more shots from his cannon, each one hitting
their marks directly.

           
The earlier charms of the razor and the lipstick were losing his
weight with him, as he felt his eye beginning to swell and his
blood beginning to drip from his nose once again. He kept on his
feet, ready to simply take anything else Claus had to throw at
him.

           
With trained finesse, the masked boy began to dash up to Lucas once
again, his sword held at the ready by his side to uppercut his foe.
Lucas was ready to dodge again, but he didn't know how, or when he
could react without Claus reading him like a book.

           
Just as Claus was getting within striking distance, time began to
ease itself once more, and he heard the same gentle, soothing voice
ring in his ears again.


           
Claus…


           
He could feel his heart lighten and patter at the woman's voice. He
could practically envision the woman speaking to them, just by how
she spoke. She sounded very loving and caring, but she was also
deeply concerned, judging from her tone. She wasn't angry or sad or
anything: her voice carried a worried, anxious way about her words,
and it was clear that, wherever she was, she didn't like watching
her boys fighting.

            …
'her' boys?

           
It had been years since he heard her speak to him, but only a day
or so since he had last seen her. For the briefest glimpse, even in
this time's slowed flow, he could see the woman speaking to them in
the distance, standing next to the final Needle, worriedly watching
Claus run up to Lucas with his weapon prepped to finish the fight
in a swing.


           
Lucas could watch each of his running footsteps as they hit the
ground, and how tightly he was holding onto his sword. If Claus
could hear her, he didn't show it at all, but thanks to her
intervention, Lucas at least had the time to read his brother's
attack before he swung, managing to step back just as everything
resumed its normal pace. Claus hadn't expected his enemy to be so
light on his feet, and quickly swung again, simply meeting air once
more.

           
There was little deviation to their current patterns. Claus would
sometimes swing his sword and fire his cannon; Lucas would either
dodge the attacks by the skin of his teeth, or he wouldn't be so
lucky and he'd take the hit. Between every strike, Lucas called out
to his brother, explaining details of their past, to try and jog
his memory, so sure that Porky hadn't destroyed Claus and
had simply locked him away. The matter was simply finding the right
key.

           
A close shot from the cannon stunned Lucas once the blast
dissipated against his chest, leaving a searing, punching pain in
his gut. The masked boy took the chance to continue with his
offense, head-butting his enemy with the thick of his helmet into
his chin, causing Lucas to bite into his own tongue. He cried out
in pain as his mouth quickly flooded with his own blood, but Claus
didn't give him a chance to retreat, and whacked him in the hip
with the fat of his sword.

           
Claus continued to dig into Lucas, landing blow after blow,
determined to end his life and fulfill his great Master Porky's
command to eliminate the opposition and pull the Needle himself
without incident. Again, Lucas's vision was beginning to fade, his
mouth already overflowing from the blood gushing from his tongue
and dripping sheets out of his mouth. He began to fall once Claus
struck him with his left fist, digging between his ribs, and he
reached out, gripping onto his brother's jacket for support. Not
that he really had the strength to keep his grip as he continued to
tumble, with the taste leaving his tongue and the color leaving his
eyes.

           
The last thing Lucas saw was the barrel of Claus's gun, as it
pointed right between his eyes while he stumbled to the ground from
the beating. He could practically see the elements of whatever the
shots the cannon fired were made of as they came together, ready to
fire once again and finish him off, when, again, their mother came
to his rescue.


           
Claus…stop this…


           
Again, Hinawa didn't sound upset over watching her oldest son
brutally kill her youngest; she simply sounded distraught. Like she
knew everything would work itself out in the end, but she couldn't
bear to watch the whole thing unravel before her eyes. In time's
slowed momentum, Lucas watched as every nuance inside the cannon
worked to piece together another blast, its insides glowing blue as
the weapon was very nearly ready to fire. Claus's expression didn't
change at all, but he could hardly tell through the dark visor of
the helmet.


           
You aren't Porky's robot.


           
You're our son!


           
And just then, time sped up again, bringing them both back to
reality - just in time for Lucas to see the shot fire from the
cannon, and miss at point-blank, harmlessly blasting into
the stone beneath them and fizzling out in an instant. Lucas could
barely make out many details through his failing vision, but, with
another tingling feeling in the pocket of his shorts, the only
proof that he was even beaten to such a bloody pulp at all was a
bad taste in his mouth.


           
Lucas was at Claus's mercy, lying flat underneath his feet, even
with the regenerative powers of the Magypsie memento. But, for that
moment, Claus's priority was no longer his enemy. He had heard a
woman speak to him - not through his ears, but, as illogical as it
seemed, inside him. The woman's soft, caring, but worried
voice had captured his attention, and, just then, he had forgotten
all about Lucas and his great Master Porky's command.


           
Had that red-headed woman said it? Was somebody else there, with
him and his equal, as they dueled to the end? His attention was
totally diverted to finding the owner of the voice that had
distracted him, and in his mistake, he felt the surely kick of a
foot against his own chest, strong enough to knock him down to his
knees.

           
Lucas felt awful about having to do that: he loved his brother very
much, and even though Claus was ripping him apart without so much
as a care, he still couldn't help but feel an awful sting of guilt
when all he did was push his attacker off of him. He tried to
rationalize and justify himself for just the one hit; he didn't
know how long Hinawa was going to keep him distracted, and he'd
rather not find himself looking down the barrel of that cannon
again. But, with that kick to Claus's chest, Lucas saw the most
shocking thing the entire fight - something that gave him hope that
his brother was still there, and that Porky's control was beginning
to waver: his expression changed.

           
With his focus entirely on Lucas once more, Claus resumed their
battle, firing more shots from his cannon and swinging more hits
with his sword whenever he got close. "Claus, listen to me," Lucas
tried to say, doing his best to dance between every attack, but he
wasn't trained with such militaristic accuracy as his brother. "You
heard her, right? You heard that woman just now, I know
it." For once, his enemy wasn't talking gibberish, although he
continued to refuse any acknowledgement of his correctness: he was
the enemy, and enemies must be defeated, for his
great Master Porky.

           
"That was our mom, Claus," he continued, and then, almost
reflexively, swallowed. Their mother had been dead for three years,
but, then again, so had Claus. The fact that she was somehow
speaking to them was a little hard to believe, but he knew
his brother had heard her too, so he wasn't crazy: he placed his
trust in their mother with whatever she was doing, wherever she
was. "She loves us, Claus. She wants us to stop. Please, just…
forget about Porky."

           
He was at a loss for exact words, trying to reason what he should
say to his brother to get him to snap out of it. But it was getting
increasingly difficult to form any thought at all between the
constant beatings.


           
Claus had closed the gap between them again, running back up to his
foe with his weapon prepared to slice him apart once more. Lucas
was expecting it, and was ready to duck and dodge away, but, like a
game of chess, the masked boy was reading his opponent two steps
ahead, and instead feigned the attack altogether, opting for a
swift, high quick into Lucas's other eye, immediately bruising it
next. Caught by surprise, he recoiled, yelling out in pain and
reaching up to try and soothe the pain somehow with his hand,
reflexively reaching into himself for a Lifeup, even knowing that
Claus would feel it and stop it right away.

           
Which he did: the moment he felt Lucas's PSI beginning to well up
inside him, he reached forward with his cannon, pointing
point-blank at his rival again, making sure that no distraction
would cause him to miss this time. With whatever his adversary was
using to instantly heal all his wounds, he knew this shot wouldn't
kill him outright, but it would lead up to another attack that
would very nicely.

           
Lucas tumbled over the stone, his clothes singed and smoking from
the attack while he tried to keep himself upright. All of his
senses were firing at once, overloading his perception until he
didn't know which way was up. But, half through determination and
half through luck, he managed to stay on his feet, still clutching
his eye.

           
His vision was rattled; everything he saw came up double, and his
ears were ringing from the shot. But he could still feel, and after
a bit, he felt a very familiar sensation from nearby. It felt like
the PSI he could sense emitting from Kumatora whenever she used it.
He took a chance, opening both his eyes, trying to steady himself
as he looked towards the direction the emanation was coming
from.


           
His mind began to race while Claus took the time to fire. Should he
heal himself? Put up a shield? Counter with his own? Claus would be
too busy concentrating to stop him from doing any of those things,
so it wouldn't be too difficult. However, between the panic of
watching his brother ready another attack that would definitely use
up another memento (at best), and the pain from his entire
body from the last point-blank shot and his throbbing eye, he
couldn't focus long enough to make a choice-

           
"Lucas! Look out!" he heard a voice say, just as Claus fired his
own PK Love. He looked up, toward his brother, and there, standing
between them, was… a silhouette. He couldn't quite make out who it
was through his bleary vision.

           
The person stood between him and Claus, his arms spread wide,
willingly using himself as a shield to stop the fierce attack from
hitting the boy. Suddenly, a brilliant flash of light illuminated
the area, framing around the human shield, and the only other noise
to accompany the loud crashes and explosions of the monstrous
attack was a man's pained shout.


           
He couldn't believe it. His father had caught up to them, and,
selflessly, he jumped between his two quarrelling boys, taking the
whole of the attack for his younger son. His excruciating yell had
lasted as long as the attack had: Flint had never felt anything
like getting hit by a PK Love before. It felt as though he had
fallen face-first into a huge batch of roasted coals. He began to
slouch; his elbows began to bend; and there were streams of smoke
coming from his armpits and his ankles. But he lived up to his
reputation as one of the toughest men in Tazmily by continuing to
stand.

           
Claus had ceased his attack on his foe for the moment, sizing up
the friend of his enemy. As an opponent, he had to respect anybody
or anything that could withstand such a powerful PK Love full-on,
and since he didn't feel any PSI from the man, he couldn't have
known or prepared for it. He was very hardy, although from the sad,
drooping look of his face, he didn't look like he was going to
stand for much longer.


           
"Claus, please remember…I've been looking for you for so long…"


           
There was a moment of stillness between the three of them. Lucas
was far too stunned to form a straight thought: first their mother
had brought herself to their sides, trying to get them to stop, and
then his father arrived out of nowhere, taking the entire PK Love
for him. Flint was staggering on his feet, trying his hardest to
stay standing, to keep his eyes up and on his boy behind the heavy
mask. He knew he was smoldering, but what mattered more to him was
that his older son, the one he had gone into the mountains every
day for the past three years to search for, was right in front of
him - and beating the hell out of his younger son.

           
Claus looked into the man's eyes, searching his memory for any
recollection of the cowboy in front of him and why he might matter
to the situation at hand. But he was drawing a blank: to him, Flint
was just some person that was at the very worst place at the very
worst time. He protected his opponent from his attack. Well, if
this man was so eager to be his pincushion for the sake of his
rival, he would oblige. Claus held nothing back as he let out
another powerful PK Love , this time aiming specifically for the
cowboy instead of the blonde one sitting behind him. Again, Flint
let out a horrible scream of pain, feeling his chest and his legs
practically burst into flame as he took the shot for Lucas once
more. His clothes began to flake off in pieces from the explosion,
leaving his torso bare, exposed to the sheer strength of Claus's
PSI.

           
For Flint, the attack lasted many hours, yet knowing that it was
Lucas he was protecting, he stood there for as long as he could,
until finally, the attack lifted him straight off his feet just as
it ended, flinging him backwards, towards his son.


           
He hit the hard stone with a thud, the momentum carrying him across
the ground, sliding on his back towards Lucas, who quickly crawled
towards him. His skin all over his front - his face, his chest, his
stomach - were all burnt, and his clothes occasionally sizzled and
crackled with dying embers. Lucas wasn't sure what to think, or
what to say: his older brother had just detonated their father. The
situation was getting awfully dire.

           
"L-Lucas," Flint said quietly, reaching towards his boy with a
shaking, smoking hand.

           
"I'm here, dad," he answered, already concentrating on himself for
some PSI. Although his father's wounds were worse than anything he
had ever seen before, he was still going to try his very hardest to
make sure Flint pulled through.

           
Flint had no grip to speak of, but he rested his hand in his son's.
He knew what he wanted to say, but his words kept faltering just as
he was about to say them. He wanted to say he was sorry for the
past three years; he wanted to tell his son that he loved him very
much; he wanted to encourage Lucas, believing that if anybody could
get through to Claus, it would be him. But he said nothing.

           
Lucas did what he could, as quickly as he could, knowing that Claus
wasn't going to be recovering from his own attack for much longer.
Flint didn't look any better, but he had to place his faith in his
PSI - just to be safe, though, he quickly reached into his pocket,
withdrawing another razor and lipstick, placing them gently in his
father's limp hand. "Dad, hold these," he instructed softly,
closing his father's fingers for him. "Don't let them go."

           
He looked back to Claus. He was ready to continue with their
battle, and to fulfill his orders: the older cowboy must have known
what he was getting into, stepping onto the field of battle and
putting himself in harm's way, so he wasn't going to show any
mercy. He took aim with his cannon, pointing just between his rival
and the man, ready to take them both out at once.


           
Bravely, Lucas stood up, returning the favor his father had given
him by openly taking the shot. It wasn't nearly as deadly or
destructive as the PK Love, and even though he was already beaten
and bloody, who he was protecting was more than enough incentive to
get up and brave the blast. It hurt, and it knocked him off his
balance, but at least their dad was safe from the hit.

           
Claus continued on his relentless offensive; it didn't matter to
him what their selfless actions were, just as long as the
blonde-haired one was dead at the end. Although he had to concede
that he was too drained for another incredible PK Love , he had at
least enough left for a smaller one.


           
Lucas couldn't move; he could feel the attack coming, and he knew
it was aimed straight for him, but he couldn't try to dodge out of
the way with his father behind him. The best he could try to do was
put up a shield and brace himself for the impact, but, addled and
hurried, he couldn't piece the shield together in time, and he
wound up taking another hit for his father.

           
This time, though, he couldn't feel the blast as it collided with
him, knocking him back down, flat on his back. With all of his
other injuries, the wave hit him like a train, and, like what had
happened twice before now, his vision began to quickly fade and his
breathing began to slow. Just as he began to feel numb and cold all
over, he faintly felt a tingling sensation in his pocket, and
suddenly, all of his pain had left him once again.


           
The bruise on his eye disappeared, and the burns from all the shots
and from the PSI melted away in an instant. Recharged for the third
time that battle, he quickly got back up to protect his dad again,
standing up to Claus once more. Although he wasn't really certain
how much longer he could do this: even with the mementos rescuing
him from the brink, he didn't know how much longer, mentally, he
could take the pain.

           
"Claus," he tried again. He wasn't having a whole lot of luck
reaching out to his brother, and even their father couldn't get
through to him through that mask. But it was better than just
standing there and taking it. "That was our dad, Claus!" he yelled,
keeping his eye on his brother as he charged back up to him, his
sword by his side once more. "He had spent the last three years
looking for you in the mountains. He looked so hard for you,
Claus." Swiftly, Claus was upon him once again, thrusting the tip
of his sword into Lucas's belly. It wasn't made for thrusting, and
likewise it couldn't cut or pierce, but it hurt all the
same.

           
He nearly hunched over in the pain, but knew that if he did, he'd
just be opening himself to some more strikes. Inevitably, Claus
tried to read his opponent ahead, lowering his shoulder to barge
into Lucas's face when he bent forward, but wound up beating into
nothing when Lucas quickly stepped aside instead.

           
"What about Boney?" he quickly asked, grunting out his words
through his beaten stomach. "What about our dog? You, me, we love
that dog." Lucas pointed to Boney, still lying near-comatose from
the electric shock at the beginning of their fight, though like
Kumatora, he showed signs of life, occasionally twitching, but he
wasn't anywhere near 'okay'. "Do you remember Boney? Remember how
we used to play fetch and go digging for things in the front
yard?"

           
Clearly, though, Claus didn't, and simply kept attacking. Spinning
counter-clockwise, he managed to get his adversary in the teeth
with another high-kick, moving too quickly for Lucas to react.


           
Just as he was beginning to wind back down from his own attack and
follow up with another, their perceptions of time began to slow
once more. Lucas could make out the ruffles of his jacket and the
rotation of his feet as he spun back around, readying his sword for
another swing, as though he was remembering it rather than watching
it. Recognizing the pattern, he was certain it all meant that
Hinawa was about to try and intervene again - thankfully for his
teeth.


           
Claus…


           
You and Lucas are brothers!


           
She only had that much to say, but it was enough: just as soon as
she was done and their time resumed its normal pace, Claus's feet
got tangled up in themselves, and, unprofessionally, he slipped,
falling onto his back. Further giving Lucas hope was that once he
hit the ground, Claus grunted in pain - the first time since they
had met that he had heard the masked boy make any noise at
all.

           
He wasn't about to admit to any weakness, though. That woman's
voice and her trickery with his eyes simply caught him off guard,
that was all. Claus nimbly rolled back, springing back onto his
feet, readying himself for another assault on the still-stunned and
surprised Lucas. They were still within arm's reach of each other,
which Claus was more than willing to exploit, but Hinawa stepped in
a second time right away, before he could fire off another
shot.


           
Can you hear me?


           
You're Claus.


           
Your name is Claus!


           
You're our son!


           
Please…


           
Remember…


           
Lucas…Claus…


           
Claus had his sword drawn, ready to attack Lucas once again, but,
remarkably, he simply stopped mid-attack. He kept his grip tight on
his weapon, and he kept his deadly, emotionless stare at Lucas, but
for some reason, he wasn't attacking. They were standing less than
a few feet apart - Claus could have kept tearing into Lucas if he
simply swung and fired some more, but he simply didn't.

           
Lucas's jaw was in a lot of pain from that last kick. But watching
his brother go from beating him into the ground again and again, to
pausing halfway through his swing, caused him just as much surprise
as he was sure Claus was feeling. They simply stood, watching each
other, and Claus eventually lowered his weapon, gazing into his
rival as a series of memories came flooding into his, and Lucas's,
minds. Were they his own? Or was that woman, wherever she was,
tricking him with hers? The first memory he ever had was receiving
his first order from the great Master Porky, so he doubted the
former… but, he was willing to watch what she had to show.


           


           
"To think that we would be blessed with two children at
once."

           
"Hmm. Somebody up there really likes us, huh? I'll bet they'll
accomplish things together that they couldn't alone."

           
"I'm sure they'll argue a lot, too."

           
"Yeah, well, they're boys. It's a fact of life."

           
"Heh, yeah. And I can see them helping each other out when they
need it."


           
"So, what do we want to name them? Do you have anything in
mind?"

           
"Oh, I was thinking naming this one Bertrand, and this other one
Cornelius. How does that sound to you?"

           
"Absolutely awful, hun."

           
"Well, if you're going to be a critic about it, how about we name
the older one… Claus…… and the younger one Lucas?"

           
"Claus and Lucas? Hmm… it fits them really well. I'm sure they'll
love their names."

           
"And I'm sure we'll mix them up a lot when they get bigger. We'll
probably have to be corrected by our own kids when they're old
enough."

           
"I wouldn't doubt that for a second. What do you want them to grow
up to be? And give me an honest answer this time. Don't try to tell
me you want them to be the village idiots or something."

           
"Aw, you know just how to ruin my fun."

           
"And you're stuck with me."

           
"And I wouldn't have it any other way. But, hmm… well, I guess I
want them to be kind, just like you."


           
"You know flattery will get you everywhere with me."

           
"I like to think I learned my lesson early."

           
"You've been a great student. And in fact, I want them to be kind,
just like you."


           
"All joking aside… that's great. We have a set of goals for our
boys to meet when they grow up."

           
"You know, I just hope that, whatever it is they do and wherever it
is they go in life, they see each other through it to the
end."

           
"Seems like a reasonable request. And I'll be right here, with you,
watching them grow."

           
"And you too, hun."

           
"Claus and Lucas, huh… make us proud."

 


           
At some point during their reminiscing, the others had woken up.
Kumatora was first to pull herself back together, just barely
enough to concentrate and use some PSI on herself, followed by the
others. Flint was revived thanks to the memento Lucas had left him,
leaving him fit as a fiddle, but he knew better than to try and
intervene a second time. Not that there was a lot to intervene
with: for the past few minutes, Lucas and Claus had simply been
standing there, watching each other. Not with any intensity,
either; one was simply looking into the other. Flint couldn't have
begun to guess that they were sharing a special memory with one
another.

           
But, just as suddenly as they entered their trance, they were
brought back out of it. Lucas was first, shaking his head lightly
from his daze, bringing himself back to the present. Claus
continued to stand there, weapons at the ready, watching his
brother behind the visor in his helmet. Lucas knew his brother was
there. She had brought him back. He didn't imagine the memory they
shared just then.


           
Claus stood uneasily before his brother. He felt a heavy weight on
his head, and an exhausted grip in his hands. He looked down,
bringing his two hands up, looking at what he was carrying. In his
dominant left hand, he held some kind of orange baton, gripping
onto it by a steel handle at the base of a long beam of energy. In
his right hand was a heavy steel box, with a rounded opening at the
tip. He could feel his fingers wrapped around a number of gears and
rings, and with every flex, they pulled and resisted while the box
hummed and threatened to burst at any given moment.

           
He remembered where he was, who he was, and what he was. He
remembered his name as Claus, son of Flint and Hinawa of Tazmily
village, brother of Lucas, grandson of Alec. But he remembered the
past three years as well, as Porky's second-in-command; he
remembered being the Pigmask leader, and the things he had done,
and the crimes he had committed not just against his fellow man and
his own family, but against his home as well.

           
And all too clearly, he remembered the past fifteen or twenty
minutes. Lucas's chin was stained with blood when he bit into his
own tongue because of him. His cheek was bruised from a recent
kick, and his clothes were torn, and his skin was dark from burns
he had fired into his own brother. He remembered his father, and
how he had tried to stand between them and reason with his
long-lost son, and how he simply shot the fully-grown crying man
down. Worst of all, he remembered not feeling a thing about
it.

           
He could stop the fight right then and there. He could put down his
weapons and take off his mask. He could rejoin his brother and his
father, and they could go back to the home he hadn't seen in three
long years. But could he really, knowing what he was
responsible for?

           
Lucas had made no movement to try and reach out to his brother
again after their reminiscing. He was confident his brother had
come back to them, and that he was no longer Porky's robot. Claus
was grateful beyond words for his brother's understanding, and he
was sure that if he asked, Lucas would have forgiven him for
everything… but he just didn't know if he could forgive
himself.

           
He attacked Lucas again.


           
He wasn't sure why. Maybe to stall for time so he could come to an
understanding with himself. Maybe because they were supposed to be
fighting anyway, even knowing that they really had no reason to
anymore. Whatever the case, though, with his grip loose on his
sword, he swung at Lucas, hitting him on the shoulder.


           
It wasn't so much a strike as it was a tap, though. It confused
Lucas: he knew it was his brother that was attacking him now, not
the masked boy that worked for Porky, and yet he kept trying to
continue their battle, for whatever reason. He could see the quiver
on Claus's bottom lip, and he could see the hesitation and the
shivering in his body as he barely made the swing at all. He
clearly wasn't interested in the fight at all.

           
"Hit me back," Claus pleaded silently, just barely above a whisper
and just barely loud enough for Lucas to hear. He wasn't positive
that he had heard what he thought he heard, and he simply stood
there while Claus whacked him again with the baton, not even hard
enough to push him off-balance. "Please," Claus said, louder, but
still softly. "Just hit me back."

           
The whole fight, he ever broke his promise to not attack his
brother a single time, to get Claus away before he could have
really died. He was happier than he could say that Claus was Claus
again, and that they had beaten Porky's hold over his brother, but
now his conflicted brother was still trying to fight him, albeit
gently, and he was begging for Lucas to fight back.

           
What could he have done?


           
Shutting his eyes as tightly as he could, he balled his right hand
into a fist, taking a pathetic swing at Claus. If he couldn't see
it, then he hoped he'd be able to forgive himself for any hit he
managed to make. He counted himself lucky when he missed, but he
also felt sorry, because he hadn't done what his brother had asked
him to do.

           
Claus frequently paused in between strikes, looking hard at his
brother. He hadn't seen a mirror in such a long time, on Porky's
orders, afraid that if he had seen himself, it might remind him of
his humanity. Lucas looked so much more defined after three years.
He had a much fuller head of hair, and his jaw was more defined,
and his fingers weren't the fat, stubby little things he remembered
them to be. They were identical twins, and to look at Lucas and how
he had grown, and how he had looked so different from three years
ago, was like seeing himself for the first time in his life.


           
Lucas kept up his own 'assault' on Claus, fighting back against his
brother without any of the ferocity he knew he was capable of,
thanks to Porky. If his eyes weren't shut, they were looking away -
towards the Needle, or his friends, or to the rocky ceiling above,
or to the black stone below, but anywhere than not having
to watch himself fight his brother. Inevitably, one of his stray
fists managed to connect softly in Claus's chest, not even hard
enough to knock the wind out of him, but hard enough to tear Lucas
apart.


           
They continued with their back-and-forth, trading blows one after
the other in front of their audience. Lucas was confused and
despondent over why his brother would ask him to do this, and more
often than actually fighting back, he would simply stand there.


           
Likewise, Claus had a lot on his mind. He had a lot to answer for,
he knew. He had done so much, and now, beyond his own reasoning, he
was still there, fighting his brother. Hardly to death, like he had
been just a few minutes ago, but the fact that he couldn't put down
his weapons for some reason was wracking at his heart. He often
took to Lucas's strategy of throwing his senses to the wind, trying
to spare himself the guilt of having to beat up his twin
brother.


           
For one final moment, time seemed to slow for them again. It wasn't
an opportune moment for Lucas: Claus was not in the middle of an
attack, and he wasn't about to miss with another lethal blow or
anything. Hinawa had simply caught them in between blows, where he
and his brother would simply look at each other, trying to
appreciate having found their other half after so long.


           
Claus…


           
Claus…Claus…


           
Come to you mother…


           
You must be tired…


           
Come here, Claus…


           
Hinawa sounded relieved. She sounded proud about her two boys, and,
like they had always known her, she sounded gentle and motherly.
Lucas's long journey had come to its end, and Claus was himself
again. There was nothing they needed to be upset about any longer.
Although… her choice of words confused Lucas.

           
Claus looked around on the spot. He and Lucas were in some dank
cave, hundreds of feet below the surface. Behind him was the final
Needle, its lustrous glow the only light source for them to battle
in. In front of him was his dear brother Lucas, himself. Behind
Lucas was his beaten, half-naked father Flint, his clothes torn to
shreds from earlier. He looked so relieved over finally having
found his boy after so long. Next to his father was their dog -
Lucas was right. He loved that dog. Boney was the second-best
friend he could have asked for, next to Lucas. And next to Boney
was Duster, the village thief, and some girl he had never seen
before; odd choice of company, but if they were close friends of
Lucas, then they were his close friends, too.


           
"That was mom, wasn't it?" he asked quietly, searching for their
mother. He had just heard her speak to him. There was no mistaking
it: their mother had spoken directly to them, but she wasn't
anywhere nearby.

           
Lucas's heart leapt into his throat when he heard his brother
speak, without asking him to fight. His brother had really come
back to him. "Yeah," he managed to squeak, trying to meet Claus's
eyes behind that visor on his mask.

           
But Claus was beginning to grow confused. "Where is she?"

           
If Claus had forgotten about the one event that had brought every
single thing that had happened for the past three years around…
Lucas honestly couldn't blame him. There were some days when he
liked to forget that their mother had never left them, and that
their father hadn't become so self-destructive over his grief, and
that his brother hadn't disappeared off the face of the earth.
"She's," he choked, looking to Claus's visor, trying to find his
eyes through its dark tint. "She's… not here. She's gone."

           
Claus didn't need any clarification. Whether he knew the answer all
along and he just didn't want to believe it or not, Lucas couldn't
tell. Once his brother gave him the honest truth, he finally
managed to drop both his weapons. His sword fell out of his hands,
the energy making the blade dissipating once it hit the ground, and
his cannon smashed against the stone with a heavy thud. With his
hands free, he reached up to his helmet, quietly working some of
its knobs and gears, and suddenly, it gave out a loud hiss of steam
as it let go of his skull, allowing him to easily lift it off his
head.

           
For Lucas…


            …
they were whole again.

           
He looked just like Lucas had remembered him. They shared a similar
cowlick in their hair that wouldn't come out, no matter how hard
they washed. His hair was the same fiery red, having grown out
quite a bit since he had last seen him. Their complexion was
similar, down to the dimples in their smiles. They had the same
colored eyes, and the same body build, and their teeth were just as
healthy.

           
Claus felt the same sense of belonging and brotherly love Lucas
was. He had no idea what he was missing the past three years, and
in fact he believed he was missing nothing at all, but regardless,
after having found it again, there, in that cave, he found his
familial placement as Lucas's brother and Flint's son once
again.

           
But, this whole time, he was still heavily wrestling with what he
had done when he was with Porky. The animals, and the people, he
had tortured, and the habitats he had willfully destroyed. He had
very nearly brought about the end of the world, all for, and
because of, Porky. At first, their mother's words had confused him
as well, but as he thought more and more about it, he began to
realize what she had meant. She wanted Claus to go to her.


           
Lucas's heart raced when he saw his brother go through the same
motions he had seen three times before. Each time, Claus ended by
striking him dead-center with a powerful lightning bolt. At first,
he didn't know what was happening: he immediately jumped to the
conclusion that Claus was trying to attack him again. But then he
remembered the Franklin Badge, still dutifully pinned to his shirt
- there was no way Claus would make the same mistake a third time,
so he was willingly firing an absurdly powerful bolt of
lightning towards him, just so it would be reflected back.

           
He immediately reached for the badge, intent on ripping it off and
tossing it away. He wasn't in terrific shape, but he still had a
Magypsie memento or two. He could survive the hit. He had just
found his brother again, after three years, please, don't let him
do this, don't take him away again, they had just become a family
once more, don't—


           
Before he could get his hand over the brass of the badge, the
lightning arced powerfully through the air from Claus's hands,
aiming straight for Lucas before diverting towards the Franklin
Badge at the last second. Like twice before, he felt the recoil
from the hit, but not any actual pain. He staggered back from the
strike as he was forced to watch the lightning bounce back,
covering his brother from head to toe.

           
Claus didn't yell out in pain from the hit, but the pained look on
his face was all Lucas needed to see.


           
The lightning bolt didn't prove immediately fatal, but no amount of
Lifeups was going to save him. Lucas could give him one of the
remaining mementos, and in fact he desperately wanted to,
but he knew Claus would just do it over again and again if he
needed to. He didn't understand why he had done what he did, or why
their mother had told him to, and he wasn't sure he wanted
to understand, but, as Claus painfully staggered towards his twin
brother, he had to trust in their decisions.

           
With short, heavy steps, Claus stuttered his way towards his
brother, quickly opening his arms and embracing him the moment they
were close enough. Lucas could feel the static cling of his
brother's hair and his clothes once they hugged, and he could feel
the natural warmth of his skin against his body. He could feel his
brother wrap his arms and hands around his back, pulling him
tighter, and he could smell Claus's scent, unforgettable and unique
after three long years. They had reunited after so long, and it was
already time to say goodbye.

           
"I'm sorry it turned out like this." Claus's words were broken and
quiet; as he slowly slipped off his feet and laid on his back, even
Lucas had to lean in closer to actually hear what he was saying.
"I'm really happy you could be with me just before the end,
Lucas."

           
Although he was quiet and he was having difficulty speaking, he
sounded so casual about it. Like him dying in his brother's arms
after a three year absence was no big deal. "Yeah," Lucas replied,
his own voice cracking. "I'm glad to see you too, Claus."

           
"Thanks." They were quickly joined by the others, each gathering
around Claus in his final moments. Duster and Kumatora paid their
respects from a distance, letting the family their time alone.
Flint knelt on his knees at his boy's head, and Boney quickly
stepped up to Claus's side, his tail wagging to try and cheer Claus
up, and over smelling that familiar smell again after so long, but
he understood the meaning of the scenario. "Dad," he said, reaching
up with a hand to his father. "I'm sorry I didn't listen to
you."

           
Flint gently took his boy's hand in his own. He held back his
tears. He didn't want his boy to see him sad just before he left.
He had to be strong for Claus, and Lucas. "It was a while ago," he
finally managed to answer. "It's okay."

           
Claus looked over his family. He was so happy to be with everyone
again. He had lost them for so long, and here they were. They were
a family once more.


           
"I'm going where Mom is now. I hope," he coughed. It was nearly
time. "We meet again someday, Lucas." His eyes began to glaze over,
and his grip in his father's hand was faltering. "Thank you for
everything, man. I couldn't have done it without you." Lucas said
nothing - it wasn't something he needed to reply to. He just
continued to hold his brother in his arms, watching Claus breathe
his last, miles away from home. "I'm… I'm sorry."

           
"I love you," Lucas quickly said. He needed his brother to hear it
before he left.

           
"I love you too."

           
Then he was gone.


           
His brother passed away in the light of the final Needle, someplace
far away from home, surrounded by his loved ones. Claus was only as
old as he was, and not only did he have to watch his brother die,
he had to hold him as he did. He was thinking surprisingly few
thoughts. Not about the Needle, or the Magypsies, or Porky, or
saving the world. Just about his brother.

           
Flint wasn't taking it any easier than Lucas. He had to watch his
son pass away, right before his eyes. He had been denying the truth
for three years, and when it finally came true, he had to witness
its finality in person. He was told that the greatest tragedy in
life was outliving your children, and just as Alec had experienced
before him, his heart was torn apart, seeing his sleeping boy lying
there on the cold obsidian, in the clothes the Pigmasks had dressed
him in. But he still had a son to look after.


           
"Lucas…Thank you. Claus was just hasty, that's all. You'll forgive
him, won't you?" Lucas didn't answer - he was in a far-off place at
the moment. He was focused entirely on Claus, and so far as Flint
could tell, his words had gone in one ear and completely out of the
other.

           
"He's my brother," Lucas uttered softly, to Flint's surprise, and
then he said nothing more. Flint took that to mean that he
would.

           
"This is it, Lucas," he continued, standing back up. "Claus
wouldn't pull the Needle, so you could. The time has come for you
to pull the Dragon's last Needle. Are you ready?" Lucas looked up
at his father. The pain and hesitation were clearly evident in his
eyes. "I'm not being insensitive. I hope I'm not, anyway. But
Hinawa and Claus have entrusted fate entirely to you. They want you
to bring the world around with the Dark Dragon - they want you to
turn this place into the paradise it's meant to be."

           
Lucas couldn't help but think about Porky, of all people. It was
Porky that had brought them to where they were to begin with. Porky
saw the perfection of the Nowhere Islands and aspired to taint it
and turn it into something it wasn't. It was because of Porky that
he had lost his family.

           
But at the same time, he knew his father was right. His mother
loved and believed in him, even now. His brother had shown him the
greatest trust a brother could have in another, be ensuring that it
would absolutely be Lucas that pulled the Needle and fulfill the
promises he had made to the world by turning it into something
great. Could he pull the Needle, knowing the darkness he had in him
for Porky Minch? Could he risk everything he ever knew and everyone
he ever loved by pulling that Needle?


           
"Believe in yourself, and pull that final Needle. Nothing needs to
be sealed away anymore. Let's make the Dark Dragon sealed
underground our new friend."

           
Friends. He looked to Duster and to Kumatora. They didn't have to
follow him all over the planet, in search of some shiny sticks in
the ground protected by some magical transvestites. But they did,
because they trusted him, and they believed in him. They both
smiled to him warmly, stepping aside for Lucas, giving him an
unobstructed path to the Needle. "Pass your heart onto the Dragon!"
insisted Flint, trying to rouse whatever courage Lucas had left.
"Pray to it from the bottom of your heart. Ask it to protect all
life in this world. I believe in you, Lucas."

           
"I believe in you, Lucas," echoed Duster. "I've followed you here,
and I'll follow you and the Dragon, wherever they take us."

           
"I believe in you, Lucas," said Kumatora warmly. "It's been a
slice. You're a great kid, and if anyone can convince that Dragon
to rescue our world, it's you, no doubt."


           
"Now go. The Dragon is waiting to wake up." Flint said.


           
Between their praises and their reassurance, Lucas didn't need to
be doubtful. Ever since the beginning, he had worked to this very
spot, with his friends, to do exactly what he was about to do.
Porky was gone. He didn't need to feel any more hate.


           
All eyes were on him as he rested his hands on the tip of the final
Needle. He could feel the energy emanating from all around him:
from the Needle; from under the ground; and from his friends and
family, supporting him in his very final objective. He knew Claus
and his mother Hinawa were there, with him, ready to pull the final
Needle with him and welcome the dawn of a new world with the Dark
Dragon.


           
He was ready.

 

THE END
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