Part One: From Out the Heart of Shadow
Chapter One: The Autumn Festival
The existence of humankind in the Plitian plane was one of particular interest during the Fourth Epoch of our world. By now, of course, the proliferation of the race has become an entirely overlooked addendum to the multitude of intelligent life. The accomplishments of Man have neither exceeded nor shamed when compared evenly with those of other sentient races, although two specific humans are still widely referred to as the Heroes of Plit. Whether the term is appropriate or not is left entirely to the coming generations of...
Rakian Pelorot, Fifth Epoch Historian
1.

It was midmorning in the latter days of the summer season, and the last of the warm weather was pushing through mildly. While the wind and the air were full of the scent of the changing leaves, the green grasses were darkening to a muddy brown. Everywhere could be felt the chill edge of the approaching autumn and the lifting of an invisible weight from the shoulders of everyone who lived in the Mushroom Village.

The departure of one season and the arrival of the next were commonplace in a world as old as the bones it buries, but for some odd reason, this time of change was different from all the rest. A Mushroomer out for a nightly stroll could feel the effects of a turning grave and a rising ghost on the tips of his fingers and toes. Each gust of wind felt a little more bitter and a little less inviting than the year before, and twice the year before that, and multiplied doubly on down the years for as long as anyone alive could remember.

It all boiled down to an unseen omen, a prickling sense of wrongness that whispers caution on all the standing hairs of a body in fear. In the manner of caution, however, the omen was avoided, unspoken of, and swept under the rug by the brooms of a million houses. There it lay indefinitely, gathering dust and dirt, festering and waiting quietly for the day it could roll out, blow up a flight of stairs, and put its claws upon a rocking cradle.

Despite their foreboding intuition, the people of the Mushroom Village embraced the annual harvest with wheelbarrows and crates stacked to the brim with fresh fruits and vegetables. Preparations for the Autumn Festival were underway, after all, and everyone who was anybody was expected to show up. The entire event would provide a week of labor-free enjoyment and merrymaking, including a dance and dinner hosted by Princess Peach, herself, on the last night of festivities. In addition, rumors were being spread that the whole ordeal would be topped off by a spectacular fireworks display imported from Moleville, a town traditionally famous for its pyrotechnics.

It was on that very day so many years ago that two particularly gossipy Mushroomers were discussing the possibility of a rainstorm.

“Nonsense!” said the local tavern owner. A leather apron was tied loosely around his ample waist as he leaned across the bar table. He never really cared for drifters, especially when they made a habit out of disagreeing with him. “The Autumn Festival hasn’t been rained out in seventy years. Besides,” he said, quietly, “it would take an awful lot of rain to dampen the excitement this year. Everyone’s looking forward to the fireworks.”

The Mushroomer in contention sat on a short stool opposite from the owner, one hand digging around in his vest. In a fluid motion, Russ T. of Toad Town drew out a pipe, stuck it in his mouth, and lit it. Smoke columns trailed from the burning tip. “See here, young sir,” he said between puffs, “fireworks don’t do so well in wet weather. Can’t keep them burning brightly, you know. They just won’t take off. Furthermore, I’m not speaking of any ordinary rainstorm.”

“Is that so?” asked the owner in mock interest. He huffed indignantly and straightened his back out. “What sort of rainstorm are you talking about, then, if you don’t mind me asking?”

“Don’t mind at all,” said Russ T. and drew a long breath on the pipe. “What I’m talking about is a thunderstorm, and, if you can believe it, an unnatural one.”

“I don’t believe it,” the tavern man said matter-of-factly. “You drifters are all alike, crazy as a rocket!”

“Actually, I’m the most learned man you’re likely to meet during the entire festival, if I do say so myself,” the older Mushroomer said proudly. “I’ve spent my whole live seeking out knowledge and absorbing it like a sponge.”

“You’re definitely odd, if nothing else,” the owner said, while cleaning out a drinking glass. “Alright, let’s say you’re speaking the truth about the unnatural part. So tell me, what’s going to be so unusual about it?”

Russ T. methodically emptied the top of his pipe, deliberately dragging out the suspense. “Since you’re so keen on knowing, I suppose I shall.” He looked around, once, twice, three times, and stopped. “Someone is going to intentionally create the storm, and that’s the Stars’ honest truth!”

The tavern owner rolled his eyes knowingly and placed the glass on a rack above his head. “Make a thunderstorm, eh? You mean, like, all by himself?”

“Intentionally,” Russ T. reiterated, nodding his head. “It’ll be the biggest and most deadly storm to hit these parts in two-hundred years.”

“I give up,” said the tavern man and grabbed another glass. “Tell me what you know about it.”

“Well,” began Russ T., scratching his mushroom cap. “As well as I can remember, the tales of a monstrous storm every two centuries in this region have been told as far back as our records exist. I’ve been counting up the years, one by one, and in this very year, during this very month, it’s due to blow in.”

“Sounds like a bunch of mystic hocus pocus to me,” said the rotund Mushroomer disdainfully. “Besides, it could still be natural.”

“Ah! But that is where you are wrong,” exclaimed Russ T., emptying the rest of his pipe and placing it back in his vest. “I’ve studied the weather patterns, as well, and there is no possible way that a storm of that magnitude could just appear out of the clear blue sky. Someone, or, more likely, something is going to cause it.”

“Well, it’s been interesting,” said the bartender, “but I’m afraid it’s closing time. So, if you don’t mind, I’ll be cleaning up.”

“Won’t do you any good,” said Russ T. and winked. “This place will be torn down faster than you can hope to stop it.”

With that, the eccentric Mushroomer turned and left. On his way out, he bumped into the spitting image of himself. The other Russ T. apologized and moved quickly in, ignoring the passerby. “Strangest thing,” he mumbled.

“What’s that?” the tavern owner asked and looked up. “Hey, I told you we were closing!”

“I thought I just ran into myself,” said Russ T., distantly, looking behind him and hearing only the sound of a diminishing laughter.

2.

The sun was rising pleasantly on the first day of the Autumn Festival. Bits of glimmer and gold from the planet’s only star angled in through the bedroom window of the house of the Mario Brothers. Dust specks floated visibly within the rays of sunshine, and presently, the brother called Mario was snoring rather loudly. As a result, his twin brother Luigi, the younger by three minutes, was having a terrible time trying to catch a few extra minutes of rest.

Frustrated, the man in the green pajamas gave the bunk above him a rough kick. There was a startled noise, followed by a precious silence, and then the snoring returned, growing in intensity. Resigned to an inability to get back to sleep, Luigi slid out of his lower bunk and, without a moment’s hesitation, pulled Mario onto the floor.

“Mama mia!” came the strangled reply. The slightly rounder man in the red pajamas looked around excitedly, trying to pinpoint the source of his discomfort. “What’s the matter with you, Luigi? You could’ve broken my back!”

“Oh, yes?” asked Luigi, calmly flattening his quilt. “Well, you should have heard yourself. I can see the headline: Obese Plumber Breaks the Sound Barrier With His Incessant Snoring!”

Mario’s face flushed red. “Sorry about-a that. Perhaps you could be a little less—er—direct next time?”

“I’ll think about it,” said Luigi, putting on his signature blue shirt and green overalls. He combed his hair, grimaced at the results, and put his hat on, instead. “Hurry up and get dressed. If we miss the opening ceremonies, the Princess will never let us hear the end of it.”

“Speaking of the Princess,” Mario said, while trying to locate his hat and complete the blue and red ensemble, “she’s going to save the last dance at the closing ceremonies for me.”

“Only one problem,” said Luigi smugly. “You don’t know how to dance. Sure, you could try, but I’m afraid Peach would be crippled for life.”

“I’ll practice with a broom or something,” said Mario, his voice a dull growl. “I’m a lot more sophisticated than you think I am.”

“Undoubtedly,” said Luigi. He headed for the door and opened it. “Just remember to keep your eyes peeled for any of Bowser’s party-crashing attempts. He’s never been brave enough to disrupt the Autumn Festival before, what with all the tightened security, but we can never be too careful.”

“Don’t remind me,” said Mario, and stepped through. The early morning air was full of fog from the nearby pond, and a light chill sent shivers through both of the brothers. Faintly, the sound of a clear and resonant humming could be heard coming down the dusty dirt road that forked off from their house. “Do you hear that?”

“What?” said Luigi, tuning his ears. Yes, there was definitely something making a noise. “Sounds like someone humming a song. A Mushroomer?”

“Well, of course it’s a Mushroomer,” Mario said jokingly. “Yeah, that squeaking can be told apart from a Koopa’s chortling any day of the week. It’s kind of worn, too, maybe an old guy.”

“I’m not that old!” said Russ T., his small silhouette stepping suddenly through a blanket of fog. He broke off the humming. “I never did learn how to whistle: a crying shame, really.”

“Nice to see you,” said Mario, and shook the elderly Mushroomer’s hand. It felt a little cold, but the temperature was dropping, after all. “I guess you came to join in the festivities, but, still, that wouldn’t account for you walking in this direction. Where are you off to this morning?”

“Back to Toad Town,” said the Mushroomer, and hugged himself warmly. “This high altitude isn’t doing too well for my old bones. It’s given me a cold, already. I might be back later in the week, though, if it warms up a bit.”

“Sorry to hear it,” said Luigi. “The fireworks display should be magnificent, a real spectacle for the eyes.”

“I don’t doubt it,” replied the Mushroomer, “but there’s talk around the Mushroom Village that a storm’s blowing in. I heard it from a bartender,” his eyes seemed to twinkle, “who seemed very convinced on the matter.”

Luigi glanced briefly at his chronometer and said, “I apologize for chatting and running off, but we’re very nearly late for the opening ceremonies. I hope you understand.”

“Yes, yes, go ahead,” said Russ T., and coughed lightly. “I must be getting on my way, as well. Why don’t you two stop by the next time you’re in town? I’ve got copies of the photos Kolorado brought back from his latest expedition. From the Jade Jungle, you know.”

“Mario’s been there,” said Luigi, “but yes, I wouldn’t mind taking a look at them. We’ll see you then!”

“I’m looking forward to it,” said Russ T., smiled, and continued on his way. The brittle humming resumed.

“He didn’t seem very sick,” said Mario, “though his hands were certainly colder than they ought to have been.”

“Yeah,” agreed Luigi, thinking of something else. He dismissed it as paranoia, though, and matched his pace with Mario’s as they both headed towards the Mushroom Village.

In the swaying branches of a nearby oak, an ebony bird squawked irritably. Its eyes glowed darkly, malignly, and it flew off without so much as a flutter. Left behind was a single black feather that shriveled into a clump of ash before being consumed in a shadowy flame. Meanwhile, on down the road, the mirror image of Russ T. began to quicken its pace.

3.

If there were only one thing about the Autumn Festival for everyone to look forward to, it would have to have been the many tables of local and exotic foods. There were cloud candy confections from Nimbus Land , mineral-enriched vegetables from Moleville, mushroom delicacies from Rose Town, and oceanic platters from Seaside Town —all combined with the indigenous flavor to form a feast fit for any king.

Only one thing was missing: the fifteen-layer festival cake.

“Mon dieu!” exclaimed Chef Torte, the most desired culinary master in the Mushroom Kingdom . “If zhis cake ist not perfect, zhen zey might choose Tayce T. next time instead of moi. Vhat a disaster zhat vould be!”

The troubled Terrapin’s apprentice, dutifully named the Apprentice, tried valiantly to assuage his master’s worrying. “It’ll work out fine. You see,” he said, holding up a bowl of dark goop, “I’ve already prepared the chocolate icing.”

“Chocolate!” Chef Torte exploded. “I told you, the Princess vants peach icing. Peach icing, you fool! Aggh!”

The disgruntled chef grabbed a pan and whacked the bowl of frosting across the grand kitchen of the Royal Mushroom Castle. Unappeased, he then proceeded to beat the poor Apprentice into unconsciousness. “Now ist no time to go to sleepy lands! Ve must start all oveir. All oveir, moi says!” He looked down and prodded the Apprentice with his foot. “Fine, just lie zhere, like a sleeping dog. Zhat’s right, you’re a dog! Make voofing sounds, you crazy canine idiot-head!”

“Ahem,” the kitchen attendant coughed lightly into his fist. “The Princess asked me to check on the cake’s progress, but I see you two have things well under control.” He stepped over a puddle of cooking oil splattered here and there with bits of baking soda. “If you don’t mind my asking, what part exactly of the cake preparation involves these obscure tribal dances?”

“Zhis part!” Chef Torte roared, and hurled a handful of wooden spoons across the room at the attendant. Without so much as an “Oh, dear!” the Mushroomer scurried out of the kitchen and into the ballroom, which, by then, was filled with the sounds of a stirring bagatelle at an even allegro.

In a wash of a white-hot anger, Chef Torte swept the length of a counter free of cooking debris, knocking pots, pans, and other various items crashing and clanging to the floor. Mumbling in a rough vernacular, he pulled his Apprentice from the wreckage and slapped him awake. “Listen to me, you fool! Vake up!”

“I’m awake,” the barely conscious Terrapin managed, spitting up a tooth. “What happened? I was having the most wonderful dream . . .”

“Enough of zhese crazy dreams of yours! I have important news zhat everyone—vhich means you—needs to hear.”

“What about?” the Apprentice asked, looking around with a dazed look on his face. “By the way, how did we get here?”

Chef Torte ignored the last question and answered the earlier one. “It’s about time ve go on strike! Again!”

“I’m tired of that game,” said the Apprentice, adopting a slight whine. “Let’s play hopscotch, instead.”

“I’ll give you hopscotch!” Chef Torte said and whipped out a croquet mallet. Just as he was about to bring the illogically chosen weapon down hard upon the cringing Apprentice’s head, though, he stopped, allowing a devious grin to run across his face. “Vait, no, scratch zhat! And sniff it, as vell! Moi has a much betteir idea.”

“I’m afraid to ask,” said the Apprentice, covertly searching for a way to escape. “Please, don’t hurt me.”

“If zhey vant a cake, ve’ll give zhem vone.” Chef Torte pulled out a vial of some golden liquid, bubbling actively under a moist cork. “I picked up zhis little potion in my journeys to Sarasaland nearly a decade ago. It creates an addiction, if you like, in zhe eater of your prepared meal. I vas going to save it for a special occasion, but vhat vider audience could ve get zhan zhe whole freakin’ Autumn Festival? It ist flawless!”

“The potion or your evil plan, sir?”

“Boz, you fool!” Chef Torte proclaimed, turning about face. “Now, follow moi to zhe batter. Ve haf verk to do!”

4.

Princess Toadstool, the ruler of the Mushroom Kingdom in all but name, sat down wearily in an ornate throne at the end of the Convocation Hall. Vibrant stained glass windows with etched figures of past kings sparkled dimly in the early morning, casting images of majestic royalty across the carpets of the long and intimidating room.

Standing in the position of audience with his hands clasped tightly at the small of his back was a diplomatic economist from the Sarasaland Consortium. Staunchly Mushroomer, the only differences inherent in Sarasalian citizens were their greater heights and defined facial features. In addition, most of the males sported intricately grown mustaches, an art of pride that Mario and Luigi often identified with.

The Princess spared a passing glance at a leaf of summary papers held in the spread of her lap before directing her gaze back to the rigid man below. “I was impressed with the thoroughness of your report, Master Brego. It was a pleasant surprise after the apparently uncaring manner of the last one.”

“A report not written by me, I assure you,” the Mushroomer replied, taking the moment of praise to bow imperceptibly. “It pleases me, though, to satisfy Your Highness.”

“Unfortunately,” Peach said, planting the word before the man could rise again, “I am still unclear as to the benefits of this trade agreement. As much as I would enjoy resuming our former familiarity, I cannot keep from remembering the recent embargo of your ports. To reopen them now, after years of isolation, and expect everything to be well is highly presumptuous. You, of all people, should understand my reluctance.”

The unbreakable economist brought his hands out peacefully. “Princess Toadstool, you must recognize the changing of the times. Our government has recently converted from an absolute monarchy to a fully functional democracy. We might not adopt the Parliamentary predilections of your own system, but, under new leadership, we are attempting to show a more accepting policy of international relations. We do not presume that you would trust our government, but our people, instead, and their collective will to reach out to other countries.”

“Nevertheless, the members of Parliament and their constituents are at odds over the matter,” the Princess said amicably, leaning back. “At any other time of year, I would be glad to convene immediately, but the Autumn Festival begins within the hour, and we simply do not have the time. Perhaps you could stay until it is over and—”

“That will not do,” the Mushroomer said brusquely, his earlier mood abandoned. “I am under strict orders to return before the end of the week, and as you know, remaining here, however much that would suit me, is not an option. The Senate will be displeased, but we all have our priorities, I suppose.”

“Again, I am sorry,” said the Princess, signaling for the guards at the end of the room to open the massive entryway. “Let this not awaken any further animosities between us.”

The economist bowed respectfully and walked briskly out of the room. The doors slammed behind him, closing the castle once more in a dusty darkness. Princess Toadstool descended from her throne and crossed her arms deliberatively. No matter how appealing Brego’s testaments were, something still was not right. It lingered on the edge of her mind, a marked line of doubt that stretched on interminably without meaning.

“You are troubled by something,” came a soft, carefully measured voice from behind the throne. The Chancellor of The Mushroom Kingdom, a wise and dying man, hobbled into view on a marble cane. “Your decision was the right one. That man cannot be trusted, I think.”

“At least we agree on the matter,” said the Princess, smiling. “You should be resting, Chancellor. The physician says—”

“Posh! That quack knows nothing. True, it might just be the old-man syndrome, a withering body not wishing to give up, but I’m not out of the race just yet. You still need me, believe it or not.”

“I know that more than anything,” said Peach, suddenly tired. “I shall have to leave for the opening ceremony in a few moments. What’s on your mind?”

“The parallel of your own worries, predictably,” said the Mushroomer, leaning against the throne. It used to be his constant position and was undeniably a comfort to him now. “I wonder why you did not mention the mysterious lack of communication with the former Princess Daisy. She aided in the transfer of power from her corrupt father to the new Senate, but signature was not on those documents.

“Again, he would have presented the plea to trust in the people and their change of heart. Still, I suspect, even if in secret, something duplicitous is in the works of the new Sarasalian government.”

The Chancellor nodded sagaciously. “Should we wait, then, to allow her a chance to be heard? If Daisy has been the victim of an uprising, delaying offensive maneuvers will only worsen the predicament.”

“An obvious obstacle,” the Princess mused, nodding her head. “Hopefully the answer will come to me after the festivities. I only ask for a week of leisure. Why is it so hard to accept?”

“The curse of leadership, my dear,” said the Chancellor, his voice a dull whisper. He was never so serious. “Just remember, nothing lasts forever.”

“Is that a burden or a promise?” asked Peach, not exactly with humor.

“It is whatever you make of it,” responded the Chancellor matter-of-factly, and stumbled off into shadow. A door creaked and shut somewhere in the distance. Outside, the sounds of the Festival could be heard clear and ringing.

What will I make of it?
5.

The Magikoopa Kamek sat cross-legged atop a recently constructed tower while overseeing the fortification of Castle Koopa’s new artillery summits. Glistening beads of sweat covered the bodies of the countless Goombas, scurrying across narrow board planks to deliver tools to the Koopa engineers and builders. Once and awhile, a frantic worker would stumble in the late summer heat, waver precariously close to an edge, and then topple over. The following screams were cut off abruptly a few seconds after.

Presently, though, Kamek was watching the distant surf of the Vista Sea , feeling each furl of briny water as it crashed against the beaches. Instead of enjoying one of the many wonders of existence, though, the Magikoopa was analyzing the smell of the tide, measuring the velocity and potency of a storm yet unformed. He was certain that it was going to be the most deadly he had ever seen.

An engineer scrabbled against the sloping roof of the tower, standing up to address him. “Lord Kamek, the deliveries from Booster’s Tower have yet to arrive. We cannot fit the artillery holders until we receive the measurements for the cannon bases.”

Kamek waved away the Koopa’s concern with his hand. “They will come, sooner than later if Booster knows what’s good for him. King Bowser will not tolerate that maniac’s laziness much longer.”

Still, the engineer refused to leave. “Begging your pardon, mi’lord, but that’s just it. King Bowser, sir, he wants an explanation for the delay of the construction, and he wants it directly from you. He demands you meet him as soon as possible in the Dining Hall.”

Worry, Kamek thought. The messenger was distraught, probably afraid for his life. Bowser is angrier than usual. If he’s eating, perhaps that will direct some of the viciousness away from me. Either way, I’ll have to be on my guard.
“Do not bother sending a correspondence. I shall leave immediately. You,” he designated, “are in charge. I want everything except that which requires possession of the cannons done before nightfall.”

“Yes, sir!” the engineer saluted and worked his way carefully back down the rooftop.

Kamek waved his wand, looking on approvingly as a cluster of clouds joined in the classic cumulus formation around his legs. He controlled the feather-light vehicle as it carried him lower, floating downward until he reached the balcony entrance of his private chambers. Straightening his blue-pointed hat, Kamek stepped from the cloud and walked briskly into his room, listening for the sound of the balcony windows closing shut behind him. When the familiar jangle and slam did not reach his ears, he whirled around, wand buzzing like a swarm of ravenous bees.

“Iggy,” he whispered low and pocketed his wand.

“Don’t give me that look, Kamek,” said the rainbow-haired Koopaling. He had recently arrived from his castle in Giant Land, one of the seven habitable kingdoms of Kooparian. “I used to cherish our visits, you know, before you became so dreadfully busy.”

“What do you want, Iggy? Speak! I am already late for a meeting with your father. He is irritated with the delays of the artillery summits.”

“I need more potions for my experiments,” said the young King, suddenly somber. “I’m onto something big this time, something so completely radical that it requires more than the usual amount of my patience.”

“Experiments?” said Kamek, scowling. “Abominations!”

“And your spells are not?” Iggy growled. “Come now! I shall only ask you one last time. Besides, if you had taught me how to make them when I first asked you, my yearly visits wouldn’t be necessary, now, would they?”

“You disgust me,” said Kamek, his mouth unexplainably dry. “To let the secrets of the dark powers fall into your hands, young sir, would be an error I could not live with.”

“Fortunately, my father was never so reluctant to instruct me in the subtleties of combat,” said Iggy, fingering a priceless piece of sculpture. He lifted it roughly and shattered it with a contraction of his claws. “Don’t ever insult me again.”

Kamek lifted his gaze from the shards of pottery that littered the stone floor beneath him. Drops of blood from the Koopaling’s hand splashed among the fragments, bathing them in dark crimson. “Remember this: physical power is nothing in the face of sorcery.” With a flick of his hand, the scraps of the broken sculpture reformed, melded, and settled gently upon their former resting place. “Still, your audacity in challenging my patience is admirable. Take whatever you need. I can always make more.”

Iggy tilted one side of his mouth up in a devious smile. “You always did know how to sate my appetite, Kamek.”

The Magikoopa’s mind was full of fleeting thoughts, criss-crossing, yet ultimately unrelated. Iggy’s allusion to eating is a common tactic among the royal family. Absorption, consumption: the trademarks of an implacable domain. But does he actually think I need reminding of his father’s power? I am well aware of the fragility of my life! But he, like dear old dad, does not recognize my genius, the very key to my continued survival. My powers are strong, yes, but without restraint, they would be worthless. I need King Bowser and his legions as the chess player needs his pawns.
“I know more than you could ever dream, child,” said Kamek, flashing a canine. “Never forget that.”

Iggy stood quietly, his face impassive, unreadable. Then, without warning, he clinched his right fist. “That is why I’ve always liked you—thought of you as uncle, even. Yes, Uncle Kamek.”

“Leave,” said the Magikoopa, and Iggy hastened from the room without another word. The tone of the Koopaling’s voice and the twitch of his eyes made it unmistakably clear. He wishes to kill me.
Kamek shivered violently, hugging the deep blueness of his cloak tight around him. He could almost hear the snap and spit of Bowser’s steel jaw crunching in the distance.

6.

Mario and Luigi strode quietly onto the Festival Grounds nearly an hour before noon. The last of the decorations were being strung up along the lines of booths and picnic tables, and the performers were practicing their grin and dazzle, eating fire, juggling rainbow cubes, and dancing hand-in-hand. Party streamers and multicolored confetti fluttered in the air, weaving in and out of the red and white bandstand.

"Hey, look!" said Mario, pointing at a booth to their immediate left. "It's that game where you throw the ball at the bottles. I always had a knack for these when I was a kid."

“Yeah, something like that,” said Luigi, sighing. “All I remember are your embarrassing victory dances, afterwards. A carnival game is hardly cause for such an elaborate celebration.”

But Mario had already rushed off to slap a gold coin on the desk and across to the purveyor of the stand, leaving Luigi alone to contemplate the sound of his own words. He looked overhead, the memory of Russ T.’s warnings of a storm still black in his thoughts. It already had worried him that the older man had walked all the long way to The Mushroom Village from Toad Town, only to return again for the sake of an imperceptible sickness. Why did he feel the need to leave so soon? The royal doctors were more than adequate enough to cure any ailment he might have.

Now that he thought about it, though, the rumor of the storm did seem to pervade the quiet calm of the town. It was in every casual conversation and insignificant platitude, a dark reminder of something or other that was nothing more than a mild point of interest. Most strange, though, was the sheer ignorance of anyone as to where he or she had first gained the insight. It was as if a traveling hypnotist had brushed through the town on a light autumn wind, softly whispering into the people’s ears and then blowing off again.

Whatever the variance or degree of urgency in the telling, Luigi noticed, one fact seemed to remain constant. The storm itself was expected by the end of the week. No matter how persistently he argued the clearness of the sky and horizon, not one Mushroomer was willing to admit misunderstanding.

He looked to the east. The noon sun was caught high in the early sky, blushing prominently over the Festival fields and the smoking chimneys visible just over the tree line. It was another day in The Mushroom Kingdom, and cheers went up in the air as a crowd gathered around Mario to watch him play.

Dragging himself away from the problem at hand, Luigi directed his gaze towards the towering steeples of the Royal Mushroom Castle. They were older than the dustiest of history books in Russ T.’s library and even more majestic than the contents of the Royal Vault in all their splendor. It reminded him of the heritage of the Harvest and the enjoyment it promised, and so he let himself forget his worries for the moment. Every day could not be spent in paranoia, no matter how much he feared the iron claw of Bowser and his armies.

I will not submit to you, he thought, clapping and laughing along with a hundred smiling Mushroomers.

The bandstand struck up a chorus, and the streamers were let fly once more. Even Mario pried himself away from a successful game to join the thousands of other citizens heading down the promenade. From there, Princess Peach made her way onto the stage, and the day only grew more promising.

“Citizens of The Mushroom Kingdom,” she said, pausing and smiling for the cheers and rounds of applause to end. “Seven years ago, Mario and Luigi led our forces in victory against the armies of the Koopa Kingdom, breaking the bondage we had suffered for more than fifty years. Every year since then, we have celebrated our new life and the harvest of freedom that comes from our revolution. For the next seven days, let us remember those who have died to bring us the seasons of peace and family.”

As the crowd continued to celebrate, Princess Toadstool waved and stepped down from the stage. Her personal retainers followed her down the long and winding path to the city. Mario shielded his eyes from the blazing sun, watching her go. “It’s hard to believe these people weren’t even free to have festivals just seven years ago. Has it only been that long?”

“We’ve aged,” said Luigi, smiling. “You more so than me, of course.”

“Yeah, right,” said Mario. “Anyway, where’s the grub? I’m starving over here!”

As if in answer, the crowd parted slightly, and they could see the buffet table being replenished with hundreds of exotic and local dishes. Mario beamed and ran over to grab a plate and get in line. Luigi followed at a leisurely pace, but his attention was caught by a figure moving through a group of people off to his right. He stopped and peered over several heads, but whoever it was was too far away to recognize.

He thought about shouting out, but it would seem awfully awkward with all the people around, so he chose to walk over instead. “Koover! I thought it was you. How’s everything going in the Koopa Village?”

“Wonderfully calm and without a trace of change, as usual,” he said, proudly. “Goompapa and Fishmael came over from Toad Town, too.”

“Goompapa?” asked Luigi. “I thought they lived to the west of the city, down nearer the Vista Sea.”

“The kids became lonely, I suppose,” he said and shrugged. “Anyway, they all live in the abandoned house over by Tayce T.’s restaurant now. I hear the old gal’s even teaching Goombaria how to cook like a professional. Speaking of food,” he said, “who’s catering this party?”

“Some foreign Terrapin named Chef Torte. He supposedly is extremely touchy about his work. The weirdo even attacked Mario during the Machine Wars for jumping on his cake. Speaking of that,” said Luigi, “I’ve heard rumors that his food sometimes comes alive—I know, crazy—and attacks the customers. Nothing like that’s happened so far, though, so I guess they’re not true.”

“Goompapa!” the Koopa shouted over the crowd, beckoning with his arm.

The squat Goomba waddled over and did his best of bowing in salutation. “Luigi! I was hoping to meet you.” He looked around. “You know, so was Goombario. I brought him along just to meet you and your brother. Where’d he go off to, anyway?”

“I think,” said Luigi, “he’s already found him.”

They both looked over at Goombario, who was jumping up and down excitedly in front of Mario, while the plumber nodded appreciatively and stuffed his face with a huge bowl of spaghetti and meatballs.

“Oh,” said Koover, scratching his head, “I spoke with Russ T. earlier today, when we finished decorating everything. He was whistling a tune of Kolorado’s from the Dry Dry Desert Outpost, you know. Very catchy. I went something like this—”

“When the decorations were finished?” asked Luigi. “Are you sure?”

“Well, yeah, most of them,” said Koover, carefully. “Why, is something wrong?”

“No, I guess not,” said Luigi, checking on Mario again. It would be difficult to track him down in the plaza if he went off, and he did not want to wander around without someone who knew the people. “It’s just that we saw him earlier heading towards Toad Town. He probably started feeling better and came back soon after we arrived.”

“Must be,” said Goompapa, and nudged at Koover’s legs. “Come on. We have to go grab Fishmael and sign up for the Fishing Tourney. They won’t accept any more applicants past 6 o’clock.”

“See you around,” said Luigi, waving as they merged back into the stream of Mushroomers, Koopas, and Moles all around. He looked back to the buffet table. “Oh, no.”

Mario was nowhere to be seen, and it was growing dark. He would have to check out a room at the Mushroom Kingdom Inn, but he could not just leave without telling Mario where they were staying. Gathering what courage he could muster, Luigi started off into the crowd in a direction that seemed favorable at the time.

Meanwhile, the brother in question had wandered off with Goombario into the sparse woodlands surrounding the Festival Grounds. “Over here!” the Goomba called, crashing through a leafy thicket.

“Hold on!” Mario replied, leaping over a row of plants and landing sloppily in a mud bank. “Where’d you go, Goombario?”

“Right here. Hurry!” Goombario was leaning over what looked like a couple of thin depressions in the mud, but he was staring at them too intently for them to be anything so ordinary. “I found them earlier. Do you think they’re footprints?” he asked excitedly.

Mario huffed and squatted down beside the diminutive boy, carefully studying what were obviously tracks of some kind. “Yeah, sure are footprints. I can’t quite make out where they came from, though.”

The heels were rounded, but there were three clawed toes on both feet, each separated by a bit of webbing at the base of the joints. All together, they definitely indicated a reptile of some sort, bipedal, and able to run lightly, judging by the depth of the indentations and the procession they made to the nearest tree. Mario looked up.

“Who do you think they belong to?” he asked, his excitement changed to a slight anxiety. “I’ve never seen the likes of these anywhere before.”

“Whoever it is,” said Mario, “had been traveling from tree to tree. In a thin forest like this one, that means some impressive jumping abilities. Other than that, it seems like he fell out and then scrambled back up.”

“You mean like he was running from someone?” asked Goombario. “He might be in trouble! Let’s see if we can find him.”

“No, we’d better not right now,” said Mario. “Let’s go back and enjoy ourselves. I’ll talk to Luigi about this later and let you know if anything comes up, ok?”

“Ok,” agreed Goombario, and they made their way back to the freshly lit lampposts of the Festival Grounds.

Luigi looked up from his weary position on a wooden bench and waved. “Decide to walk around Plit?” he sneered, but lightened his mood when he saw Goombario. “Did you two find anything?”

“Footprints!” said Goombario before Mario could stop him. “Really odd ones, too. Mario said whoever they belonged to was traveling through the treetops. Some jumper, that’s for sure.”

The man in green looked concernedly at his shorter sibling for a moment, but then glanced back at the Goomba. “Your father’s over at the dunking booths. He’s looking for you.”

“Oops,” he said and trotted off as the last of the lamps were lit by a Mushroomer on stilts.

“Anything else on the tracks?” asked Luigi. He stood up and stretched back and forth lazily.

“Yeah,” said Mario, his eyes noticeably distant. “They were definitely reptilian, and the prints I saw indicated a fast pace, at least by our standards. Either our missing person was in a hurry or is the quickest thing on two legs I’ve ever encountered.”

“Two legs!” exclaimed Luigi. “You didn’t mention that. This is something. Do you want to try hunting it down later tonight?”

“No,” said Mario, pushing back his cap. “I don’t want to interfere unless we know something’s the matter. Still, I’d like to see what it looks like. Who knows? We might even become good friends.”

“Maybe,” said Luigi, incredulously. “In the meantime, I went ahead and took out a room at the Mushroom Kingdom Inn. The Princess was kind enough to reserve a suite for us. She even stocked it with some Italian cuisine, and mama mia, what fine tastes, too! Spaghetti with parmesan, grated meat sauce spread over a mighty helping of ravioli, and of course, a basketful of garlic breadsticks. Peach sure knows how to appeal to a couple of old-fashioned heroes.”

“I’m already hungry,” said Mario, “and you know what that means.”

“What?” asked Luigi, grinning.

“A late night snack for the one that gets there first!”

As they both raced down the road to the Mushroom Village, a silently hissing figure nimbly balanced between two limbs in a nearby tree followed them with two reflective eyes. “I do not think they look too much like heroes. Still, the Princess Toadstool would not lie to us.”

He tasted the air with a forked tongue and leapt soundlessly from tree to tree without disturbing a single branch. Overhead, the two harvest moons cast their pale glow across the sleeping land, and in the distance could be heard the untroubled waters of the Vista Sea.

7.

The double image of Russ T. stumbled through a patch of thorn weeds, his skin torn and dripping blood. With his breath coming in rapid heaves, the imposter threw himself to the ground in a barren patch of dirt. He lifted his head and saw the trees around him grow dark as if under the veil of an endless night, and with the invisible wind came the flutter and screeching caw of a black-feathered bird.

It tilted its neck, and then, with an almost contemptuous squawk, it buried its head into the earth and pulled out a mouthful of worms. The beak of the bird ripped and snapped, flaying flesh and spilling the odd bit of meaty refuse.

“I have spread the rumor, but it was not needed. The flooding will no longer be necessary,” said the false Mushroomer. His skin was slowly starting to peel and curl away in the dust. “I have met those you had hoped to uncover. There is no doubt; we have found them at last.”

“Perhaps,” a deep and silvered voice came from the presence of the bird. With every syllable, the decaying Mushroomer shivered in a paralytic haze. “I do not doubt your judgment, though you must understand this. My purpose in conceiving the flood was not only to reveal the Humans, but to also test the Legend.”

“Do you doubt the history?” asked the other. His bare muscle tissue began to sprout nerve webbing and then finally a rough blanket of scales.

“I am a willing skeptic,” said the bird, gently ruffling its feathers. “This is why in the end of all things, my victory will be complete. To live by faith alone, to place trust in the forces around you, is a foolish mistake. I was taught this at a high price. Learn it well.”

The one who had appeared as Russ T. was now completely a Magikoopa, robed in a flowing black cloak and hood. Stitched into the fabric of his clothing was an ever-changing vision of the universe—spiraling nebulae, careening comets, and stars exploding the birth of a new age.

“Are you willing to kill them all, then?” asked the wizard, a twisted brown wand materializing in his claws. “That is what will happen, you know, if I am mistaken.”

As the bird was quiet, a field of wavering shadow surrounded its body, withering the grass and trees that ringed the pastoral clearing. “I have decimated the surfaces of a thousand planets and breathed in the flaming ash. I have torn the throats of a trillion screaming souls and absorbed their defiance like sweet honey. Yes, Zarith, I am more than willing. We must be certain at any costs.”

The Magikoopa bowed low again, chanting something incoherent as the bird took to the air and soared away north. In its wake there was left an empty void, briefly tearing the sky of the late afternoon.

Zarith rose uneasily from his knees, silently observing the trails of non-luminous dark matter in the sky as they raced toward stabilization, scrambling to balance the variation in gravity. Despite the number of times he had had the privilege to witness the natural anomaly, he never recovered from the sheer power it must have taken to control and manipulate the forces of the universe that way.

I fear you, he thought, striding carefully through a line of hedgerows. Why did you choose me all those years ago, when the essence of the universe was at your disposal? What part must I play that no one else can?
As he considered these things, mulling over the impossible, Zarith gratefully breathed in the familiar smells and tastes of the Plitian atmosphere. He was home, however changed it was, and nothing could separate him from that fact. The sky under which he had been born, the grass in which he had rolled and slept, even the long-dead Koopa he had fallen in love with—all came back to him now in a swirling wave of emotion.

Am I really willing to destroy it all? he asked himself, the screams and fires of a thousand burning worlds flooding into his awareness. What have I become that I no longer care?
After another hour of uneventful pondering, Zarith came to a quiet little pond at the mouth of a narrow creek, clear and clean from the absence of thought. A raking sniff of the air confirmed his relative safety, and so Zarith knelt by the shores of the crystal water, peering at the image within. The blur of colors was initially disrupted by the velvet caudal fins of a koi fish, but then the picture slowly began to reform.

I am no longer alive, he said to the Magikoopa in the water as it was rippling and decaying in an endless state of change. He saw the faces of the countless thousands he had slaughtered, holding their throats in a procession of bleeding masks. I have become the Hand of Death.
He roared, bellowing in a low moan of despair, and sent a trembling blast of purple radiation into the pond. The untouched water disintegrated—steaming into the clouds, simmering while the fish and plants gasped and blackened in agony.

There would be no rest for him that night.

8.

Chef Torte walked proudly back and forth between the long dining tables of the First Day’s Feast, smiling and nodding as he went. “Ist it good? Yes, of course moi made it from scratch. Zat’s right. Scarf it on down! Plenty for eveiryone!”

“They seem to be enjoying your cake,” whispered the Apprentice excitedly, who was trailing close behind Torte.

“Of course zhey are, muffin head. Moi made it, afteir all. Now zhen, vatch as zey scramble to receive more, more, and still more!”

As the foreign Terrapin indicated, all of the guests who tried a slice of the cake immediately rose from their tables and strode to the end of the aisle for additional helpings of the delicious confection. The more enthusiastic even shoved and shouted their way to the front, positively maddened at the thought of not tasting another bite.

Chef Torte eagerly rubbed his mittens together, making obscure, accented noises. “Zat’s right, moi’s little puppets! Eat your heart out; eat until you can eat no more. Soon you vill consume no food unless it has been prepared by yours truly.”

The Apprentice shuffled his feet nervously under an apron that was two sizes too large. “Master Torte, why are you still wearing your mittens? Ack!”

Chef Torte responded by swiftly removing his flower and vine mittens and mashing them into the Apprentice’s face. “Don’t eveir again question moi’s supeir secret chef techniques! Zat vill only bring you pain and perhaps a few unsightly facial blemishes.”

It was most likely a humorous twist of fate that suddenly made the Apprentice remember something terribly important he had read on the empty bottle of his Master’s potion. “Uh, Master Torte, there’s something I forgot to tell you. Ahem. Master? Master Torte!”

“Vhat do you vant?” screamed Chef Torte. He turned around to see the Apprentice dancing as if he had to use the restroom urgently. “Make it quick. Moi ist enjoying his awesome victory oveir ze dining preferences of ze public at large. Can you not zee zat?”

“It’s about the potion, though, sir!”

“I’ve had just about enough of you,” said the Terrapin, narrowing his eyes menacingly. He made an elaborate series of gesticulations that were ultimately more confusing than informative. “I vant you to zip, clip it, and vrap it up tight.”

“Wha . . .”

“You heard moi!”

“Me no comprehendo.”

“Shut up!”

Both the Apprentice and Chef Torte grew suddenly wide-eyed as everyone in the Dining Hall fell quickly and soundly asleep. Many were slumped over their cake, but a few had even slipped onto the floor.

“Apprentice?”

“Yeah? Oh, about the sleeping and the addiction wearing off, you must have bought that potion from a hack. The stuff’s practically worthless—”

“Don’t say anozeir verd. Juzt head for zhe door like nozing happened.”

And so they did. Needless to say, Chef Torte and his bumbling Apprentice did not stay for the second day of festivities. This was all well and good, especially since over a thousand extremely groggy Mushroomers were wishing to have a few choice words with them the next morning.

Unfortunately for everyone who remained, the first night’s incident would pale in comparison for what the coming days of the Autumn Festival had in store.

9.

Kamek walked cautiously down the central aisle of the Dining Hall, while noting the four separate tables, each with its one hundred carefully ranked seats. Not even a reasonable percentage of the chairs was ever used, but King Koopa was incorrigible in his desire to make everything immense. The room itself, with its gothic arching support columns and stretching clerestory windows, was loftier than the towering spires of the Royal Mushroom Castle. Even the merest whisper sent a clanging and a crashing of iron bells rising to the rafters in a world of sound.

The gravely ceremonious wizard paused to take in the collective grandeur of the spiraling gray and black paint strokes brushed across the domed ceiling. In what was ultimately an unsettling observation, Kamek noticed how the contrast with the brittle red-gold light of the afternoon sun cast a crimson blood glow that dripped and floated down to the galleries beneath. He let out a suppressed breath of air, reformed his perception, and continued walking.

After that, each dragging footstep brought him nearer to the Table of Nobles set horizontally at the far end of the room. When he finally reached the carpet of audience, he stood still, hands clasped tightly at the small of his back. There were seven gilded chairs, the largest one in the middle where King Bowser sat and was now enjoying a lavish feast. On the right side, in descending rank, would sit the highest of the Magikoopa Guild: Grand Guildmaster Kamek, Guildmistress Kammy, and Guildmaster Vermik. In the same manner, to the left would sit General Jagger of the Royal Military, Admiral Jade of the Royal Fleet, and Defensive Advisor Inire.

At this hour, though, so late in the day, only Kamek and the High King of Koopas were present. And as the wizard waited there, idly counting the specks of illuminated dust drifting within his field of vision, Bowser continued eating.

With what could only be described as a grotesque excitement, the massive Koopa grasped a squealing animal of some exotic origin from underneath a silver covering and worked its head off between his canines. Then, with an equal amount of relish, he consumed the body and bones in one snap of his powerful jaws, not even bothering to remove the excess material that fell onto the tablecloth.

“My Lord, you wished to see me?” Kamek asked experimentally, dispelling the urge to lean forward. “I have been informed that you require my attention.”

“Spare me the formalities, Kamek,” said Bowser. With a wave of his gleaming claws, he casually picked a piece of meat from his teeth and scraped it across the table. “I am drunk with feasting and am not in the mood for your sharp tongue.”

Good, Kamek thought, not able to restrain a creeping smile. At least he is in an easy manner. I shall still have to be wary, though; his behavior is nothing if not erratic.
“Prince Iggy visited my quarters earlier day,” said Kamek, not allowing room for a response. “He sought additional supplies for his experiments, which I granted.”

“Do not mention him, or any of my children, for that matter,” said Bowser, his dripping teeth clinched tightly. “They are free to come and go, as they wish, but I don’t want to hear about them.”

The Koopa King stared blankly back at Kamek for a moment or two, as if preparing to say something else. When he remained silent, the wizard spoke, “Forgive me, your Highness, but I have become tense with the constant blunderings of the work crews. In addition, Booster’s products have not arrived. We have been delayed countless hours.”

That had to strike a note, thought Kamek. He knows I’ve divined the purpose of this meeting. What will he say to that?
“Forget about those boring business troubles for a moment,” said Bowser, with his right hand propping up the tremendous weight of his skull. “We have plenty of time to prepare our defenses.”

What is he rambling on about? Defenses! Kamek mentally smoothed his face over, and when he spoke it was with the clear ringing of a crystal waterfall. “My Lord, you speak of ample time, but for what? Have you lost so much trust in me?”

“No, Kamek, I have lost none of my trust in you,” said Bowser with a hint of surprise. “I have only been waiting, you see, preparing my plans for the proper time to present them to my most honored advisor. Now, though, I feel I have completed them to a degree that will satisfy even you, or at least inspire a few brilliant modifications.”

“Very well,” said Kamek, highly doubtful that Bowser’s ponderings had yielded anything useful. “Tell me this, though. When are you planning to invade, this time?”

“Ah, but Kamek!” he said with a marked glee and slammed an enormous fist upon the table. “There will be no invasion of The Mushroom Kingdom, or anywhere else, either.”

Kamek raised one dubious eyebrow and crossed his arms deliberatively. “You have caught my attention.”

“You see, Kamek, I discovered that our constant invasions of the Mushroomers' home land were our, if you will, recurring flaw. Then I thought, if only we could convince them to come here, instead, then our chances of victory would be dramatically increased.”

“Yes,” admitted Kamek, “that is certainly true. I worry, however, that you are forgetting how easily Mario and Luigi infiltrate this castle of yours on a regular basis. If our forces cannot handle two humans, what makes you think they can repel the full might of the Mushroom Kingdom Army? Besides, how can we possibly prod them sufficiently into coming here with all swords blazing?”

“By using their own method and sending two lone operatives,” said Bowser, taking pride in the wash of disbelief on Kamek’s face. “What better time than this ridiculous Autumn Festival to start a war?”

“The defenses, then,” Kamek surmised, “are being bolstered for their eventual offensive. You are displaying considerable foresight, my King. Tell me, how did you conceive this remarkable scheme?”

“You’ll never believe me,” said Bowser, vaguely chuckling, “but it came to me in a dream.”

“A dream, sire?” asked Kamek, trying his best to appear receptive. The words that then came from the King’s mouth were clear and concise, almost seeming to be the product of another spirit.

“Or a vision, if you prefer it,” said Bowser, quickly. “I found myself standing upon the pinnacle of a rocky summit that descended steeply all around me. Ahead, and I do not give a distance because my vision was inexplicably blurred, I saw a roiling throng of dark and purple clouds. They discharged several bolts of searing lightning, but, and not too oddly, they did not give forth any precipitation.

“It was then that I began to notice something reminiscent of eyes consolidating in one of the upper formations. Following those were a lively glow and a curved, calculating mouth that worked open and close to a sort of steady cadence. Eventually it spoke. At first, there were only low growls and mumblings, nothing discernible. Next, I could hear my name, low, and roughly pronounced. From there, it proceeded to describe the plan as I have related it to you. Even the defenses I have ordered installed are per its instructions.”

“A very direct vision,” said Kamek, simply. “Apart from the actual message, the rainless thunderstorm indicated a certain victory. Still, the minimal area of the pinnacle suggests that you must not sway from the directions given, or else all will turn to ruin.”

“You believe me, then, that it was a valid omen?” asked Bowser, not entirely surprised. “You were always such a skeptic.”

“I am assuming all the details you have given me are true, and, assuming that, the vision you describe is inarguably what it seems,” said Kamek. “I shall continue with the defense preparations, but I shall also dwell on this matter. You will inform me, of course, if you have any more of these visions?”

“Of course, Kamek,” said Bowser and slumped in his seat. He closed his eyes, and his breathing softly slowed.

The Magikoopa gave him one final glance and turned back around. As he covered the considerable distance to the exit, his mind slowly began processing the data he had received. I had thought of a plan similar to that years ago, but he rejected it without thought. It is that vision that has convinced him of its success. I would normally not be so accepting, of course, especially since Bowser has never displayed the signs of an adept, but he spoke with such uncommon clarity that it was as if a Contact were speaking through him. The coming storm and this incident must be related somehow. If I am to properly use our position, I shall have to discover the connection, gain control of it, and destroy it if necessary.
Kamek stopped after leaving the Dining Room and closed the massive doors behind him. But how?
10.

Diplomat-Economist Brego of the Sarasaland Consortium had set sail later that afternoon from the Toad Town Harbor, and now, nearly five days later, he came upon a storm. Then again, it might have been said that the storm came upon him, for the swiftness with which it appeared seemed unexplainable. One moment his sailing vessel was threading tranquilly through the peaceful waves of the Vista Sea, and the next, he found himself under a barrage of rain and lightning, black clouds and fury.

“An omen of the times to come,” he said, almost involuntarily. The strictly enforced superstitions of the old monarchy would probably never leave him. “I must turn back.”

Resolved to abandoning the journey home, Brego immediately set to work altering the ship’s course. As he unfurled the sails and fixed them in the opposite direction, the soft sprinkles of preemptory precipitation began to patter against the deck and swell the freshly cleaned woodwork. The aroma of burning air and the strong brine of the mixing ocean drove him onward, as did the low rumblings of thunder rolling in the distance.

“Several miles away, still,” he said hopefully, not bothering to quell his persistent habit of speaking with himself. “I shall make it, yet.”

He turned around, a wall of spray covering the length of his body and briefly choking him. Another wave of sea water crashed against the bow of the ship, slamming him into a rough bank like a dishrag.

The storm complex doubled in speed, tripled, and then commenced hunting its prey at a rate nearly ten times the original. Brego threw himself to the deck, squealing, as a monstrous, sprawling tsunami plowed forward and consumed his meager vessel in its towering berth.

Ahead and along the far horizon, The Mushroom Kingdom slept as the seventh day of celebration approached.

Chapter Two: The Investigation
 
The only notable difference between the courageous and the craven is the outpouring of fear.  While the second succumbs to trepidation during moments of opportunity, the first will become aware of his dread only after his task is completed.  The legends and the heroes of the ages arise from this subtle variation.
 
~ The Master, Fourth Epoch Philosopher
 
 
1.
 

Prince Mallow sat poised atop the wide railing encircling one of the many observation balconies of the Royal Nimbian Palace.  It was the sixth night of the Autumn Festival in the Mushroom Village, and here in Nimbus Land, far above The Mushroom Kingdom, the sky was tinted with the red and orange of a dying afternoon.  The pale-bodied citizens of the humble kingdom slowly made their way back home to the palm-bound houses that peppered along the land of clouds.  Even the bright pink and icy cream coloring of the castle was beginning to adopt the silent gray of the dwindling dusk.
 

As he rested there in his quiet thoughts, the heir to the Nimbian Throne directed his gaze to the sky above and the twin moons of Plit suspended in a canopy of countless stars.  Mallow often wondered if there were other worlds beyond his sight, additional planets in the growing expanse of the universe.  And if they did exist, would they sustain the vibrancy of life that Plit did?  
 

He would find out when he passed on, he told himself, when spirits sprout wings of the thinnest star silk and sail among the cosmos.  All the problems of earth and fire seemed unimaginably distant in the shadowed vision of expanding emptiness, and yet no matter how close the size of space and time appeared, the young prince could not help but feel confined.  His late night vigils recalled old memories, as well: some pleasant, some painful.
 

The cool rustle of jostled fabric came from within his quarters—vague yet definitely noticeable.  He looked around and saw his mother in her green and ruby gown gliding on air across the living room.  “I’m out here, mother, watching the stars come out.”
 

“Mallow, dear, won’t you come in for a time?” she asked, her voice as light and graceful as a falling feather.  “Your father is going to have a meeting with his advisors, and he thought you might like to attend.”
 

“You know I’m bored of that stuff, mom,” he said uneasily and climbed down from the railing.  “The bureaucrats and the pomp don’t suit me.  I spent most of my life living in that pond, speaking with the tadpoles, discussing the songs of the wind with Grandpa.”  He turned to look at her, trying desperately to convey the meaning of his words.  “It’s only been three years, three years to learn the behavior of a lifetime.  This cape, this crown,” he said, indicating the items with a touch of his hand, “are still unfamiliar.”
 

“Oh, Mallow, I wish that war had never happened.  If only we could have had peace a few years longer, we would’ve never had to send you away.”  The moonlight shimmered upon the jade and diamond gems fitted across her crown.  “We thought you might die, dear, that we might lose you after all we’d been through.”
 

“In a way, mother, you did,” he said thoughtfully.  “You lost the Nimbian I would have become and gained a,” he tried not to smile, “a tadpole.  I’m still your son, though, and I’m still happy I found you both.  I just have to get out of here, you see, to discover how I want to live the rest of my life.  It’s like being alive, but never truly being born.”
 

“If it’s time you need, Mallow,” she said, touching his shoulder, “then you can have all you need.  We’ll just go tell your father, and I’ll instruct the orderlies to pack your things and—”
 

“I have everything I need right here,” he said.  In a corner of the balcony rested his patched, pond-green cloak and the wooden stave of Frogfucious.  “Come to think of it, they might be all I really ever needed.”
 

She nodded solemnly and tearfully pinned the cape across his neck.  “Come on,” his mother said, taking his hand in hers.  “Let us go inform the King, and then you may go.  Just promise me you’ll come back to us one day, Mallow.  Promise me that.”
 

“I promise,” said the Prince, his head bowed.  A single tear splashed onto the crimson marble of the balcony, and for one terrifying moment, Queen Nimbus mistook it for the slow draining of her son’s blood.
 
 
2.
 

It was the evening before the last day of the Autumn Festival, and neither Mario nor Luigi felt any desire to join the revelry the celebration still proffered to those who had caroused all night.  Instead, they retired to the room at the Mushroom Inn that had been reserved for them by the Princess Toadstool and prepared for sleep.  The lavish candelabrum on the nightstand between their two beds was just beginning to shed its last light when Luigi finished reading.
 

He closed his book and placed it under the bed and then checked to see that Mario was asleep.  Satisfied, he took the bronze ladle cupped over the front post of his bed and snuffed out the candle wicks until at last a deep and muggy darkness filled the room.  Only the incense of the scented wax and the drunken voices of returning Mushroomers remained.  It had been a long, relaxing week, indeed, but something persistent still bothered Luigi’s mind.
 

The sixth day of the Autumn Festival had come and gone, and there was still no sign of the promised storm.  In view of the consistently bright and sunny weather, he was certain just about everyone had already forgotten such a ridiculous rumor had even existed.  Perhaps there was nothing to it, after all, despite his early premonitions.  It was simply going to be another successful, fulfilling harvest, akin to all the years before.
 

And yet …
 

And yet what? he thought, angrily.  The only suspicious thing that had happened was Russ T.’s sudden departure and even quicker return.  He’s here, though, probably still out enjoying himself.  Goompapa talked about listening to his singing and whistling on the first day of the Festival.
 

Luigi shot upright in his bed, holding back a scream.  “Mario!” he said, getting only a “It’s-a me, Mario,” in return.  “Mario!” he whispered again, shrilly.
 

“I’m up, I’m up,” said his brother, while wearily opening his eyes.  “What’s going on, Luigi?  You look like you’ve seen a ghost!”
 

“Something like that,” said Luigi, hurriedly.  “Remember Goompapa said he heard Russ. T whistling?  Well, I might be crazy, but didn’t Russ T. say he’d never learned to whistle when we saw him going back to Toad Town earlier this week?”
 

“Hey, you’re right!” said Mario, rubbing the final bits of sleep from his eyes.  He hopped out of bed and reached for his cap.  “I suspected something was fishy about this whole mess.  Why do you suppose it’s taken us until now to realize it, eh?”
 

“I hope I’m not right about this,” said Luigi.  “If I am, it could mean trouble.”
 

“Yeah,” agreed Mario.  “I’ve seen enough of Duplighosts and Magikoopas in my life to know they mean business.  What’re we going to do, though?”
 

Luigi climbed out of bed and began to dress.  “We have to find Russ T., or at least what looks like Russ T., and ask a few questions.  I’m not sure where he’s staying, but the Princess will know.  One of us should go to the innkeeper’s house and ask him, and the other should go wake Peach.  I’m sure you’ll want to be doing that last one, right?”
 

“Right,” said Mario, flashing his trademark smile, and they both hastened downstairs as quietly as possible.
 

Once outside, the pair of sibling heroes made time for a brief conversation.  Luigi spotted the smoking chimney of the innkeeper’s home in the distance.  Fortunately, a dull candlelight still flickered from within the modest abode.  “Remember to be polite, of course, and don’t get her too worried.  I’d hate to think I’m mistaken about this, but I sure won’t be overjoyed if I’m correct, either.”
 

Mario tilted his hat back and attempted to flatten his hair in vain.  “Don’t worry about me, bro.  Just keep to your own side of the town.  We’ll find him.”
 

Luigi nodded, as reassured as he ever would be, and started off at a light run towards the innkeeper’s home.  He looked back to get a bearing on Mario one last time, but the other brother had already disappeared behind a row of closely-packed houses.  “He’s fast,” said Luigi under his breath.  “I’ll give him that.”
 

He came to a high embankment separating a ten foot drop into a lower level of the city.  Mustering what courage was left to him in the late hours of the night, he leapt over the mossy stone wall and landed on hands and feet in a flower garden on the other side.  “Sorry, Raini,” he said to an empty audience.
 

After brushing his soil-stained pant legs, he walked calmly over to the door of the innkeeper’s house and knocked a couple of times.  The door opened as he gave a bit of additional effort to cleaning his clothes.  “Uh, hello, Mr. Rossetti.”
 

“Luigi!” said the Mushroomer, fairly comical in his bathrobe and slippers.  “Come in, of course.  What’s the matter?” he asked, shutting the door behind them.
 

“I don’t really have time to explain,” the taller man said apologetically, “but I need to know if Russ T. is staying in the Mushroom Inn.  If he is, I’m afraid I’ll need his room number, as well.  Don’t tell anyone, but my brother and I think there might be trouble.”
 

“With Russ T.?” asked Mr. Rossetti.  Before Luigi could stumble over a response, the Mushroomer shook his head.  “Never mind that.  Here, I’ll check today’s invoice.”  He strolled over to a table with a large binder on it and opened it to the last page.  “Redman, Roth, Rufus …  Ah, here it is!  Russ T., Room 13.  Here’s the key to the safe with the access cards.  Good luck!”
 

Luigi accepted the ring of gold and silver keys and nodded his head.  “Thanks.  Lock your doors and don’t go outside until morning.  You can never be too careful.”
 

Mr. Rossetti shot back a mischievous grin at Luigi and indicated a long knife resting in the far corner as he was leaving.  “I’m not completely helpless, you know.  Whoever it is being a nuisance won’t come poking around here without a world of pain.”
 

“Good to know,” said Luigi, visibly overbalanced.  The plumber-turned-warrior bounded back toward the Mushroom Inn, where the last of a row of second story lights shuddered briefly before smothering out.
 

In the interim of his brother’s curt parley with the innkeeper, Mario dashed up the wide and ornately paved stairway that led to the entrance of the Royal Mushroom Castle.  Once there, he was promptly halted by a pair of guards bearing silver lances and draping iron mesh under luminous chest plates.  
 

The taller one held out his free arm.  “Our apologies, Mario, but the Princess has gone to bed, and she’s had a long day planning for tomorrow’s dinner.  You’ll have to speak with her in the morning.”
 

“It’s urgent, though!” Mario exclaimed, trying not to sound angry.  “I need to know where Russ T. is.  He was here earlier in the week, I believe.”
 

The more gregarious guard looked at his companion with interest before matching Mario’s eyes once more.  “He’s staying here, actually.  Apparently, he became ill, and instead of letting him travel back to Toad Town, Princess Toadstool insisted that he stay here under the care of the Kingdom’s best doctors.”
 

Mario looked off for a moment, mulling over what to ask next.  “Did he say anything about coming back from Toad Town?  I thought he had already left once and returned.”
 

The shorter of the two doormen finally spoke.  “We’re servants of the castle, sir.  Any news we get is just the gossip we hear from our relief.”
 

“And I suppose you won’t be letting me in to see Russ T., either,” Mario said dully.  “Don’t worry about it.  I’ll find another way in.”
 

Both the Mushroomers clicked the ends of their lances against the dry cobblestone and resumed the traditional stance of readiness.  Neither of them appeared confident, though, when Mario smiled secretively and rounded the left side of the castle.
 
 
3.
 

The room was sucked of sound and warmth, leaving only the drab table and chairs and the blue ice fires that flickered coldly all around the circular chamber.  King Bowser had called a meeting of the elite, and now all the members of the Council of Nobility sat absolutely silent, waiting for the discussion to begin.  It was customary for the highest ranked of the attendees to address the first issue, but Kamek had been given a unique honor that early night on the sixth day of the Autumn Festival.
 

He stood up from the table, manipulating the candlelight so that it cast an unearthly glow across his face and spread his clawed hands diplomatically.  “You have all been briefed on the elements of our Sovereign Lord’s master plan to overtake The Mushroom Kingdom.  It has been modified on the basis of all your input and all your experience as soldiers in the everlasting war against the Enemy.  Here tonight we finalize this historical mission and make the decisions that will ensure its success.”
 

“That will be all, Kamek,” said Bowser, motioning with a heavy hand.  He rose from the table and hefted a sparkling bottle of wine whose aroma suggested traces of ginger and parsley.  After sniffing the top, the Dragon Koopa emptied a generous portion of the liquid into a silver goblet and sipped at it with a surprising delicacy.  “The only questions left are, ‘Who will be sent to complete the mission?” and, “How are they going to do it?’”
 

Kamek was about to add his insight when Kammy abruptly stood, purposefully placing a clawed hand over the elder Magikoopa’s shoulder.  “I would first like to commend the Grand Guildmaster on his opening words,” she said, her voice old and rasping.  “Along the lines of business, though, it is overwhelmingly apparent to me that the skills of a Magikoopa will be needed in this expedition.  And what better wizard of stealth do we have in our ranks than Guildmaster Vermik?”
 

Of course she would send her apprentice to the front lines, Kamek thought.  They have that damnable psychic link, after all.  My control over the situation would be ruined!

“You have something to add, Kamek?” asked Kammy.  “Your fidgeting belays a concern.  We’re all ears.”
 

“Fidgeting!” said Kamek disgustedly.  “I only wish to point out to the Council that Vermik is far too important to risk so rashly on this mission.  Surely you can come up with someone a bit more expendable.”
 

Vermik broke in, scrambling to his mistress’ rescue.  “Why not send me?  If this operation is as pivotal as our Lord Bowser says, then we must stop at nothing to complete it.  I would be willing, personally, to put myself in danger, as long as the ultimate victory of our race is accomplished.”
 

Everyone else at the table applauded, including King Bowser.  Only Kamek and, with some odd twist of mystery, Admiral Jade remained unimpressed.  “Very well, but let us allow someone else to recommend his partner.”
 

The Magikoopa cloaked in blue grinned menacingly at Kammy’s immediate scowl.  She knows I suspect something more than a master-apprentice relationship between the two of them.  Let that boil her brain!
 

Admiral Jade fluttered into the air and hovered at eye level with the other members of the council.  “I agree with the Grand Guildmaster.  We of the military branch have chosen Kanaye of the Stealth Unit.”
 

Both Kammy and Kamek shouted in protest.  Naturally, the former’s voice was the more predominant.  “You propose to employ the skills of a Ninja?  They were the personal bodyguards of Smithy!”
 

“This choice does seem unwise, Admiral,” Bowser said with a terrifying calmness.  “Perhaps you can dispel our fears.”
 

“Actually,” General Jagger broke in, “I believe I can.  Kanaye has been a fiercely loyal, disciplined soldier from the very beginning of his training.  Since coming here and swearing an oath to you, my King, he has shattered countless exam records and been awarded top honors at each graduating level.  It is my personal feeling that he dedicates his life to the strongest ruler he can find.  With that in mind, I see no danger of deceit or any other malcontent, for that matter.”
 

Bowser made a deep, thoughtful rumbling sound at the pit of his throat and laced his gleaming claws together.  “Very well, Jagger.  That is an appealing case, I have to admit.  Still …”
 

“Still what, my Lord?” asked Kamek, who was becoming very distraught with the thought of potential traitors handling the fate of the Koopa Kingdom.
 

“Defensive Advisor Inire,” said Bowser, unexpectedly.  “What are your thoughts on the matter?”
 

B. Inire, a reserved Chester, shifted his iron-bound top down an inch or two at the inquiry.  “I have observed the Ninja in question countless times in my inspection of the Stealth Division, where I have gained a respectful confidence in Kanaye’s credulity.  We may trust him to complete this task.
 

“But if I may interject here,” continued Inire, “I would like to ask why we are planning to implement this mission tomorrow, when Booster’s cannons have not yet arrived.  They are critical to our defense against an inevitable counterattack.”
 

Bowser grinned patronizingly.  “Surely Booster’s order will be here before the Mushroomers reach our castle.”
 

“No,” said Kamek, immediately regretting the alacrity of his protest.  “Defensive Advisor Inire is correct.  Those additional cannons must be installed before we provoke this battle.  Without them, our victory is not certain.”
 

“Kamek is only trying to stall His Lordship in order to convince him that my apprentice is unfit for the operation,” Kammy said, pointing an accusing claw at her superior.  “His opinions are tainted!”
 

“And yours are entirely clean?” asked Admiral Jade.  Her wings were beating the stagnant air furiously.  “You conniving witch!  You’ll burn us all to the ground.”
 

“Enough!” Bowser growled and slammed a fist against the table.  His silver goblet overturned, spilling its contents onto the stone floor.  “I’ve waited long enough!  They must pay tonight, and Vermik and Kanaye will see it done.”
 

Meeting adjourned, thought Kamek gravely.  The old Bowser has returned, it seems, as senseless and rash as ever!  He walked away from his chair as everyone began to disperse.  It is of little importance.  If worse comes to worse, I can always retrieve the cannons, myself, before the Mushroomers arrive.  Still, there is the issue of that storm and its correlation to Bowser’s dream.  I’m running out of time!
 
 
4.
 

In the northernmost regions of Kooparian rested the desolate Ice Land, a sprawling tundra of frozen plains and treacherous, snow-covered mountains.  Within the highest of the Frosty Alps, far above the barren bottomlands of Prince Lemmy’s Kingdom, there existed an ancient system of interconnected tunnels and storage caves built into the foundation of the mountains long ago by some forgotten race.
 

Nearly five-hundred years after the underground dungeons had been painstakingly constructed, three lone bandits crept through the aging hallways and passages, setting up torches along the walls as they went.  The self-appointed leader, a silent and deadly Armored Ant by the name of Shogun, turned to face the other two members of his expedition.
 

“We are getting closer to the Central Atrium, where the Vault to the Treasury lay so many hundreds of years ago,” he said calmly, his thoughts seeming to drift back to another point in time.  “If the scrolls I stole from the Archive of the Monstro Town Dojo are correct, then there is good chance that whatever treasures were once hidden inside still remain.”
 

The blue crocodile Croco ground his teeth in frustration.  “Let’s hurry it up, then, will ya?  I’m excited about this treasure and all, but my bones are freezing.”
 

“You will have your prize, thief,” said Shogun, with obvious contempt.  He turned to the chubby rodent beside him.  “Mouser, the wall up ahead presents an obstruction.  Get rid of it.”
 

The gray-furred mouse grinned behind an oversized pair of sunglasses.  “You called for demolitions?  Bombs away!”  From within a bulging bag wrapped tight around the rodent’s arm, Mouser hurled a barrage of explosives at a sheer face of densely-packed ice.  “Just in the right place to avoid a cave-in.  I’m so good, it amazes even me!”
 

Croco growled and repositioned his hat from the aftershock of the explosion.  “Shaddup!  If those bombs don’t blow out my ears, your mouth will.  Now get outta’ my way.”
 

In the span of a shifting eye, Shogun pinned the unaware crocodile to a wall of the cave with the flat of his left claw and brought a silver saber across the reptile’s throat.  His poison-soaked mandibles clicked menacingly, and his thickly-plated armor shined in the view of the ice and frozen rock.  “Your tongue is sharp, Croco.  Perhaps it needs trimming.”
 

When the Ant’s grip loosened, Croco pushed away and attempted to straighten his crumpled clothing with dignity.  “I don’t need this!  Keep your stupid treasure.  You’ll all die out here, a couple of wimpy icicles!”
 

Mouser shouted back a few obscenities as the sound of Croco’s ivory claws clicking against the tunnel’s floor dissipated around a bend in the way.  He whirled angrily upon his only remaining partner.  “You said we needed him, so get him back!”

Shogun turned about face, unfettered, and continued walking onward.  “It would have been nice to retain his skills as a fighter, yes, but I have already possessed the absolute necessity he provided our little project with.”  The Armored Ant lifted one hand and indicated an amethyst ring glowing faintly about one pincer.  “This is the Signal Ring, and its unique properties allow it to give off a chime, if you will, whenever its wearer approaches any item of great power or use.
 

“Besides, he’ll die out there, miles away from anyone who could make good use of the information he has gained,” said Shogun, plunging his saber in a steel-bound sheath carved with intricate designs.  “The key to the past awaits us, Mouser, and that’s all that matters.”
 

Mouser twitched his massive ears and whiskers nervously and looked back, as if contemplating following Croco out.  “So we’ll get a lot of cash out of this deal, right?”
 

“If that is what you desire,” said Shogun mysteriously, “then that is what you will receive.”
 

They continued walking, periodically lengthening or shortening their stride as per Shogun’s example.  As they made their way deep into the heart of the mountain, the composition of the craggy cave walls gradually increased in ice.  Mouser touched a brown-gloved hand to his narrow snout, amusing himself with the distorted reflections in the frozen mirrors to either side.
 

It was at least another hour before Shogun spoke again.  His voice had deepened and assumed a misty haze as cloudy and concealing as the drifting fog that wound itself tightly around their legs and waists.  “The Altar of Ice, according to the scrolls, will remain frozen and vaporous in a bond that reaches across time and space until the breaking of the world.”  He paused briefly to look back at Mouser.  “That is the power we are dealing with.”
 

“Why has no one come here before, then?” asked Mouser.  “Half a century is an awful long time to let such a tremendous opportunity go to waste.”
 

“The secret of its existence was pierced by the Masters of old, the elder owners of Jinx’s Dojo, during a month of fasting and meditation.  They would have kept the knowledge hidden, I imagine, but the fools felt the need to inform their descendents about the altar.
 

“Fortunately, in my dynasty’s colony buried deep under the sands of Land’s End, there lay a clue in a dusty article.  I found it by chance one day while scouring through the older records of our library.  The blasted thing was encrypted, but by using the best of our decoding literature, I was able to gather the location of the scrolls.  After that, it was a simple matter of breaking into the Dojo and claiming them for myself.”
 

“A dynasty!” exclaimed Mouser in disbelief.  “I knew you weren’t any simple bandit.  Pardon the flattering, but you’re too smart for that.  Nah, I said to myself, ‘Mouser, you old rodent, that Shogun fellow is royalty.  Pure, grade-A royalty!’  An explosion in my mind!”  He unclenched his fists and wiped at the foam that had formed at the ridge of his mouth.  “So, anyway, what do you want this thing for?”
 

“For power, Mouser, and for the wisdom to control it in its highest form,” said Shogun, simply.  “I am an educated man, you see, but I am also an ambitious one.  Under my rule, the Armored Ants will rise to the surface and flood the deserts of the world, once more.  Beyond that, who can say?  Perhaps the stars …”
 

“The stars!” cried Mouser, holding his stomach in laughter.  “That’s rich!  Really, though, power is nice.  Women, servants, and all the cheese you could ask for, eh?”
 

“I suppose if that’s what your after,” muttered Shogun, but his indifference was soon pried apart by the sight before them.  It was a sheer, shining surface, unmistakably made of metal.  “We’re here!”
 

“Uh, boss,” said Mouser uneasily.  “My bombs won’t burst though that wall without some serious trouble.  Do you have any other bright ideas?”
 

“You will never believe how many I have,” said Shogun, smiling for the first time during the journey.  He placed two adhesive claw emplacements over the wall and scraped downward.  Seemingly satisfied with whatever it was he was testing, the Armored Ant reached into a leather pouch secured to his chest plate clamps.  He produced a rolled up scroll, yellowed and brittle with age.  “If I remember the translation accurately,” he said carefully, “then we have only to knock three times and wait.”
 

Mouser let out a breath of suppressed air and did so.  When nothing happened, he stood back and scratched between his ears.  “Nothing’s happening.”
 

“So we must wait,” said Shogun, and propped himself against the left side of the cave.  “I suggest you get some rest, as well.  This might take awhile.”
 

The impatient rodent grumbled something incoherent and unslung his pack from his aching shoulders.  He rubbed them irritably and finally drifted off when he was sure the Armored Ant was sleeping.
 
 
5.
 

The anxiety and thrill of the sixth day extended even to the borders of the Midas Fountain, the source of the waterfall that fueled the paradisiacally lush Tadpole Pond below. A shadow of the night bent forward over the chill gray waters of the eternal spring and bent low, dipping a clay drinking jar into the pool.  The crackle of a nearby fire and the hush of the drifting smoke enveloped the figure’s form as it receded back toward the campsite.
 

“Here you go, Master Torte,” the Apprentice said, shuffling his feet nervously athwart the taller and more prominent Terrapin.
 

“Zhank you,” said Chef Torte, eagerly accepting the heavy container.  He held it up with both hands and poured the contents down his dry throat.  “Ve’ve been valking for days and haf only gotten zhis far.  Vhere ist zat darned paz down zhe mountain, anyvay?”
 

The Apprentice accepted the considerably lighter drinking jar and tried to drain what was left into his own mouth.  “I don’t know, boss.  All I can see are steep drop-offs in every direction.  There’s got to be a way to get down without having a degree in rocking climbing, though.”
 

“Vhateveir you say, Apprentice,” said Torte, who was growing more agitated than usual.  “Sit down, vhy don’t you?  All zat pacing ist making moi nervous.”
 

“Sorry, sir.  It’s just that I’m worried the Mushroomers will try and hunt us down.  We do owe them all that money they paid us in advance.  Maybe we should go back and give it to them—ACK!”  The Apprentice fell face first in a patch of mud and rolled up, tenderly rubbing his head.  “What was that for?”
 

“For being an idiot, zat’s vhat,” said Chef Torte, his face now positively boiling.  “Ve can neveir go back zhere again, not afteir vhat happened viz zhat faulty potion.  Neveir trust a Sarasalian, I alvays zay!”
 

“When have you ever said that, sir?”
 

Just as Chef Torte was rummaging secretively through his nearby pack for a suitably dense pan, his fingers wrapped around something of more immediate interest.  With a yelp of excitement, he yanked it out and held it up to the light of the blazing campfire.  “Vell, vell, I forgot I still had zis little buggeir.”
 

“Oh! Let me see!  Oh, please, let me see!” screamed the Apprentice, flailing over Chef Torte and landing with a hiss over the fire.  “Ouch!  Ooh, ooh, ooh!”
 

The mustachioed Terrapin sighed purposefully and started another fire.  “Now zen,” he said carefully, indifferent to his apprentice’s hapless calls for help, “if I remembeir correctly, I received zis for my services in ze Tropacine Fleet.”  He observed what was obviously a medal attached to a sparkly ribbon.  “It reads: Commendation for Extraordinary Culinary Performance on zhe High Seas.  Oh, I vas so loved back zen!  If only zey hadn’t ended zhe var and decided to unite under vone banneir, zey’d still be loving moi.  Vell, not in zat vay, alzough it ist veiry possible vis all ze ladies following moi around in zose days.  Hehe!”
 

About that time, Chef Torte discovered the Apprentice had cooled off and was presently standing incredibly close.  “Master Torte,” he said quietly, almost in a whisper, “what’cha doin’?”
 

“Go avay!” Chef Torte growled.  “I svear, zere’s no privacy up here in zhe mountains.  It’s like living in a communal nut house, and all zhe nuts are you!”
 

The Apprentice sniffled faintly and looked off towards the horizon, spotting a bit of purple light.  “It’s going to be morning soon, sir.  I’ve packed everything; perhaps we should start searching for a way down again.”
 

“You know, Apprentice,” said Chef Torte grumpily, “if everyzhing vere as simple as you make it out to be, I vouldn’t haf to bash you so many times.  Vhat’s ze point of finding zhis so-called paz vhen it doesn’t exist?”
 

“It’s like I said,” the Apprentice drawled disconsolately.  “You have to be a rock climbing professional to get down these cliffs.  It’s too bad you don’t know a single thing about how to climb mountains, Master Torte.”
 

“Vhat do you mean, don’t know a single zhing?” asked Chef Torte, his pride wounded.  “I didn’t vant to brag before, but I vas ze top of moi’s rock climbing class.  Zey had to pull me down before I conquered too many of zose vimpy zhings.  Ist all true!”
 

“How convenient!” said the Apprentice.  “You can lead the way down, and we’ll get there in no time.  You’re so smart, sir.”
 

“Zhat’s more like it,” said Chef Torte, pulling on his pack.  Just for good measure, he gave the Apprentice a reassuring pat on the head.  “You’re on your vay, kid.”
 

“Um, sir,” said the Apprentice, while watching Torte approach the edge of the plateau.  “Shouldn’t you equip some gear or something before—”
 

“MON DIEU!” screamed Chef Torte, his voice growing rapidly distant as he tumbled over the cliff
 
6.
 

Leaving his dojo in Monstro Town behind, the foreign monster known simply as Jinx followed the subtle tracks of his prey down into a land of slow grass and whispering seas.  To his back rose the thundering mountains of Land’s End, sloping down into a valley of sparkling lakes and fresh autumn pine.  Further east, the morning sun was creeping over the royal sapphire of Star Hill and casting a shivering purple mist on the villages below.
 

Although he had only been traveling for a couple of days, the diminutive monster felt it time for another hour of meditation.  He carefully lay his ragged gray pack against the wet bark of a willow tree and sat upon a smooth river stone.  It offered little comfort, but the silent trance he soon entered blocked the irritation.  As soon as the world without left him completely, the surrealistic visions of fear and doubt came flooding in.  Jinx was in control, though, and so soon he had a grasp on the contents of his mind and all the life around him.  Everything breathed and trembled in a world of shimmering light, falling water, and quiet stars.
 

“Come out of the shadow of that tree,” said Jinx, opening one eye first, and then the other.  He looked over his shoulder, listening to the gentle gusts of wind for a confirmation.  “Into the light, child, so I may know you better.”
 

Out from the shelter of an oak stepped a cautious Goomba.  Jinx noticed it was male, with heavy, darkly tinted eyebrows, but it was not yet an adult.  “You have been following me since my departure from Monstro Town.  Tell me, am I correct in guessing that you are one of the shopkeeper’s children?”
 

“My name is Keb,” said the young monster.  “I left my father’s shop, for he was going to force me into apprenticeship.  You see, my other two siblings are females and thus traditionally unable to run the family.  In following you, I hoped to strike out on my own and start a new life.  I’ve always admired the way you sit and listen to the earth and the wind in the trees.  Please, don’t cast me away.”
 

“You have been planning what to say to me for some time,” said Jinx.  He paused, seeming to construct the order of his words.  “Although I do not wish to move against your father’s will, I also do not have the time to guide you back home.  As such, I suppose it would be alright if you followed me to Seaside Town.  But I warn you, Keb.  Once there, you must remain patiently until I return.  I shall give you ample funds for meals and a room at the inn.”
 

Keb shifted his enormous eyes back and forth nervously and straightened his posture.  “I’m sorry, Master Jinx, but I can’t do that.  No matter where you go, I’ll follow.  If I’m not able to make it with you, then I’ll know for sure my calling is that of a shopkeeper and not an adventurer.”
 

Jinx took a moment of silence to walk around the taller monster and consider his strength and courage.  “That it is not all you wish of me.  Open your heart, Keb.  What is it you truly followed me for?”
 

The Goomba slumped in disappointment.  “I should have known not to conceal my feelings from you.  It is my dream to become a martial arts expert and help to make the world right.  My dad told me horrific stories from his days as a soldier in King Bowser the Tyrant’s infantry.  Our planet will not be safe until he is destroyed!”
 

Master Jinx reeled in surprise at the juvenile’s powerful conviction.  “Walk with me awhile, then,” he said ambiguously.  “We shall see what your soul reveals.  Until then, I suppose it does no harm to tell you I am tracking a bandit.  It is hard to admit, but he stole a sacred scroll from my Dojo, and I must find him before he discovers how valuable it is.”
 

“It must be no ordinary bandit to have stolen something from you, Master Jinx,” said the boy enthusiastically.  He dashed up alongside the pale-skinned monster.
 

“You may call me Sensei, for now,” said Jinx.  “No more questions until we reach Seaside Town, though.  We have a long way to go yet, and it will be after sunset before we arrive in the valley.”
 
7.
 

Describing Yos’ter Isle as the most wonderful tropical paradise anyone could dream of is a massive understatement, and every Yoshi who lived there would waste no time in telling you so.  Just about every Yoshi in the prime of his life who was not feeling isolated enough to move off to the exotic Yoshi’s Island in Dinosaur Land called the quaint patch of grass and palm trees off the coast of Rose Town home.  The island was by no means exclusive to Yoshies, though—a fact affirmed by the generous population of fun-seeking Mushroom Kingdom citizens who lived there year-round.
 

The most nationally recognized Yoshi, honorably given the simple title of his species, was presently laying easy in a hammock.  Another of the characteristically lazy devices was strung up beside him and cradled the unimpressive form of the dull village author, Ryanoshi.  The latter dinosaur was most likely rambling about something boring, so Yoshi leaned up a little to catch a glimpse of the day’s races.
 

“Are you listening to me?” asked Ryanoshi, obviously irritated.
 

“Sorry, pal,” said Yoshi.  “It’s just that I’ve been distracted lately.  I’m usually more excited on days as nice as these, but today I just feel worn out.”
 

“You know,” said Ryanoshi, adopting a thoughtful mood, “you haven’t even been participating in the races of this week.  That used to be your favorite thing to do, and now you barely acknowledge its existence.  Try and describe your thoughts; maybe I can pinpoint the problem.”
 

“It’s a sick feeling at the pit of my stomach, like I’m hungry, but fruit won’t make it go away.  You might have noticed that I’ve been taking long walks in the jungle.  I thought maybe I could figure out what’s wrong, but no matter what I do, the sense of danger just gets worse.”
 

“Danger?” asked Ryanoshi, confused.  “You aren’t having premonitions, are you?”
 

“Nothing so mystical.  It’s just a feeling, you know?  Something bad has or is going to happen, and it’s so real to me, I can almost smell it.”
 

“An interesting prospect,” said Ryanoshi mysteriously.  “Normally I would not hold much stock in hocus-pocus, but I know you wouldn’t be attempting to pull a shade of black over my eyes.  In any case, I’m not qualified for indirect spiritual interpretation.  One of the Shamans, however, might be able to discover something useful.”
 

“A Shaman, eh?” Yoshi mused.  “Thanks for believing me, at least.  I’ve been going crazy thinking I was insane.”
 

After squirming to hold back a chastisement for his friend’s contradiction of terms, Ryanoshi eventually managed to control his ridiculous obsession with grammar.  “I must admit I am partly intrigued by your dilemma, as I too have felt variances in my normally peaceful thoughts.  Perhaps the Shaman in Toad Town will be able to solve both of our problems.  I hear he is the most talented of all his family.”
 

Yoshi nodded excitedly.  “Yeah, Mario told me how Merlon (that’s his name) helped him and his buddies get back the Star Rod from Bowser last year.  He’s a little eccentric, but Mario said he was always a great help.  I just hope he doesn’t charge too much.”
 

“Not to worry,” said Ryanoshi.  “The Yoshies have never been too keen on my writing, but the Mushroomers may be willing to pay a pretty penny for something foreign.  And even if that fails, I should be able to negotiate something reasonable with the man.”
 

“Let’s hope so, Ryanoshi.  Those Shamans are a difficult type, always having other purposes.  Why can’t everyone just be candid with each other?  Lying makes everything so difficult.”
 

“I wish I had the convictions that you possess,” said Ryanoshi.  “Unfortunately, I’ve neglected to mention another reason for my going.  You see, I’m gradually losing inspiration for my art, and I thought perhaps a trip across the country would help me come up with new material.  I know it is a selfish reason for artistic influence, but you must realize that our primary reason for going holds just as much importance to me now.”
 

Yoshi twisted his huge eyes around and turned his body over in the hammock, facing his pal.  “What are you planning to write about next?”
 

“Something cheerful, I hope,” said Ryanoshi.  He lifted himself easily out of the hammock and began walking over to the juice bar.  “Our visions have been too morbid, as of late, and I fear the sun does not wait just beyond the horizon this time.”
 

Yoshi tried mulling over Ryanoshi’s words for a moment or two, but he soon resolved to get out from under the shade and take a brief trot around the racing course.  The sun was beating down fiercely from above in the post-noon sky, temporarily making it hard to see at intervals in the walking path that wrapped a loose oval around the tournament lanes.  It was not entirely surprising when Yoshi lost his sense of direction for too long a time and happened to wander off into the surrounding wilderness.  Of course, a sub-conscious desire to get away from the noise and motion of the races was not completely uninvolved, either.
 

Fortunately, he soon found himself under the partial shade of an enormous palm tree. The normally active dinosaur often sat under it when he wanted to rest or think about something in serenity, and he considered it more than good luck he had come to it now.  Already the voices of the morning songbirds were tapering off into a solemn nocturne, and soon the clouds from farther out to sea would cover the sky and bring a dull, rainy night.  Yoshi rested the side of his body against the smooth trunk of the tree and closed his eyes, appreciating the absence of words.
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The Princess Peach awoke with a startled shriek and abruptly clamped one hand over her mouth.  After carefully lifting back the side-veils of her bed, she peeped out of the opposite side and whispered, “Toad!  Toad?”
 

Before she could gather an answer, though, the bedside candles were lit, and Mario pulled back the shades she had previously looked out from.  “Princess, are you decent?”
 

“Mario, thank goodness!  Yes, I am fine,” she said, and the plumber pulled the veil back farther down its guiding ramp.  “I don’t suppose you had any problem getting in, but it must be important.  What’s happened?  Toad!”
 

“He’s asleep, Princess,” said Mario, gesturing quickly to the sleeping Mushroomer in a far corner.  “We think there may be a problem with another imposter—a Magikoopa or a Duplighost or something.  Is Russ T. staying in the palace?”
 

“Yes, he’s been here all week, I believe,” she said.  “Do you think it is not really him?  As far as I know, he’s not been behaving abnormally.”
 

“We don’t know, really, and that’s the problem.  Luigi is headed over to the Mushroom Kingdom Inn as we speak to see if there is another Russ T. there.  It’s a long story, and I’m embarrassed to say I’ve forgotten a lot of it in my rush to get over here and past the guards, but Luigi had me convinced there was definitely something up.  I have to get to the Russ T. in the palace.  Just in case it’s the fake one, though, maybe you and Toad should go someplace safe.”
 

“Yeah,” piped Toad, walking groggily and fearfully up to the bedside.  “Listen to him, Princess, please.  I know it’s my job to protect you, but even I’d feel safer in the vault.”
 

“No way, Mario,” said Peach determinedly.  “If you’ll remember, it was me standing on the front lines when we infiltrated Smithy’s factory.  The healing powers of the royal bloodline, not to mention the years of combat training I received as the first in line to the royal throne, are not going to be confined by the walls of any vault.”
 

“You know I’d rather you stay,” said Mario, “but you’re right.  We could really use you if things get dense in the next few hours.  It seems awfully small to be one of Bowser’s schemes, but that thickheaded Koopa’s got a smart group of advisors these days.  We have to be extra careful.”
 

Princess Peach ordered Toad and Mario to turn around as she quickly dressed herself in capable and predictably stylish clothing, making sure to clip her family’s traditional dagger under her right pant cuff.  She stepped in front of her two shocked companions, roughly holstering a star pistol.
 

“Well?” she asked.  “Let’s get on with it!  I still have a few hours of sleep to catch up on before the dance tomorrow night.”
 

Both plumber and Mushroomer saluted smartly, awkwardly clicking the heels of their shoes together.  “Yes, ma’am!”
 

The highly resourceful Princess immediately took charge and proceeded to lead Mario and her personal servant through the dark, quiet halls of the castle.  Because of Toadstool’s keen knowledge concerning the security movements of the Royal Guard, the only difficulty they encountered on the way was Toad’s distracting habit of jumping and half-shrieking at every little sound and shadow.  Finally, the two more courageous members of the search party were able to convince Toad to go ahead and “prepare” the vault, in the event that it would be needed.
 

“A model soldier,” Peach muttered as the trembling Mushroomer trundled fearfully down an off-branching hallway.  “Well, come on.  Russ T.’s room is the fifth on the left.  Do you think I should call a few guards to help us?”
 

“No need for that,” said Mario, grinning.  “Any Koopa Bowser sent here incognito will be no match for the both of us.  Most of the lower mutation Magikoopas spend all of their training trying to perfect copies of other people.  They don’t have a lot of time left over for combat lessons.”
 

Peach lightly stepped to the hinged side of the lavish door into Russ T.’s room and motioned for Mario to open it.  The incautious plumber swung open the door and walked inside quickly.  The Princess followed closely behind him, noting the bright distortion of air around his fists—charging orbs of fire.
 

Mario slid against one wall of the sitting area and tried frantically to will his eyes into focus.  Through the flickering of starlight filtered past a far window’s lace curtains, he could faintly make out the silhouette of Toadstool, with her pistol leveled out preparedly.  Just as the fiery energy built up in Mario’s hands reached its point of maximum power, the plumber was belted over the head with a resounding piece of metal cookery.
 

“Take that, scalawag!” shouted the aged voice of Russ T.  “You over there, back off where I can see you, or I’ll let you have a taste of brass, too.”
 

Peach threw up her hands and dropped the pistol to the floor.  It clattered across the room’s marble tiling, coming silently to a stop.  “It’s Peach, Russ.  Sorry for bothering you, but we thought you might be an imposter.  I’m afraid you’ve just sent Mario into a coma.”
 

“No, no, I’m fine,” said Mario, groaning and rubbing the soreness out of his head.  “You gave me quite a walloping there, Russ T.”
 

“The Princess and Mario?  Imposter?!  Oh, my!”
 

“There are two Russ T.’s in the city,” said the Princess carefully.  “Either you’re the real Russ, or you’re the fake one.”
 

“Oh, I’m sure there is a logical way to convince you of my identity.  Simply ask me something that only the knowledgeable and, at the risk of seeming pretentious, ingenious Russ T. would know.”
 

Mario tried desperately to come up with a question difficult enough, but the Princess soon interrupted his thoughts.  “Never mind that, Mario.  Only the real Russ T. could be pretentious while attempting not to be.”
 

“Feisty, as usual,” Russ T. said dryly.  “In any case, where do you suppose this fraudulent Me is staying?”
 

“Luigi was almost positive your double is currently at the Mushroom Kingdom Inn,” said Mario.  His face suddenly grew white at the mention of his brother.  “Luigi’s going to be fighting that creature alone!  He might be able to handle it, but we should get over there as quick as possible, just in case.”
 

The Princess hurriedly brushed past Russ T. and scrawled something delicately onto a notepad resting on the room’s writing table.  Mumbling about something angrily, she ripped off the marked slip and handed it to the Mushroomer behind her.  “Here, Russ.  Mario and I are going to head over to the Inn.  Get this to the head guard on duty as soon as you can.  You’ll probably find him eating the fruit stores down in the kitchen.”
 

“After you, Princess,” said Mario, standing by the recently opened window.  With a few farewell remarks to Russ T., the pair slipped out of the first story quarters and into the late night air.
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The ancient clock and pendulum towering in shadow behind the clerk desk of the Mushroom Kingdom Inn struck midnight as Luigi plowed into the lounge, breathing heavily for having to sprint all the way.  As the last of the twelve resonant chimes withered into nothingness, the immediate breath of silence was consumed by the rise of harsh rain on the cobblestone and roof.  Flashes of bright lightning burst through the windows of the darkened room, followed by the brazen report of thunder.
 

“Mama mia! Russ T., or whoever that man was, may have been right about the storm.  It’s certainly blowing up a mess of one right now.”
 

He covered his mouth in sudden realization of where he was.  All of the patrons were probably asleep or preparing themselves for bed, and no one likes to be disturbed on the night before the most exciting day of the year.  A rapid blast of lightning exploded again, and so the plumber steadied himself and looked around for the stairway leading up to the first floor of rooms.  After an extended period of time feeling his way around, Luigi found a narrow staircase tucked away in the far-left corner and stepped cautiously over to it.
 

There was a rounded window a little below the height of his head at the foot of the stairs, and he could not keep from looking out it at the pounding rain on the beaten grass and walkways.  Droplets of water splashing against the glass panes distorted most of his vision, but Luigi was certain he saw something dash past his face, outside and toward the other side of the Inn.  At first it seemed to be a mass of moving blackness, almost vaporous, but whatever figure had briefly appeared possessed a definite form.
 

He was not too anxious initially, but when his attempts to make a curious grunt came out only as a silent expenditure of energy, Luigi knew something was very wrong.  Frantically, he smashed his right fist heavily into the wall below the window, but it was utterly noiseless.  A sound barrier, he thought a second before the plaster and stone before him blew outwards.
 

The shock of the explosion caused him to lurch backwards, trip over a footrest in the beveled lounge area, and careen into the fortunately padded cushions of a wide, yellow couch.  Through the opening in the opposite wall stepped a horribly familiar form, shrouded entirely in black.  The sound of the rushing rain and the terrible storm returned, but Luigi thought dazedly that all of the vibrations were probably contained within a separate sound barrier now.
 

“How fortunate to have found one of the Mario Brothers, drowsy and vulnerable,” said the Magikoopa Luigi recognized as Vermik.  The menacing figure waved his wand teasingly and stepped further into the room as the torpid wind from outside whirled his ebony cloak about his slender form.  Couch and floor tiling alike were drenched in rain now, and Luigi began to feel his clothes weigh down on his body.
 

“I haven’t been to sleep yet, actually,” said Luigi, standing up and regaining a bit of his smugness.  “Thank you for not infringing on the other citizens’ dreams, though.”
 

The wizard sneered angrily while the flare of another lightning bolt gleamed off of his protruding canine and opalescent spectacles.  “Although I am pleased to find you here, I have no time for a distracting parley.  Perhaps you have met my assistant, the inimitable Kanaye?”
 

Luigi half-gasped as he felt the point of a large dagger jab lightly against the small of his back.  “What the—”
 

“If you move, I shall slit my other knife across your throat,” whispered the Ninja behind him.
 

Luigi immediately recognized the spherical red hand that slipped around his neck.  There was no point in trying to match swiftness of movements with one of Smithy’s Ninjas, he knew, so the plumber begrudgingly obeyed.  “I suppose it would be too much to ask what you want with me, eh?”
 

Vermik walked slowly to within a hand’s width of Luigi’s face and ran one ivory claw down the curve of his left cheek.  The man in green winced as two rivulets of blood ran down the side of head and dripped to the floor.  “I always enjoyed confronting you more than your brother.  You know so well how to skip to the heart of the matter.”
 

The plumber held back a scream.  Kanaye was applying an exceedingly uncomfortable pressure to the tip of his spine with the handle of his dagger.
 

“Unfortunately,” continued Vermik, pulling back his hand, “a little reservation would have done you a world of good.  You see, Kanaye has been trained in the advanced arts of torture.  Our new Defensive Advisor has taught King Bowser’s army all sorts of interesting tricks.”
 

It would have been an immense understatement to say Luigi was feeling slightly nauseous at the mention of Kanaye’s unusual talent.  Even his normally calm and logical mind was racing wildly under the threat of unbearable pain.  He had to find a way to distract the Ninja, and quickly.
 

“A Defensive Advisor?” he asked, but any hint of mockery he had left was drowned out by the lump in his throat.  “No amount of professional crackpots will give that addle-brained Koopa the smarts to prevail against us.  His own royal shapeshifter doesn’t even have the gall to face an enemy in noble combat, let alone win a war.”
 

Vermik snarled and nodded coldly to Kanaye.  Luigi screamed unhindered now, and his head swam sickeningly by the thrashing and the crashing of the rain and his own thundering blood.  He felt his knees grow wobbly and quake outright, threatening to drop him into the point of the Ninja’s dagger.
 

“No, no, no,” the Magikoopa chided, punctuating each word like a schoolmarm.  “That’s not the way to retain your mobility.  Now, if you want to act nicely and stay relatively unharmed, you’ll give me the watchwords up through the security for Toadstool’s chambers.  A simple transformation into one of the Royal Guard, and the path to chaos is begun.”
 

“You’re… mad, Vermik,” said Luigi, sweating and trying valiantly not to collapse.  “Both my brother and I would die the most horrible deaths before letting you harm Her Highness.”
 

“Your bravery is boring me,” said Vermik, almost detached.  “I believe it’s time to rid ourselves of this uncooperative pest—Kanaye?  What is it?”
 

“Master, look,” replied the Ninja in his characteristic murmur.
 

Vermik spun around, notably distressed.  The ceiling above them was cracking, sporting a gradually increasing fissure that branched off over their heads.  With only the warning of a sucking split, a second explosion of plaster and red stone shot from the second floor, sending a spray of debris falling to the ground outside the crude opening in the wall across from them.  A figure on a broom shot through the air and over the low lands to the south of the Inn, heading towards the cliff face that led down to the Vista Sea.
 

“That’s not Kamek,” Vermik said grimly.  “And it’s definitely not Kammy.”  He turned around, wand buzzing furiously.  “Kanaye, don’t let him escape.  I shall return after I deal with this dissenter.”
 

Luigi felt the breath of the Ninja’s acknowledgement, but his attentions were focused on Vermik.  The young Magikoopa broke into a brutally efficient stride and leapt into the night sky outside of the building, coming to meet his floating broom.  The surprisingly athletic Koopa zipped with a sonic boom off in the general direction of the other wizard, soon disappearing from sight.
 

The plumber recoiled as Kanaye’s grip loosened and reeled completely around, bringing up his right hand flat to deliver a bone-shattering chop to the Ninja’s face.  His blow fell on empty air, though, and the amazingly agile warrior had already sent a flying kick into Luigi’s abdomen.  Thoroughly winded, the younger Mario Brother retched, choking back the spittle knocked loose from his throat.  Even as Luigi attempted to form a weak pyrosphere, Kanaye elbowed him at the base of his neck, sending the taller man roughly to the wet flooring.
 

“Those without inner identity are doomed to failure,” whispered the Ninja through his frighteningly dark veil.  “All who attempt retribution against the Enlightened will surely find they are mistaken.”
 

Luigi struggled to make sense of the cultic jargon, but his pain was too intense to think about much else but getting away from the lunatic before him.  There was no way he could outrun the Ninja, but close combat was certainly not a viable option either.  He decided to use his one strength over the monster and jumped high over Kanaye’s head, landing behind him and immediately performing a double flip into the dense rain outside of the Inn.  Before he could land to go soaring into the air once more, however, he felt a sharp sting in his neck and thudded heavily into the wet and muddy ground.
 

His vision grew steadily cloudy, and his last thought before he plunged into shadow was: The water is rising.
 
 
10.
 

Vermik vaulted from his broom and into the brush he estimated the other Magikoopa had landed in.  The rain and lightning were so seamlessly and violently meshed that they blazed and battered simultaneously, threatening to tear skin from flesh and destroy the senses.  All around the level of the water was mounting and slowly creeping up to his shins.
 

“Blast it, where are you?  Show yourself!”
 

A Magikoopa bearing a robe filled with phosphorescent stars, nebulae, and other celestial objects stepped into the clearing, his glasses filled with a roaring fire.  His voice was old and horrifically grating, like a thousand nails scraping across brick.  “I have no order of fate with you.  Leave this place now.”
 

“You won’t get away that easily, old man,” said Vermik, absolutely fuming.  “There’s nothing I dislike more than being interrupted, and so I’m really disliking you right now.  Tell me, where did you buy that cloak?  All of the Magikoopas in this land are under the rule of his Majesty King Bowser, and you’re not on the roster.”
 

“You are correct, in a way.  I am not from this land, but from far, far away, even unto the edge of the world,” Zarith said softly, calmly, as if in a dream.
 

“The edge of the world?  You’re more out of touch than I thought, old-timer,” said Vermik, who was surprisingly less angry.  “Tell you what: since that back there seemed to be an accident, I’ll let you live, that is, if you promise to follow me back and meet the head of our sect.  He might know what to make of you.”
 

He cannot really be that foolish, thought Zarith.  This is a deceitful Koopa, capable of gauging my strength and knowing when he will be beaten.  If I abandon this place, I gain nothing but serenity until the flood has washed through, but if I follow him, I also have a chance to receive valuable information.
 

“Well, what’s your answer?  I’m getting soaked, and it looks like a flood’s coming on.”
 

Zarith pulled his wooden staff to heel and grinned.  “Very well, I shall take you up on your offer.  It is becoming rather messy, though, so I suppose you will not be opposed if we both travel by our brooms.”
 

“Ack!” Vermik shrieked and lifted his arm.  “Something just swam by me.  That isn’t right.”  The black-clad Magikoopa lifted a claw to his mouth, sucked a bit of moisture off of it, and immediately spat into the rising water.  “Sodium!  This is from the ocean.  But hurricanes don’t form this far north of the equator …”
 

“All the more reason for us to hasten,” said Zarith.  He climbed onto his broom as it obediently floated by.  “Hurry, now.  Let us ride before the tide comes in!”
 

“Yeah, maybe you’re right,” said Vermik and hopped up on his broom.
 

As the pair of Magikoopas flew off through the biting rain and wind, a mass heaving of shadow and glistening moonlight writhed in the distance.
Chapter Three: The Flooding
 

I remember as a young child watching the drowning of the non-believers—how they shouted as they were let up for a brief gasp of air between being roughly shaken by the executioners and forced back under the acidic pools again. “Why are they screaming?” I asked my father, who had accompanied me on this, my first journey to the dungeons of the Barrel Volcano. “All those cleansed by the sulphur pools shout in anguish, my son, for they are justly punished.”
Louis Kappa, A Soldier in The Great War
 

1.
The monster Jinx shielded his eyes from the rising sun, patiently watching the shadows drift lazily across the red and blue rooftops below. He was sitting utterly motionless atop a mound of grassy earth looming over a steep drop-off towards Seaside Town, the Mushroom Kingdom’s premiere ocean port and trading center. Unfortunately, his estimation for arrival in the city was far off the mark, as they were still a fair hour’s descent from checking in at the gated entrance.
After confirming the complete appearance of the morning rays, Jinx leapt silently from his rough perch and crept beside his sleeping companion. He gently shook the Goomba awake and walked off to gather their supplies. “Sorry to rouse you so early, Keb, but every moment we lose puts the thieves that much farther ahead of us. I’m not even sure I’ll be able to follow their tracks over Star Hill, which is most likely where they went from Seaside Town.” Jinx’s eyes widened suddenly, as if realizing something for the first time. “Unless...”
“Unless what, Sensei Jinx?” asked the young Goomba. “What is it?”
“If one of the thieves was able to read the contents of the scroll he stole, however impossible that may seem, he would take to the seas. It would be the quickest route to Kooparian and, from there, Ice Land.” The monster’s voice lowered to a disappointed whisper. “Why did I not consider this before?”
“Ice Land!” shouted Keb incredulously. “I thought that place only existed in novels and children’s storybooks. That’s what pop always said, at least.”
“Your father,” said Jinx, “slaved under the cruel regime of King Bowser and thus most likely attempted to hide the existence of Kooparian from you, in which, ironically, are rested the majority of the Koopa Kingdom’s armies. A judicious move for an ex-soldier not mentally capable of dealing with his troublesome past. He hoped to hide the truth from you for awhile, I suppose, and then perhaps tell you when you were older and more able to deal with the reality.”
“Man, I should have known, the way he never ordered any foreign maps or sent me to public schooling. King Bowser ruined his young life, that creep! He can’t reign forever, though. We’ll stop him someday.”
Jinx nodded respectfully. “As long as we are determined in our struggle against his evil, then, yes, we shall eventually succeed. We must move carefully, though, for if this thief did comprehend the contents of that scroll and is on his way there, then Bowser is the least of our worries.”
“That’s almost hard to imagine,” said Keb. “What exactly is in Ice Land that they’d be going after, anyway?”
“Even I am not completely sure,” said Jinx. “I know it is something lending great power to whomever finds it. So much power, in fact, that it could decide the course of our future, based on the nature of the person who obtains it. And I say ‘it’, mind you, without knowing whether it is a simple, tangible thing, a group of emblems, or even a separate spiritual entity. None of this is known to me, as the language of the elders was long ago lost in the sands of time. I was only able to pick out bits and pieces, especially the more adamant warnings, which were mostly made out of syllables and stresses not too altered over the many years since their composition.”
“So, we’re going after criminals that we most likely will not be able to catch up with for the purpose of stopping something we don’t know of and that may not even exist?”
The smaller monster laughed appreciatively. “Why, yes, it does sound rather hopeless, doesn’t it? I only do what I feel guided to by the Stars, young Keb—what seems to be aligned with the universal peace. If nothing else comes out of this but a few less coins, then I shall have enjoyed the journey.”
“Yeah, and no matter what the cause, I’m itching to get out of this place,” said Keb eagerly. He looked to where the trail started winding down the hill they were on, leading towards the city below. “If we do find out they took to the sea, will we follow them, regardless?”
Jinx tilted his head affirmatively. They both climbed carefully down the hillside, not speaking any further words to each other until they reached the bottom. It was a brisk, only slightly taxing exercise to find trustworthy foot and hand holdings in the dirt face, and there were several firm weeds and branches when those failed to appear. All in all, it cost them an hour to land safely on level ground and approach the magnificently ornamented portcullis of Seaside Town’s primary ingress.
“Odd,” said Jinx as Keb stared in amazement at the high iron spikes and watchtower above. “There must have been a notable occurrence during the night, since it is usually opened by now. Keeping the gates closed after dawn is a brilliant measure to keep culprits from leaving the city.”
“Will they let us in, then?” asked Keb. “I don’t see anybody up there.”
Jinx walked calmly over to a bell hung by the end of a rotting rope and gave it several tugs. Stepping back beside Keb, he waited and said nothing until a wooden shutter carved out of the front of the guardhouse slammed open. A grimy Mushroomer’s repulsive head peeked out, one eye covered by a tattered, black patch.
“Who is this? A Goomba brat and foreigner?” the man called down to them. “The Mayor has ordered we keep any and all visitors out of the city until such time that he deems it safe for the citizens of Seaside Town. You’ll have to wait in the field yonder. There’s plenty of berries and apples for ya’ to make a nice breakfast. Well, get on out of here!”
Keb readied himself to shout back a challenge, but Jinx silenced him with an admonitory glance and met the gaze of the guard. “We thank you for the offer, sir. Have you heard any news of when the city may be reopened?”
The man spat disgustedly before them and ducked back into the tower, shutting the splintered shutter without so much as an obscenity.
“So much for a courteous welcome,” said Keb and sighed. “What are we going to do now?”
“We definitely shall not be hindered by a drunken guard. There is always a way to bypass the blockades, and it should be all the easier with the lax soldiers they have working for them. They’re only sailors on leave, too interested in sleeping off their remaining days on the shoreline to worry about us.”
“Sounds great,” Keb grinned. “I’m right behind you.”
It took a surprisingly brief portion of time for the pair to find a loose block of wood in the surrounding wall and even less of their attentions for Jinx to knock it completely out. Both had little trouble sliding through, and when they dropped into the other side, they found themselves behind a large building emitting meat-scented smoke from its two massive chimneys. No person was to be seen, thankfully, but they could hear numerous and varied voices shouting from within and several calmer tones issuing from the streets and dirt walkways beyond.
“Coincidentally fortunate for us,” mumbled Jinx. “Keb, listen up. The building before us is the Black Urchin, the seediest bar in Seaside Town. It’s a rough crowd, so stay near me.”
“Er, why are we even going in?” asked Keb, not exactly assured of the wisdom in the decision. “I thought—”
“There are two Port Masters elected each year, with one preceding the other from day to day in their duties. The one in office yesterday, who would have been the one to handle our thieves’ departure, assuming it was even made, is the gentleman we shall wish to speak with. Additionally, the nature of the Black Urchin works brilliantly in conjunction with that of the Port Master, so that the two men usually spend their days and nights here, whether or not they are currently active.”
“Ah,” said Keb, who had predictably stopped listening midway through Jinx’s explanation. “Stay with you, right?”
Jinx did not halt to answer, and without another word, they brushed into the soiled, rum swirled scent of the air among boisterous shouting and flailing, inebriated Mushroomers. Keb danced around to avoid being stepped on, and the two companions eventually made it to stools hugging the service bar. The older of the two foreigners gave a stern glare in the direction of the barkeeper, an oafish, muscular Mushroomer who slumped over towards them with one hand scrubbing a torn washcloth in a glass.
“What can I do you gents for?” he asked lugubriously.
“We would appreciate your telling us where yesterday’s Port Master is. I should very much like to speak with him.”
“Oh, yeah?” asked the heavyset man, sizing Jinx up with his one good eye. “Who’s the kid?”
“He is with me, and that is all you need to know,” Jinx said simply. “Now, where is the Port Master?”
“I’d love to help you wee ones out,” said the bartender apathetically, “but first you have to help me out. That’s the way it works.”
“Fine, then,” said Jinx, bringing up a hand. “We’ll have two glasses of warm cider. No rum in the Goomba’s cup, will you?”
“Whatever you say, sir. As long a we understand each other.”
The Mushroomer lumbered over to mix the drinks and came back with two sparkling glasses of the sour beverage. He passed them out and propped his elbows on the bar. “Now, then, what about the Port Master?”
“We need to speak with him about a departure yesterday,” said Jinx, sipping his cider. “Do you know where we can find him?”
“That’s him, yeah,” said the barkeeper, pointing a thick finger at a table of prim-coated Mushroomers sitting around and laughing heartily. “The one with the gold buttons. What a Cobrat!”
Jinx turned to Keb and said lowly, “Wait outside.”
“But—”
“Just do it, Keb. I’ll be out shortly with the list.”
The cloaked monster made his way quietly over to the roundabout of aristocratic gentlemen and hopped upon the table without so much as a flourishing of his cape. “Port Master,” he said to the Mushroomer with the gilded buttons, “I need the departure information for yesterday’s business. I’m willing to pay, as well.”
Jinx threw a pouch tied with a thin rope before the man, and it clinked with coins as it smacked against the rotting wood. The Port Master snatched the satchel up and laughed uncontrollably. “What a jest! Get out of here, wimp, before we mess your hair up. That is, as if it could be any uglier.”
“I am not a patient monster, sir,” said Jinx civilly. “Fair warning, it would be in your best interest to take me seriously.”
Two weather-beaten, strong-armed Mushroomers rose from the table and shot out at the smaller man standing up. Jinx quickly looked at each one and leaped into the air, allowing the two brutes to crash into each other. Without so much as a single sound, the diminutive warrior brought down his fists and smashed both Mushroomers through the wood into unconsciousness. Smoothing his bright green hair back purposefully, he then clutched the shocked Port Master by the neck. “I want that list, now!”
Keb looked oddly as three Mushroomers, battered and bruised, ran out of the Black Urchin and down an adjoining street. Second to walk out was Jinx, who was carrying a large parchment under one shoulder. “Unfortunate news. An Armored Ant set sail yesterday with two companions of an unknown species, their only cargo an ancient, incomprehensible scroll, as the trading analysis reads. Our thieves could by now be a third of the way to Ice Land or more. If they somehow managed to find a Magic Flute, they could already be there. Only a Signal Ring or some other magical device would allow them to find one of the Sacred Transporters, though.”
“Are we going to rent a boat, then?” asked Keb excitedly, attempting poorly to show disappointment.
“Shockingly enough,” said Jinx with a smile, “the Port Master offered me one, no charge. It’s in Dock A, over in the second yard. We’ll just stop by the market place for a few items and be on our way.”
“Finally,” said Keb, “the adventure begins. This is going to be great!”
 

2.
A Few Hours Before the End of Chapter Two
 

Genji T. was the first of Toad Town to notice the incoming tsunami, building constantly on itself and rolling relentlessly shoreward. He and his friend Roshi III lived by the Mushroom Harbor, where they could rest at the end of a long day and watch as the ships from distant lands came to anchor in the blue waters of the ocean. It was only by chance that he looked out on that rainy, thunder-filled evening to the wide expanse of sea beyond his window and witnessed the horrible reality of the storm.
As hastily as he could, the warrior Mushroomer waked his Yoshi housemate and informed him of the situation. After a bit of convincing, Roshi finally warded off any remaining drowsiness, and the pair quickly put on what clothes were necessary to rouse the mayor and hopefully save the town.
Genji opened their front door and stepped out into the deafening rainfall. “By the looks of that wave, we’ve got about two hours before it hits mainland,” the Mushroomer shouted over the cacophony of thunder claps and furious wind. “We won’t be able to reach Midas Hill, but we’ll at least be able to evacuate everyone into the vaulted caverns under the sewer. The water won’t rise there until everything else is flooded, so it’s probably our best bet.”
The nearby Yoshi nodded his head in agreement and shouted back in his typically high-pitched voice. “You should go ahead to the Mayor’s house, Genji. I’ll run over to Koopa Village, since they’ll be in line of the flood, too, and call them over here.”
The red-vested Mushroomer grasped one of Roshi’s hands in his and shook it solemnly. “Just be careful, ok? Come back safely, and rescue every last one of those Koopas, or I’ll never forgive you for it.”
Genji watched silently as his most loyal friend on all of Plit disappeared into the darkness of the night. After he could no longer see the diminishing blur of white and crimson, the Mushroomer made his way to the Mayor’s house and walked in, as in a town of such peaceful prospects locked doors were not even considered.
“Mayor Upton! Upton, sir, it’s Genji!” the young Mushroomer called up a dimly lit stairway. There was a feminine shriek followed by a crash of some glass and wood. The mayor hopped out of one of the second-story rooms, simultaneously trying to make his way downstairs and pull up his formal pants over his pajamas.
“What’s the meaning of all this ruckus?” asked the middle-aged man, his mustache furling in frustration. “The wife and I were just drifting off, and you come in a-sceaming like you’ve seen a Boo.”
“It’s much worse than that, Mr. Mayor,” said Genji breathlessly. “A huge tsunami is heading straight for here and The Mushroom Village. I don’t know where it came from, but it looks like it’s going to completely flood us out! Our only chance is to make it to the vaulted caverns before it hits.”
“This storm was not formed by any natural means,” said the Master from behind them both. Genji whirled around, shocked at the old Mushroomer’s sudden appearance. “A tsunami of that magnitude is impossible, or at least in this portion of Plit. Something or someone made it with dark magic. Powerful magic, too. Even Kamek would have to spend months conjuring the energy for a spell that potent, and I doubt any Magikoopa from Bowser’s Castle would want to flood his own home, anyway.”
“I don’t doubt your qualifications, Master Toad, but this all sounds preposterous! Let’s calm down before we lose our heads and think this through rationally.”
“We don’t have time for that,” interjected Genji. “My pal Roshi already went to fetch the citizens of Koopa Village. It’s up to us to rouse the town and lead everyone into the caverns as quickly as possible.”
“Genji T. is right, I’m afraid,” said the Master calmly. He tapped his cane twice on the hardwood floor of the Mayor’s house. “Hack! Cough! Hack! Our window of opportunity is waning even as we speak.”
“Fine, then,” the Mayor said reluctantly. “But let’s do this in an orderly fashion, at least. I don’t want a bunch of mobs running over each other to get down there. Master, perhaps you should go to the shed and prepare the pipe to receive our good citizens. Genji, you come with me and help wake everyone up. Oh, yeah, and we’ll have to send Parakarry over to warn The Mushroom Village.” He turned back up the stairs. “Sweetums, we’re leaving! Let’s move out!”
The Master slowly made his way to the green-and-white striped awning of the access shed beside Tayce T.’s restaurant and fumbled around in his robe for the keys to the entrance. As he triumphantly yanked them out and held them up to pick out the right one, a loud, grating scream filled the air above him. He looked up to see an abnormally large blackbird perched on the pinnacle of the shed’s triangular roof.
“Shoo! Fly away, beast of omen!” the Master shouted, but the bird only glared at him. After an awkward staring bout, the avian took to the air and flew off, unafraid of the increasingly brilliant flashes of lightning overhead. “What an odd little fellow.”
He waited inside for well over an hour, anxiously counting the moments tick by and trying in vain to figure out who could have caused the storm. Finally, just as the water was beginning to brush across the white pebble stone walkways outside, droves of Mushroomers and Koopas began to pour in.
Several were crying and holding onto their families, and many of the children were clutching stuffed Goombas and other toys. The last to drop down into the sewer complex of Toad Town were the Master, Mayor Upton, Genji, and Roshi. They waited out the storm with the other citizens in blackness and fear of death, hearing only the mighty roar as the water consumed their homes.
 

3.
Luigi awoke to the sounds of heavy rain pelting thick forest leaves and branches and the deeper, rushing voice of incoming water somewhere to the east. His vision was incredibly blurry and splotched with liquid pseudo-spheres of refracted moonlight, and only by feeling around and concluding that he was high up in a tree did he avoid tumbling out. The last thing he remembered, he had been near drowning in the rapidly flooding ground behind the Mushroom Village Hotel, and so when he finally did regain most of his sight, the plumber immediately began piecing out what had happened.
Fortunately for his already addled brain, a furiously moving figure wading through the saturated forest floor jogged his memory. It was the mind-bendingly agile Kanaye, and Luigi thought he knew who the menacing Ninja was searching for. What really plagued his thinking, though, was how the perceptive character had lost him after he had collapsed into unconsciousness.
“Do not scream, Luigi Mario,” came a reptilian voice from behind him. A scaly, nimble creature swung from a branch above down beside him, its brown-green color dulled by the night and intermittent flashes of lightning. “My name is Rezan, a Reznoth from a faraway land. I saved you from the clutches of that warrior. Speak confidently; he cannot hear us over the thunder and the precipitation.”
“You were the one whose footprints my brother found at the opening of the Autumn Festival,” Luigi surmised, too shocked and shaken by the past few hours to react violently. “How do you know me, or us, I suppose?”
The Reznoth’s red-forked tongue darted out quickly, tasting the air before retracting into a curved, lipless mouth. He motioned to the ground below, bringing one clawed finger across his face in a quieting gesture. There was a rapid burst of sparking electricity and lightning, and then Rezan was gone, apparently vanished from his former resting place on the thick branch. Luigi tried his best not to move.
He blinked his eyes once, twice, and upon opening them the third time Kanaye stood before him, approaching on noiseless feet among silent flashes of static discharge. Luigi shot up and grappled against the trunk of the tree behind him, attempting to gain a more certain footing. Just as the drowsy man was able to retain some semblance of readiness, he caught the Ninja’s silver scythe at the edge of his field of view. It was glistening brilliantly with the sound of rustling leaves, and as it came whistling diagonally towards his chest, the plumber felt oddly lulled by its power.
Rezan interceded at the last possible moment, though, wordlessly blocking the strike with the dry, bony wrists of both arms and whirling around to plow his weighty tail into the Ninja’s abdomen. He had fallen between them without sound and was now calmly, almost dreamily pounding the hard cap of his right elbow into Kanaye’s empty chest. With a guttering release of air, the Ninja stumbled and then toppled with a splash into the water below.
“We must flee!” hissed Rezan, a wide, bleeding gash across one arm. “If I meet him right out, he will defeat me. Come on! The trees are close, but the ocean is rising more swiftly than I expected.”
Luigi hesitantly let the Reznoth grab his arm and lead him to the end of the branch, jumping, and onto another one. “He still managed to cut you! How is he that fast? I couldn’t even see the movement.”
“As products of Smithy the Destroyer, the Ninjas were partly composed of mechanical enhancements. Hydraulic pumps and sound buffers allow them to act and react with unnatural speed. Even their uniforms are made of a material highly reactionary and uniform in varying degrees of light and darkness.”
Luigi stared up at him, amazed for a few moments. They had meanwhile traversed several treetops, and the Reznoth was still periodically looking behind them, as if expecting Kanaye to be a few feet within striking distance. “You’ll of course have to explain to me later how you know all that. The... Reznoth did you say?... must have had a run-in with the Smithy Gang, but that doesn’t account for how you survived them. If we hadn’t have infiltrated his factory and destroyed him before he could accumulate an army, the entire Mushroom Kingdom would be covered in chrome death by now.”
Rezan looked back impatiently, his lidless eyes wavering under an assailment of stinging rain. “Yes, perhaps later there will be time for that. Time for everything, later. Much later.”
“You speak as if you have many secrets,” said Luigi, trying admirably to match the reptile’s odd way of speaking while avoiding slipping on the slimy branches and clusters of twigs. “Something bad has happened, hasn’t it? This storm, this flood—all of it was contrived?”
“Truthfully, I’m not sure what’s going to happen. It’s all beyond me, but, somehow, it’s clear, too,” said Rezan, halting only for a moment to judge the length of their next leap and then taking it. “I am moved by forces beyond me, I think. We must wait until the next play is made. Until then, there is only survival.”
“You’ll excuse me if I say that sounds trite,” Luigi muttered thanklessly. “But you do pull it off nicely. Additionally, I’d rather stick with you than face that Ninja alone, so you’ve lucked out.”
“That is all I ask, then,” said Rezan without any discernible emotion. “About your brother Mario. Will he be able to make it safely out of the city?”
“The city!” exclaimed Luigi, horror washing pale over his expression. “All those Mushroomers, drowned... They’ll never know what hit them, and neither will Mario. What are they going to do?”
“These things have a habit of working out more pleasantly than you would expect. As I said earlier, to survive is our goal right now. We can’t do anything for them but hope to the Stars that life awaits them at the break of dawn.”
“The Stars or my friends?” asked Luigi, not entirely thoughtful of his words.
Rezan glanced again behind him, momentarily speechless. “And to think that I doubted you hold good and evil equally in both hands. The wonder inherent in those words!”
A portion of the thinning branch several paces out splintered in every direction, and through the gaping hole flipped and alighted Kanaye, cloak ruffled with two bare, silvering sabers crossed purposefully before his veiled face. “You two have threatened the balance of power long enough. Meet eternity with honor!”
“We make our stand now, for benefit or otherwise,” said Luigi, receiving an affirmative nod from his companion. “Ok, Kanaye, we’ll accept your challenge, but you’ll have to work for Vermik’s prize. We’re pushing through!”
The Reznoth roared and leapt from his point of rest, claws outstretched and gripping a bizarre pistol. Luigi reacted separately, isolating his environment and building a pair of blazing emerald fireballs. Globular, purple blobs of pasty energy exploded from the barrel of Rezan’s gun and plastered against the heavy bough just before Kanaye hopped away, each time moving more quickly than the blasts. Without a suitable target, the masses of acidic jelly consumed the wood of the branch, dropping large sections of the trio’s instable platform into the violent, thrashing flood below.
“Interesting weapon,” whispered the Ninja while dodging multiple attacks. “Reducing the enemy’s range of action is a reputable ploy, but it will bring you no victory. Watch and learn, reptile!”
Kanaye spun skillfully past two fiery orbs, vaulting over Luigi and planting a crane kick squarely in Rezan’s chest. The plumber, wheeling around, rammed heavily into the Ninja’s back, sending them both crashing hard into the thick bark of the tree. Recovering the function of his lungs, Rezan swept his tail under the Ninja’s legs, toppling him, and Luigi fell with both knees onto Kanaye’s neck—or what would have been his neck.
The Ninja countered with a sideward roll and whipcracked the length of his body upward until he came to his feet, whirling around and slamming a round kick into Luigi. The plumber was sent flying past Rezan, who had recovered his weapon and was now firing off several ear-splitting rounds, hoping to score at least one point of contact. Smithy’s hybrid proved the faster, however, leaping up and over Rezan’s head, the purple globs of adhesive energy trailing his blurred body. Sneering, he promptly shoved Luigi’s limp body into the rolling river below them, staring up with a challenge of wills at the reptile, gun cocked and steaming.
“You have betrayed your objective, foreigner, and so now you must deal with the consequences,” said Kanaye solemnly. “May you both perish.”
“This is not over, abomination!” screamed Rezan. “There are forces in action now that you cannot possibly comprehend. Your King is nothing.”
With that, the sleek Reznoth dived into the water after Luigi, quickly disappearing from sight. Kanaye peered over the edge, searching the clumps of high boulders and anchored limbs and seeing nothing of importance. He had let his anger at being taken by surprise get the better of him. That was not an option. Not now. Not when so many things depended on his complete obedience.
Shoving his unused sabers bitterly into their sheaths, the Ninja steadily bounded up several levels of branched foliage, eventually reaching open air. The rain was growing sparser now, but the lightning raged ever as forcefully, and the flood itself had developed with devastating swiftness. He thought about the impending destruction of The Mushroom Village, so coincidental with King Bowser’s will, but also ominous when considering the words of the reptilian creature he had just encountered. What did it all mean?
Vermik and another more wizened Magikoopa appeared above him on floating brooms. Kanaye studied the appearance of the latter, but there was something intangibly hidden and full of tainted shadow, something not allowing for any accurate interpretation. “A friend of yours, Guildmaster?”
“Perhaps,” said Vermik, nervously peering at the flood ravaging beneath them. “We shall learn his story soon enough. First, though, do you have Luigi? By the distance from the Inn we have found you, I am doubtful.”
“And rightly so,” said Kanaye. “A creature I have never seen before, incredibly lithe and intelligent, has joined with him. In order to defeat the one, I had to drown the other. It is unlikely that either of them will survive.”
The starry, black-cloaked Magikoopa remained silent. Vermik looked back to him expectantly and shifted on his broom. “Very well. This miraculous flood will be the cause of our enemy’s downfall, regardless. There is a celebration and many questions to be addressed back at the castle. Come aboard, Kanaye; we ride!”
“Yes, Guildmaster,” said the Ninja and suddenly was behind Vermik on the flying contraption. All three of them sped off into the dying rain and wind, one brooding, one boiling, and the other suitably watchful.
In the meanwhile, Rezan was tossed about by the flooding waters, bracketed as sound waves against projecting rocks and hurled carelessly again to smack onto the surface of the water and drift downstream, following the inevitable current. Finally, and without any insistence of his own, he caught up with Luigi and gripped him around the waist, pulling the human close and looking for something to climb onto. He found that something in a jutting isthmus, just barely thrusting out of the water’s surface. With every bit of strength left in him, Rezan lifted both of their weights jaggedly across the strip of land and lay there for awhile, only daring to move when the mud and the rainwater mixed and sloshed beneath them.
He flipped the plumber over and forced the excess water out of his lungs until he coughed and sputtered, taking greedy gasps of air. They both rose, weakened and battered, and hobbled over the high ground and upward, continuously traveling until their weary legs gave no more support and buckled. The flood raged on at the foot of the hill, fully fed and continuing into the lowlands, where The Mushroom Village waited in its unsuspecting valley.
4.
Mario and the Princess Toadstool dashed anxiously across the intricate stone walkways that pervaded The Mushroom Kingdom, haphazardly leaping over rows of hedging and irrigation ditches as they came to them. Second-story window lights and candles burning brightly between wind-ruffled curtains blew out as they passed, and everything grew even darker as a shield of menacing twilight clouds covered the face of the full moon and many of the countryside’s glistening stars. As Peach glided beside Mario with her longer legs and more lissome body, she captured his attention with a hand wave and nodded to a blurry haze of moisture at the edge of town.
The plumber briefly frowned in acknowledgement. A storm had formed over their city, seemingly out of the clear sky and horizon, and was rapidly increasing in strength. Soon they and Luigi, wherever he was, would be drenched, and any prospective rescue mission would prove all the more difficult. Neither of them had to remind the other that time was more of the essence now than before, so they doubled their speed, covering the ground at a harrowing pace until a winged silhouette in the middle of the pathway stopped them dead in their tracks.
“Parakarry!” Peach shouted breathlessly. “What are you doing here?”
“There’s trouble in Toad Town and soon to be here, as well,” said the Parakoopa, equally winded. “A giant tsunami, large enough to flood the entire village, is fast approaching the mainland. All of my friends and family have already evacuated to the sewer network that leads into the underground caverns, but the only hope for the folks here is to make it to the top of Midas Hill. We have to rouse everyone and hurry for the high ground!”
“I would normally think you crazy,” said Mario carefully, “but this all fits together, in a way. The rumors of a flood Luigi was fretting over, Russ T.’s double, the sudden appearance of a storm—this isn’t natural, and I’m sure whoever is behind all the other stuff is directing this, too. He must be one powerful son of a Goomba!”
“Assuming it’s even a person,” said the Princess in her usual calm and diplomatic tone. “The strength of it is more indicative of a machine or some madman’s invention. Even Kamek doesn’t have the command over dark magic to summon such a catastrophe as this.”
“Whatever it is, we sure as Stars don’t have the time to stand around here and discuss it in a committee,” said Parakarry. “Let’s get a move on! I’ll start at the north end of town; my wings will carry me there faster. You all wake everyone up down here.”
“Right,” said Peach, realizing the immediacy of Parakarry’s claim. “Just tell them it has something to do with Bowser. They’ll be used to an invasion threat... as used to it as they’re going to get, anyway. Mario, you handle the south and find Luigi. Any guards you all encounter on the way, enlist their aid. I’ll do the same in the east and west portions of the city. Now, let’s move out!”
Mario wasted no time in barreling toward the south end of The Mushroom Kingdom, barging into homes and shops, alike, and waking the inhabitants. In no time at all, swarms of drowsy, confused citizens littered the street, shouting and covering their ears and attempting to find shelter from out of the intensely falling rain. The lone human, however, was even more frantic, leaving the citizens in the hands of informed guards and brushing through, plowing into the forest frenetically and searching for his brother.
“Luigi!” he shouted, surrounded by thick tree trunks, a dense, stretching canopy overhead, the lone shrieks of prey scurrying across the ground, and owls hooting ponderously from their perches. “Luigi!” he screamed louder, running around, training his eyes to pierce the veil of darkness.
Trickles of water and tributaries feeding the meager trills slid over his pant cuffs and the bottoms of his shoes, and he could hear the faint hissing of a reptile and the rustle of autumn leaves. Upon the wind were the low tones of a human voice and a whispering menace, but it could all have been a hallucination, a meaningless vision imposed on his fitful senses. He could not trust anything now, not when everything was so overwhelmingly hectic. “I have to believe in him,” Mario said quietly, backing away from the now rushing and bubbling river rising up to his calves.
“Luigi, you have to go it alone this time. Good luck to you, my brother.” He rushed back up the hill into the city, wiping a bit of moisture from his face, but the water was closing fast behind him, and the Mushroomers were barely organized. It was a race, now, for survival, and they were already hopelessly behind.
Meanwhile, Peach had commanded a formidable platoon of Mushroom soldiers to round every citizen in the city up at the base of the adjoining hill. From there, they would be able to begin their long march to the summit of Midas Hill. Presently, though, Princess Toadstool was convening with the disorderly Senate, as all five of the other members desired a quick explanation for the ensuing chaos.
Toadsworth and the Chancellor walked patiently to either side of the Princess after she had finished her brief and exasperated presentation. Suitably convinced by the ferocity of her report and the intensity of the storm, the other three members fanned out to collect what valuables they could before the flood washed over their homes. The younger of her two most senior advisors rapped his cane fiercely as he hobbled along the slick pathway.
“You did well, Princess, in getting the news out quickly,” mumbled Toadsworth. “Hopefully, there will be a minimum amount of causalities after all this madness. We must make certain you are the first to reach higher ground, though, my lady. The citizens will look to your surety and calmness once they reach the summit.”
“It would not be prudent at this stage to abandon my people,” Peach said sternly. “You and the Chancellor, however, should leave right away, along with the others who are not physically able to assist in the evacuation. I’m still young, yet, and I do not plan to waste my youth in pushing ahead of everyone else. I shall be staying until the last, and that’s final.”
Toadsworth gasped helplessly and looked over to the Chancellor. “Please, sir, you, so wise and so experienced, must speak reason with her. She might die if she remains here until the flood arrives!”
“Perhaps,” the Chancellor spoke with the utmost civility. “Our dear Princess is quite capable of directing her faculties towards their most useful purposes, though, so I support her decision.” He gently lifted her hand and respectfully touched it with his lips. “May the Stars shine down favorably upon you, Princess Toadstool, as they have done in the past.”
“With your blessing, I am at least assured of that,” she said kindly. “Thank you, Chancellor, and Toadsworth, do not worry. I’ll be fine. I promise you I’ll make it up there alive.”
“The good word of the Princess is all I need,” said Toadsworth, bowing humbly. “Let us hasten westward, Chancellor. We must not hinder these young folks’ hour of heroics. Our days our past, when it comes to that, eh?”
“Sadly so,” said the Chancellor.
Peach watched them go, wondering if she would be able to keep her promise. Then, she thought grimly, a dead woman was not all that capable of lying. Not liking the sound of that at all, she headed off in the direction of the nearest unlit house in the city, a sign that the inhabitants had not yet been stirred from their beds.
Beating his wings triumphantly in the rainy, windswept air, Parakarry zoomed low to the ground, shouting encouraging words to the massive amounts of Mushroomers, Koopas, and other citizens marching tiredly below. “Just a bit farther!” he chortled, zigzagging over the stretching crowd. “Don’t give up hope! We’ll make it yet!”
Circumstances were not all that fortunate, though, the Parakoopa realized as he titled his head around and saw the rising level of water in a valley below. Even more collected precipitation would be coming from the other side of the city, rampaging in from the higher grounds of The Mushroom Way and dooming anyone left behind to a saturated grave.
It was not good enough to simply estimate the incoming danger, though. He had to fly into the storm, to try and measure more closely how much time they had left. Gritting his teeth and narrowing his eyes against the biting tempest, Parakarry spun around and dashed off towards the broiling black clouds behind him. Lightning and sharp-cracking thunder exploded around his tossed and beaten body, their brilliant flashes igniting the sky and sending showers of sparks from the high-level friction pouring down through densely packed dampness. It was simultaneously the most frightening and wondrous natural event he had ever witnessed. Then again, no one was exactly sure just how natural it really was.
The flood, he noted, would be coming sooner than everyone had reckoned. Something bizarre was happening with the potency of the storm as it neared the city, as if it had suppressed its true strength for the complete annihilation of The Mushroom Kingdom. The frequency and concentration of the rainfall was quickening now, pouring out oceans, it seemed, of deadly water and wind to the earthen floor. Not only that, Parakarry thought, but there was something else approaching from the northeast, as well. They appeared to be two speedy silhouettes, intermittently fading from existence in corroboration with the blinding thunderbolts.
“It can’t be,” the Parakoopa stuttered, halting in midair and floating slowly backward. “I’ve got to get out of here before they see me!”
Before he could gather what senses were left to him and zoom away, however, two drifting brooms were before him. Thereupon were seated two Magikoopas, both cloaked in black, with one glowing celestially, and with the former having a Ninja riding silently behind him. The unrecognizable sorcerer’s glasses roared and flickered with an abominable flame, mesmerizing the terrified winged Koopa.
“Vermik!” he shouted in disbelief. “I have no business with you. Let me pass!”
“The storm holds no fortune for you, Parakarry!” shouted back the infamous villain. “Oh, yes, I remember how you helped Mario defeat our King during the War of the Star Rod. We may have lost your heroes, but Bowser will be satisfied with a drowned nation and a victim for his torture mechanisms. Kanaye, seize him!”
Parakarry looked at the two unknown figures, waiting for one of them to move, but the Ninja had already leapt away and landed roughly on his shell. “Aggh! Get off of me, you creep!”
The shadowed, coldly efficient warrior stabbed a thin needle into the base of the Parakoopa’s neck, and he felt himself fall briefly. He looked up, barely sensing that he had been caught, and looked into the face of Vermik. The Ninja had come to rest emotionlessly behind the other Magikoopa, dividing the burden of the brooms.
“What fun we shall have back at the Castle!” cackled Vermik, sending chills down the rapidly freezing spine of the drowsy Parakoopa. “Oh, look, your friends are going to die!”
Parakarry watched as the motionless Magikoopa with the flames licking his eyes nodded approvingly and squirmed about to peer in the direction of the figure’s chilling vision. The flood had crashed over the edge of the southeastern plateau and was consuming The Mushroom Village, splintering houses, shops, and barreling over crowds of screaming citizens. Only a few, he saw, who were already making their way up the hill, had a chance of surviving.
Oh, no! he thought, increasingly losing touch with reality. What hope is left to us now?
Back near the city, Princess Toadstool whirled around as someone shouted, “Look!” A massive wave was plowing down the back ways and main avenues of the Mushroom Kingdom, engorging Mushroomers, Koopas, and countless other innocent villagers mercilessly. “Run! Flee the city!” she shouted, tripping and pulling herself up, dashing up the hillside with panicked citizens on the heel of their vast and darkened deaths.
“Mario!” she shouted and was slammed to the ground by a rough gust of wind. “Mario, where are you?”
A black raven was circling the air above them, its grating squawk carrying over the thunderous, sound-shattering roar of the approaching oscillations. “Fear! Fear!” it seemed to breathe into the very foundation of the earth and sky. Her sense of reality, her body and soul and everything that indicated existence and hope and absolution were severed, completely blurred and struck into the remotest corner of oblivion. “FEAR!”
The water consumed them.
 

 

5.
It was in the late hours of the morning when Vermik, Kanaye, and Zarith reached the jagged towers of the Castle Koopa. The Mushroom Valley below had been completely flooded, with its village saturated beyond repair and the grand majority of its people presumably drowned. Bowser, teeth gleaming, was waiting for them, along with Kamek. “I suppose, Kamek, that my vision decided to care for itself. We have won! They are dead!”
“Yes, sire, it is indeed a glorious day for your Kingdom,” said Kamek, his eyes glued to the third figure approaching them. “Have you noticed the orphaned pup Vermik has brought back? He’s wearing the garb of a Magikoopa.”
“So he is,” said Bowser, his voice grave again. “One of the cult leaders?”
“Impossible,” spat Kamek. “Kammy and I slaughtered any dissenters long ago at the source of our old operations. There are no more Magikoopas but who work under your crown, My Lord.”
“So, Vermik, I see you have brought back two prizes! I recognize the despicable Parakarry,” he gestured to the limp form of the renowned hero, “but who is the one still standing?”
The Magikoopa turned slyly to the figure under question. “I was hoping, Zarith, that you would answer that yourself.”
Predictable to the last, thought Zarith. Just as I reckoned, he brought me here to where I am outnumbered. That Kamek is extraordinarily strong, as is one other I can sense... somewhere around here. I shall be able to defeat them, but I cannot cause a stir just yet. My Master will be displeased, and I am not sure if he has learned what he wished to know. It seems that his heroes are already drowned, though. Could it be I was mistaken?
“My name is Zarith,” said the strange Magikoopa. “I learned the Dark Arts on an island I was exiled to for the sole reason of archiving them. Apparently, I was adept enough to learn them on my own. I came here after leaving and learning of the Koopa Kingdom ’s haven for our kind.”
“Zarith, you say, is your name?” asked Kamek needlessly. “Odd, that was the appellation of the former Guildmaster Supreme who ruled before the fall of the Old Order. How did you choose your name, sorcerer?”
Fortunately, I am not completely lying, so it appears as if I am being relatively truthful, thought Zarith. He does not suspect my story is several centuries off the mark.
“It came to me in the meditative rigors of the Guildmaster conversion,” said Zarith. “Almost killed me, but I made it through.”
“Yes, you do have the power of a Guildmaster, from what I can tell,” said Kamek angrily. “This is very unsettling, Zarith. If I had known you had the skills of an Adept, I would have murdered you as a child. Bizarre that we were not able to discern your skills when we rebelled.”
“Regardless, I do not wish to cause trouble, and I would like to join your ranks,” said Zarith. “I am willing to pass any test.”
“Enough of this!” shouted Bowser, growing impatient. “Let us withdraw to my Throne Room. Zarith," he said, wincing at the name as if it caused him great pain, " consider yourself part of the Koopa Troop. Vermik will show you the ropes later. You, Kanaye, place Parakarry in the lowest Dungeon level. The rest of you come with me. I have summoned the Table of Nobility, and we have much to discuss.”
“Indeed,” came a brusque feminine voice from behind them.  “What is the meaning of this, Guildmaster Vermik?” 
Admiral Jade and General Jagger stepped into view, while Defensive Advisor Inire waited patiently near the door into the East Tower .  The latter of the first two continued the interrogation.  “My Lord Bowser, we cannot allow this stranger into our midst.  Surely, Guildmaster Supreme, you must agree?” 
“Yes, I do,” said Kamek softly, eliciting a sharp growl from his subordinate.  “No matter where you came from, Zarith, we have neither the interest nor the time for dealing with you.” 
“Silence!” roared Bowser, snarling through the side of his snout at Kamek.  His blood-shot eyes centered on the newcomer.  “We might as well make this interesting.  A test of his allegiance is in order, and I have just the thing.  Since Kanaye and Vermik or so well acquainted with our guest, they will accompany him as co-commanders with three of the five legions of the Royal Vista Army.” 
“Sir!” interjected Kamek, followed by the two presiding officers of the military and navy.  “This is an outrage!” 
“One more outburst from you three, and I shall have your hearts burst in my claws while you watch,” said the Koopa King quietly.  “Now, then!  Zarith, your orders are to march west across The Mushroom Kingdom, slaughtering all who do not swear subordination to the Koopa Kingdom and myself.” 
“I feel this is my destiny,” said Zarith, bowing low.  Vermik and Kanaye wordlessly followed suit.  “Our race will once more reign supreme over this world.” 
“You are dismissed,” said Bowser with a wave of his claw and watched them go.  Only Kamek noticed the troubled gleam in the solid black-cloaked wizard’s eyes.

Grinning wickedly, the king then turned to the stunned advisors left behind him.  “Do not act so shocked.  He cannot abandon us and live while under the surveillance of both Vermik and Kanaye.  Besides, we have more important matters to attend to.” 
“How could anything be more significant than the final battle of our generation?” asked General Jagger.  “I do not understand your decision!” 
“Lord Bowser, I believe I know what you’re planning,” said Kamek carefully, “but is it not too soon?” 
“No, the time is precisely right, in fact,” Bowser answered eagerly.  “Admiral Jade, prepare the fleet.” 
“All of it?” the Parakoopa managed to squeeze out. 
“Yes, I want the Cerberus, Eviscerator, and my flagship readied before dawn of the coming day.” 
“But, sir,” Jade stammered, “the Leviathan has not been tested.  It may not be safe for flight or combat…” 
“I trust to the engineers,” said Bowser, turning about and peering out over the flooded landscape with his hands wrapped around to the middle of his shell.  “As Zarith said, it is a day of a destiny.  We shall unite the Koopas once more under the land of Kooparian, and my rebellious children, will fly proudly the flag of our people.  With this done, all other races will be subjected or exterminated according to their will.  Genocide is the punishment for all revolution.  Terror will be our watchword, and blood will be the symbol of our campaign.  Now, leave me to my solitude!” 
Kamek stood silently still when the others left, looking on as Bowser knelt uneasily on the stone parapet and muttered a few shaky words of prayer.  The low mumblings seemed to lift to the heavens above.  Maybe he is right, thought the Magikoopa.  Perhaps we are meant to cover Plit with our people.  Could it be that at long last this war has come to an end?

He whirled about and headed towards the castle entrance.  Something was drawing him nearer to an apex of the past few days’ chaos.  Whatever was simmering had come to a violent boil, and he was sure a certain someone was awaiting him within.
~*~*~*~ 
Zarith and Kamek stood across from each other in a long, narrow hallway carpeted with crimson and gold-fringe and lit by the dull glow of several flickering torches.  Both wizards had their wands at the ready, feet placed apart at the prime width for their size and position in the corridor. 
“You disappoint me, Guildmaster Supreme,” said the foreign Magikoopa.  His teeth were bared, fangs glistening and shadowed by the varying shades of light.  “I know you wanted to rip out my lungs on the castle top.  What hindered your desires?  Was it my strength?  Or perhaps something else?” 
“So it is you,” said Kamek proudly, leaning back, his arms crossed deliberatively and attempting not to show the fear coursing through his veins.  “I shall not ask how you were preserved all this time.  I’m not that skeptical anymore.” 
“You have sealed your doom, already, mortal,” said Zarith, his voice suddenly deep and his eyes emitting dark, drowning flames.  His entire body scintillated with raw energy, and the floor fissured with the quake of his presence.  “What you have discovered is more profound than you can ever imagine.  This is the day of destiny and for more than Bowser thinks.” 
“I have no quarrel with you, and you know it, Zarith,” said Kamek softly, using all of his remaining influence to wield off perspiration.  “Besides, a struggle with me would draw too much attention; our forces would tear the castle apart.  For the benefit of both our causes, we must let each other go for now.” 
“Practicality, then, is your choice,” said Zarith, releasing his power harmlessly into himself.  “But I leave you with this admonition: do not attempt to comprehend my purpose.  It will buy you death.” 
As Zarith passed by, Kamek fell to his knees, grinding his teeth and sending out a piercing scream.  His mind was cracking and sending waves of torment throughout his body and spirit.  I must, he thought, gasping and gaining control of his nerves, sensing that Zarith had left, inform Kammy.  We have to leave!  We must flee now! 
~*~*~*~ 
Kammy opened the door roughly and dragged her frazzled superior inside. “Stop your shouting! We’re all jaded on this floor. What is it?”
“Zarith was the one who caused the flood and the vision that Bowser had,” Kamek said quickly, his face fuming.  “Our King recognizes him and so gave him the command!  We cannot stop that degree of power!”
“What are you babbling about? How do you know?!” She sat him down, now intensely interested. “Speak!”
“I accosted him in the hallway and accused him of something else, which I thought to be true.  He did not deny it.  That monster even caught me off guard with a mental razing!”
“Not so difficult,” Kammy muttered.
“No, shrew, I’m not jesting with you!” he shouted back. “True, I am weak from a lack of rest, but he did it, nonetheless. He is more powerful than we know, and he gave me a warning. He is not after us, but another cause.”
“We shall have to confront him later tonight, then, if what you say is true,” said Kammy quietly, shutting the door to the hallway. “Vermik and Kanaye will be of use. They’ve spent the most time with him.”
“Don’t you understand?” yelled Kamek, visibly frustrated. “It is not as simple as that any longer. I know who is he now, Kammy. I remember his face, the patterns of his mind. He is utterly familiar to me!”
“What do you mean you recognize him?” asked Kammy. “Out with it, you blithering fool!”
Kamek grabbed the witch’s shoulders roughly and shook them. “Kammy, that Magikoopa who calls himself Zarith is not conceivable, not even possibly here. He is older than us, Kammy, and he died over five hundred years ago! He is dead, I tell you, and yet walks among the living!”
There was a mind-shattering explosion somewhere to the far east of the castle. Rubble and broken stone rained down upon the roof, and they could both smell the searing heat of melting mortar. “A Bomb-omb,” Kammy said. “We have to investigate.” She got up and headed for the door, but her companion was sitting motionlessly on the bed. “Kamek, come on.”  He was mumbling a rough incantation and rocking back and forth.  “Kamek?”
A second explosion rocked the castle’s walls, this one louder and closer.
“Kamek!”
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It started as a series of pains and lights, flashing brilliance that blared white hot beams of fire every time he attempted to open his eyes. He began to sense more, though, as time went on and especially grew weary of someone shouting in the distance. Each piercing exaltation was like a brass hammer beating his brain into a slimy piece of pottery.
“Master Torte! Master Torte!” the voice came, strident and ever closer. “Oh! Master Torte, it’s me! Oh, it’s me!”
“Stop your shouting, you little verm,” Chef Torte tried to call back, but his aching body was not quite up to producing the sound. “Uggh! Moi feels terrible. Don’t yell so loudly, I said.”
“Sorry,” the Apprentice dulled his voice to a soft whisper. “You took quite a bump on the head after falling off that cliff. You’ve been out for nearly two hours. Nothing much has happened, but a huge storm popped up in the valley on the other side. I was going to find some shelter, but, oddest thing, the clouds disappear once they pass over the boundaries of The Mushroom Village.”
“Yeah, zat’s a sad tale, but vhat about our difficulties?” asked Chef Torte, groaning and leaning up on his rump. “Ve are now stuck on zis mountain viz no vay to get down! Ooh, moi’s aching noggin’.”
“No, really,” said the Apprentice, growing more excitable by the minute. “It looks like the whole valley’s flooded, at least from where The Mushroom Village ends back to the sea. That’s the capital, itself, the Mario Bros. house, Mushroom Way, Toad Town, Koopa Village, everything! We jetted out of there just in time, Master Torte.”
“You haf to be joking moi,” said the woozy Terrapin. He painfully hoisted himself off of the ground and looked around. The Apprentice must have dragged him back to the hilltop from wherever he fell. Cautiously, because his whole body was still sore from the tumble awhile back, Chef Torte peered over the edge of the cliff and into the Mushroom Valley. “Holy smokes! Zat’s an eye-openeir and no mistake.”
The majority of the rolling green plains and dotted cityscapes were half-submerged in glistening seawater. Such a tremendous flood had come swiftly in the night, the Terrapin supposed, and in the face of its silent devastation, Chef Torte was doubtful anyone had survived. “By ze stars, it’s like ze end of ze verld, only for zem.”
“You shouldn’t worry yourself over that, Master Torte,” said the Apprentice, smothering the remnants of the night’s fire. He watched the curl of smoggy gray smoke drift skyward like a Shaman interpreter and quickly shook whatever thoughts he was conjuring loose from his head. “I found a path that looks reliable while you were sleeping. We’d best start down.”
“You surprise moi,” said Chef Torte eerily. “Haf ze recent catastrophes matured you oveirnight? You’ve got to buck up, kiddo, because zey don’t mean a zhing to us. As far as moi ist concerned, ve should be saying good-riddance! Our little fiasco ist erased, and ze next town vill love us.”
“Yeah,” the Apprentice mumbled reluctantly, “I suppose you’re right. I never knew anyone there, but it’s still creepy, you know. Just how random it was, I suppose. It has to mean something, like a sign or an omen.”
“Now don’t start getting political on moi!” grumbled Chef Torte, walking around the campsite and stretching. “Pick up ze packs, and let’s get jiggy viz it. Time’s a-vasting.”
The Apprentice muttered irritably as he shuffled around, gathering the pair’s leftover food and camping supplies. Sunbeams sparkled off of Chef Torte’s plentiful pots and pans in view of the waning morning, and the sun itself was rising higher in the sky. It would be nightfall before their course crossed paths with the rest stop at the bottom of the Midas Waterfall. Neither of them were willing to discuss their bare funds, either, which were coincidentally just enough to purchase them one evening’s room and board.
Feeling a bit braver after they had started down, the Apprentice decided it was time to prod around Chef Torte’s plans. “What are we going to do once we reach Rose Town, Master Torte?”
The foreign Terrapin eased the shoulders of his pack and chewed on the bottom of his mouth. “Ve’ll make amends viz ze public, bringing zem ze piteous news of doom and gloom from our previous vantage point atop ze mountain. Zat ve’ll put us in ze spotlight, you see, and ven zhere ist ze mourning and ze vhining, ve cook zem meals zey von’t forget. Afteir a few days, ve set up shop, and, boom, instant success.”
“Wow, Master Torte, you’re so good at planning these things out,” said the Apprentice, playing the part of a dutiful admirer. “Still, don’t you think the entire capital and east portion of The Mushroom Kingdom getting wiped out will be sort of hard for them to believe? I mean, I bet we don’t even realize how serious it is yet.”
“Sheesh,” said Chef Torte, waving a hand in disregard, “you verry too much, you know? Just shut your trap, and ve’ll figure all zat out lateir. In ze meantime, I need to put on my zhinking cap, so don’t bozeir moi.”
The Apprentice sighed and marched on, attempting to keep in relative stride with his Master’s periodic stops and furious steps. No matter how diligently he tried to calm his mind, though, the shorter Terrapin could not fend off a persistent premonition of malice.
Chapter Four: Beyond the Vista Sea
 
And what is light and shadow shall pass away by both water and flame, lightning and thunder.  The Golden City of coming history shall be drained by the flood of a Plitian Charybdis and the influence of the Executioner.  What fire, then, can stay the spread of madness? Validia…
 
~ From The Breaking Scrolls
 
 
1. Uliania, Tropacine Isles
 
A young Pianta named Taber waddled up the stone walkway to the thatched-roof farmhouse of his best friend on the island.  Exotic flowers imported from the other landmasses in the Tropacine archipelago mixed colorfully with indigenous varieties to either side of the path and up from rectangular pots positioned on the cottage’s windowsills.  The dawn had just risen over the pastoral valley community, and all was peaceful except for a bit of strange mail Taber was charged with delivering to his neighbor.
 
“Alec!” he shouted and knocked on the front door loudly.  “Alec, it’s me, Taber!  You’ve got some mail, and it’s pretty important, ok?”
 
The frenetic adolescent stood on the ends of his large feet and peered desperately into one of the windows.  It did not appear that anyone was home.  “By the Sun Sprites!  Where could he have gone this early in the morning?”
 
“Stop your shouting, young one,” called an aged voice from around the house.  An elder Pianta walked out of the fruit orchards stretching to the east, carefully prodding the soil with his cane.  “Alec left a couple of hours ago for a trip through the forests beyond the boundaries of his land.  Something about a shooting star falling there…  Nonsense, if you ask me!”
 
“A shooting star?” Taber asked excitedly.  “Wow!  Nothing interesting ever happens around here.  At least now I’ve got an excuse to tag along.”
 
“Don’t you even think about it, Taber.  Those woods are no place for that darned Koopa fool, let alone a growing Pianta.  We’re meant to live under the sun, with fruit and cool water.  It’s just not natural, and why, when I was boy, we never—”
 
“I promise to be careful, grandpa,” pleaded the young boy.  “Besides, I’ve got to deliver this letter right away.  Mr. Haberow said it was very important!”
 
“You’re not going, Taber, and that’s final.  Now that you’re parents are gone, I’ve been charged with looking after you, and I know from experience that the forests, if anything, have grown more dangerous over the years.”  He sat down on a rotted stump with a grumble of fatigue.  “I have heard screams from the edge of that place that I’ve never dreamed of in my deepest nightmares.  Something evil is festering in there, something older than Uliania itself.  It’s our job to keep out and try not to stir it up.”
 
The young Pianta’s eyes sparkled mysteriously for an instant, but he soon drooped in disappointment.  “Ok, grandpa, if you say so.  I won’t go in.  Can I at least wait here until he gets back, though?”
 
“I suppose so, but if he’s not back by tomorrow morning, I want you to come on home and let me know,” said the old man.  “I’ll go to the altar later today and ask the Sun Sprites to intercede on his part for the Star Spirits.  Maybe they’ll convince them to watch over him and deliver him back to us safely.”
 
Taber waved farewell to his guardian as he left down the dirt road towards the town square.  Every morning the elders of the village would gather at the courthouse and discuss local events and their farming endeavors.  It was the epitome of a placid existence, and no one ever thought that it might be broken.
 
As soon as his grandfather was well out of view, Taber strolled around to the back of the house and entered through the rear door, which Alec always left unlocked.  The early morning fire the Koopa had undoubtedly started was beginning to dissipate, sending its last thin layer of charcoal against the dusty brick of the chimney base.  Even the half-washed pots and pans from Alec’s dinner lay scattered around the sink, covered in grimy filth and soap bubbles.  Whatever had happened, it was urgent enough to warrant an immediate departure.
 
Now, Taber thought, I have to go and find him.  Grandpa’s just worried, that’s all.  If he doesn’t want to accept that I’m almost an adult, then that’s ok, but I can’t let it stop me from helping Alec out.
 
Resolved to strike out across the orchards against his guardian’s wishes, the Pianta stepped over a few foreign pieces of furniture to the practice mat where Alec often showed him how to execute fighting and defense maneuvers he had learned while traveling abroad.  There he found his heavy, linear cudgel, a weapon that the Pianta were renowned for being skilled at.  He wielded it calmly, swinging it back and forth in devastating sweeps and jabbing upwards to the front and rear of his central focus point, letting all of the precise combat knowledge Alec had imparted to him flow through his mind and body.
 
“I’m more than ready for this,” Taber said confidently.
 
He equipped a strapped carrying sheath for the cudgel and shoved it in resolutely.  Then, with his chest thrown forward and his head full of heroic thoughts, he ventured out into the open air and through the first few trees of the fruit orchards.  The sweet scents of apples, pears, and grapes flooded his awareness, and it was many a time that he took a short break just to open one of the crops and further the size of his breakfast.
 
All in all, however, the orchard was fairly small, so it was not even noon when he reached a vast clearing separating the terminate of Alec’s property from the brush and towering trees of the forest.  Taking a deep gulp, he started through the long grass, passing by several clear ponds and inadvertently scaring off animals who had rarely seen sentient life forms.  It was only then that he realized how far removed from the village and his own house he was becoming.
 
I can’t let a little darkness frighten me! thought Taber angrily.  Alec most likely needs my help, and if he went through it ok, then so can I.
 
He entered the forest with his eyes partially closed, his fists tightly clenched, and his legs trembling in a way that betrayed any semblance of courage he was hoping to convey.  Just to assure himself, he pulled out his cudgel and held it defensively to one side.  Branches and brittle leaves deadened by the lack of sunlight and water crunched underneath, and the echoes built up all around him due to the relatively enclosed environment.  Most strangely, he thought he heard something breathing—a rough rasp or growl that increased and decreased in uneven intervals.
 
“Hello?” he called, immediately regretting the unwise outburst.  Get a grip, Taber!  Don’t do anything stupid, ok?
 
The breathing had stopped, or at least tapered out of his hearing range, and the silence of the unknown poured in around him.  It was the final fear of a mind racing with thoughts of the primordial prey, of the mice that shrieks as it is carried way by an owl’s silhouette through the thickness of the night air.  He felt himself began to perspire, and he could no longer control the relentlessness with which his damp hands clenched around the base of his club.
 
Despite it all, though, he went on, slowly at first, measuring each step with the bareness of a strand of hair, but then hurrying, dashing through dense underbrush and weaving in and out of oak rows.  He stopped after awhile, his lungs no longer full of the air needed to sustain his flight, and slouched heavily against a tree trunk, breathing deeply.  It was then, though, that he heard the same breath, lower and more menacing, as he had sensed near the edge of the forest.  Closer this time, it filled him with a paralyzing fear, and he crouched low to the ground with his cudgel held tight against his chest.
 
It’s nothing, he told himself over and over again.  Just stop it!  Stop it!
 
His thoughts ceased, too, when, from out behind a wide tree off to his left, appeared the massive head of a red-eyed, black-furred wolf and its two clawed forepaws.  Taber instinctively ducked lower to the ground, but the resulting noise caught the beast’s attention, and its head swiftly turned towards where he was hiding.  It crept along the ground, now failing utterly to conceal its hideous growl.
 
Oh!  Don’t see me! pleaded Taber.  Go away!
 
The monstrous carnivore, however, need not have seen the young Pianta.  It could smell him with its keen muzzle and hear every vibration that his body made just by remaining alive.  That was the essence of this ultimate killer, this supreme purveyor of cold death and exact vengeance against anything that challenged its ancestral dominance.  The grounding of the earth and the dew on the very leaves of the shielding canopy fed strength into its muscles and mechanical mindset, releasing it to its morbid task as a fateful blast of inevitability.
 
Rearing back on its well-developed hindlegs, the creature leapt into the air, fangs bared, claws outstretched, and body wracked by the urge to tear into flesh and bone.  Taber shot up and braced his cudgel laterally before his face, cringing and suddenly giving way as four claws tore into each of his broad shoulders.  Screaming, the Pianta felt his eyes flash open, and he shouted more loudly into the snapping, salivating mouth of the beast that was now barking viciously and chewing on the dense length of his weapon.  He attempted to roll to the left, hoping the wolf off, but the strands of muscle in his shoulders were deeply and painfully entangled with the monster’s claws.
 
Barely able to maintain his thoughts, Taber released his grip on the club, and all of the reserved force slammed violently across the wolf’s head, causing it to lift up and back, finally snapping the staff in two splintered halves.  While the beast was disoriented from the blow, the young boy staggered to his feet and wavered weakly towards a nearby tree.  His arms were so numb with pain that he only heard a slight buzzing as he used them to slowly climb his way up the bark, and after what seemed like several minutes, he came to a thin branch and fell heavily over it.  The wolf, meanwhile, was pacing wrathfully below, kicking up dust and bits of dead leaves as it sprinted back and forth in a delirious bloodlust.
 
This isn’t real, he told himself, shivering as forks of searing pain crept through to his consciousness.  It was like it was waiting for me, just sitting there at the edge of the forest.
 
When he peered back down to where the beast was, he only saw a ravaged cluster of mud dampened by his own blood and the wolf’s saliva, with crumpled veins of vegetation strewn among the mix.  All but his own breathing and the ceaseless buzzing that had begun ever since his shoulders were pierced was siphoned of its sound, so when the wind and the rain started, the rustling branches and twigs shattered everything with their whispering malice.  Now was the luminescent tongue of lightning, now the soft report of distant thunder.  A modest silhouette and swinging lantern approached from the east.
 
It was a cloaked, elderly Noki, he saw, rare in the Pianta-dominated Uliania.  Taber tried to call out, but he underestimated the last of his strength and toppled out of the tree, smashing against the pliant forest floor and into darkness.
 
~*~*~*~
 
He woke to the clink of a metallic stirrer scraping the inside of a coffee cup.  Flames crackled, splitting wood in a chimney that was glowing, and the bubbling chorus of boiling stew served as a pleasant complement.  The old Noki appeared over him and squinted its tiny eyes, effecting a short grin.
 
“Awake, are we?” he asked.  “Lucky I found you.  Without cleaning, those wounds might have been the death of you.”
 
“Huh?” Taber asked.  “I mean, who are you?”
 
“I used to have a name, but the forest has stolen it, along with everything else I was known for,” the Noki said, reminiscing.  “Funny how someone you once were has so tenuous of a hold on you.  All of our existences are held only by a thin thread of recognition. If nobody knows us, then how do we know we’re really us?”
 
“I’m sorry, sir,” said Taber, “but I got lost in the woods, and a wolf attacked me.  Is it…”
 
“Still raining?” finished the Noki.  “Why, yes, I’m afraid.  Quite a pouring out there.  Soup, will you?”
 
“Oh, yes, thank you,” said the Pianta eagerly, taking the proffered bowl.  He quickly lapped it up, abandoning the wooden spoon that was also provided.  “It’s great!”
 
“You’ll find that all the things one is left with in seclusion becomes one very well, after several years,” said the old man with a smile.  “There’s more, thanks to the bounty of the woods.  They always seem to be growing further outward…  Hard to tell, since I’ve always been right in the middle.  Odd, though, that they’d grow evenly on all sides.  Almost as if my old bones are radiating some sort of life yet, eh?”
 
Taber nodded uncomfortably and sipped at a mug of coffee the old gentleman had provided while musing over his circumstance.  “How long have you lived out here, sir?”
 
“Too many years, I think,” he said, looking up from disturbing the stew’s surface.  “Never can tell, actually, but I begin to feel something like death creeping over me.  Too bad, I can never go back to the villages.  All the Noki have left for their underwater cities, anyway.  A Koopa that came through earlier told me our capital was hidden and thought by many an old myth.”
 
“A Koopa?!” Taber shouted, sitting up.  “Alec was here?”
 
“You know him, do you?  Well, he wasn’t here, but I passed him on my way to bumping into you.  He might be through to the other side by now if… well, if that wolf didn’t get him first.”
 
Taber stood over the side of the bed, trying not to show the pain in his arms.  “I have to go and find him.  Do you know a safe way through the woods?”
 
“Well, yes, there is a path behind my house, but it’s still raining, and the night is here.  You’d do better to wait until morning.”
 
“Well, yeah, I guess so,” Taber said reluctantly.  “If it’s not too much of an inconvenience.”
 
“None at all, young sir,” the old man said as the Pianta drifted off to sleep.  “You can stay here tomorrow, too, in fact, and the next day, and maybe, just maybe, forever.”
 
His eyes sparkled unnaturally, and the flash of new lightning shed a brief darkness on all but the roaring fire.
 
 
2. Lavalava Island
 
Kolorado woke up bright and early and strode into the midst of his expedition’s base camp on the steep side of Mt. Lavalava.    The hired laborer Yoshies from the village in the valley were carting supplies from tents to the morning’s initiation point, and several of the assistants and fellow professors were synchronizing electronic gadgets and calibrating the equipment.  Down by the spare river trickling through the campsite, water was being gathered in thermostatic skins to preserve at least some of the coolness while in the sweltering heat of the volcano.
 
The habitually brazen Koopa twirled one side of his prominent mustache and reached up, settling his hard hat.  As he came to a stop, the two top aides beside him followed suit and ground roughly in the dirt behind him.  He turned around extravagantly, fingering the hilt of his ceremonial saber.  “A tip-top day for the beginning of our little expedition!  Quite opportune, wot, wot?”
 
“Indeed, sir, it is.  The barometric pressure seems to be—oof!”
 
The less talkative aide had jabbed his companion in the underbelly.  “What he means to say, sir, is, quite so!”
 
“Well, then, I trust you chaps are ready, as well,” said Kolorado in his usual peppy, aristocratic voice.  “Today’s expedition will be of monumental importance.  I came here some time ago but was interrupted by the unexpected eruption of Mt. Lavalava.  Why, yes, I did manage to come away with an artifact, yet, again, it only spawned further questions.  These, in fact, were more urgent to my explorer’s curiosity!  Until now, I know, you and all the rest have reckoned there is no connection between that treasure and my sudden wish to come back, but there is.  That prime artifact was only a message, you see, a collective admonition determined by the contents of the treasure chest to not come any farther.  I, however, do not fear such ancient hocus-pocus and am sure if we had have dug just a bit deeper, the real prize would have been ours.  It will be soon enough, though, so neither of your chaps worry.”
 
The senior apprentices Champlain and Krueger nodded cheerfully and fanned out to give the finishing orders for the debarkation term.  “All an old curmudgeon like me needs is a set of ruins to explore and two loyal apprentices for soaking up exposition,” said Kolorado with a chuckle.  “Now, then, back to a spot of breakfast.”
 
He walked easily over to his command tent and pulled back two heavy flaps, peering in and quickly glancing over a makeshift table and several plates of freshly cooked food.  His personal aide-de-camp Henry was anxiously taking stock of their supplies and packing them tight into the carrying bags.  All round him as he sat down were the sounds of loud orders from the military escort, especially the boisterous Colonel LaSalle, as well as clinking pots and pans, rustling ropes and bags, and countless other pieces of excessive equipment.
 
“You know, Henry,” said Kolorado, jabbing his fork into a thinly-cut sausage, “these meals are jolly good stuff.  Perhaps you should have been a cook, eh?  Of course!  Yes, top-notch idea, I must say.”
 
The furiously occupied Goomba laughed nervously and went back to tossing articles of clothing into a khaki sack with his head.  “I’ll be ready momentarily, sir.  Should I fetch the carrier Yoshies?”
 
“Yes, yes, whatever you see fit.”  The Koopa thoughtfully chewed on a scraping of scrambled Goonie egg.  “By the way, have you heard anything from our meteorologist friend, the distinguished Mr. Hibbard?  I’m hoping for smooth climbing all the way, naturally.”
 
“He seemed fairly confident of the weather conditions.  Said something about a spot of rain, but I gathered it wasn’t anything to concern ourselves over.  The jungle canopy on the way up would keep most of that off.”
 
“And the cosmologist, I suppose, has stopped complaining?  I promised her we’d be at the top before nightfall, and that should please her if all else in the world wouldn’t!”
 
“Rather content so far, sir,” Henry muttered.  He knew Kolorado was slightly old-fashioned, and the prospect of having a female professional, especially one that was keen on constantly offering suggestions, along on the possibly hazardous expedition still frustrated him.
 
“Mary’s an old bird, like me,” he said nostalgically.  “We might have once had something going for us before she turned into a star-obsessed number cruncher.  Mathematicians and their celestial charts—pah!”
 
“Indeed, sir,” said the faithful Goomba with a sigh.  “Have you about finished your breakfast?”
 
“Almost, Henry,” Kolorado said, stabbing at a last bit of biscuit and gravy.  “You know, I was thinking after we make it to the second pass of the mountain, we might have a few minutes to look over the miniature shrine, where we found that raven-jewel last time.  Those Ravens know more than they’re letting on, I’ll wager.  We should really have employed one of them as a guide.”
 
“I doubt if they aren’t willing to give their information for free,” Henry said, “that they’d be too cheery on relinquishing age-old secrets for cash, either.  Besides, didn’t we conclude last time that their treetop villages don’t even have a currency?”
 
“Yes, now that you mention it, I do believe we pieced that out,” said the old Koopa, pushing his plates away and leafing through a journal replete with scratchy notes.  “Odd little tribe they have up there.  If they were not so talented with mechanical inventions and biological architecture, I’d think them uncivilized.  Still, as far as their records go, Raven knowledge does not seem to extend beyond the emerald borders of the deep jungle.  Legends of the volcano are probably immaterial to their society.”
 
“Perhaps,” said Henry, slightly more interested.  “Well, I’m off to the initiation point.  See you later, sir.”
 
“Yes, yes.  See you then, Henry.”
 
Watching the Goomba leave, Kolorado quickly got up from his table and rummaged through his personal pack, which even Henry was not allowed to carry.  From it he pulled a large, antiquated scroll, dusty and brittle with the strain of passing years.  The private excavation near Land’s End paid off, old chap.  Just another day, and we shall discover the greatest archeological find ever to be uncovered on this planet!
 
~*~*~*~
 
Two carrier Yoshies were complacently standing around when a jade-skinned friend of theirs trotted up, a heavy bag slung across his saddle.  “We are preparing to depart,” he said in their native tongue, manipulating their species’ name articulately.  “I’ve attempted to gather more information about their aims, but everyone is either kept in the dark or is being remarkably hush-hush about it.  Any luck on your ends?”
 
“None so far, Ryok,” said his crimson-colored accomplice, Kino.  “Whatever it is, they rightfully don’t trust us.  Last time, that Koopa was too telling and way too wrapped up in our affairs.  He’s wised up this go around, it would seem.”
 
“So we must wise up, as well,” said the slightly more brash firebrand Sulei.  His orange scales flared brilliantly in the morning sun.  “Now we are forced to follow them within the volcano on their egg-blasted mission, probably doomed to a ferocious piranha plant or a steaming river of magma.  Intolerable, fool Koopas!  We should have closed off this island long ago to all except the native Ravens.  At least they know how to respect its secrets.”
 
Ryok rolled his eyes and laid a hand each on the shoulders of his companions.  “Whatever the outcome, you’re correct, Sulei.  It’s a necessity for us to follow them now.  If nothing else, though, we cannot allow ourselves to lose sight of the purpose for this.  We have to protect Lavalava at all costs, even if it comes to using brute force.  No one will be murdered under any conditions, though.  Understand that well.  We shall not spill blood this day or any other beyond the shrine.”
 
“Agreed,” said Kino determinedly.
 
Sulei sighed in frustration, but eventually, and reluctantly, nodded his head in the affirmative.  “Yeah, alright.”
 
They all parted and straightened considerably when one of the Koopas walked over, a light pack strapped over his shell.  “Ok, fellows, we’re heading off.  You all set and ready to ride?”
 
Ryok smiled in assurance, as they had all decided it in their best interest to pretend they were not able to speak the Koopas’ language.  It was another reason the Island Elder had chosen them from a village Kolorado had not visited before.  What the explorers did not know did not theoretically hurt them.  At least, not in the foreseeable future.
 
So the thee Yoshies, with Sulei predictably dragging his feet, followed the Koopa into a rapidly moving line composed of about twenty workers, varied scientists, and archaeologists.  Kolorado was somewhere near the front, they saw, pivoting his head excitedly around and taking in the primal air of the secluded jungle.  Ahead of them loomed the rumbling Mt. Lavalava, rising like a fierce demon in the distance.
 
The ravens in the surrounding trees took to singing in their mystic voices as the expedition began climbing the winding trail toward the mountain’s base.
 
Le’ Valle’ Pusom carr, sey cal,
She’on, fare se mue le’con veir,
Ve on, ve seeg, ve shoon, le’mog!
 
Crystalline tones froze the wind and dimness of the thickening canopies.  “An omen,” Ryok informed his two comrades.  “They are advising us not to go any farther.”
 
 
 
5.  On the Seas of Plit
 
Author’s Note: The two first scenes featuring the Jinx/Keb storyline happened chronologically before the Autumn Festival scenes in the very first chapter.  That makes the events of this scene happening roughly at the same time as those of the Mushroom Kingdom’s flooding.  Unless similarly noted, all subsequent scenes are occurring in about the same time frame, including the two presented above.
 
Two Days from Port
 
It appears I slightly underestimated the sufficiency of our supplies, or, rather, I underestimated the strength of Keb’s appetite.  He has already consumed five times the amount of rations I allow myself, and I have attributed the voracity of his small frame to the comfortable living his father must make.  Not a problem, really, as things are not exactly dire, and if they become so, a brief chastisement will be enough.
 
As to our activities, we have kept ourselves fairly busy with our own thoughts.  Keb’s are, of course, a mystery to me, but I know my own have been devoted to the near certainty that our thieves have already reached the altar.  I did not inform Keb, and probably will not anytime soon, but I was able to translate all of the scrolls.  From this, I have ample reason to hope that the gates into the sacred place will not open to our prey unless the other three are opened.  I just realize I have not told him of those either.  Perhaps it is because the scrolls leading to them were never recovered by the old dojo masters.  This seemingly impossible coincidence (the opening of all four simultaneously), however, is preordained by the prophecy of the scrolls, and so the hour of revelation may be sooner than I think.
 
There is one element of our plans that worries me, though.  The scrolls gave no forthright indication of what terrible treasures lay and still lie beyond the gates, besides a few cryptic clues.  Of them, my only guess is…
 
Keb approaches from up the stairs to my cabin.  I shall find time to write more as it is allowed.
 
Jinx
 
 
Seven Days from Port
 
It has become increasingly clear to me that some divine intervention placed Keb as my journeying companion.  I say this, unfortunately, not from any convincing evidence, but from the same unreliable premonition that so often lures sentient creatures into pain or impropriety rather than prosperity and pleasure.  On the other hand, I am not one to lend myself to every fancy of the head, so it may be said that some truth, perhaps, simply eludes me.  Whether for good or otherwise, though, this sprightly, remarkable young Goomba remains a passenger with me on our vessel, stranded at sea.
 
By my novice estimates and the scant understanding I’ve gained through celestial charts, we seem to be rounding the curb of the Mushroom Kingdom’s eastern coast.  I have also noticed, to my disconcert, that Toad Town remains invisible to even the sighting range of our telescopes.  Also, the land maps in our possession have the sea level too low, it would seem, when we compare the structural make-up of the cliffs running along the coastline.  Though unrelated, there has been a rapid decrease in the former concentration of ominous-looking clouds, as well.  (Forgive me for not mentioning them earlier; they wore too heavily on my mind.)
 
These events do not seem to be related, but they are peculiar, and considering the possible ramifications of the gates being opened, I find myself looking at every aspect of our voyage as having some hidden relevance.
 
Mentioning the oddities on paper brings the mysteries stronger to my thoughts.  I must take time to consider them further.
 
Jinx
 
 
Eleven Days from Port
 
After considering the circumstances discussed briefly in the last entry for the past few days, I have reached several conclusions—none of which I feel comfortable writing down.  For one, they could be far off the mark and thus useless, and secondly, worrying over them will do us no favor, as we can do little about them, even if they do turn out to contain some validity.
 
Anyway, Keb has become more silent and introspective than at the start of the journey.  Reasonably, actually, remembering that we shall catch sight of Kooparian within a few days’ sailing.  We shall of course be setting anchor in the ports of Sea Side, which, ironically, bears a name almost identical to that of the town we left.  In administration, however, it is hardly similar.  Princess Wendy rules over the region with iron claws, so the sailors say, and non-Koopas are treated harshly.
 
From there, it will be quick and stealthy bursts of traveling through hostile territories for a few days until we find secure transport.  I’m sure a freelance pilot will be willing to fly us over to the Iced Land, where the location of the altar is concealed in the frozen mountain ranges.
 
I have already given my plan to Keb, and he hopefully appreciates the danger involved.  In all likelihood, we shall be too late, and the chances of survival are just as dim, I’m afraid.  Actually, the more I ponder our hopes, the more I wonder if I should have been completely honest with Keb from the start.
 
Jinx
 
A Fortnight from Port
 
Several trading ships and military escorts have already passed us by peacefully, and the harbors of Sea Side become more and more visible with each passing hour.  Our long and thankfully uneventful journey is coming to a close.  We may not be out of the fray yet, though.  More unfriendly clouds are swarming over our heads, and it has begun to intermittently rain on the bare deck.
 
I hear thunder approaching.  Keb is calling for me from starboard, but why is it so dark this early in the afternoon?
 
Jinx
 
The caped warrior vaulted from his disproportionate chair and rushed up the steps to the deck, his speed quickened and punctuated by a second call from the Goomba above.  When he threw open the door at the top and stepped into the dark air, he nearly reeled as he saw a thick fog ring surrounding them completely.  The sound of crashing waves and breaking thunder battered his ears, and they made him realize just how close they had been.
 
“I woke up, and all of this was here,” said Keb.  “I’m sorry, I was only asleep for a few minutes.  It just, just…what are we going to do?”
 
“Not panic, primarily,” said Jinx and began to secure the loose items sliding over the deck.  “Start packing everything small enough into the cabins.  Once you’re done, come back up with the fastening ropes.  We have work to do, as we’ve probably been swept back out to sea a few miles… hrm?”
 
The Goomba looked up.  “I didn’t say anything.”
 
Something deep and rumbling emanated faintly from under the ship, and the wind and air were still for a few scarce moments until it tapered off to nothing.  A brief spark of heat lightning illuminated the backs of the clouds, and a large wave lapped against the portside.  Jinx hurried to the edge of the boat and looked over into the densely clustered fog tendrils and murky waters.
 
“W-what was that?” asked Keb.
 
“Nothing beneficial, to be sure.”  The small warrior paced uneasily along the railing, guiding his hands over the banisters and peering carefully into the depths.  He then removed a smooth stone from his belt and dropped it into the ocean, reacting indifferently to the resounding plunk!  Several dark bubbles soon crashed to the surface, as if the sea itself was boiling hot.  “This is not good.”
 
Keb was going to open his mouth to inquire exactly what was not so favorable, but a more menacing groan from closer beneath them effectively paralyzed his tongue.  Something large tapped the underside of the ship, and the pair steadied themselves as the deck suddenly shifted up on its left side, straining the woodwork.
 
“That can’t be what I think it is,” said Jinx to himself, hopelessly lost in his own thoughts.  “Much too massive.  It’s something else…”
 
“Jinx?” asked Keb, looking out to starboard.  “Uh, Sensei?”
 
“I thought perhaps a Giant Blooper, but no tentacle could cause that much sonic momentum, no matter how record-breaking,” explained Jinx, again mostly to himself.  “The prophecy?  No…”
 
“Well,” said Keb between another two moans and rolling growls, “whatever it is, shouldn’t we, like, consider abandoning ship?  If it’s as big as you say it is—”
 
“What is it, young one?  You’re paling.”
 
“Look, Sensei!  Something is breaking the surface of the water over there.  I can… yes, I can see it clearly.  It’s huge!”
 
Jinx rushed over to where Keb was and glanced keenly in the direction he was indicating.  A dark, twisting silhouette was slowly arching from out the waves and descending powerfully from his sight.  Immediately, a heavier sheet of constant rain swept over the deck and the two companions’ misted bodies, obscuring the atmosphere even further.  The lightning was but a sharply reflected blanket of light, and the thunder grew like the strengthening heartbeat of some creeping malefaction.
 
“Perhaps he has left us in search for more appetizing prey,” said Jinx aloud, catching himself.  “I mean, whatever it was.  Again, much to large to be any beast that I know of.  Unless, again…no, no, that is legend!”
 
“A new weapon of the Koopas, then?” asked Keb, nervously.  “Why’s it heading back towards land?”
 
“I’m not sure that way’s land,” said Jinx.  “We’ve gotten so turned around, in fact, that any way could be where we were headed.  Until this fog clears out and the stars become visible once more, there’s little left for us to do.”
 
“That’s not so assuring.  What if that thing were to return when we’re sleeping?  It might sneak up on us unnoticed, until it’s too late.”
 
“We heard it even when it was deep below us,” said the warrior.  “It’s far off, for now, anyway, and we should be safe until the morning—”
 
A mind-numbingly immense black tentacle shot through the center of the deck, tearing the meager ship in two splintered halves and sending its two passengers slamming through the cabin walls.  Choking ink flooded through the wide gashes and rivulet cracks in the hull, pervading every crevice and exploding wood and the stone furnishings of the rooms.  Two more of the soaring appendages burst through the water, shooting towering waves in all directions and sizzling the very air at which they grasped and sucked.
 
Jinx struggled onto a shred of wood, gasping for breath and rubbing the mammoth Blooper’s blinding ink from his face.  “Keb!” he shouted, coughing up the black discharge.  “Keb, where are you!”
 
A blaring, trumpet-like roar that split the fabric of the sky and heavens blasted from the beak mouth and terrible presence of the monster, failing to be softened even by the water it was buried in.  The eighteen final tentacles, shorter but no less thick and devastating, broke through the ocean and flailed about madly.  They seemed to spin around, faster and faster, and at the rapidly forming nexus of the emerging downward spiral Jinx could see the snapping maw of the bloodthirsty predator.  Keb was farther down, frightened beyond measure and stiffly clinging to a falling plank of debris.
 
“What demon of the Inferno are you?” whispered Jinx, building a sphere of light energy above his head.  He was readying it to send down into the central cavity of whatever snapped and spat below him.  Great pieces of their broken and battered ship whistled as they were flung by at the mercy of the horrifying cyclone.  Both the lightning and thunder were now dangerously close and meshed together with the broiling clouds.  Jinx persisted.  “Speak, devil!  Open your mouth and receive dark eternity!"”


The beast roared and sent black flames licking all about the air, torturing the weight of the clouds and the wind.  Jinx could no longer make out Keb’s small figure in the cataclysmic tempest.  He did, however, know why the waters near Toad Town were higher.  This creature, or whoever had gained control of it, had flooded the Mushroom Kingdom’s eastern coast.  Suddenly, all the prophecies found at the Breaking Shrine did not seem so distant.
 
A single suction cup on one of the stretching tentacles swelled and pulled him in, altering the flow of matter with its colossal influence.  He gasped, feeling the air in his lungs painfully rush out, and let loose the energy bomb as he fell into twilight.
Chapter Five: The Halls of the Pipe King
 
All of Plit now weeps at the coronation of King Morton Koopa, who has claimed for himself the throne of lineage and of absolute autocracy on the dawn of the day following our beloved President Trenton’s demise.  Oh, woe to us, but to your country also, my friend, as every scream from every mouth will soon sound.
 
Letter Addressed from Kooparian
 
Pipe Maze, Kooparian
 

A thinly cloaked Shaman wrapped in the solemn blackness of an oubliette glanced from his high tower down to the clanking drawbridge below.  He was Prince Ludwig van Koopa’s most trusted advisor and an adept of dark energy, rivaling the skills of even the greatest Magikoopas. With a grating twist, the window clasps before him unhinged, and the two rusted panes creaked outward.  Dense rain angled violently in, and the growling wind ruffled his umbrageous folds while the sharp moonlight reflected eerily off his golden eyes.  With a silent rush of air, he leapt and disappeared down through the night.
 

Two armored Terrapin equipped with long, silver lances, sheathed swords, and broad shields snapped to attention as a gloomy carriage drawn by two brown Dino Rhinos stomped and clattered across the moist wood of the access bridge.  There was a dim lantern swinging feebly to each side of the compartment, but the cabin seemed to be drowned in an absence of light.  The leftmost of the two guards slapped the mid-section of his spear across the palm of his free hand, and the other stepped forward.
 

“Halt!” cried the Terrapin, his spiked helmet and breastplate glinting with the glow of the stars and rattling with the damp pounding of the rain.  He opened his mouth to shout again but shut it quickly when a familiar silhouette appeared behind him.  “Master Gremorth!” the Koopa whispered anxiously.  “I did not know you were awake.”
 

“Stand down, soldier,” replied the Shaman, his voice plunged in some abominable pit.  “The passenger is your ruler.”
 

Noticeably shaken, the Terrapin moved back to join his partner and formed the traditional reception stance.  The driver of the carriage gave his long whip a mighty crack, bringing the beasts at fore to a halt.  All three waited on the wetness of the stonework as the cart door swung open and a tall, imposing figure vaulted out.  It approached them calmly, waved the guards out of the way, and strode in just as quietly with the Shaman trailing close behind it.
 

One of the soldiers thought he caught a brief glimpse of something looming across the pale face of the moon, but it vanished into the damp night sky before he could place its shape.  He quickly joined his comrade in closing the entryway and tried to forget it.
 

When the massive doors were fully shut, the newly arrived figure let off the hood concealing his head.  Two menacing horns curved devilishly out of a forest of gray and blue hair, and the face itself was an embodiment of terror, with gnashing, jutting fangs, soulless eyes, and a scarred, heavily weathered complexion.  The Prince was still covered in his royal armor, and so the careful Shaman admired its intricate portrayals of grisly battles in which the youthful warrior had been victorious.
 

“Even your haggard countenance comes as a cool relief,” said Ludwig, the flickering torches mounted along the wide vestibule casting their light at intervals across his face.  “The bandit uprising on the borders of Dark Land was successfully defeated, no gratitude to my useless sibling, the illustrious Prince Iggy, of course.  He was away on business with the Supreme Guildmaster Kamek, and a sniveling captain replaced him poorly in battle.”
 

“If I may add, sir, from my earlier correspondences with Kamek, I perceived a fear in even his formidable frame of your brother’s bio-experiments.  They mock the Creation, he noted, and that can never yield benefits to our kind.”
 

“Perhaps,” said Ludwig thoughtfully, “though I hold little concern for the Star Spirits when they seem only to aid our enemies.  Why should I gain their favor when they look down with prejudice upon our superior race?  My father was right to scorn them, even in his insanity.”
 

“The Star Spirits are not the only forces of mysticism that we may turn to.  They alone do not hold sway over all gods in this world.”
 

“Cease your spiritual ramblings,” snapped Ludwig.  “I hear enough of them in my dealings with the Magikoopas and their dying occult.  We are becoming greater than the heavens, Gremorth, and reason will be the victor of power, which they by their images alone selfishly hide from us.”
 

The fool is bordering on atheism, thought the Shaman, sneering under his shadowy veil.  Let your wrath towards what you cannot comprehend consume you, then, if you choose it.
 

“We shall speak no more of that, then,” said Gremorth, effecting a wry grin.  “Tell me, what have you learned?  Your features are far too grim for one who just conquered another devious enemy of the state.  Something ominous clouds your mind.”
 

Once they entered the wide expanse of the castle’s foremost hall, Ludwig eased past the massive pillars to either side, shifting through the shadows, and rested heavily on his throne.  “Prince Iggy’s messenger had one interesting bit of information.  Whether it is true or not, I’m not sure.”
 

Gremorth glided across the marble paneling of the floor and laid a draping black sleeve over one arm of the throne.  “Now, we come to the source of your displeasure.  Out with it, my Prince.  I know you too well!”
 

“The Royal Koopa Fleet Command Triad is debarking soon, or they may have already done so.  Preparations for the flight were supposedly being made mere moments before Iggy left Vista Hill.  One of the Elite Guard in his confidence overheard the plans and informed him over one of those repulsive devices of his.”
 

“It’s not an indication of familial war; that much is obvious,” said the Shaman, carefully concealing his shocked nerves.  “Something else must have happened to convince King Bowser to take such measures.  There was no other news?”
 

“I thought along similar lines and inquired that very thing to the messenger, but he only laughed and answered me in the negative.  My dear brother,” said Ludwig, musing and growling, “I do believe you’re hiding something.”
 

The Koopaling whirled around.  Gremorth was snarling and backing cautiously up against the back wall.  “An airship, Doom class!  It’s over the castle!”
 

A great seething roar shattered the solemnity of the hall, and the boom of turbulent engines blasting out their terrifying shrieks rocked the stone walls and ripped the tapestries that hung along the ceiling.  The sound of foot soldiers approached from all the adjoining corridors, and Ludwig vaulted from his seat, his clawed hands already teasing the hilt of his blade.
 

“I knew Iggy would have to force the hand when I didn’t respond by slaying his messenger.  If he can’t provoke a skirmish,” said Ludwig, his fangs protruding viciously, “then he creates one!”
 

The captain of the guard walked briskly in and saluted as ten lines of twenty armed Terrapin formed in rank behind him, filling the hallway to its maximum capacity.  “The invasion has come from above, but the tower guards won’t hold out much longer.  There seemed to be too many of Prince Iggy’s horde descending from the Exultant.”
 

“The attack from above is merely a diversion,” said Ludwig, his strong voice issuing over the sweeping audience before him.  “His goal is to capture the castle, itself, and claim dominance among my father’s brood.  Yes, Lord Bowser is coming, but we shall have to fight for our prominence in the days ahead.”
 

A wave of murmurings crept over the throng, but Ludwig silenced them with opened claws and continued:  “The majority of his army will land behind the castle and proceed around to the front, breaking in and flooding us from the bottom up.  Instead of waiting to be consumed, we’ll march off a ways into the forest beyond, and when the full strength of his command enters the vestibule, we shall charge them, pushing them back into cramped quarters and slaughtering them at their heels!”
 

A wash of assurance went out among the soldiers, and they all filed out, Ludwig and Gremorth creeping at the head of the silent host.
 
~*~*~*~
 

Boisterous clusters of armored Koopas, Goombas, and Bob-ombs parachuted from the Exultant in the stormy skies above and floated down to the dark forest directly behind the castle.  Prince Iggy stood atop one of the high towers, shouting orders to the sparse soldiers who had accompanied him.
 

“That’s it!  Keep rattling the stone, you scum!  Make as much noise as you can.  We’ll draw them up yet!”
 

A gray-skinned Spikester wavering beside the Koopaling sighed and rested against one of the solid embankments.  “They should have been up by now.  Are you sure Ludwig won’t anticipate our strategy?”
 

Iggy glared down at the monster, his dim green cape fluttering furiously behind him and over his spike-blasted shell.  “Of course he anticipated it.  You forget, Oerlikon, that not all of my aims are so straightforward.  Let him confront the main thrust; I have something else in mind.”
 

“You sent out a double diversion.  Clever, but to what purpose?”
 

“After my predictably heroic brother sets his base soldiers confidently against my own—that attack most likely coming when ours enter the closed entrance hallway—he and a few others will scale in the reverse direction up here.  Vengeance exists as a fringe in even the noblest of hearts.”
 

“And he would take the bait so easily?” Oerlikon asked, puzzled.  “We could have accomplished that without the excessive trickery!”
 

“But not without attracting the rest of Ludwig’s forces, too.  It is imperative that we face him alone.”  A terrible grin sidled across the Prince’s face.  “Or rather, that I isolate his advisor, Gremorth.  You see, I believe the Shaman has something that I need very much.”
 

“Still on about the Breaking Scrolls?  You can’t be serious!”
 

“Oh, but I am.  His wizardry sect was the last reported to hold the third scroll, and if it still exists, it will be with the last member of that long dead occult.  The recent flood was one of the unbelievable catastrophes predicted by their ancient script, and, not surprisingly, it was only the first of many.  Even if it’s all a massive coincidence, I would like to gain a handle on the situation before it develops any further.”
 

“A funny thing to risk your kingdom’s survival on, but I’m with you, sir, if you will it,” grumbled the Spikester.
 

A clash of metal and screaming erupted beneath them.
 
~*~*~*~
 

“Pour in!  Run them through and through and leave nothing but the bones and the blood!  Drive them out, men, expel them from the walls of the keep!”
 

Ludwig and Gremorth watched as the horde of soldiers rammed into the backside of Iggy’s forces, which had just entered the castle and were now being mercilessly chopped at from behind.  The squealing screams of metal slashing metal and sparks flying amid gushing blood and severed limbs exploded from the halls, but Ludwig recognized the war cries of his own troops and knew victory was certain.
 

“Now, then, to deal with my traitorous brother,” said the Prince, his teeth clinched tight.  “Gremorth, follow me.  We’ll climb up the hidden passage on the west wall and come out on the northeastern tower face.”
 

As they dashed over and up the muddy trenches around the outer barrier of the fortress, the Shaman shouted back:  “I am not certain of your sibling’s purpose yet, sire.  What if his desire is to have you alone?  Prince Iggy has never allowed himself to appear so obvious before.”
 

The Koopaling shifted his weight against a false portion of the wall, and it crumbled in, revealing a little used stairway molded with age and unbroken stagnation.  “Whatever he’s planned, I don’t fear it.  I’ve waited long for a reason to slit the throat of that worm.”
 

“And so you have it,” returned Iggy, waiting for them halfway up the flight of stairs, his appearance maligned by battle scars and recently lit torches further up the ascending path.  He drew his menacing blade and crossed it diagonally before him, tilting it so the glare it cast shone down on his foes.  “How foolish of me to credit you with ingenuity.”
 

“Master!” shouted the Shaman, as a group of Iggy’s soldiers flanked them, climbing up the stone walkway behind him and jabbing with their razor weapons.
 

Ludwig spat venomously and leapt about, slashing his sword frenziedly at the upsurging Koopas and shattering broad plates of armor into shards of heated steel.  The younger Prince had already turned and bounded up towards the higher levels.  “Stop him, Gremorth!  I’ll soon rejoin you!”
 

The Shaman needed no other command.  Without so much as an anxious glance behind him, Gremorth soared over Ludwig, his cloak flapping fiercely, and with a short landing he blew up the stairs as a shadowing leaf in the winter wind.  At the top, he burst through a thin layering of rough cloth embroidered in the likeness of stone and came out into the biting wind and rain, lightning flashing brilliantly all around.
 

“At last we meet, old man,” said Iggy loudly, standing before his opponent with his glowing hair whipping like the thunder that boomed and shook the sky around them.  “I want the Breaking Scroll you have.  Give it to me, and I shall spare your life!”
 

Gremorth paused momentarily, thinking quickly and weaving a few strings of loose logic together.  “Was it a flood that compelled Lord Bowser to come here?  Was that it?”
 

Iggy growled and stepped forward, his blade at the ready.
 

“So you believe the Breaking of the World foretold at the Eco Shrine is actually happening?  Well, perhaps it is!  I knew you would have more than a faint reason for trying something so bold,” said Gremorth, dipping his words in hatred.  “No matter!  You will never possess the artifact.  Only take comfort that now Prince Ludwig will unveil its secrets while you pass into history as an insignificant phantom.”
 

“A phantom, am I?  Then let my reign of infamy begin!” shouted Iggy, shooting through the air with his sword reared back and charged to swing.
 

Gremorth pulled back his cloak and drew out his own curved saber, imprinted with the marks of the Dark Shamans.  One hand went up, and the two weapons clashed mightily, ringing out and forcing both warriors away from the other.  With fangs bared, the powerful Koopaling charged forward and brought his sword back and forth heavily in a continuous, skillfully executed onslaught.
 

The Shaman proved more prepared, though, effortlessly throwing his blade from hand to hand, wielding it capably into every defensive position and ending each flurry of movement with a strike forward.
 

Clash!  Clang!  Strike!
 

“Blasted Shaman!” yelled Iggy, his arms tiring under the unyielding blows that came from all directions.  “Give in!”
 

Slash!  Swipe!  Spark!
 

With one final counter and a violent twist of his arm, the Shaman’s winding saber hooked and wrenched the Koopaling’s weapon from his grasp, sending it to clatter against damp stone and out of reach.  Using his free hand, Gremorth sent an invisible cloud of energy barreling into Iggy’s chest, and it flung the beaten Prince against the solid face of a battlement.
 

“Now, Prince,” said Gremorth, breathing sharply, “you will tell me of the events at Vista Hill—”
 

A loud thump sounded behind them, and the Shaman turned to see Ludwig fall with a large spike jutting out of the back of his neck.  Before Gremorth could gain the location of the shooter, though, he felt something sharp and pervasive plow into the base of his back and crumpled lifelessly.
 

“That was closer than I had reckoned,” said Iggy, lifting himself painfully to his feet.  “Still, you were accurate as always, Oerlikon.”
 

The Spikester descended from behind a broken chunk of hard stone and began rifling through the Shaman’s cloak.  “Nothing here, sir.  We’ll have to find his room and search it.”
 

“Let’s get going then.  They’ll awake soon, and Ludwig’s soldiers will not take much longer in finishing off the last of our forces.  Contact the Exultant and have them lower a ladder.  Make haste!”
 
~*~*~*~
 

Less than an hour later, Prince Iggy and Oerlikon were on the bridge of the Exultant as it sailed through the dawn sky.  A brittle scroll was spread out before them.
 

“The Dark Lands, then, are our destination,” said the Koopaling, his eyes gleaming with the promise of some ancient power.  “This will be the birth of my legacy, Oerlikon.  I shall be the greatest of all the Koopas, even King Morton.”
 

“What are we going to do with the prisoners, though?” asked the Spikester, nodding towards the private cell at one end of the room.  Inside and locked behind impenetrable plating were the sedated forms of Ludwig and his advisor.  “His troops will regroup and inform your siblings’ of our treachery.”
 

“That is nothing to me now, Oerlikon,” snapped Iggy.  “You still don’t understand the magnitude of what this scroll contains.  With the treasure concealed inside this altar, one of the four manifestations of the original Eco Shrine, the entire Koopa Kingdom will be as nothing before us.  Such a power is worthy of the destruction of Plit, itself.  And I, Iggy, will be the sole possessor of all its domain!”
 

“It will be grand, Master, but I have one more question to ask,” said Oerlikon, not allowing himself to be swept up in the brutal ecstasy of his Prince.  “What of the chemicals you received from the Guildmaster Supreme?  May they still serve us?”
 

“Always the practical,” said Iggy, slightly sobered.  “Yes, a back-up plan is in order.  Helmsmen!” he cried to the technicians at the forefront of the bridge.  “Set a course for the Dark Lands.  I shall be in my cabin.”
 

“You have something in mind, then, sire?” asked Oerlikon, waddling quickly behind.
 

Prince Iggy was beaming, almost radiating malice as he marched through the long hallway that led into the depths of the airship.
Chapter Six: The Revelation at Rose Town
 
Considering all of my many travels, I believe I would most like to retire in Rose Town.  Never in the days of life have I seen such an innately pastoral weaving of camaraderie, calmness, and countryside.  May it forever blossom, as I hope to meet it again sooner than later.
 
Traveling Journals, Nomadimouse
 
 
Rose Town, The Mushroom Kingdom
 
It was a very splendid, wonderfully autumnal day in Rose Town, and all the men, women, and children Mushroomers of the peaceful village were out and about.  Of special interest that morning was a pair of traveling Goombas, rumored to be brothers, who had stopped the night before mysteriously at the local inn and then left without explanation before dawn.  Both Goombas and Koopas were not entirely unheard of sights in even a place as isolated as Rose Town, though, so not much beyond the occasional whisper and averted glance was made of it.
 
When two green Yoshies trotted plainly up to the welcome sign, however, a great commotion was made, and many nearby people carefully wandered over.  The mayor was one of this growing crowd, of course, and the pudgy man felt it his responsibility as a respected official to be the first to offer welcome.
 
“We, the folk of Rose Town, are pleased to invite you into our humble community,” he said, pausing to test out the effectiveness of his little speech.  “Oh, right!  My name is Boffle T., the mayor of this village.  I’ll let both of you get acquainted later with the others, but perhaps we could save time by going ahead and getting your names.”
 
Yoshi started to speak, but Ryanoshi had apparently already prepared a reply.  “Splendid to meet you, sir.  I am Ryanoshi, a journeying author just recently moved to Yo’ster  Isle, and this is Yoshi, the world-renowned hero and friend of Mario Mario.”
 
“The Yoshi!” several members of the crowd said aloud, gasping and talking among themselves.  “You know, it does look him.  He’s even more impressive in person.”
 
“An honor it is, indeed, then, to have you two as visitors!” cried Boffle T.  “You must understand that very few Yoshies find need in coming here, despite the close proximity of our homes, and less Mushroomers than that are brave enough to travel through the Pipe Vault.  So you see, this is a very unusual and pleasant surprise!”
 
“Unfortunately,” said Ryanoshi, “we do not propose to stay very long.  Overnight will do, and then we must be on our way.  If I’m not mistaken, that building over there, on the far left, is the Inn.  I visited here once before, and although I didn’t see need to stay at it, I did stop by and meet the owner and her son—very memorable, honest people, the both of them.”
 
“A bit odd, though, or at least the child is.  Always going off about some adventure or another,” said the Mayor, gesturing with a plump, rosy hand.  “Oh, but we are keeping you, aren’t we?  Come on, then, folks, let them breathe.  Back to your businesses, will you all?”  As the townspeople gradually and reluctantly walked off or pretended to be occupied with something else, the Mayor leaned close to Yoshi, said, “And by the way, I’ve heard the tales of your adventures, and I think they are stupendous, truly remarkable!”, and then waddled towards a fountain in the distance.
 
“Very nice meeting you, too,” Yoshi managed, a little shocked by his popularity, but the Mushroomer was already out of earshot.  “Very strange folks.  They seem awfully cheerful, though.  I wouldn’t mind coming here on holiday, sometime.”
 
“You take too many holidays,” said Ryanoshi, laughing.  “And all this from someone who literally lives on an island paradise.  Those dangerous ventures of yours with the Humans made you a bit of a Romantic.”
 
“As far as a species without gender can be, anyway,” said Yoshi, his eyes narrowed.  “I’m tired, though.  I’ll go over and get us a room.  I think I might even rest awhile.”
 
“Fine, fine, I shall have to meet up with you later, then.  For now, I feel like wondering around town a bit, tasting some of the local flavor, browsing three or four of the specialty shops.  I tend to find these rustic cultures much more interesting than the urbanized blends of the Mushroom Village.”
 
Yoshi nodded, yawned, and jogged easily in the general direction of the Inn, though he stopped to admire some of the decorative gardens that were littered along the walking paths of the town.  Ryanoshi, on the other hand, felt himself inexplicably driven towards a house on a hill far to the rear of the marketplace.  Bright gray smoke was tranquilly winding up from one of its two chimneys, and it seemed as good a place as any to visit.
 
~*~*~*~
 
“Zat ist Rose Town?” asked Chef Torte.  “Vhy, zat puny village ist not even populous enough to supply ze charteir membeirs for moi’s imminent fan club!”
 
“A fan club?  Whee!” shouted the Apprentice gleefully.  “I want to be the first inductee.  Where’s the sign-up sheet?”
 
The foreign Terrapin rolled his eyes and gave his more excitable sidekick a thump on the neck.  “Blockhead!  I haf not even written up ze rules yet.  And besides, you can’t join.  You haf to haf a certain pizzazz.  Like Koop Sinatra or Toad Vayne, a real smash-bang sort of swingeir!”
 
“Oh, well,” the Apprentice sighed.
 
Come on, Cheffie, maybe you’re being too hard on ze little guy, thought Torte.  Zhrow him a bone, at least!
 
“Er, well, I guess you can join,” said the Chef, reluctantly.
 
“You mean it?”
 
“Sure.  But don’t let zat go to your head, now!  Zose hand-drawn, flowery Koopa Day cards you sent out put you on zhin ice, buddy.”
 
“Ahh,” the Apprentice let out a pleasant breath of air.  “Smell that country sky!  I’ve always wanted to live in a place like this after I become a chef.  Yeah, just cooking for a local community, forming the friendships over good food, maybe starting a family—that would be the high life.”
 
“Vell, before you get high, I need you clean,” said Chef Torte irritably.  “Ve still have plenty of verk to do viz ze townsfolk here.  Playing ze part of ze sympazetic bringeir of bad news and ze heroic chef and apprentice villing to cheer eveiryvone up vill be hardeir zan it seems.  Moi might even haf to shed a few fake tears, you know, really pump out ze pazos.  I’ll be zere viz bells on, zough.”
 
“You know, I don’t understand why we always have to shoot for the biggest piece of the pie.  It seems to me, whenever we try and overachieve, the circumstances get the better of us.  Happiness can be obtained through the simplest measures, Frogfucious is said to have spoken, and I believe it.”
 
“You’d believe pigs vere conspiring to initiate a hostile takeover of ze Delfino Isles if a clown told you,” snapped Torte.  “Moi means it!  Vone more verd out of you zat’s crazy and you get ze old vham-bang!”
 
“That’s it!” cried the Apprentice, throwing down his ridiculously tall hat.  “I’m through with being apprenticed to you.  You’re completely insane, cruel, and randomly violent.  I can do much better than this.  As far as I’m concerned, it’s over!”
 
“Oh, come off it,” Torte said and snorted contemptuously.  “Vhat, ist zat like ze fiftiez time you’ve pulled zat vone?  Ve haf to concentrate, here!”
 
“Maybe I overreacted before, but I mean it this time, Master Torte,” said the Apprentice.  “Or should I say, former Master Torte!”
 
“Zat’s it!” screamed Torte.  He grunted, removing his heavy pack and pulling out his wide cooking pan.  “It’s clobbeiring time!”
 
“Eek!” shouted the Apprentice, throwing up his hands and running around with Chef Torte closing fast behind him.  “Eek!”
 
“Get back here, you stupid, stupid idiot!  Gaggh!”
 
The angered chef leapt suddenly, stretching out to grab the hem of the Apprentice’s apron, but the other Koopa was too fast.  Floating and flailing for a brief moment, Chef Torte slammed into the earth and slid a meter or two through the rough dirt, and as if things weren’t bad enough, his oversized head proceeded to plow into an even larger rock.
 
“Uggh!” he groaned.  “Zis just isn’t moi’s veek.  Apprentice?  Vhere are you?”
 
Chef Torte looked around desperately, groaning and pitifully cursing his bad fortune.  The traitorous Apprentice was already a hundred feet down the road, going back along the winding dirt path that curved through the lowlands before Tadpole Pond.  Midas Mountain rose high and misty in the distance, its peaks covered with closely clustered patches of aspen and the yellow sun suspended far above it.
 
“Fine, zen!” he yelled, slamming his fists and shooting up clouds of dust.  “Be zat vay!  Who needs you, anyhow?  Moi sure doesn’t!”
 
“Well, then, if it isn’t a foreign freak!” said one of two abnormally large Goombas approaching from off the main way.  He was a bright, fiery red, and the other was a sickly shade of blue.  They seemed to have come from the menacingly dark, wide expanse of trees known as the Forest Maze.  “Har, har, har!  What luck!”
 
“Since the forest looked too musty to go hunting for mushrooms, we’ll just have some fun with this guy, eh, Red?”
 
“How predictable,” muttered Torte, pulling himself up and grasping his pan tight.  “Vat do you bozos vant?  Moi ist sort occupied at ze moment.”
 
“We are the famed Goomba Brothers of the newly renovated Goomba Village.  After our boss hightailed it for Kooparian and the last Goomba family left, we just moved right in and took over.  Anyway,” continued Blue, “we’re heading back from our vacation at Seaside Town.”
 
“Famed?  Hah!  Moi haz seen more famous turkeys zan you clowns.  Now, if you vant to do battle, zen let’s get to it.  I’m steamed over zat ignoramus Apprentice of mine’s betrayal, and moi’s itching for a couple of punks to zrash!”
 
“Oh, yeah?” said Red.  “Get ‘em, Brother Blue!”
 
The darker Goomba nodded and jumped forward, his bony head aimed straight towards Chef Torte.  His course was painfully interrupted, though, by a mighty whack from the Koopa’s industrial strength, stainless steel cooking weapon.
 
“Aggh!” shouted Blue, soaring far through the air and landing several yards away.  He flopped around a bit before collapsing limply.
 
“Vas zat all you guys got?”  Chef Torte beckoned his remaining opponent forward.  “Bring it!”
 
“Don’t get too cocky, fatso.  My bro may be weak, but I’m stronger than strong.  I’ll rip your insides out with my teeth!”
 
“Fatso?!” Chef Torte screamed; boiling smoke leaked out of his ears.  “Oh, yeah?  Vell, it’s time to TORTE it up a notch!”
 
The wrathful Terrapin ran up to his fear-paralyzed victim, harshly bringing his pan back and forth across the poor Goomba’s face until it was a mangled, unrecognizable lump of flesh.  Spinning around and giving out a terrible battle cry, Chef Torte finished him off by dipping the pan low and bringing it up hard under the monster’s chin.
 
“Zat’s zat,” said the chef, wiping his hands off and watching gleefully as the second of the Goomba Brothers landed hard beside his sibling.  “Now, zhen, for my acting debut.  Rose Town, here moi comes!”
 
~*~*~*~
 
Meanwhile, Ryanoshi had come to the door of a great two-level house, and it was even more impressive and curious than it had seemed from the entrance of the village.  All along the bright blue eaves were hung fur skins, hunting traps, old knives, and drying garments.  The windows were fogged with dirt and withered mold, and the door was rotten and splintering.  Being a very peculiar sort of creature, though, Ryanoshi found this more encouraging than not.  Whoever lived within was almost certain to be an interesting character.
 
As was readily apparent, Ryanoshi was also the type of Yoshi who had no social tact whatsoever, which meant that simply knocking on a stranger’s door in broad daylight for the sole purpose of having a chat did not strike him as odd.  So, with a fairly confident composure, the green dinosaur rapped twice upon the crumbling entrance and stepped back.  From within came an angry growling and the crash of pots and pans, temporarily leading Ryanoshi to believe that perhaps his idea hadn’t been so good, after all.
 
“If you’re busy, I can come back later,” he called anxiously.
 
“I’m coming! I’m coming!  Hold your anchors, boy!”
 
The door flew open, and there stood a frazzled old seadog with a battered officer’s hat, a spinning rank helm attached to his backside, and a bustling white mustache that covered half of his face.  His eyes were a flaming yellow, full with a stirring past of untold adventures of treasure-seeking and war.
 
“Admiral Bobbery!” Ryanoshi shouted.  “I never expected to—”
 
“Well, keelhaul me!  It’s one of the Yoshies.  Get in here, my lad,” he said, looking furtively around.  “Hurry!”
 
“You’ll have to excuse my coming up uninvited, Admiral, but I was only looking for someone interesting to chat with, as this is a sort of vacation for us.  Oh, but I’m rambling.  I just—”
 
“Whoah, Mr. Yoshi!” said Bobbery, shutting the door carefully behind him.  “Slow down. You said there was another with you?”
 
“You most likely have heard of him.  He’s that Mario’s good friend, Yoshi.”
 
“Mario?!  Of course I know him.  He got me out of my slump, put me back on the open ocean, so to speak.  I was in a bad spot about my lost wife.  She passed away suddenly while I was out sailing, if you must know, and I vowed never to leave her side again, even in death.  Ol’ Mario, though, he reminded me that sailing was who I was, who she had fallen in love with.  He reminded me that it was what she would have wanted, for me to go back out to sea.  A fine Human, that Mario, or the Great Gonzales, or whatever you call him.”
 
“Mario, over here,” said Ryanoshi, nodding.  “We learned all about his adventures leading up to the clash with the Shadow Queen, over there in Salinia.  The Princess’ vacation there was what brought her to realize the solidarity of the continent.  It is not even a territory of the Mushroom Kingdom, any longer, but I believe a protective alliance still exists.”
 
Bobbery nodded, clearing uninterested.  “Now that we understand each other, may I have your name, young sir?  You seem to know mine, at least.”
 
“Certainly,” said the dinosaur, standing and bowing awkwardly.  “I am Ryanoshi, an author hailing from Yoshi’s Island but recently removed to the Yo’ster Isles several miles south of this land.  If I may ask, what brings you here?  Rogueport is three weeks from Seaside Town, at least.”
 
“Since you seem to know the history of our struggles with the X-nauts and the Shadow Cult, you’ll also recall the Thousand-Year Door,” said Bobbery, his face suddenly grim.  “Well, after we expelled the spirit of the demon from the Palace of Shadow, the door remained a functional entryway into the empty dimension for some time.  One day, though, Professor Frankly discovered a scroll in his collection that made mention of the door, but in an entirely different fashion.  It described it as originally leading to an altar of something called the Breaking Shrine.  Well, sure enough, the Thousand-Year Door soon adopted a new design, and when Goombella, Frankly, and I went inside, there was a sheer face blocking us from entering a room beyond.  According to the scroll, the reason the altar was used to project the image of the Palace was that its potential energy was enough to hold the Shadow Queen’s spirit prisoner.  Additionally, Professor Frankly guesses that the original heroes responsible for containing the Shadow Queen had guessed the purpose of the altar and found it doubly important to construct the Thousand-Year door there.”
 
“The Breaking Shrine is known to me, at least in part.  Russ T. and I researched it some sixty years ago, together, but did not find much beyond the evidence we collected.”
 
“Sixty years ago?”  asked Bobbery, clearly in mild shock.  “It doesn’t show!”
 
“Yoshies live very long.  I myself am over two-hundred, but I have lost the exact age.  It becomes unimportant after so many hatchdays.”
 
“I would imagine so,” said the Admiral, considering.  “In any case, that was the reason I came here.  In fact, I arrived in Rose Town only two weeks ago and have kept well away from prying eyes.  Frankly and Goombella headed north from Seaside Town to the Land’s End region, where other documents of the Professor’s led him to believe another scroll, or at least some information on the Breaking Shrine, would be found.”
 
Ryanoshi sighed heavily and propped himself against a grimy wall.  “No, they will not find a scroll there.  The culmination of Russ T. and my research was the pinpointing of that very scroll, which is now in the possession of Jinx.  For all of our prodding, though, his old sensei assured us it was destined to be kept safe by him and all descending keepers of the dojo.  There our physical clues ended, I am afraid.”
 
“What is wrong?” asked Bobbery.  “You seem burdened.”
 
“It is only that this newest revelation means the Breaking Shrine is a reality.  The existence of one of the altars and the direct evidence of its power could mean little else,” said the Yoshi, turning quickly to face the old Bob-omb behind him.  “What did the scroll say about the larger meaning of the altars?  Did it address the shrine, itself, in any terms other than a simple naming?”
 
“Nothing conclusive, in the Professor’s words.  He did, however, say that the language used indicated it might be an apocalyptic prophesy.  The word “breaking”, especially, contrasted with the Star Spirits’ vague retellings of Plit’s creation, referred to as its forging.”
 
“The Forging Prelude,” muttered Ryanoshi, his eyes dim and lifeless.  “This is much more serious than I thought possible.  No wonder ill premonitions have been affecting Yoshi and me.  If I know anything of omens, they have most likely been visiting many others all over this world.”
 
“You’re spooking me out, kid,” said Bobbery, not bothering to correct the underestimate of the Yoshi’s age.  “What’s on your mind?”
 
“Far too much,” said Ryanoshi, looking up.  “You must tell me why you came here.  Each scroll has something unique to the others, besides the location of the altar, I think.  That was one of the other clues we found.”
 
“I suppose it might be unique,” said Bobbery, thinking back.  “Anyway, the scroll Frankly found foretold of a great evil rising in a mysterious forest to the far south.  While we were here, he thought it best for me to wait up near the Mushroom Kingdom’s only notable woodland area.”
 
“The Forest Maze, then,” said the Yoshi, gripping the edge of a makeshift table hard.  “How could this ancient conspiracy have eluded us for so long, even as we closed in on its trail?  Come to think of it, it was as if something encouraged us to forget about it, despite all the aspects of its mystery that made it terrible.  Anyway, the pieces are falling into place.”
 
Several screams and loud noises were erupting from elsewhere in the village.
 
“Towards the Inn,” said Bobbery, getting up from a wide chair in a corner of the dilapidated room. “Your friend, that Yoshi, is he staying there?”
 
Ryanoshi’s answer was a dash to the front door and a quick flutter down the short hill to the nearest path.  The silent Admiral was not far behind him.
 
~*~*~*~
 
“That’s a lie!” shouted Yoshi, tears streaming down his face.  “You big jerk!  Can’t cook worth chili peppers, so you go around spreading mistruths, eh?”
 
“Oh, come off it, dino brain,” said Chef Torte, his thoughts of acting sympathetic boiled away by his little known hatred for Yoshies.  Not only that, but he didn’t like the way this one had stolen his show.  “I vas zere cooking for ze Autumn Festival, but ze Mushroomer creeps didn’t appreciate my fantastic culinary genius, so I skipped town.  Vonce I reached ze top of Midas Hill, like I already said, VHOOSH!, ze whole valley vas flooded.  Chances are, none of your little friends survived!”
 
There were cries of disbelief and grief all over the Inn.  A sizable crowd had gathered around the melodramatic Terrapin when he had come to town shouting out his news of death and woe.  “What will we do now?  Our dear Princess is dead!  Bowser will attack!”
 
“Darn tootin’ Bowseir vill attack,” said Chef Torte, too caught up in the joy of playing the villain to care much for his former plans of deception and glory.  “And none of you hillbillies vill vizstand ze might of zat reptilian terror.  Mwahahahaha!” he laughed, covering his mouth.  “Vow, zat felt sort of good.  I haf to do zis more often!  Mwahahahaha!”
 
“That’s it, you creep!” yelled Yoshi, wiping his tears away and pulling out the battle sword he had received on one of his many adventures with Mario.  It was marked at the hilt with the insignia of his species and clan.  “If you feel so intent on upsetting these good people and dishing out nasty rumors, then you’d better be prepared to defend your honor.  Whether you’re lying or not, you’re taking way too much glee in this.  Either quiet down and show some respect or accept my challenge, you hack!”
 
“HACK?!” shouted Chef Torte, his uncontrollable anger rising once more.  The clang of metal sounded beside him, and Yoshi looked down to see a menacing pan held dangerously in the Koopa’s claws.  “I haf tried to be undeirstanding.  I mean, I know zat Yoshies can be dumb, brute creatures viz no realization ven it’s time to shut zeir yaps.  Zis has gone too far, zough.  Zat blabbeiring hole on your face ist going to reap you some unsightly blemishes, greenie.”
 
Yoshi yelled out a wrathful call, holding his sword back with both hands, leveling it flat, and charging.  With a simultaneous cry of surprise from the surrounding crowd, he heaved it around in a semi-circle and slammed it down towards Torte’s head.
 
Steel clashed upon steel loudly, sending out a fountain of sparks and chasing the bystanders out of the Inn-turned-battleground.  For a moment, the pair seemed to be of equal strength, but the taller and weightier Terrapin was inch by inch overcoming the adrenaline-rushed muscles in Yoshi’s arms.
 
“Yes!” seethed Chef Torte, pressing his mustachioed mug past the point of conflict and close to Yoshi’s face.  “I can feel you growing veaker, dinobreaz.  Your puny hero strengz cannot hold out much longeir against moi’s buff upper bod!  Zat’s right!  I’ve been verking viz Koopflex; you’re going down!”
 
Yoshi cringed and suddenly released his side of the stalemate forces, momentarily throwing Chef Torte off balance.  With the time remaining, the dinosaur leaned back, whirled quickly around, and brought his heavy tail to smack hard against the Terrapin’s face.  There was a sharp crunch of bones shifting painfully under flesh and a piercing scream that rent the air.
 
“Zat smarted!” screamed Chef Torte irritably.  He was rubbing a rather large bruise on the side of his head and muttering curses on his opponent’s tail.  “Moi does not haf vone of zose.  I could beat you eizer vay, but if you vant to play fair, zen don’t use zat behemoz appendage any more, cheateir!”
 
“Oh, fine, you big baby,” said Yoshi, crossing his arms.  “Hand to hand, pan to sword it is, then.  Ready?”
 
“Yes.  Yes, I am,” said Chef Torte calmly, almost eerily.  Apparently, the “baby” comment had not gone over so well.  He raised his pan higher up, so that the wide front faced his rival square on the snout.  “But remembeir, even little babies can haf BIG toys.”
 
“Sniveling brat!” he shouted.  A small dart erupted from a hidden compartment in the Koopa’s misleading weapon, striking deep into Yoshi’s right arm.  “Hmm, a bit off aim, but it vill do.”
 
“You call that fair?” asked Yoshi, his voice sounding drunk and wavering.  “Creep…I’ll get you for…uggh.”
 
“Heh heh!” chortled the chef.  He swaggered slowly over to the Yoshi’s still form and tipped it over with his foot.  “Zey don’t make ‘em like zey used to.”
 
“We meet again, Monsieur Torte,” said Ryanoshi from the entrance of the Inn.  Admiral Bobbery was standing determinedly behind him.  “I always took you for a dangerous sociopath, even as an innocuous culinary amateur.  Have you turned to crime to support your failing career, hmm?”
 
“Smug, as alvays,” spat Chef Torte.  “Ever since you vrote zat unflatteiring review, I haf considered you vone of my many, many arch rivals.  Come to zink of it, I haven’t seen your pazetic reviews in any of ze culture magazines lately, eizeir.  Perhaps boz of us are looking for verk.”
 
“Freelance, on this end,” said Ryanoshi quickly.  “It’s of no importance, though.  You’ve hurt my friend and obviously scared the living daylights out of the townspeople.  Either you hit the road, or the Admiral and I will run you out.”
 
Torte growled viciously, widening his stance.  “Come and get moi!”
 
The grizzled Bob-omb leapt sideways and charged from the left, leaving Ryanoshi to draw his own sword and slowly make his way inward from the other side of the room.  Chef Torte eyed them both cautiously, pan reared back and ready to crush whomever’s face reached him first.  “Zis ist mind-boggling.  Just attack me, already!”
 
Admiral Bobbery charged first but was promptly batted away and smashed into a nearby wall.  The resulting explosion blew out a large section of the plaster and wood framing, and both the Koopa and Yoshi were knocked off their feet.  Ryanoshi’s own sword went flying from his hands and clattered across the floor beneath the Innkeeper’s desk.  The Terrapin, however, was still armed and unsteadily making his way to his feet.
 
“Bad luck for you,” Chef Torte said, raising his pan to deal the knock-out blow.  “Game set and match, for the Cheffie!”
 
Ryanoshi looked anxiously around, and at the last possible moment, he poured all of his strength into the lower half of his body and sent both of his powerful legs plowing into the Koopa’s shell-protected underbelly.  Breathless for a moment, the Terrapin wheezed and staggered back, weakly grasping at his mid-section.  “You son of a Goomba!  I vill strangle you for zat!”
 
Chef Torte limped over to the now completely weakened Yoshi and gave him two harsh strikes with the pan.  “Now, zen,” he said, reaching his long claws around the dinosaur’s neck, “you vill feel ze wraz of Torte!”
 
At that moment, the preoccupied Koopa felt something very disturbing clamp onto the back of his apron.  Something vague was also hissing and growing steadily louder.  Then, and what was probably the most frightening of all, Admiral Bobbery said, “Not today, Koopette Crocker!”
 
“NO!” Chef Torte screamed, releasing his grip on Ryanoshi’s neck and flailing about, trying desperately to knock the Bob-omb off of his body.  The newest fuse had stopped buzzing, and there was a brief period of silence before a very large explosion.  “ARRRGGGHHH!!!”
 
Looking up, Ryanoshi struggled to his feet and crawled over to Yoshi, knowing that Admiral Bobbery would of course survive the blast.  He reached up and pulled out a medical book from his saddle and flipped swiftly through the pages, finally coming to stop on one that fit the symptoms.  “Bobbery!”
 
“Coming,” came the close reply.  The Admiral was fending off the nausea from the explosion and kicking Torte’s limp body off of him.  “Is the poor lad all right?”
 
“He will be, I think,” said Ryanoshi.  “Just a mild toxin, homemade.  Go fetch the apothecary; she’s a Mole, rather large.  Point out this page to her, and hurry!”
 
Wincing, his vision suddenly growing dark, the Yoshi pushed up his glasses and collapsed.
 
The Mole rushed in on Bobbery’s hills and threw up her hands.  “Land sakes alive!  Quick, boys, in here on the double!  Get these lads and that nasty Koopa, too, over to my house.  Someone go to the well and get some water.  I need it heated, not boiled!”
 
~*~*~*~
 
As a testament to the great skills of Greta the Mole and her assistants, Ryanoshi, Yoshi, and even Chef Torte were conscious by the next morning.  No containment buildings had been erected in Rose Town as none were ever needed, so the fuming Terrapin was hastily blockaded in an abandoned storehouse.  Admiral Bobbery and his two recovering friends, in the meanwhile, were discussing both their own and the disgruntled chef’s fate.
 
“We cannot leave the secret of the scrolls unknown to the Princess Toadstool and the Mushroom Senate,” Ryanoshi said finally.  “Whatever they are, and whatever we may think we know about them, we have to include more people in on the research.  It will probably even come to the point of having the Mario Brothers force Jinx to let us know what’s been passed down to him.  Now, I’ve told you all everything Bobbery and I have surmised and given you my rough estimations about what to do next.”
 
“Excuse me,” said the Mayor, the only other citizen in the room, “but it seems to me you’re overreacting, if it’s not any offense, even though we aren’t used to such matters, as I’ll readily admit.  All we have is this blustery Bob-omb’s word that something weird happened with that old door over in Suluni... am… ia, or wherever.  I can’t just up and evacuate the whole populace for little more than that!”
 
“Blustery!” fumed Bobbery, hopping angrily up on the table.  “This sailor’s word is his bond, Mr. Mayor, and I’ll fight anyone that questions my honor and trustworthiness on the spot!”
 
“Now, now,” broke in Ryanoshi, “I’m sure the Mayor was only worried for the safety of his people.  If you think about it, we are making a lot of loose connections, I suppose.  Sure, something is happening, but this may not even be the forest the scroll is mentioning, and what if the changing of the Thousand-Year Door is something else completely, unlikely as it is?”
 
As Bobbery grumbled something unpleasant and wandered over to his seat, Yoshi’s eyes suddenly grew darker than they had been since the beginning of the meeting.  “Guys, there’s something I haven’t been telling you all.  Uh, Mayor, tell one of the guards to bring Chef Torte in here, shackled, if they must,” he said uneasily.  “I’ve been avoiding this since I didn’t think it could be true, but now everything inside of me is telling me maybe it is.”
 
After the Mayor had gotten up and given the word to fetch the prisoner and then promptly sat back down, Ryanoshi leaned across the table.  “Go ahead and tell us before he gets here, if you will.  It might very well be important to solving this mystery, at least in part.”
 
“Chef Torte said something to the people that made me angry with him before he started gloating over it,” started the dinosaur, clearly uncomfortable.  His eyes were faintly watering, but it might have been the glare from the windowless room’s only candle.  “He said that he saw the entire Mushroom Valley flooded when he was atop Midas Hill.”
 
Someone in the room made a frightening start; it was too dark, though, to tell anything else.
 
“Go on,” said Ryanoshi calmly, but his voice was noticeably shaken.
 
“He… he said that the Koopa Village, the Mushroom Village, everything… all of it was under water.  Some of the townspeople were despairing,” he trailed off.  “Despite the villain that Terrapin is, I could not help but sense it was the truth.  Something within me, as I said.  The premonitions I had been having—the very reason Ryanoshi and I were heading to Toad Town to see Merlon—could have been signs that this was going to happen.  Oh, but Merlon!  He was in Toad Town!  And everyone… Mario, Luigi, the Princess, Toad… everyone we know and care for… all of them could be…”
 
The other three were silent, watching in disbelief and confusion as Yoshi placed a hand over his eyes and quietly wept.  Chef Torte was brought in a few moments later, his face a picture of unyielding wrath.  After the guards roughly pushed him into a chair and clamped the ends of his shackles tight around the support posts, they left without a word.
 
His piercing green eyes made a slow gleam across the darkened room.  “Vell, vell, vell, it looks like Yoshi finely realized ze truz of my verds.  I might haf gotten a bit steamed, but it all happened.  Ze capital of your government is drowned… completely destroyed, my friends.  Our kingdom, she ist in chaos.  Lord Bowseir vill undoubtedly strike soon!  And  yeah, it’s sort of bumming me out, too, moi must admit.  Bowseir doesn’t exactly book moi often afteir zat licorice incident—”
 
“We’ve heard enough,” said Ryanoshi, his teeth clinched and his own face now clearly stricken with unfathomable grief.  “Admiral Bobbery, something made you jump at the first mention of the flood.  What…what was it?”
 
The Bob-omb nodded respectfully and gave a deep glare in Chef Torte’s direction.  Even the rough old monster, though, showed signs of grief under his ruffled appearance.  “Since both Yoshi and Chef Torte seem pretty convinced, I might as well say that the scroll we had… well, it foretold a flood as one of the signs of the Breaking Shrine’s coming to life again, so to speak.  The Professor—that’s Frankly—said it translated as striking a Golden City with flame, water, and…other things all in high-speaking, of course.  I was doubtful that Ryanoshi and I were going carefully enough about our assumptions before, but this seals it.  First the feelings, then the scroll research, next the door, and finally this, the flood.”
 
Ryanoshi lifted his head, and his hands were near trembling with some unspeakable emotion.  “There is no turning back, now.  Whatever the Breaking Shrine means, it has affected us beyond imagination, and it is unquestionably deeply involved with the Fate of our world.  Let us all then go forth with these matters foremost on our minds and in our prayers to the Stars, who will not forget us in our hour of need.  We must look for survivors in the Mushroom Valley and also warn the rest of the Mushroom Kingdom of this catastrophe.  Chef Torte is right, for all of his tactless rambling.  Bowser will strike soon and without mercy; he’ll already have known of the flood for some time now.”
 
“My people!” exclaimed the Mayor, his face frozen in horror.  “What shall we do?  We cannot stay here, not when Bowser may be on the march!”
 
“Aye, you can’t,” said Bobbery with a grim and heavy voice.  “He will come in airships, too, a fleet of doom with more firepower than you can withstand.  And who knows?  The forest may contain some evil yet…”
 
“You must take the citizens of Rose Town and flee to Tadpole Pond,” said Yoshi, his strong voice regained.  “Frogfucious is a powerful sage and can protect his haven against many physical forces.  Even more, he has trained his disciples there in the ancient arts of the old fighting clans.  They will protect you, but you must also give him the news so that he may warn the other lands by the rivers and the wind which he speaks through.  I have seen it done before.  Who knows?  He may already be well aware of it by now.  In any case, the fleet at Seaside Port and the armies in Land’s End can prepare for war.”
 
The Mayor nodded wordlessly and stumbled out of the room.  One by one, the rest around the solemn table slowly came to their feet, except the prisoner, of course.  “Vell?!  Vat are you going to do viz moi?  I know I may haf spoken rough before, but I vant to help too!  I can fight!”
 
“I won’t easily forgive you,” said Yoshi toxically, his normally cheerful eyes burning a hole through the Terrapin.  “But he is right.  We need his help, and it concerns him as much as us.”
 
Ryanoshi nodded.  “Besides, with Bobbery, Yoshi and I together, he won’t be able to revolt so easily.  Fine, Torte, you can come.  We’ll just consider your little show yesterday a psychopathic relapse, I suppose.”
 
“Stop making fun of moi!  You should be verrying about your… er… our friends!”
 
All three of them turned to him acidly.  Bobbery leapt proudly over to his lap and stuck his hat under the Terrapin’s chin.  “Don’t EVER mention our friends so lightly, Koopa scum.  We have not the heart to confront it personally, ourselves, right now, and we don’t need you levying it against us.  Besides, they could still be alive.  We shall never give up hope, not while the light of the sun still reigns!.”
 
Fine, Bob-omb, thought Torte smugly, although his face was contorted in false sorrow and guilt.  As long as you get moi out of rooming viz zose frog freaks, I’ll help you, yes, but don’t zink I’ll forget zis treatment.  Chef Torte looks out for numbeir vone only, and you can be sure he does it vell!
 
The candle in the center of the room went suddenly out, and although it was morning and the pure day sky shined without, a deep and dreadful night seemed to close in around them.
Chapter Seven: Against the Dying of the Light
 
There is a reason creatures of the day fear the coming of the night.  It is the same paralysis that grips hold of bones and flesh exposed to a vast emptiness larger than a mortal’s perception or his primitive creed.  Simply put, it is beyond comfort because it is beyond comprehension.
 
On the Finite Vision, Frogfucious
 
Author’s Note: Just a reminder.  This chapter takes place the day after the events of Chapter Three.  Chapters Four, Five, and Six happened on the same day, with the minor exceptions of Chapter Five taking place during the night of that day and the end of Chapter Six taking place during the next morning.
 
That morning the sun shone like warm blood over the flooded valley of the Mushroomers.  Steeples and belfries with drowned bells bellowing jutted solemnly from their bases’ deep and stagnant grave.  As the beams of light caught more of the vast surface of the newborn lake, broken walls and blocks of stone floated past on glistening waves.  Even the water, now under full view of the rising day, seemed a wide expanse of unsettling red weaved in with death and slow-moving corpses.
 
A cock let out his shrill voice somewhere over the hills which rose up before the Midas Mountain, but the reassuring harbinger of hope was muddled by the constant cawing of gangly ravens circling over the whole width of the lake.  One in particular was larger than the rest of his brood and only now and again sent forth a hideous shriek that pierced the very air.  As the light of the sun covered more ground, though, the bird shuddered violently and flew recklessly out to sea.
 
Higher up and over the surface of the water was a long plateau that stretched out to the Gap of Neurvone, a narrow channel which separated the Mushroom Kingdom from the craggy Vista Hill.  Close to the steep descent which dropped off into the flooded Mushroom Forest were two still forms, but one of them was now stirring and moving cautiously around.  It bent over the other figure after sniffing the surrounding land and shook it awake.
 
“It is morning, Luigi Mario,” said Rezan, his voice rasping naturally.  “We have survived the long night, and the Ninja is gone from this place.  Come, we have much work to do.”
 
The Human rose slowly, and a grim shadow came over his face as he looked out and saw the dark water which covered all that he once knew as home.  There’s no way they could have survived that, he thought.  What am I going to do?
 
“I know what you are thinking, Luigi,” said the reptile, finally abandoning the last name.  “It is not wise to give up what hope you have left, though.  Nothing is certain, not even when revealed to the waking eyes of a man in sorrow.  Yes, I now say to you that the lives of your friends may yet remain untouched.”
 
“Last night was hectic, but now that we are at least alone, I want the truth from you,” said Luigi sternly.  He was aching from the loss of the countryside he loved and was in no mood for the vague ramblings of a complete stranger.  “You’ve been speaking like some blasted ancient since I met you, and I’ve yet to figure out some things.  Who are you, really?  Where have you come from?  And, most importantly, what do you know about all of this madness?”
 
“All of your questions will require much of the time which is already fast escaping us, but I can see that you won’t follow me without their answers.  Very well,” said the creature.  “I have already told you my name is Rezan and that I am a Reznoth.  My homeland is similarly named—Reznia, as you wish to know—and it is on none of the Mushroom Kingdom maps simply because it is far removed and too small to be wandered upon by sailing ships.  There are about five-thousand of my kind living, and although some have left to who knows where, the great majority remain on the island.”
 
“That still doesn’t explain why you left, specifically,” said Luigi, “or why you talk the way you do, how you know what you know, and what in the world led you to find me.”
 
“I know our circumstance breeds impatience, but please try to be calm,” said Rezan without the slightest hint of anger.  “All of my species speak the common tongue the way I do, for our own native language spawns a careful attention to linguistic detail and pronunciation.  As for what I know, I do not really know it.  I have flashes, instead, of things I must say to you and others, along with similar thoughts.  These thoughts and odd sayings partially led me to come here.  It is as if I have been chosen for a mouth to impart words of hope for a plan that is only gradually becoming clear to me.  For now, all I know is that a conflict of great magnitude is fast approaching and that I must protect you, your brother, and Princess Peach at all costs.  Beyond that, I am as clueless and as helpless in the pull of the wind as you are.”
 
“I’m never quick to accept vague spiritual concepts, but I’ve seen enough of the Star Spirits to know there is always something leading or guiding us.  Any angry skepticism I once held as a youth has been erased forever.  After all, perhaps it is as you say, and it does make more sense than anything else at this point.  For now, then, I believe you out of necessity; when are we going to start looking for my friends?”
 
“Immediately,” said Rezan firmly, “and with as much haste as possible.  King Bowser already knows of the flood, you can be sure.  The Ninja who attacked us last night was one of his soldiers, I believe; though, again, I cannot tell you why I feel so certain.”
 
“He will not waste time assuring himself that there are no survivors in the Mushroom Valley.  With our kingdom’s administration crippled, he’ll direct a great portion of his might west, razing villages and hoping for a direct confrontation with our forces near Land’s End.”
 
“Something tells me that the Koopa Kingdom’s initial strike should not be the focus of your efforts,” said the Reznoth distantly.  He put a clawed hand up to his head and cringed.  “I’ve just been struck with a fear that the greatest dangers will come from other places—arrangements that we cannot expect.”
 
“That reminds me,” said Luigi.  “We should have Merlon take a look at you, if he weathered the storm all right.  I have a bit more hope in the inhabitants of Toad Town, anyway, as they could have seen the tide coming and have a very heavily fortified cavern system under their city.”
 
“Odd that the construction of that name is familiar to me.  Is he a Shaman?”
 
Luigi’s eyes widened, but he quickly warded off the surprise.  “It’s a small world, after all, eh?”
 
“Once a Shaman told me that his kind had a way of being everywhere and knowing everyone’s business,” said Rezan.  “I had never held too much truth in the words, but now I’m not so sure.  Very well, I should like to speak with a mystic anyway.  Whether for good or evil, they have a closer connection with the metaphysics which seem so strange to most.”
 
A chorus of sharp screeches sounded from nearby and afar, and then the beating of many wings exploded above them as a dense cloud of birds soared overhead and away over the lake.  Distantly, more wings with heavier sounds as they struck the air could be heard, and raucous, chortling laughter became clearer with each passing second.
 
“That slimy reptile is already at it,” said Luigi, pausing to add, “no offense.”
 
“You recognize the sound?”
 
“Paratroopas,” replied the Human, nodding grimly.  “A reconnaissance flight, judging from the numbers they seem to have.  Considering the flood, though, I’d say they are trained warriors looking to pick off survivors.  Seems you were right about Bowser having something else in mind for the majority of his soldiers, but these still pose a threat, nonetheless.  We have to do something!”
 
“We can draw a few of them down and chop at their numbers,” said Rezan savagely, suddenly losing the sagacious quality he had carried before.  Luigi thought that this must be the real personality of the Reznoth, a noble but efficient hunter.  “Wait at the edge of that circle of trees over there.  I’ll travel to the canopy and set up the diversion.  Let us hope, though, that not all of them find us so interesting.”
 
The reptile bent his powerful legs back and sprung up through a thick layer of branches, completely unnoticeable from below save for a few falling leaves.  Not wanting to waste any time on his end of the plan, Luigi surged forward towards the outer ring of the meadow Rezan had indicated and settled himself quietly behind the trunk of a large tree.  Meanwhile, the boisterous shouting of the Paratroopas had become intolerably grating.
 
The Human turned around quickly when he heard five successive bursts of reptilian hissing, followed by the swift and angry response of the winged Koopas above.  Rezan dropped down behind him, taking in barely perceptible breaths, and brought out the odd gun he had used the night before.
 
“The prime choice of Reznoth hunters,” he whispered, noticing Luigi’s curiosity.  Shadows were falling across the bright stretch of brown grass and knolls before them.  “The glopping guns shoot out adhesive combinations of acidic chemicals and deadly toxins.  Each ingredient is completely natural, which makes refueling simple.  The machine itself combines them properly.”
 
Luigi nodded, not wholly comprehending, but more concerned with the upcoming battle.  “Their favorite attacks involve swarming.  Never let too many surround you at once.”
 
“I’ll circle the meadow and fire rapidly from all directions,” said Rezan.  “Use what pyrospheres you can muster and let them go from here, taking time to aim accurately.  Just bring down whichever ones look too inclined to investigate where I am.”
 
“But you might hit me!” said Luigi worriedly.  “You won’t be able to spot me from over there.”
 
Rezan only flashed a grin with his lipless mouth and ran off to the left, shooting wildly with his gun once the Paratroopas began to land and hop about madly.  Amazed at the accuracy of the flying globs of poison, Luigi waited a few minutes before picking several targets and sending out his own flaming missiles.
 
“Fly!  Fly!” shrieked one of the Parakoopas as the other members of his flight fell dead and dying all around him, either burning alive from Rezan’s blasts or being incinerated suddenly from Luigi’s.  “Retreat!”
 
A cluster of shrubs shook vaguely on the opposite side of the woods, and the Reznoth shot out with a crack and dug his claws into the shell of the lead Parakoopa.  Luigi turned away briefly while Rezan snapped his prey’s neck in half with a strong twist of his jaws but then rushed out, yelling and throwing punches at every living Koopa he saw.
 
While Rezan was busy with the living Paratroopas, Luigi’s path to aid him was blocked by a massive Heavy Troopa stacked with armor and carrying a towering battleaxe.  The earth shook violently when the creature landed, and the beast swung its mighty weapon easily, sending out a deep and rumbling laughter.
 
“Puny human!” it bellowed.  “A Mario brother, for sure!  I shall crush you!”
 
Luigi only smirked and leapt quickly to the left, using the force of his legs striking the ground to rebound and propel himself high into the air.  As he rose upward, the long axe clove the ground where had stood deeply, and he flipped and landed hard into the Heavy Troopa’s thick skull.  A great groan escaped the monster, but Luigi held on and fired the last of his charged pyrospheres, jumping off as they enveloped the creature’s head and rolling away behind him.
 
When he came up, the Heavy Troopa’s upper body was smoking and covered in charred flesh.  The axe was still lifted angrily, though, and the beast nauseously swung it towards Luigi, trying to sever his head and clumsily destroying everything around him in the process.  The Human was determined, though, and so he dashed forward, weaving in out of the axe’s strikes, and laid a powerful rounding kick across the Koopa’s chest.
 
He was rewarded only with an indifferent grunt from his attacker and a throbbing pain in his leg.  Worse yet, the last of his fireballs had already been used, and Rezan was becoming even more distracted with the Parakoopas.  It seemed an endless stream of them was constantly pouring down from the sky, with all of them gnashing their jagged teeth and swinging their black and cobbled weapons.
 
Their weapons! thought Luigi, barely dodging another ground-shaking blow from his opponent’s battleaxe.
 
The Human rushed to the nearest Paratroopa corpse and pulled out a sword from its belt, briefly looking on as the sun crept over the tops of the surrounding trees and illuminated its metallic surface.  Broken violently from his reverie, he heard something roar behind him and turned to block the next downward swing of the Heavy Troopa’s axe.  He screamed in a burning pain as the force of the blow battered his muscles and threatened to shatter his bones.
 
“Heh heh heh,” chuckled the Parakoopa.  His fat face held two merciless eyes that sucked in all the light they saw.  “You feel the power of Gorrubond, and it breaks you!”
 
Luigi felt the last of his strength waning, and now the pain that had started in his arms was growing more intense and spreading throughout his body, sending flashes of fire into his legs and chest.  While the beast leaning over him growled and let long drops of muddy saliva cling from his mouth, a hot sweat broke out on Luigi’s forehead, and his green cap fell off to the ground.  Another few seconds of the effort in keeping his arms up would completely demolish his failing strength.
 
Give me your aid, Stars, he thought and sent the words up in a prayer.  Although I may soon die, do not let me fall on this field of battle, so close to where my friends need our help.
 
And as if all else was silence for a short time, there was a glowing of light within him, and the power that he had lost returned in greater amounts than before, filling every inch of his frame with some distant hope.  The eyes of the Heavy Troopa grew wide, and Luigi sent out his own roar, pushing forward and throwing the massive battleaxe back at its owner.  After the creature groaned miserably and backed off a few steps, it regained its composure and charged.
 
Luigi was ready this time, though, and with a rivaling yell he spun past the swing of the axe and made a deep gash in the underbelly of the Parakoopa.  With his sword now covered in the blood of his enemy, the Human staggered out of the way and waited while the Heavy Troopa struggled to reposition himself for another onslaught.  Rezan was completely obscured by the flapping wings and shells of ten Paratroopas, and only his hissing and the sharp crack of his glopping gun could be heard.
 
I’ve got to end this quickly, he thought, but I’m running out of options!
 
He decided to confront the Heavy Troopa directly this time and was the first to rush out, bringing his sword back and giving a crackling battle cry.  Their weapons met loudly and sparked before breaking off, and the contact was broken over and again as metal pummeled metal in a ponderous, back-breaking succession.  Grinding his teeth, Luigi parried a heavy-handed strike and scraped a strip of hardwood from the axe handle, nearly chopping at his opponent’s hand, too, before the blade was knocked away.
 
“The Human shows spirit!” intoned the mammoth Parakoopa, his breathing coming slower and his chest a mangled clump of crimson-stained flesh and shell.  “I shall yet taste your life blood as you die, though.  So says Gorrubond!”
 
Overcome with a sudden and unexplainable wrath and plagued with an instinctive fear for his own survival, Luigi let loose one final burst of energy, firing two pyrospheres and wielding his sword with a quickness that escaped even his own eyes.  Each clang of the pair’s beaten weapons sent a quake through the earth and the air, and their own screams rent their minds, bringing the long battle to its uttermost edge.  Finally, Luigi struck away one of his enemy’s thrusts and brought his sword around hard, sending it whizzing into the right side of the beast’s massive neck.
 
A sustained, inhuman roar came from the half-breathing creature, but even as the oxygen and blood rushed out of his mortal wound and his free arm spasmed, the Parakoopa struggled to land one more devastating blow to the Human’s head.
 
All was blind and screaming for a moment, but the plumber soon recovered his rattled senses.  Bathed in the heaving shadow of the dying creature, Luigi let out one more desperate cry and swung with all of his remaining might, cleaving the rest of the Heavy Troopa’s neck from his shoulders.  He leapt out of the way of the toppling body, hitting the ground hard and lying there, unsure if he could even lift himself up to help Rezan.
 
As he strained his neck to look over, though, he saw that the Reznoth was coming towards him, and behind him were the toxin-covered bodies of countless Paratroopas.  With a sigh of relief, he laid his head back and waited until Rezan peered over him.  The reptile grinned and helped his new friend up, taking the sword out of his hands and brushing him off.
 
“An admirable battle, Luigi Mario,” he said.  “It is true what I have heard of you.  Such warriors are few in today’s world.”
 
Luigi laughed a little, but a cough broke off the sound.  “Thanks, Rezan.  If you would, though, just let me rest a little.”
 
“Very well.  We shall have to move out soon, though.”
 
“Yes,” the Human said, nodding weakly.  “Only a little while.  Just a small rest.”
 
~*~*~*~
 
Floating somewhere over the new lake at mid-morning, Mario awoke with a start.  He was on a long plank of wood most likely ripped off from one of the market vendors in the flood.  Around him were vast stretches of calm water broken periodically by submerged towers and other pieces of debris.  Most disturbing of all, though, was the occasional drifting corpse or severed limb, each one a painful reminder of the lives that had been lost the night before.
 
So he continued on that way for several hours until the sun reached its half-way mark in the sky.  By that time he began to hear faint shouting somewhere off to the east, where several towers were clustered together.  He surmised by the proximity and height of the structures that it was the topmost part of the Royal Mushroom Castle.  Whoever it was calling out to him, his voice hopefully indicated a group of survivors who had washed up against the buildings and found temporary shelter.
 
Mario got up quickly, wiped the caked dirt and still wet mud off of his overalls as best he could, and searched around for a stray steel bar or a slab of wood.  He found what he wanted in what appeared to be an aluminum support post for a tent from the Autumn Festival.  After swinging it back and forth a few times to test its strength, he plunged it through the surface of the water and trailed it around, taking heart in its ability to at least steer his makeshift vessel.
 
From there, he repositioned his transport in the direction of the Mushroom Castle and pushed off, using powerful strokes on either side of him to propel the flat board slowly but surely towards his destination.  The sun was shining brightly enough now to warm him, and so the coolness of the early morning was no longer a hindrance.  In addition, his own thoughts of perhaps finding the Princess alive and well drove him onward, unaffected by the growing tiredness in his muscles or the despair building up his heart.
 
If you can hear me, Stars, he thought, praying for the first time in months.  It always seemed he forgot the assistance and the love of the guiding spirits in Star Haven during peaceful times, but he always swore to himself he would not lay them aside again.  If you can still care for me, I ask for your help in finding Peach.  Not only her, of course, but as many of all the good citizens here as possible.  No matter how terrible… how terrible…
 
He could not bring himself to go any further.  The Human was truly afraid his own misery and anger at what had happened would be turned towards the Star Spirits, as if all the aid they had provided his friends and him in the past was only a ruse—a ploy to break down their guards for this ultimate betrayal.  As ridiculous as the thoughts seemed, he knew he was in no condition to dwell on them.  For now, he had only these people to save and safety to find.  Disaster required his total conviction to action, and that meant not becoming distracted with matters of the individual soul and conscience.
 
Forgive me, he thought, still unsure.  I’m only doing my best.  Just offer me what help you can, then, despite my confusion.
 
It was at that moment when the screaming and hopeful shouting he had heard ceased, and all that was left was the pounding beat of wings or maybe a pulsing heart.  He felt his arms and legs collapse beneath him, and he sat without control over himself, all of his skin suddenly chill and covered in colder perspiration.  Followed by a terrible cawing, an immense black bird landed with a shudder on the other end of his boat, settling its feathers and snapping its beak.
 
“The Stars are dead,” its voice seemed to say from everywhere, pervading the very fabric of existence and blowing its hideous depth into all things warm and comforting.  “Do not ask them for help, hero, for they are weak and have already succumbed to the victor of time and space.  Soon even the halls of your Haven shall run darkly with blood, and there will be a feast on the flesh of the dead and the ashes of the earth.  FEAR!  FEAR!”
 
Mario let out a hollow scream which burst forth when he regained his breath and clutched one feeble hand over his chest.  His very heart seemed to be trying to escape, exploding outward.  “Leave me alone!  Go away!”
 
“I bring you what all others are afraid to say,” came the voice again, the bird standing there, jutting its head around like any mindless beast.  “FEAR!”
 
“No!” he managed, falling back with his face contorted into something horrific.  The pain in his chest was growing more intense, until his vision and thoughts swam in drunkenness.
 
“My power is at its weakest now, Human.  But remember this: you will not stop the Breaking of the World.  When the time ordained by him is come, I shall let loose the full power of the Executioner upon this earth, for I am as he is, and we are one in the same.  Farewell, and cry out your misery!”
 
~*~*~*~
 
When the Mushroomers and Koopas on the tower found Mario, he was cold and unconscious on the boat.  One Koopa in particular stepped forward, his green shell muddied by hours of wading in the water.  It was Koover, recently come to the Autumn Festival for his village near Toad Town.
 
“Quickly!” he shouted to the others.  “Bring him up here and dry him off.  He’s as pale as a ghost.  We have to wake him up as soon as possible.  Hastily, now!”
 
Four Mushroomers tied one end of the floating debris to a piece of the tower’s battlements and hefted Mario over onto the dry stone.  The nurse among them broke through the amazed crowd of survivors and began to work on him immediately.
 
Meanwhile, one of the guards from the Castle who had been lucky enough to endure the storm walked over to Koover, his eyes glazed over.  “I saw him only last night, attempting to have a word with the Princess.  My friend… he is now lost, I fear, but we both denied him entry.  Could Mario have known of all this?”
 
“Don’t hold yourself too responsible,” said Koover, his own worry at the Human’s condition apparent.  “No one could have expected this.  Our only task now is to survive and move on, grieving for the dead and helping those who we can.  By the way, have you tried going down the stairs yet?”
 
The guard nodded grimly.  “They are flooded a few feet down, as I suspected.  There is a chance that the passage at the bottom, which is usually sealed completely, was untouched, but opening the door would let water in, and if I’m wrong, anyone courageous enough to reach it would not have enough time to come back up again.”
 
“We might have to try for the plateau, then,” said Koover.  “I know we saw those Paratroopas heading farther south earlier, but we’ll have to take our chances before provisions run low.  Once Mario wakes up, we’ll be better off.”
 
As if on cue, the plumber groaned and slowly opened his eyes.  “Fear …” he muttered, but the nurse quieted him and put a cool rag over his forehead.  “Princess …”
 
The Mushroomer guard looked at Koover expectantly, but the Koopa was turned away and looking off to the plateau, where the Parakoopas had landed a few hours ago and never lifted off again.
 
“Come on, Mario, pull through.  Everyone’s counting on you,” said the nurse, cradling the Human’s head.  “Someone bring water!”
 
“I’ll be all right,” the plumber suddenly said.  “It… it must have just been a bad dream.  I was hallucinating.”
 
The nurse looked oddly at the Human as he stood up and staggered briefly.  “What are you talking about?”
 
“Nothing,” said Mario, joining Koover.  “Thanks for pulling me aboard.”
 
The Koopa did not even turn around.  “We have to try for the land over there, Mario.  We saw some of Bowser’s Paratroopas, but there’s no other choice.  The cliffs around Midas Mountain are too steep for many of our wounded, and we don’t have enough supplies to make it that far on a boat.”
 
“Can you see over the treetops?” asked Mario suddenly.  “There’s a thin line of smoke rising from over where Bowser’s Castle is.  Something’s happening there, too.”
 
“Probably a celebration,” Koover said bitterly.  “They’ll be preparing for an assault on our kingdom’s forces at Land’s End.  Without any warning, the army won’t be ready for a direct attack like that.”
 
“The water level has decreased since earlier today, hasn’t it?” Mario asked, studying the dampness of the other towers.  “The ocean is reclaiming what it lost.”
 
“Not fast enough, I’m afraid,” replied Koover.  “We’ll still have to take action.”
 
“No, no, I just mean that if the Toad Town residents went underground like you’d expect them, too, their armed guards will be ready to help, too.”
 
“It’ll take weeks for all of this to clear out, though.  Toad Town is at a lower altitude than the Mushroom Village, anyway.  We’ll be out of the woods before they are.”
 
“Yes,” acknowledged Mario, “but the other end of their caverns comes out somewhere above the Mushroom Village.  Luigi and I found the entrance on the plateau; Russ T. told us where it was.  Once we get over there, a few of us can go down and inform them that there’s dry land.  At least the soldiers can help us clear out the area, and the non-fighters we have here can join the Toad Town citizens underground are above once we set up camp.”
 
Koover clasped his hands together.  “We have a plan then!  I’ll start using the wood from your little vessel and the stuff that’s washed up here to build a boat.  I think we can cook up something big enough to carry twenty people across, at least.”
 
The Human did not answer him, though.  He was too busy remembering what he had seen before passing out over the lake, and it was not exactly an encouraging memory.
 
Whatever it was, he thought, let us face it bravely.  I know evil can never triumph, so its threats are not a certainty.  We haven’t given up yet, and it’ll take a lot more than this to make us consider it.
 
~*~*~*~
 
When Princess Toadstool opened her eyes to the light of morning, she saw several familiar figures hunched over her, one of whom was her personal retainer.  He was nervously fidgeting while a doctor and a nurse looked at her comfortingly.  In the foreground, she thought she saw Toadsworth and the Chancellor standing, as well as many other Mushroomers, Koopas, and Goombas.
 
“Oh, Princess!” Toad said.  “You’re alive!  I knew you’d pull through.”
 
“Thank you, Toad, for waiting by my side,” she said, turning to the others.  “Thank you all.  But tell me, what has happened?  I remember a little; none of it is any good, though.”
 
“The flood wiped out almost everyone,” said the Chancellor, his face solid.  Peach noticed that many of the others appeared gloomy, and some were even weeping softly.  “There are close to one-thousand of us here, but the majority of the city was indeed lost, along with most of the armed guards.  They were off retrieving the citizens in the outlying rural regions.”
 
The Princess hung her head and felt on the verge of fainting again, but she kept her strength up as an example to those who trusted her.  “What of Mario and Luigi?  Have they been found?”
 
There was silence from all those around her; the Chancellor started to speak but then lowered his eyes respectfully.  Toadsworth brought a handkerchief down from his face and said, “They were not found, my lady.  We’ve looked everywhere.”
 
“And we almost lost you,” said Toad hurriedly.  “You were caught in the waves, but only the edge, so all of those around you were washed up on the cliffs safe and sound.  A miracle by the Stars, no doubt!”
 
“The miracle is that any of us survived,” said the Princess.  “This isn’t over yet.  In my heart of hearts, I feel that some other force besides the whim of nature is behind the flooding.”
 
“Oh, but Princess,” said Toadsworth, “it cannot have been King Bowser.  Even Kamek and all of his disreputable, hooligan Magikoopas could not summon such a storm as the one which struck us last night.  They would have done so long before if that were the case, I’m sure!”
 
“Very true,” the Chancellor broke in, “but I do not think Princess Toadstool is referring to King Bowser as being behind it.  She means something else—something unforeseen by either side.”
 
“Oh, dear!” exclaimed Toadsworth.  He fiddled with his pocket watch and wandered off excitedly, mumbling to himself.  “Come on, everyone!  Let’s give the Princess some room!”
 
The Chancellor watched until everyone, including the three other Senate members, had walked away except Toad and the nurse.  Switching his cane from one hand to the other and wincing at the effort, he turned back around to Peach.  “That is what you meant, was it not?”
 
“Yes,” she said uneasily.  “I have been having ominous dreams and even feelings in broad daylight of foreboding.  Mario has had them, too.  I spoke with him a few days before the Autumn Festival, nearly two weeks ago.”  She looked up at him.  “What has become of Parakarry?”
 
“He has not returned,” said the Chancellor sadly.  “Parakoopas have an obvious advantage in floods, though, so we must not give up hope on him, yet.  You will be glad to know that the Goomba families survived.  Of course, they preferred the boarding lodges on the cliffs, so they had an unexpected advantage.”
 
“Good, good,” she mumbled.  “What about Russ T.?”
 
“About him,” started the Chancellor, curling his mustache.  “He did indeed survive, but he is of special interest.  You see, he has been nearly mad since the storm, muttering constantly to himself about a variety of things.  Everywhere he paces, it is ‘scroll’ this and ‘shrine’ that.  The doctor says it’s most likely trauma, but Russ T. refuses to be examined, saying he is perfectly fine.  Perhaps you could talk to him.  He seems to wish it, anyway, as he has mentioned your name the most, besides someone named Ryanoshi.”
 
“Ryanoshi,” Peach repeated, looking off.  “I am unfamiliar with the name.  Obviously a Yoshi, but I don’t know where Russ T. would have met one.  There hasn’t been over ten of them in this region since the last kingdom-wide celebration, after Mario took back the Star Rod from Bowser.  He did much research with people abroad in his early days, though, and Yoshies live very long.  This ‘Ryanoshi’ might not even live in the Mushroom Kingdom any more.”
 
“As I said, most of what he was speaking did not make much sense to us,” said the Chancellor apologetically. “When you are feeling better, I shall take you to him, and you can ask him about what he means yourself.”
 
“First, there is much to do while I rest,” she said calmly.  “This is the greatest tragedy to ever befall our nation, since the enslavement by King Morton’s Koopas when my father reigned.  Even our defeat at Bowser’s hands seven years ago was quickly repelled by the arrival of the Mario Brothers, and only a fraction of this many perished.  The grief in my soul must be suppressed, though, for our people need guidance now more than ever.  King Bowser’s full force will have survived this, and he knows by now the destruction of our administration.  The armies at Land’s End are a match for his, yes, but they will be come upon without warning or instruction from us.  Where are we now?”
 
“We are on the summit of Midas Mountain, ma’am,” he said.  “It is a day’s journey to Tadpole Pond and another’s to Rose Town, unless the pace is quick.”
 
“Nevertheless, we must get someone to Tadpole Pond immediately.  Frogfucious keeps a Lakitu messenger there, and he’ll be able to warn General Spores in less than a day from take-off.  Even that long may prove disastrous, though.  The airships of Bowser’s fleet are swift and do not suffer from the fatigue of a living, breathing body.  That,” she added “and we have already lost much time.”
 
“Then I shall send three of the royal guards out at once,” he said, motioning to Toad.  “Quickly, go and fetch the lieutenant!”
 
Toad nodded and hastened off, but the Princess was clearly not satisfied.  “I’m going with them,” she said, but the Chancellor was far too familiar with her to be surprised.  “I have to speak with Russ T. before I go, though.”
 
“What of the citizens?” he called after her, for she had already risen and went off in search of the old Mushroomer.  “They will look to you for reassurance!”
 
She stopped but did not turn around.  “The people do not need me here, right now.  They need protection, so I shall only bring one of the guards.  Tell them I go to secure their safety.  Even if not direct, it is closer to the truth than anything else.”
 
Princess Toadstool did not have to go far to find Russ T.  She found him mumbling crazily by himself nearby, carving some indescribable script into the dirt.  Though he was lamenting incoherently among his words, she could make most of it out.
 
“The Breaking Scroll told us the flood would come, did it?  Of course it did, but Jinx wouldn’t let us see.  He has it!”
 
“Has what?” asked Peach.
 
She jumped when Russ T. turned to her and held onto her dress.  “The scrolls, Princess Peach, the four scrolls told of a flood.  I reasoned it out after Ryanoshi left, years after our research, but we never believed it all.  It’s come true, though!  We must find Jinx, Princess.  He has the answers!”
 
“A prophesy?” she asked.  “Is that what you are saying?”
 
“Yes, yes,” he said, clearly frustrated.  “But there may be hope.  There always is.  The future is not set in stone, just as nothing is truly happened until it occurs finally, irrevocably, and without a doubt.  The flood has come, but there is more if the scrolls were right, yet only Jinx will know, and he does not realize how valid his little treasure is.  You see, this is why he must be found!”
 
“To stop something, you mean?” she asked.  “Who caused this?  Do you know?!”
 
“No time for that,” he said, hopping off and running to gather his things.  “We should leave now, right away, if we are to discover the truth and use it.  It is as Frogfucious once said to me:  Against the dying of the light comes the dawn.  The dawn, Princess Peach!  The unyielding promise of second chances!”
 
She looked behind her and saw Toad with a grim look spread across his face.  “Russ T. is coming with us.  Tell the Lieutenant to come and help him with his things and inform the Chancellor of the change in plans.”
 
“Right away, ma’am,” he said, bowing, but turned to say, “but please, oh please be careful.  We’ve lost so much already!”
 
“That is true,” she said, smiling.  “Hold on to hope and the guidance of the Star Spirits, Toad.  They are all we have left, but I am sure they were also the greatest things we ever had.”
Chapter Eight: Specter of the Past
 
Soon after the separation of the Koopas from the Mushroomers, a select few of the former became entrenched with the lingering teachings of the Great Enemy and founded a cult of sorcerers.  Calling themselves Magikoopas, they fortified guilds and inhabited hidden bases of operation to sustain their numbers throughout the coming ages.
 
Rakian Pelorot, Fifth Epoch Historian
 
Castle Koopa, Vista Hill
 
Guildmaster Vermik was walking idly down one of the Castle Koopa’s many winding passages, each one cutting throughout the heart of Vista Hill.  At the moment, however, all of his plans spawned by the onset of the flood had been crushed utterly by King Bowser’s latest command.  Even an ambitious Magikoopa as himself, with all the powers of shape shifting under his dark cloak, could not escape the responsibilities of leading the largest offensive strike the Koopa Kingdom had seen since the days of Morton.  Most bitterly, though, he envied Kammy and Kamek, each given the right to accompany the Royal Fleet on its way to Kooparian.
 
My only consolation, he thought, is my psychic link with Guildmistress Kammy.  She’ll be able to inform me from anywhere on this earth of the upcoming proceedings, but I shall not be there to physically aid her or further my own designs.  Still, there might be a way to escape this meddlesome dilemma—one that I simply have not foreseen.
 
The cautious Magikoopa stopped suddenly when the flickering torches on either side of the hall dimmed briefly before regaining their brightness.  Stretching out his perception, Vermik felt a great power approaching and braced himself heavily against one of the walls.  At first a slight tremor shook the thin layer of loose dirt and grime stuck to the stone casings, but then a booming quake rocked the foundations of the floor and nearly knocked the sorcerer to his feet.
 
Blast! he thought, weathering the aftershock.  That was an explosion in the castle, itself.  A bob-omb, I think, maybe several… it seems our honored guest could not even hold out an hour before raising the stakes.
 
Vermik! came a shrill voice from inside his head.
 
Mistress? he called back.  I felt the detonation.  On the main floor, correct?
 
Yes, I am certain, she said through his mind, her voice as clear as if she were standing beside him.  I have shaken Kamek out of some sort of daze; he had a run-in with Zarith and was rambling until recently.  We are heading towards the epicenter of the blast, if I judge it correctly.  I’m sending you the vague location; meet us there as soon as possible.
 
Do you think it is Zarith, then?
 
Are you jesting? she snapped acidly.  Of course it is him.  Hasten, you fool!
 
Vermik began running, backtracking his way to the ascending stairs at the other end of the passage.  He was not exactly certain what Kammy had in store for the renegade Magikoopa, and several dire possibilities flashed through his mind at once.  Best case scenario, she would lead them to do a bit of reconnaissance, confirming Zarith’s hand in the matter, and then report back to Bowser, possibly freeing him of his engagement in the western Mushroom Kingdom.  Worst case scenario, the hag would want the three of them to challenge Zarith directly, risking their very lives on the eve of the Koopa Kingdom’s rise to power.
 
Should I join them, then, or should I risk disobeying orders and strike out on my own?  It would be the ultimate prize to secure a high rank in King Bowser’s imminent empire, but allowing myself to be slaughtered would be the greatest of blunders.
 
He breathed a sigh of relief as he turned one last corner and reached the ground level.  Narrow but rather long and ornate, the access hallway was paved down the middle with a velvet rug, and its walls were adorned with blue and white tapestries bedecked by copper-colored patterns.  At the exit and entrance arches stood a pair of silent Jawfuls, all four standing completely still with their menacing forks rising twice the height of their bodies.  As it was one of only three passages connecting the castle to the mountain caverns, the Magikoopa understood the need for tightened security, but it was fortune that suited the deadly monsters to his own plans.
 
“You and you,” he gestured to the two figures at the other end of the hall, “come with me.  There is an intruder on one of the upper levels, and we shall need help restraining him.”
 
Hard experience had taught the less intelligent soldiers of Bowser’s army to look straight ahead when a Magikoopa talked to them and do whatever was necessary to follow orders.  Predictably, the Jawfuls saluted by lifting their massive forks and plunging the ends against the stone floor.  After showing their simple gesture of respect, they quietly fell in line behind Vermik and waited for his next move.
 
“Brilliant,” said the Magikoopa, rubbing the coldness out of his hands.  “I could get used to this.”
 
~*~*~*~
 
“Stop babbling, Kamek, I beg of you!” shouted Kammy irritably, grabbing roughly onto her superior’s arm and dragging him around another stone corner.  “Quiet!  Someone may be coming.”
 
The Supreme Guildmaster abruptly shut his mouth and looked around, the faintest glimmer of anxiety shining through his glasses.  Footsteps were approaching from the other end of the off-branching corridor, and the dim light of a torch seemed to follow it upwards around a descending spiral staircase.  At the exhaling of another breath, two gossiping Terrapin came into view and left just as quickly through another of the castle’s many adjoining hallways.
 
“As good as Goombas, those lackeys,” Kammy muttered angrily.  “An explosion rips through the very foundation of their race, and what do they do but idly chat, as if nothing else could be done!”
 
Whether by the sudden jolt of the Koopas’ appearance or the shrill voice of the sorceress, Kamek snapped out of his reverie and settled his hat.  Kammy turned around, clearly surprised, but before she could let out another word he began speaking sensibly again.
 
“Incorrigible female!” he grunted, straightening out his rumpled blue sleeves.  “I was in a full trance, searching the deepest crevices of my memory.  Leaving me be would have been much more helpful.”
 
“And you expected me to know?” she shot back, snarling.  “You never told me you had mastered the art of unlocking every synapse.”
 
“I have withheld much from you.  Surely it isn’t that great of a shock.”
 
The old hag spat venomously and placed a claw to her wrinkled temple.  “Vermik is on his way with two Jawfuls.  Apparently, he underestimates the power of our opponent.  Then again, he may only mistrust your judgment.”
 
“That would not be the first time,” said Kamek bitterly.  “You have that brat too firmly under your heel.  He has more loyalty for you than the guild itself, I fear.”
 
“Now you are the one showing unusual surprise.  Far be it from me, Supreme Guildmaster, to take the interests of a dying sect over my own.  Besides,” she added wryly, “I believe it is more your own purposes than some greater allegiance that you look after so closely.  Tell me, am I close to the mark?”
 
“Any closer and you’d be dead.”
 
A fourth explosion sounded somewhere farther off, and the pair hurried towards it, matching their longs strides to each other’s.  Stone blocks worn by dampness and flashing flames blurred past them, creating a tunnel of swift images torn apart and mangled together again.  Despite the graveness of the situation, though, the two elder rivals still considered it somewhat of a race.
 
Kamek turned his head slightly and shouted over the rustling of their cloaks.  “There is a fork in the way ahead, but both paths lead to an exposed balcony on the nearest side of the castle.  We’ll separate and converge, in case he has set a trap.”
 
The Magikoopa only nodded imperceptibly and veered sharply down the right corridor when they came to the split.  Kamek looked back vaguely and continued on, summoning every spare ounce of concentration he had into assembling his vast strength.  Even with all his years of experience coursing through his blood, however, the wizard still felt a pang of anxiety.  Their previous confrontation had ended badly for him, despite his weakened condition.  If anything, at least he had time to heal completely while under the self-imposed trance.
 
Yes, I forgot, he thought.  You had me in a poor condition, Zarith.  Even allowing for that, I still managed to piece out your secret.  I know who you are now, however horrifying it may be.  Somehow, you’ve managed to discover eternal life… or, perhaps more frightening, the art of revival.  A body yet breathing that breaks the earth and walks alive once more!
 
Kamek came to a grinding halt and barely avoided toppling over a familiar Ninja just dashing out into the passageway.  The darkly clothed figure looked up at him calmly and stopped without moving another inch forward.
 
The control that abomination possesses! the Magikoopa thought.  Smithy’s factories churned them out with wires and flesh intermingled.  What other brash affronts to nature, I wonder, does this soldier hide from us?
 
“Supreme Guildmaster,” said Kanaye, and bowed.  “I am searching for Guildmaster Vermik and Zarith.  Lord Bowser had departed with the fleet before I heard the explosions.”
 
“Departed!” shrieked Kamek, slamming one fist into the other.  “He left without us, that madman, and so conveniently before the catastrophe.  Zarith has defected, already, and his origin is beyond even my own perception.”
 
“Neither Vermik nor I trusted him,” said the Ninja in his low, measured voice.  “I believe he was waiting at the Inn where we intercepted Luigi for the sole purpose of attracting our interests.  Abandoning us so early was not in his plans, I think.”
 
“I’m not familiar with some of that, but I’m guessing you’re correct.  He also did not count on meeting Kammy or me, though, and Bowser’s rash orders must have caught him off-guard, too.  Something confuses me, though …”
 
You blundering idiot! came Kammy’s shrill voice, pounding painfully into his head.  He is not out here; where are you?  Vermik is closer now, but we cannot act alone!
 
Get out of my mind, witch!  I am attending to important matters, and I shall be there shortly.  Do not contact me again!
 
“Are you healthy, sir?” asked the Ninja, stepping forward.
 
“Fine, it’s nothing,” said Kamek, finishing off a mental shield to block any reception.  “Anyway, Zarith is using the explosions to lure us to him.  Either he wants a direct conflict or is leading us into a trap with the same intentions.  Whatever has happened since he arrived, it has foiled his plans, and he is becoming desperate in his aims.  We must find out what those are at any cost!”
 
“At the risk of allowing him to gain the upper hand?” asked Kanaye incredulously.  “These are not sound tactics, pardon my saying.  Whatever he has planned, it does not affect us in the wake of the flood.  Should not Vermik and I continue as ordered while you and the sorceress convene with the fleet?”
 
Kamek gripped his claws around the Ninja’s shoulders impatiently.  “You do not understand!  The ramifications of Zarith’s even existing demand far more attention than Bowser’s whims.  Now, back to the army with you!  Gather them aboard the sailing ships and land near Moleville.  That is the first key trading post between here and Seaside Town, and it will make an excellent staging point.  Leave immediately, and slay all in your path!”
 
Kamek! came the high scream again as Kanaye bolted off.
 
I told you to leave me alone.  What is it?
 
It’s Zarith, Kamek!  He has arrived!  Hurry!
 
~*~*~*~
 
“You are not the one I was expecting,” said the Magikoopa, while glowing stars and comets seemed to move across the black fabric of his cloak.  He was standing tall on a dampened battlement at the end of the stone terrace.  “Still, you harbor great power, sorceress.  What is your name?”
 
“I am Kammy, Guildmistress of the Royal Koopa Kingdom, now the strongest regime on the planet Plit.  My talents may reach further than you know, so leave and tend to your business!”
 
She could smell the acrid smoke from where Zarith had exploded large sections of the castle’s roof.  It had been bait, definitely, and she had taken the trap on another’s hunch.  So what did he have planned?
 
“Too bad,” said Zarith, placing a hand mockingly to his chest, “my business, as you put it, lies here.  The one called Kamek perceives my origin, and I cannot risk him surviving.”
 
“A threat against a guildmember incurs the wrath of all loyal Magikoopas.  You don’t know what you’ve gotten yourself into.  One more chance: flee!”
 
Zarith only cackled strangely and withdrew a wooden staff from his billowing robes.  At the top, several gnarled limbs stretched out and twisted crookedly together around a growing orb of light.  Flashing beams shot from it in all directions, blotting out the radiance of the moon and the stars, and when it receded the grim Magikoopa was surrounded by a dark and ominous flame.
 
“I had hoped to wait for awhile, leading your superior to me alone and without drawing so much attention.  Too many have died at my hands, you see, and I attempt to avoid unnecessary killing.  You, however, have worn out all the spare time I have.  Come at me, if you will.  Make the first strike and seal your death!”
 
Kammy threw back her clawed hands and let loose an abominable shriek that came out in almost visible waves of energy and sound.  Crumbling all around them and exploding from the pressure of the noise, great rock emplacements and age-frozen mortar cracked and fell abysmally into the sea far below.  A gathering of stormy clouds seemed to broil above, as if building up anger to unleash in a swirling furor.
 
“Impressive,” said Zarith coolly, betraying his calmness with a hesitant look at the sky.  “I have never met a stronger female in all my travels through space.  I’ve underestimated this, my home planet, but do not mistake my surprise for fear.  Your childish fireworks have proven nothing!”
 
Zarith snarled viciously, his glasses set alight with a smoldering hatred, and with one movement of his hand brought forth rain and lightning from the clouds clashing around them.  Building up into a horrendous crescendo, his flesh-crawling cackle conflicted openly with the broad sound of thunder and even overcame it at several terrifying moments.  Finally, and with a crushing sneer of finality in Kammy’s direction, he sent more stone blocks tumbling over and down past the steep cliffs of the Vista Hill.
 
“That is what I think of your power, Guildmistress,” he shouted, eyes now fully encompassed by some inextinguishable blaze.  “Now, it is my turn to raise some torment!”
 
He lifted his staff high, its terminus buzzing with the energy it contained, and charged towards her.  Kammy held her own wand out bravely and extended a crackling beam of concentrated light from its sparkling gem.  Vibrating and blinding at its core, the laser-like blade singed the air as it moved around and let out the pungent scent of burnt ozone.
 
When the two weapons met with a resounding blast, the fiery wand met Zarith’s staff without a scratch, but the force of the blow knocked them both back a few feet.  Kammy found herself breathing heavily and knew she could not last forever.  Stalling for time was her best bet, at least until Vermik arrived.
 
“One of Kamek’s more usable innovations,” she said with a half-grin.  “It renders the burden of carrying a sword obsolete for the truly skilled Magikoopa.  I see you’ve chosen a less fashionable alternative, though.”
 
Zarith allowed a smirk and stepped quickly forward, bringing the blunt mid-section of his staff hard against Kammy’s abdomen.  The struck Koopa screamed painfully and skated over the wet stone, barely grabbing onto the edge of a pit as she fell through it.  When she struggled to climb up, heavy drops of rain pounded her face and blurred her vision.
 
She waited until Zarith appeared close over her before pouring all of her strength into leaping upwards and bringing the sizzling weapon around and then crashing it back down towards her opponent’s head.  The other Magikoopa caught her strike while she hovered briefly in mid-air, though, and pushed her violently back to the ground with surprising force.  After that, the two sorcerers collided fiercely and exchanged a flurry of stabs, counters, and carefully measured swings, each one not abandoning more than a few steps at a time.
 
Although they were fairly evenly matched, it seemed to Kammy that controlling a weapon as cumbersome as Zarith’s staff required far more skill than wielding her lightweight wand.  What was more, the clever Magikoopa was sure he had not yet revealed his entire range of powers.  His demeanor was far too calm and collected, almost as if he were deep in thought with some other, more important matter than the battle at hand.
 
If that’s true, though, she countered her own argument, then why has he not already killed me?  For someone in so great of a hurry, I’d think he’d be more expedient… unless…  That fool!  He’s sparing me for his own sense of purpose, waiting to slay Kamek and leave without any other casualties.  I shall just have to show him how troublesome I am, then!
 
Kammy purposely broke of their prolonged struggle by jumping back several feet and raising her hand submissively.  “Time out!  I have something to say…”
 
“Well out with it!  I am waiting.”
 
“You say Kamek is the only one you must dispatch, but did you know he already told me of your little secret?” she asked, smiling when she received the desired effect.  His mouth twisted horribly.  “That’s right, I know you once lived here long ago and were thought by all to have died.  You must be wanting to prevent us from discerning how you survived this long or, Darkness forbid, how you returned.  Heh, what happened to that smug look you sported earlier?  It has all but vanished from your face!”
 
“Your tongue has proven fortunate, for me at least,” he said angrily.  “In your own case, however, I am afraid I have no choice but to finish you right away.  May you receive death quickly, where I have not!”
 
Kammy grimaced and cast the most potent defensive spells she could think of around her body, but a swirling ball of fire-like energy was already barreling towards her, growing as it progressed.  Its front smashed mercilessly into her shield, shattering it instantly; the great remainder of the projectile tossed her back and through one of the jutting emplacements strung along the balcony ramparts.  Without another word, she fainted, her body scorched and smoking.
 
Last chance, she thought, hovering on the edge of mental unconsciousness.  Her body had gone irretrievably limp. Speed to you, Kamek! she managed before descending into a trance.
 
“Amazing!” said Zarith, his voice only slightly rasping after the effort.  The tiredness soon wore off, though, and he recomposed himself.  “A mere mortal against the power of the unknown, and yet she lives.”
 
“You’ll find we ‘mortals’ hold many more surprises,” said Vermik from the door to the castle, standing between too massive Jawfuls.  “Kill him!”
 
One of the monsters ambled forward with its fork lowered and stabbed at Zarith, but the Magikoopa leapt away and bashed the left side of its skull in with a crushing kick.  As the beast stumbled around in a half-daze, he brought a hand up, and his glasses flared an awful brilliance.  The Jawful gurgled hideously, its eyes bulging out, and the thick skin around its neck caved in before it dropped lifelessly to the cracked stone.
 
Vermik looked on in disbelief as a crimson stream of blood trailed out of its head and bloated mouth.  “And I thought Kammy was only playing dead.  You really might have beaten her… in fact, you did… odd…”
 
With a strange scream the younger Magikoopa charged, shooting out wave after wave of blazing spells.  Zarith deflected them easily with a broad, opaque shield sprouted from his staff and plunged the sharp tip through his attacker’s ribs.  Sneering, he twisted the weapon and brought it up viciously through Vermik’s throat and out the top of his head.  The corpse collapsed pitifully to the ground, spraying out blood that misted in the intensifying rain.
 
The victorious Magikoopa looked up to see Kamek standing ready in the open doorway ahead of him.  The blue-cloaked figure was staring indifferently at the mangled body, but his gaze soon trained back on Zarith, gleaming violently.  When he had arrived was not entirely certain, but whatever he felt at the fall of his two comrades was not apparent.
 
“I apologize for the death of your apprentice, if that was what he was, although I would be lying if I said I didn’t enjoy it,” said Zarith without a trace of emotion.  “You see, I simply could not take the risk that he also knew of my past.”
 
“He was not my protégé,” said Kamek simply, gesturing forward with his head, “but Kammy’s.  I don’t think she’ll care too much, though, at this point.”
 
“I’ll have to kill her as well, after I’m done with you.  Only then can I continue on with my business.  It’s too bad we had to part this way, you and I being descended from the same bloodline on down the passages of history.”
 
Kamek shrugged.  “I would do the same if I were in your position.  Tell me, though, Zarith…  I really must know how our meeting is even possible.  You were the first Guildmaster of the Magikoopas, the one with the Cloak of Stars.  It was you who made the first contact with the Enemy and set up the basis of our power.  What has happened, though?  We all still serve the same Master, even though he has not spoken with us since the fall of King Morton.  How could you betray your own offspring that way?”
 
“Do not chide me with your secular knowledge,” said Zarith, his teeth and fists clinched tightly.  Each word was seared with infinite hatred, and the fire in his eyes grew to a thriving inferno.  “My past is my own, to keep and to suffer.  Suffice it to say, I have no need for your gods, any longer.  They are but the crafters of a plane already made, and you have no real knowledge of the true Enemy any more.  He is but an idol that you idly worship!  Soon you and all others who rest in false security will know the name of his Executioner and the horror he brings in his purpose.  Our path of destruction ends here, but oh! What a termination it will be!”
 
“So you’ve gone mad,” said Kamek, sighing and letting his shoulders drop in disappointment.  “Somehow, you found power to sustain you and have now let it consume you in the endless ages of your isolation.  This makes me sad, Zarith, for I fear you are beyond saving.  There is, however…”
 
“The flood,” said Zarith, smiling.  “You forgot the miraculous tide.”
 
“It can’t be, though, for if you are connected with it, then what you are saying,” Kamek said, lifting his head up, “might be true.  But that is impossible… isn’t it?  That I, so long a patron of this earth, should be deceived by a fallacy?  What of the power that we do possess?  From where does it come if not as compensation from the Malevolent One?”
 
“That is simple to answer.  It has become an innate feature of your blood, something that is ingrained through generations without the aid of divine intervention.  Face it, Kamek.  You’ve abandoned him whom you thought to serve.  Independent and now helpless, you persist until this moment, when you will die and face the great emptiness with nothing but yourself to cling to.  I tell you now, Kamek, that coldness when you first realize you are floating without anchor in the void does not ever leave you.”
 
Kamek was looking down to his wand, grasped firmly now in his right hand.  A crooked grin crept across his face, and his eyes lit up for a brief moment.  “This only confirms my most secret ambitions.  Neither Kammy nor I follow the rituals of the others, and I do not think Vermik has either.  Ever since the Enemy left, he has been dead to me.  Now, at least, I know why.”
 
“Don’t you understand what that means, though?” Zarith shouted, his fangs bared and his staff rattling in his claws.  “You are beyond victory!  I have on my side limitless power!”
 
“Every action has a counter action of equal strength,” said Kamek, stepping slowly forward.  “If you are here with your Executioner on the Enemy’s business, then he has something to fear.  The flood may be only a signal of this, an omen of the conflict to come.  True, the Star Spirits may only be confined to this world, but there is yet something that fights against you.  It burns your purpose to ash, and it makes progress despite your struggle!”
 
“No!  No!” Zarith hissed, waving his arms and pressing his hands to his ears.  “You speak poison!  I won’t hear it!  I shall not!”
 
“Am I getting closer, old man?” said Kamek, now cornering the other Magikoopa towards the brink of the broken parapet.  “Who are you after?  Tell me!  Tell me now, Zarith!”
 
“Die, fool!” screamed the ancient wizard, his stars and comets filling his robes in a furious explosion of the cosmos.  He rushed forward with his staff and met Kamek’s own extended beam with a harshness that shook his opponent’s body to the bones.  “Perish, and tell no tales!”
 
Twisted lightning struck the stone all around them, electrifying the water at their feet and blinding the eyes.  Even the flash of their weapons clanging and clattering in the hellish din could not be seen over the terrible elements ripping the air apart.  With every second passed, Kamek felt his strength wane under the surreal onslaught of Zarith, and he was sure his rival was at full force now, holding nothing back.
 
I have to try something else, he thought desperately.  Need more time!
 
Kamek retracted the beam back into the gem of his wand and hooked Zarith’s jaw with it, quickly sending out several spells glittering and crackling with power.  They singed the Magikoopa’s cloak and blackened it, blotting out some of the stars moving in its fabric, but Zarith only grunted and came forward again.  His staff hit the stonework below them, and several more slabs fell down into the crashing waves of the sea.
 
The Guildmaster looked down shortly when he felt his feet give way and leapt aside, having to jump to a new place again and again as the very floor beneath him plummeted.  Zarith, however, was calm and using his arms to direct chunks of rock and mortar at the weakening foundations of the balcony, each one coming close and sometimes scratching Kamek’s arms or legs.
 
Finally the blue-cloaked Magikoopa threw himself against the wall near the castle’s entrance, breathing heavily and sending out weaker blasts of dark energy.  Zarith ended his meditation and hopped effortlessly across the remaining blocks of stone, raising his staff to deal the final blow to Kamek.
 
“Hah!” his victim said, standing up proudly and wiping a trail of blood from his face.  “Your time has run out!”
 
Zarith looked back, puzzled, but his face then constricted into absolute agony.  His claws outstretched and body trembling, the black sorcerer doubled over and fell to his knees.  Kammy was behind him with one leg raised where it had slammed into the Magikoopa’s neck.  Panting, she lowered her foot and jumped over to join Kamek.
 
“Impossible!” said the injured Koopa, clutching his throat.  “You were fallen!”
 
“She is the most adept healer in our ranks,” said Kamek smugly, surprising even himself by not cringing at the compliment.
 
“No matter,” continued Zarith, bending up and taking his staff back into a defensive position.  “I shall crush the two of you without blinking!”
 
“You mean the three of us!” called another voice, and Zarith turned around only to be struck again by a rolling ball of flames.
 
“A changeling,” Kamek explained needlessly.  “Able to transform others and even control the weak-minded, at minor injury to himself which, as you have seen, can be overcome after a few moments’ rest.”
 
“You mock me!” shouted Zarith back angrily, reaching up a claw and calling for his broom.  The black device lifted him into the air and above the three of them.  “Through deceit you have won this battle, but alone, you three will not be so fortunate.  I have things to attend to.  Rot with your knowledge.  It is too late to stop us!”
 
Kamek watched as the storm clouds above dispersed and Zarith disappeared over the land and out towards the northern horizon.  He was only an indistinguishable black speck over the gray face of the sky when he finally vanished.
 
“Not so tough, even for a dead Koopa,” said Vermik.  “I’m surprised at your fear, Supreme Guildmaster.”
 
Kammy let loose a stifling backhanded slap across Vermik’s face, silencing him.  Kamek nodded appreciatively and crossed his arms.  “He defeated me soundly, even though I was mostly recovered from my earlier trance.  The two of you he dispatched, in one fashion or another, with little difficulty.  Only, as he put it, our deceit and extremely fortunate timing saved us from the oblivion.  Zarith can kill any of us on a whim, and he will try again when he has regained his dignity.  Something tells me he left for another reason, though, perhaps by the will of the Executioner, whoever that may be.  Yes, he might not even have been truly beaten.”
 
“What did he mean by that?” asked Vermik, rubbing his sore jaw.  “I liked the part about us being correct in our ‘sacrilege’, but what is this equal and opposite power you spoke of?”
 
“Or the catastrophic event signaled by the flooding?” put in Kammy.
 
“I’m not certain yet,” said Kamek, pressing strong emphasis on the last word.  “I have ideas, though, faint connections that might lead to something revelatory.  Just give me time!”
 
“Can we help?” asked Vermik, snorting.
 
“Yes… perhaps.  Follow me to the library.  We have some research to do.”
 
Don’t misbehave, my pet, called Kammy to her apprentice as they followed Kamek past the castle ruins and back into the adjoining hallway.  These new developments call for the most careful of plans.  Just go along with whatever I do.  I promise you we shall come out on top.
 
Fine, fine, he sent back reluctantly.  I’ll be good… for now!
 
~*~*~*~
 
King Bowser was sitting in the command chair of the newly launched Leviathan, the largest and most powerful doomship ever assembled.  Multicolored lights and control panels blinked and flashed all around, prodded by the hundreds of technicians hunched over workstations and running around, tending to the many intricate needs of the ship.  Admiral Jade and General Jagger were looking directly at him from two glistening monitors lowered in front of his throne.
 
“Wonderful,” he sighed, settling into his chair and rubbing the malleable leather of the arms.  “Now then, General,” he nodded, turned, “Admiral.  Status report!”
 
“Right,” saluted Admiral Jade, snapping her wings.  “The Cerberus is fully operational, and all weapons have been tested to my satisfaction.  I’ve plotted a course for Prince Ludwig’s castle, as you demanded.  We shall be within the borders of the Pipe Maze by dawn.  Excuse me, sir, I have to go and inspect the crew.”
 
Bowser returned the Parakoopa’s salute as the screen blanked into darkness.  “General Jagger, tell me what I want to hear.  Things are going great?”
 
“Splendidly, sir!” said Jagger, stepping back to reveal the bridge of the Eviscerator churning with mechanical life.  “As you know, this ship was designed to carry the bulk of the fleet’s firepower.  It will be perfect for that certain job you have in mind.  May I ask…?”
 
“Later, Jagger,” said Bowser, and with a snarl cut of the communications link.  Only one last voice remained, but it issued from a minute device fitted around his head and buzzing faintly into his ears.  “Are you sure about this, Supreme Guildmaster?”
 
~*~*~*~
 
“Beyond a doubt, sir,” came back Kamek.  “We have to find one of these Breaking Altars.  The Mushroom Kingdom may yet be of use to us!”
 
Vermik and Kammy were flying to either side of him.  It had taken most of the remaining day to discover the flooding prophecy in a scroll vaguely mentioning the Breaking of the World.  True, it was not an actual Breaking Scroll, but it did culminate the ample research done on the subject in the past, even citing one at places.  Ironically, Kamek had went over it once before, but much like Ryanoshi, the mere thought of it being true seemed so ridiculous that connecting it with the very flood it predicted seemed preposterous.  It had only taken the confrontation with Zarith to make him search for something beyond the ordinary.
 
“But how did you find out?” asked Bowser worriedly.  “And you said Zarith defected?  What about my legions!”
 
“The armies are still being led by Kanaye and your other generals; they’ll have the Mushroom Kingdom decimated in a matter of weeks.  Zarith, on the other hand, is not of this world, sir.  It sounds unbelievable, but he is in the service of the Star Spirits’ antithesis, whom I shall not name.  This Breaking of the World is the conflict calling him, the Enemy and our former god, to find something here on Plit, something instrumental for him to take advantage of the situation.  What it will all boil down to, who he is looking for, and what force assails him is beyond me, but I know we must find one of those four altars if we are to maintain some control!”
 
“It’s just as credible as anything else that’s happened in the past week,” the king said wearily.  “Ever since I had that dream, I’ve felt like everything that’s happened has been destiny, in some way or another.  Perhaps this is merely the next step towards our glorious victory.”
 
“As you say it, sir,” said Kamek, somewhat uneasily.  “We shall come aboard the Leviathan in less than an hour and go back to the Mushroom Kingdom.  I know the Mushroomers are hiding something.  We cannot afford to lose anymore time!”
 
The connection ceased.
 
“Kamek, I worry,” said Kammy, looking over at him with her conniving face.  “It could be that we are too excited, you know, taking this far too seriously.  I mean, Armageddon?  A scroll in our library predicting a flood?  It’s far-fetched and could be anything.  Zarith, like you originally guessed, is most likely a lunatic!  Why should we waste the Kingdom’s forces so rashly when we need all the aid we can muster in summoning the Koopalings back under our banner?”
 
“I have always prided myself in having a fair understanding of what is to come, even if only vaguely.  You see, I propose that those four altars must be intended for something more than only existing.  They will require people to be there for their very establishment to be justified.  It is, furthermore, my proposition that this destiny, as Bowser so crudely puts it, has chosen those beings already, for good or for bad.  Maybe the Koopas are one race who is meant to find one.  Maybe they aren’t.  Either way, we shall take the Dino Rhinos by the horns, if you will, and assume our place in these happenings whether we are meant to or not.”
 
Now he’s gone mad, Vermik sent to his instructor wryly.  What shall we do with our leader made a clown?
 
Quiet, Vermik! she thought back, clearly irritated at the suddenness of recent events.  What if he is right?  I know, it is almost impossible, but what if he is not mistaken?  This is a risk we cannot take, I think!
 
“Stop your mumbling,” Kamek chided the pair, even more certain that two saboteurs would not help matters.  “I have an idea of what you are thinking.  Fine, then, if you believe I have become a mad hatter, so to speak, then we shall first proceed to Bowser and discuss the matter more fully.  I’ll call off the full tilt retreat for now.  I think a nice roundtable discussion, however cliché, might deliver just the reassurance we require.  Will that make you happy, then?”
 
“For the time being,” said Kammy indifferently.  “Lead on!”
 
~*~*~*~
 
King Bowser, no longer feeling so relaxed, was agitatedly pacing the already worn carpet of his cabin.  “He called it off!  Not five minutes after telling me, and Kamek says we should discuss it first!  What is that supposed to mean?  Discuss!  I hate it when things are unclear…”
 
“Please, sire,” said Defensive Advisor Inire, who more personally served as the voice of reason for the Koopa King in Kamek’s absence.  “Kamek and his mystics were nearly slaughtered by that madman Zarith.  They might be shaken, confused, and certainly unable to make rational decisions!  Waiting for a more inclusive consideration is the best option, believe me.  You should be glad Kamek realized this himself.  He has seen the folly of his over-eagerness.”
 
“Yeah,” said Bowser, scratching his muzzle and sitting down.  “You’re right, there.  I should be glad.  Ok, so I’m ecstatic!  Now what, Inire?”
 
The Chester opened his lid wide and hopped over beside the desk, his reflective eyes moving in sheer darkness.  “We should focus more on what to do once we reach the Pipe Maze.  There is much to convince Ludwig of and little time in which to do it.  He will still be plagued by the tensions that existed between you two after the Dinosaur Land takeover and subsequent defeat.”
 
“I’m listening,” said Bowser hesitantly.  “I suppose we had to come to it sooner or later.  I only wish it could’ve been… hold on…”
 
“Is it Kamek, sire?”
 
“No, it’s…” said Bowser, tapping his earpiece.
 
“Hello, father,” the voice sneered.  “Guess who!”
 
“Iggy!  Scoundrel, what do you want?”
 
Inire almost closed his lid.  “Iggy!?”
 
 “Quiet!” shouted Bowser.  “Iggy?  Are you there?”
 
“I found out about the flooding and your leave-taking before I departed earlier today.  It is night already in the Pipe Maze, and I have taken my dear brother Ludwig prisoner.  All negotiations will now go through me.  Also, I have a bargaining chip.”
 
“Stop your games, son!” said Bowser, shocked at his use of the last word, almost regretting it.  “Out with your trickery!”
 
“No tricks, father.  Does the Breaking Shrine mean anything to you?”
 
“Perhaps,” said Bowser, suddenly out of his seat and letting Inire close to the transceiver.  “Kamek mentioned something of it.”
 
“Well, Ludwig’s advisor, Gremorth, had a scroll which leads to one of the four altars.  Our mutual cooperation, if you know what I mean, might ensure your being privy to its contents.”
 
“I’ll say nothing else,” said Bowser dryly.  “I’m patching you to the lieutenant onboard with the command code: Reign Fall.  With a “g,” remember!  You can set up coordinates for the dealings.  Do not deceive me, or I will make you pay!
 
Bowser looked down at Inire, who was notably grim.  “What is it?  You should be bouncing up and down with delight!”
 
“Delight, sire?” asked Inire strangely.  “Don’t you realize what this means?  Kamek was right.  The Breaking of the World is a reality, something crashing into us headfirst.  I hope he gets here soon…”
 
“Me, too,” said Bowser, mostly for effect, as he was still not sure what to make of the whole affair.
 
On the other hand, it could have simply been that Ludwig’s being out of the negotiations made him that much more cheerful.  He never had much use for noble hearts, anyway.
Chapter Nine: The Winds of Change
 
What is knowledge if I must part with it?  So it is that everything leaves me, and through everything I gain perception.
 
Letters, Merlon
 
Bean Valley, The Mushroom Kingdom
 
Mallow sat easily against the rough trunk of a willow tree and ate a lunch of dried fruit and river fish under the shade of its weeping branches.  The rain that had begun modestly an hour earlier was now pouring down in thick sheets and drenching the grass-covered ground of a wide meadow the Nimbian had been walking through.  When he had seen the dense clusters of hanging figs standing tall out of the center of a yellow copse, he made quickly for them and took off his bright blue cloak to let it dry.
 
Within the reach of the tree’s drooping leaves, he felt himself in another world, safe and detached from all the chaotic events of a prince’s daily life.  The roar of the falling rain was repelled by the tightly knotted canopy of the massive willow, coming through only as a soft and imperceptible sigh.  Even the light barely filtered through and shed a dim glow that provided just enough to see by.
 
After he had finished his meager meal, he packed up the wrapping paper and stuffed it in a side pocket of his traveling pack.  He noticed he had enough provisions left for lunch and maybe supper if he found himself too far from Seaside Town by the end of the day.  Once inside the city’s protective walls, he would at least be able to rest in a warm bed without fear of being jumped in the middle of the night.  There would be plenty of stands in the marketplace where he could pick up more supplies, as well.
 
“That is, if it ever quits raining,” he said drearily, listening to his mild voice bounce off of the bark and other verdurous surroundings.  Once the familiar sound was skewered into something else completely and then vanished altogether, he gave out a heavy sigh.  “It’s going to be long day, regardless.”
 
Thinking ill about his situation made it even harder to bear, though, as he remembered peaceful spring mornings when he and Frogfucious would walk along the borders of Tadpole Pond.  It usually rained then, too, but he remembered it with none of the impatience he was feeling now.
 
The fog on those days would roll across the calm surface of the water, spilling over onto the cold ground and sifting through the damp weeds and lilies which grew in all places.  Only the gentle splashes from early-rising tadpoles swimming up and breaking the pond’s tranquility and the last chirping of crickets could be heard.  Frogfucious and he would always remain silent, though, choosing to listen instead of troubling the stillness with their voices.
 
“That is my home now,” he said softly, his eyes clear with some revelation.  “No matter how hard I try to mold myself into the prince my parents want me to become, I’ll never be able to fulfill the purpose and pride that come along with it.  I’m too much a part of my former life, and so it still is the only life that I have.  It’s also probably the only life that I’ll ever want.”
 
Resolved to his new outlook, Mallow rested his head against the willow’s trunk and closed his eyes.  The rain had picked up with a stronger gust of wind, blowing and whistling the outside of the green curtains draped around him.  He fell asleep effortlessly and dreamed of afternoons spent lazing about the mossy hillocks that rose out of Tadpole Pond and the starfish which hovered by and sometimes stuck to the mud beside him.
 
It wasn’t long before he was lost to unconsciousness entirely and began to slip from reality.  Too many things were on his mind for just any daydream.
 
~*~*~*~
 
He saw Frogfucious coming towards him and leaning as he always did on his crooked cane long before he heard his voice.  Slightly disoriented, as if just waking up from a deep sleep, Mallow rose and walked forward to meet him.  The clouds in the sky were gray and overcast, serving as a bleak omen for the gathering storm.
 
“Hurry, my boy,” said the old frog, beckoning with a gnarled hand.  He turned and began walking along their usual path when Mallow caught up with him.  “We must speak quickly.  A tempest is brewing, its strength burgeoning with every passing hour.”
 
The Nimbian followed his mentor’s arm up to the swirling furor above and took in a wide gulp of air.  Frowning, he looked back at Frogfucious and shook his head sadly.  “It’s too big for me.  I can’t disperse it.”
 
The elder frog gave one of his kindliest smiles and put a hand on Mallow’s shoulder reassuringly.  “This storm would be too terrible for any one hero alone.  That is why you will only play a part in repelling it.  It is of your part that I must speak, though.  You see, this is why I have called you away from your rest.”
 
“Then this isn’t a dream,” Mallow said to himself, his voice faint and partially confused.  “I’m not surprised, of course.  You always told me you had the power to contact close friends over great distances.”
 
“The waters and winds of this world aid us in all of our living, if we listen to them,” said Frogfucious, waving his webbed fingers across the slow-moving surface of the pond and the dwindling clearness in the eastern sky.  “Oh, it is beyond the wonders of a mind, this universe that binds all around us—the breathing of the divine.”
 
Mallow hung his head low and watched his feet moving lightly over the grassy, earthen floor.  “I wish I was as strong in my connection to Plit as you are, Grandfather.  It’s just that I feel so lost sometimes, estranged in whatever place I find myself outside of the pond.  However much I once wanted to venture, I am certainly no adventurer.”
 
“And you should be thankful for that,” said Frogfucious with a snort.  “The brash adventurer often finds more than he is willing to take on.  Evil overwhelms all but the purest of those who confront it.”
 
“Sometimes I feel that pureness escapes me.  In fact, I know it does.  I can never clear my mind when I try to meditate like you told me to.  My thoughts always turn towards petty problems of mine, like pleasing my parents or making the Nimbian people proud to have me back.  After Valentina and Dodo’s fiasco, pride is something they could definitely use a lot more of.”
 
“You’ll be none-too-surprised to hear that Booster is now completely under Valentina’s spell.  He dotes over her night and day, and Dodo is fattening up quite nicely, as well, enjoying his position as the Official Food Taster.  As it happens, some of Booster’s messengers went through not long ago, delivering cannons to Bowser, no doubt.  My amphibious warriors took care of them, though,” he said, chuckling.
 
The prince allowed himself an appreciative grin, but his face grew solemn again when he considered the meaning of Booster’s delivery.  “Then Bowser is planning another mass assault on the Mushroom Village.  I’m sure this is all Mario needs…”
 
“Now we come to a very ill piece of news,” Frogfucious began simply, searching his soul for the right way to tell the boy what had happened.  “Bowser and his fleet have already departed, leaving behind three legions to march westward from Moleville to the Mushroom military forces at Land’s End.”
 
“But why?” asked Mallow, running over all of the possible reasons for the Koopa King’s departure and not liking the tactics of any of them.  “He has no reason to just up and leave if he’s going all out like that.  True, he’s been overconfident before, but this is madness.”
 
“Don’t underestimate Bowser or the intelligence of his advisors,” said Frogfucious sternly.  “The Mushroom Village was destroyed in the largest tsunami ever to form during this epoch or the last.  Thousands are now dead, including many of our old friends.  Only Toad Town and its surrounding areas completely escaped the devastation.”
 
Mallow felt his knees buckle, but he willed himself to remain standing.  “No… no…” he muttered uselessly, moving his head slowly.  “Did anyone survive?  Is… is the Princess… ?”
 
“She was spared, as was Mario, Luigi, Toad, the Senate, and many others who lived on the western end of the city,” he said, nodding respectfully.  “Almost all of the guards and soldiers were drowned trying to rescue citizens in the farther parts of the village, though, which included able-bodied men who could have fought in the coming war.  It was a decisive strike made almost perfectly for Bowser’s aims, and yet I am positive he had nothing to do with it.  Such a feat is far beyond the power of all his Magikoopas put together in one wicked blast of dark magic.”
 
“It still doesn’t seem natural for something like that to happen, though,” Mallow noted.  He was still reeling from the emotional impact of the news, and his face was paler than usual.  “Assuming it was caused, do you have any idea who or what might have done it?”
 
“I’m not sure exactly what caused it, but I’m certain I know why.  In fact, many others are finding out precisely the same horrifying truth across the globe,” the old frog said calmly.  “Long ago, the first Magikoopas set up a Breaking Shrine that existed on a dimensionally neutral plane and was integrally connected with the end days of this planet.  They did this after learning from the Malevolent One, whose name has been lost to legend, the day and the hour of an Executioner’s arrival, who shall be responsible for carrying out worldwide destruction.  These same Magikoopas revolted against their master, though, building the Shrine as a safeguard through which they could counteract the event.  The Breaking Shrine, you see, is reached by activating four Breaking Altars spread across Plit, each found using the help of four corresponding Breaking Scrolls.  Although I only know of two, I am certain they are all being used, and the few chosen of Plit are waiting to be admitted to the Breaking Shrine, where the fate of Plit will be partially decided.”
 
“Who else knows of this?” asked Mallow, not bothering to question Frogfucious’ seriousness.
 
“Jinx would have had the information passed down to him through his elders, and Kamek almost certainly knows.  If he doesn’t, he could easily access the necessary histories through his species’ archives in the castle.  Otherwise, Ryanoshi and Russ T. once came close, but all current people who know about it only recently found out.”
 
“And you know who they are, too?”
 
“Some,” said Frogfucious, musing.  “I have heard from my tadpoles that Ryanoshi, Yoshi, and Admiral Bobbery are sending the people of Rose Town here for protection against the coming struggle.  Professor Frankly from Salinia has come researching the matter, and he might even have one of the Breaking Scrolls.  Admiral Bobbery told Ryanoshi and Yoshi of this, and Ryanoshi already knowing something about it, they have made critical guesses as to the meaning of it all.  They even know about the flood and its connection.”
 
“And what is that connection?” asked Mallow, still unsure.
 
“It is the first sign of the Breaking of the World,” said Frogfucious simply.  “One of the demons of the ancient world, if I interpreted the Scrolls correctly, is directly responsible for it, and other such agents of the Executioner will be appearing over all of Plit.  They will stop at nothing to carry out the Malevolent One’s last strike against the Star Spirits’ creation.”
 
“I thought the Enemy was contained,” said Mallow hopefully.  “Isn’t he unable to harm us now, after his first rebellion?”
 
“Although he was captured, his power remains more potent than that of the Star Spirits, and so he can still influence outside of his boundaries.  This event, in particular, he has been preparing for eons, and the forces of Star Haven know they are helpless to prevent its happening.  Only a double-pronged effort against the Executioner’s monsters directly and through the Breaking Shrine might save us now.  Bowser, currently on his way to possibly rejoin with his children, will make things all the more difficult, though.”
 
Mallow nodded, thinking back to things Frogfucious had said earlier.  “Who is the Executioner?  Do you know?”
 
“I am sure only that he is in this world now, even if not able to show his strength yet.  He is still using all of his might to gather his allies and search for the chosen ones—those preordained to find the Breaking Altars and those meant to oppose him directly here.”
 
Sensing he had gained all the knowledge he was going to, Mallow stopped and turned to face his mentor.  “I understand now, I think.  What is it that I must do?”
 
“Go to Land’s End,” said Frogfucious.  “Join up with the Mushroom Kingdom forces and warn them of the approach of Bowser’s legions.  Say nothing of the Breaking Scrolls or anything related until it is absolutely necessary.”
 
“But how can I make a difference in a large-scale war, Grandfather?  I won’t be of much help to them now.”
 
“There is something beyond yourself that you bring to the table, even if you don’t realize it yet,” said the frog, turning to walk away.  “You will never be lost, my child, if only you trust to yourself and your friends.”
 
Mallow tried to call after him, but he had already woken up.
 
~*~*~*~
 
Land’s End, The Mushroom Kingdom
 
By sundown he had reached the base camp of the Mushroomer troops and met with all of the highest-ranking officers.  They listened carefully to all he had to say—of the flooding of the Mushroom Village and the coming of Bowser’s forces—and immediately busied themselves with preparations.  Of course the prince had to fabricate a more convincing account of the details than by the real means he had learned them, but the effects were all the same.  Evening recreations were cancelled for intensified drilling, and many of the inactive platoons were being strategically mobilized.
 
Prince Mallow, General Spore, Admiral Enoki, and several tactical advisors were seated around a makeshift table in a sweltering tent, pouring over the facts and making split-second decisions about what needed to be done.  Each of them made long, heated discourses on their differing opinions about the matters at hand as mortar fire and cannon blasts resounded from the artillery testing grounds nearby.  Every fifteen minutes or so the deafening roar of an airship’s turbine engines would drone loudly overhead as it passed.
 
“We’ve at least agreed that they’ll be traveling by ships if they’re planning on landing at Moleville,” said the General, moving a pointer over the nationwide map spread out before them.  “With three legions, there’ll be a maximum of 30,000 foot soldiers.  The ships themselves have crews of twenty or thirty, depending on the size, and there might be two or three flights of a hundred Paratroopas.  Altogether, we must be prepared to face nearly 40,000 combined troops.”
 
“Our three airships will have the advantage over the Paratroopas, even with our smaller individual numbers, since all of their Doomships are with Bowser on the other side of the world,” said Mallow, gesturing to the stretch of Vista Sea south of Kooparian.  “As far as sailing ships outfitted with weaponry, we’re outnumbered, but their ships will only have the crews aboard if they decide to circumnavigate around the continent and flank us at Seaside Town.”
 
“Then the main worry,” began Admiral Enoki, “is the infantry and air support which make up the bulk of their host.  They’ll be coming straight through,” he said, drawing a line past Booster’s Tower, over Star Hill, and down into the Seaside Valley, “and will burn everything in their path, if the seriousness of their size indicates anything at all.”
 
“We’ll send two of the battle cruisers from the Indomitable’s hangar, directing one towards the supposed location of the incoming troops and another out to sea in case they do attempt a flanking maneuver with the emptied passenger vessels,” said the General, using his pointer to move small replicas of their army’s larger ships across the map.  “Behind Star Hill and the jutting precipice here are good lookout points where the cruisers won’t be immediately spotted.  From there, they can report back to us, and hopefully the enemy will be none the wiser.”
 
“What about here, though?” Mallow asked.  “We still have to ready the troops so a direct offensive won’t shatter our lines, and if we’re going to spare the urban areas, it looks like Seaside Valley is the uttermost battleground we have to work with.”
 
“Negative on that, my friend,” said one of the defensive advisors, a blue Buzzy Beetle named Lieutenant Tank.  “If we wait in the valley, our boys’ll be prime targets for them as they make their sweet way down the mountain.  Instead, we should move the brunt of our forces to the summit of Star Hill and drape the remaining soldiers along the descent.  Those bogies will be fired at all the way through their climb, and getting down the other side won’t be a picnic either.  A 3-dimensional view from above like that will make it easier for Admiral Enoki and his fleet to lend their air support, as well.”
 
“If we aren’t busy dealing with the Paratroopas and the possible flanking attempt, that is,” said Enoki cautiously.  “We can’t count on a full-blown sky attack at this juncture.  It’s just not prudent.”
 
“Wait a minute,” said Mallow suddenly, standing up.  “I have an idea about how we can deal with the Paratroopas.”
 
“Well, out with it!” said the General excitedly.
 
“The Cumulus is the legendary Nimbian cavalry and is basically an entire army able to ride on flying clouds big enough for individual soldiers,” he explained.  “It hasn’t been used since the last Civil War, when I was separated from my parents, but if the King and Queen realize how serious everything is now, I’m sure I can convince them to loan us part of it.  Just one battalion of the Cumulus is a good one-hundred and fifty Nimbians, and that’s a strong force, considering their skills at fighting.”
 
“That’s certainly a brilliant idea,” said General Spore, “but we’re pressed for time.  Will you be able to garner their aid quickly enough?”
 
“I just need a way to get there as soon as possible,” said Mallow, nodding affirmatively.  “It’s a long way up the Bean Valley otherwise.”
 
“We have an air bus that can get you up there in an hour,” said Enoki confidently.  The Admiral turned to his attendant at the entrance.  “Go and ready one of the zoomers, Sergeant.  Tell them Prince Mallow will be the only passenger.”
 
“Yes, sir!” said the soldier and saluted, rushing out.
 
“Well,” smiled Enoki, turning back to look at the Nimbian.  “It’s all settled.  Good luck!”
 
“Thanks,” said Mallow, remembering how upset his parents were at his leave-taking.  Risking a part of their most prized protectors wouldn’t be anywhere near what they were hoping for in his return.  “I’ll need it.”
 
~*~*~*~
 
Ocean Side, Kooparian
 
“Here, sir, drink this,” came a careful voice from somewhere above him.
 
He felt a cup touch his mouth and swallowed the hot, scented liquid inside.  Warmed by the steaming drink and feeling only slightly delirious, the young Goomba opened his eyes and looked around.  He was in a quaintly-decorated lodge, like a cottage, but there was a descending set of stairs in one corner of the room and two more beds just like his on either side of him.  One of the beds to his right was disheveled, as if someone had recently been sleeping in it, but he couldn’t tell if the same person was still in the room.
 
“Good to see you awake, sir,” said the female Koopa standing beside him.  She took back the mug and pushed a spoon around inside of it.  “I’ll let your friend know you’re ok.  When we found him barely conscious and you roughed up pretty badly, we thought you were both goners.  What happened to you two, anyway?”
 
“Shipwrecked,” said Jinx from the top stair at the other end of the room.  “Thank you for your kind assistance in caring for my companion, miss, but, if at all possible, we’d like some time alone to discuss our situation.  Take this for your trouble,” he said without emotion, handing her a gold coin.  “Now, off with you!”
 
The maid stared coldly at the small monster, bowed, and then quickly left in a manner dripping with indignity.  Grinning oddly to himself, Jinx watched her go and walked briskly over to the Goomba’s bed.  He hopped up on the quilts in the blink of an eye and studied the sparse dressings of his friend’s thankfully minor wounds.  Although he probably would not have admitted it, his own bruises were much more bothersome, but years of intense training made them little more than a negligible annoyance to him.
 
“She wasn’t being too overbearing,” said Keb hoarsely.  “You probably should have been easier on her.”
 
Has he forgotten what happened, then? thought Jinx anxiously.  Perhaps my explanations won’t have to be made here, after all.  How much longer can I afford to wait, though?
 
“Nevertheless, we must be extra careful with those whom we talk to here,” said Jinx with a snort.  “The inhabitants of Ocean Side are extraordinarily nosy, and Princess Wendy pays out handsomely for any information.  In fact, that tramp will most likely give out news of our arrival to a second-hand gossip trader, so we should depart as soon as possible.”
 
“Ocean Side?” asked Keb, screwing up his face.  It was obvious there was still some pain and effort in the movement.  “I thought it was called—”
 
“Sea Side, correct,” interjected Jinx.  “The name the Mushroomers have for it, however, was dropped when Bowser redistributed the lands to his Koopalings as a direct affront to Seaside Town.  It’s rather petty and meaningless, of course, but such are the whims of the overseas King.”
 
“My blood boils just thinking about that slimy reptile,” said Keb through clenched teeth.  “It’s amazing to think we’re in his territory, even if we’re farther away from him than we were back home.  There’s no telling what his nasty children have done to this place, though.”
 
“Nothing remotely good,” said the shorter monster decidedly.  “Mushroomers are openly persecuted here and turned away at Customs.  Even accepted creatures such as ourselves are treated much less respectably than Koopas.  First and foremost, Bowser’s Kingdom is unflinchingly elitist.  Not all of the same-race inhabitants agree with the differentiation, as you can imagine, but none care too much to complain either.  It is simply another reason Princess Toadstool and the Mario Brothers are to be commended for keeping King Bowser and his ideals at bay for so long.”
 
“Do you think we’ll be the cause of much suspicion, then?” asked Keb worriedly.  He stretched as he said it, though, and hopped out of bed.  “Not that I’m afraid, but I’d be more careful, at least.”
 
“Not as much as if we were Mushroomers,” said Jinx, throwing the young Goomba his green bandana and watching as he tied it around his wide, brown head.  “Our main concern will be secrecy and avoiding any of the local authorities.  Beyond that, the people of the port are relatively harmless and used to having foreigners pour in by the hundreds.  We can even expect to see some people from the Mushroom Kingdom at some of the more popular pubs and trading markets.”
 
Keb suddenly stopped and felt himself almost fall.  “Jinx!  I just remembered what happened… the Blooper and… what was that?  A dream?  You never mentioned it!”
 
“I was hoping the bump on the head you suffered erased it from your memory,” said Jinx, his eyes pale and searching.  “Although I was going to wait until later, I suppose now is as good a time as any.  You must not ask any questions while I explain this to you, for what I am about to tell you is all terribly true.
 
“Firstly and least difficult of all, I’m not exactly sure how we escaped the Blooper.  I threw everything I had at him in one of my silver bullet maneuvers and fainted.  It probably scared him off or, much more likely, blinded him long enough to lose his bearings on us.  We are, after all, a whole lot smaller than he is.”  
 
The Monstro Town denizen then proceeded to detail his knowledge of the Breaking of the World, running over much of the same information as Frogfucious related it to Mallow and only occasionally leaving out a stray aspect or adding something new of minimal significance.  Finally, he explained that he considered the massive Blooper which had attacked them one of the demons of the Executioner and the direct cause of a flood which had undoubtedly struck the Mushroom Village.  What it meant, of course, for those they knew who lived there he couldn’t say, but he also told the Goomba that he had suspected the worst when the Breaking Scroll was stolen and thought it might even be his destiny to enter the Breaking Shrine.
 
All in all, it was several hours later when Jinx finished relating the disturbing news.  “So, you see, that is why I did not stop you from coming with me.  I thought the circumstances which bade you follow me were much too far-fetched to be anything but fate, and it might mean you too are one of the chosen people who will help counteract the Breaking of the World in whatever tests lie beyond the Breaking Shrine.”
 
“I’m blown away by it all,” said Keb breathlessly.  He had been riveted and standing still since his companion had begun the tale.  “I can’t say I didn’t suspect there was some greater purpose in all this.  I’ve been having weird dreams about huge battles and cosmic images, but I guess I thought they all had to do with my desire to see the Mushroom Kingdom strike out against Bowser and his armies.  This is all even harder to believe, if that’s possible…  You’re sure about it, though?”
 
“Almost positive,” said Jinx, nodding.  “This is why I think we still have time to catch up with the thieves who stole the Scroll.  If the Breaking Altars, for there are three others, as I said, had already been opened, then the Executioner would not be so idle.  He and his demons, wherever they are poised across Plit, would most likely be terrorizing the world as we speak.”
 
“Why doesn’t he just stop these few chosen people now, if he knows of the Breaking Altars and Shrine, though?” asked Keb.  “If he’s so powerful, it’d seem like it wouldn’t be too much trouble.”
 
“That’s just our assumption as hopefuls in the coming struggle,” said Jinx determinedly.  “We have to believe that even he does not know that and that the Enemy, his master, is unaware of his old disciples’ plans to thwart him, as well.  The Malevolent One is still trapped between reality and his dimensional prison, after all, if the legends are true.  Frogfucious has told me this, and he is one of very few sages who have lived throughout Plit’s existence… probably the only one left alive.  There is no guessing how old he is.”
 
“How will everyone find out about all of this, though?  It seems too secretive to spread quickly enough to all the heroes out there who need to hear it.”
 
“Another matter in which we must put our faith,” said Jinx simply.  “I believe that, like with us, others are being led to the remaining three Breaking Altars.  I also must hold that Mario, Luigi, and all others who will undoubtedly play a part in resisting spiritual enemies like the Executioner and secular enemies like Bowser during the approaching war will somehow be warned and prepared for it.  If anything, the Executioner, though yet powerless, will not be idle.  He has most likely already bragged to at least a few mortals of his inevitable ascension.  Furthermore, Kamek and some of the others who are old enough to have access to information on the Breaking of the World might recognize the flooding as an obvious sign of its arrival.  Why, I remember Russ T. and a Yoshi who now lives on Yo’ster Isle once researched the legend and were turned away by the old dojo master in Monstro Town.  He carried the secret of the Breaking Scroll before I did.  Also, and if you’ll bear with me, you must realize that this event is worldwide and is probably affecting many more all over Plit even as we speak, in ways that we couldn’t possibly comprehend.  The Executioner’s demons will be many and of varying degrees in influence, and the mysterious forces of good, whether they be of the Star Spirits or not, who oppose the Malevolent One will be moving their own pieces into preparations for battle.  Wouldn’t it be just as believable to think that we ourselves are being positioned by beings beyond our sight or understanding?”
 
“Heavy,” said Keb, wide-eyed.  “Well, I’ll just trust you for now.  Wherever you go, I’m there, ready and willing to fight for the cause.  Let’s get going!”
 
Jinx could not help but give a brief chuckle at the young Goomba’s excitement in the face of so great a danger.  “If you are that prepared, then I say it is about time we take our leave.  We’ll head straight through the marketplace and towards the airport.  From there, we make for the mountains of Iced Land!”
 
~*~*~*~
 
Ocean City, the capital and busiest port of all Ocean Side, was bustling with waves upon waves of creatures and species Keb had never even heard of.  Things as rare as the Octolots of Land’s End floated by peacefully and made stringent business dealings with distrustful Frogogs carrying rusted hatches.  There were even a few civilized Boos using their transparency skills to aid Sackits in daring robberies.  Once or twice he felt himself almost drowned in the masses and had to yell out for Jinx to lead him through the labyrinth of moving, twisting bodies.
 
“This is insane,” he called out loudly to Jinx, who was beside him but barely within shouting distance.  “How much farther?”
 
Jinx did not answer, however, and only pulled Keb close to him and took off on another daring maneuver of carefully planned dodges and ducks.  Five times they were stopped by sniveling pickpockets and threatened with dull knives, but Keb could usually manage the third-rate crooks on his own, and his companion was there to handle the tougher Remo Cons and Mezzo Bombs.  In fact, he oddly enjoyed the rush of constantly avoiding criminals and even getting to pound a few measly Geckits every few seconds.
 
Eventually Keb tackled the wrong thief, though, and found himself standing head to gleaming spike with a very irritated Thwomp.  The towering monster ground its granite teeth with a screech that set off sparks and let out a tolling rumble.  Barely having time to move back a few inches, Keb was thrown off of his feet and back several meters when the monster rose up and slammed into the concrete pavement.  He looked up dizzily and shook his head, trying to stand as the Thwomp readied itself for a wider jump in the ditch it had carved into the ground.
 
“I’ll smash ya’ into a thousand pieces, then I’ll crush ya’ into a million more!”  It trembled, slamming itself time after time into the heavily packed ruble beneath it.  “Come on!  Get what’s yours, brat!”
 
Seeing that the Thwomp was preparing for a long hop in his direction, the Goomba yelled and bravely leapt as far as he could to the right.  The force of his attacker’s immense weight plowed into the spot he had just been and sent him flying even as he almost landed again.  Keb rolled up with his vision now completely blurred from being tossed around and tried in vain to regain his bearings.  All he saw was the torn and unclear images of those shouting and screaming around him, though, and the slightly more distinct image of the Thwomp barreling towards him.
 
“What a day,” he mumbled and staggered away, running into someone even smaller than himself.  “Jinx!”
 
“There is a Koopa willing to fly us in his private plane through the crowd in that direction,” said the monster, gesturing quickly with his only hand not holding a sword.  “Go there and wait for me.  Hurry!”
 
“Alright, alright,” said Keb and nodded, stumbling in the general direction that Jinx had directed him in.  He looked back only to see the surprised Thwomp becoming angered at having his prey stolen from him and preparing to charge against the newcomer.
 
“No one interferes with my business, short-stuff!” roared the Thwomp, sizing up his competition and becoming less and less impressed.  “Now you’re going to have to pay for your idiot moves, you dumb idiot!”
 
“You said ‘idiot’ once already,” said Jinx with a patronizing smirk.  “Are you going to repeat yourself all day or go ahead and attack me?”
 
The Thwomp chewed on one of its teeth so harshly that it chipped and winced at the searing flash of pain that traveled through its face.  “I can’t believe you just insulted me on my own turf, midget.  You’ve forced me to kill you now, you know.  Don’t say I didn’t warn you beforehand!”
 
Jinx dodged easily as the Thwomp rushed by and then sprang over on his hands, landing finally where the monster had just run through.  Although the maneuver cost him little effort, he did notice a sharp decrease in the time it took him to perform the flip in full, and so he quickly noted that the last night’s rest might not have allowed him to completely recover his strength.  The energy needed to ward off the demonic Blooper had nearly drained him to the point of death, and he would have to take it easier than usual for another day or two.
 
Specifically and currently, this meant dispatching his brute of an opponent quicker and more painfully than he would have liked.  Jinx vaulted higher as the Thwomp passed in a rage below him and brought his sword around hard, drawing a shallow gash through the stone hide of the beast.  Dark-blue chips and dust exploded from the wound, and the monster bellowed in its discomfort, flailing and rolling around on the ground.  Even though its soreness was probably severe, it suffered more from the shock of being bested by a smaller warrior than anything else.
 
“How did you move that fast, little one?” it asked through a contorted mouth, jumping from one corner spike to the other.  “Answer me!”
 
“I don’t have time to stick around,” said Jinx, amazed at his quickened breath.  “If you’re done here, I’ll be on my way.”
 
The polite attempt at negotiations only enraged his attacker further, and the Thwomp threw all of its considerable weight into one final charge, swinging its arms and letting its massive spikes cut through the air.  Jinx responded almost lazily with a simple sidestep and another light scratch that ran across the monster’s gut.  Decidedly beaten, it let itself fall to the torn pavement and mutter angrily over its wounds.  More importantly, though, it was in no mood to attempt another onslaught, so Jinx turned and ran off towards the airplane.
 
Keb was already seated in the second of two passenger seats, but the pilot was waving him forward fiercely as if he himself were in an unavoidable hurry.  Not bothering to ask why the sudden change in priorities, Jinx soundlessly leapt from the makeshift tarmac and slipped into the remaining seat.  A crowd of onlookers who had enjoyed his recent battle with the Thwomp waited all around the plane, and he could just make out a pair of smartly dressed officers waving black clubs and trying to push their way towards the jet as its engine let out a roar.
 
“Apparently,” shouted back the pilot as his machine began to move farther away from the spectators, “you have to have a license to sell plane tickets in this part of town.  We’re operating on free trade at the moment, though!”
 
“No problem,” said Jinx, smiling.  “We have probably gained an unsavory name for ourselves, as well, so the sooner we leave Ocean City behind, the better.”
 
“Heh, I like your style, sir!” cried the pilot as the wheels of the planes squealed violently against the pavement and the front end of the vehicle lifted into the air.  “And we’re off!  Iced Land, here we come!”
 
The rest of the plane left the ground with a rolling crack of the engine, and soon they were climbing higher and higher above the mass throng which had gathered all below them.  It was well into the next day, and it would be another few hours still before they reached one of the quieter villages near the Frosty Alps.  From there, Jinx thought, it all depended on how quickly he could either convince the pilot to help them search for the thieves or find a way to briefly borrow the plane if the Koopa proved excessively unwilling.
 
The winds are changing either way, he thought, searching the sky for a sign of an early star.  Faith in the highest and courage to us, if it be willed!
Chapter Ten: By the Teeth of the Wolf
 
Some say our understanding of evil as a universal truth is flawed—that it would not exist without a preconceived assignment of righteousness.  One glance at the face of the new Koopa King convinces me otherwise.
 
In the Mind of Morton Koopa, Reis Jochum
 
Uliania, Tropacine Isles
 
When Taber awoke the next morning, there was only a troubling silence mingled with the dusted rays of sunlight spread out over the dimness of the room.  If there had been the slightest breath of wind touching off the clustered leaves of the canopy or the dry rattle of cicada wings scratching out their mournful droning, then perhaps he would not have felt so much bare fear crawling over his arms and chest.  Something about the way the bright beams from the sky broke clearly through the forest tops and shimmered lazily without sound gripped him in a tight anxiety, though, and caused a cold shiver to shake down his spine.
 
He began clumsily to recount the events of the previous night, drawing up mental images of himself barely escaping the fangs of the monstrous wolf which had attacked him and his desperate climb up one of the shorter trees.  After that, he recalled his fainting and rescue by the old Noki, who had told him his own strange history before he was no longer able to remain awake.
 
That’s where I am, then, he thought.  Still in that elder man’s house, sprawled out in his guest bed like a freeloader.  Grandpa’s going to be so mad at me when I finally get home!
 
After yawning cautiously, the Pianta gave the quaint room one last glance and climbed out of bed.  He looked for his traveling pack and found it in a dull corner, thankfully unscarred by his frantic encounter with the wolf.  The same could not be said for his baggy gray pants, though, as they were heavily stained with dirt and the deep green pigment of leaves.  Assuming that he would eventually run into a stream clean enough to wash them, Taber switched the pair out with another in his knapsack and pulled them up snugly.  They didn’t fit as well as his old ones, but he had been meaning to stretch them out anyway.
 
Finally, he made certain his cudgel was still blunt enough for fighting with and hooked the straps of his pack over his shoulders and under his arms, letting the buckles loosen so that they wouldn’t cut off his range of motion.  The Pianta couldn’t help but grin at the way he had made out so brilliantly even after being viciously attacked but then remembered to thank the Star Spirits and settle his renewed sense of adventure.  It was his overwhelming eagerness, after all, that had made him so unaware during the past night.
 
I have to be a lot more careful from now on, he thought to himself, remembering now just how close his escape had really been.  Alec might need my help with that creature out there, and I should say thanks to the old Noki before I head off.
 
Resolved to undertake his quest with a bit more seriousness, he looked out the window to the strengthening beams of light—drinking in the resurrected sounds of the forest as old as rock—and when he didn’t see his elder host decided to check in the living room.  As he walked in and looked around, though, he was shocked by the scene sprawled out before him.
 
Splintered furniture and torn fabric saturated in dried blood lay thrown about, cascading down the steps that descended into a carved depression at the center of the room and bashed into large dents that littered the walls.  However much evidence there was of a struggle and violence, though, he saw no corpse or other remains that might have indicated the death of the Noki.  It took quite a measure of courage not to run out in a panic, but he gathered what amount he had left to him and crept through the door, looking around at the wide expanse of trees and underbrush that surrounded the cottage.
 
It’s not looking good for the poor guy, he thought, brushing aside the images of ripped cloth and crimson-stained wood still burned into his brain.  There’s no way I’ll be able to find the wolf, whether it was the attacker or not.  It probably came during the night, so it could be anywhere by now.
 
As he finished the thought, Taber felt his breath abruptly sucked from his lungs and expelled painfully through his throat and out into the chill morning air.  Thinly-veined leaves twirling in slow patterns along gusty currents seemed to freeze in time, and the flakes of glowing seeds that breathed through the forest dimmed and sputtered in mid-flight.  Then, above all the gathering silence rang a piercing howl as frigid needles weave through warm fabric and leave trails of ice-burns on flesh.
 
When the dark tones of the lonely bay faded into an uncertain nothingness, the Pianta fell to his knees and took in deep gulps of air, filling his lungs faster than they could function.  Everything around him returned to its normal course, but the patches of sky scattered beyond the thick canopy were gray and overcast.  Even the atmosphere had grown much thinner and cooler, rippling across his skin in barely perceptible shivers.
 
“That thing’s not a wolf,” Taber said, at a loss for anything else.  “I’ve got to find Alec and get out of here.  Come on now: walk forward!”
 
His feet wouldn’t move, though, and now he heard the distant report of thunder, creeping up over the edge of his hearing like a second ill omen.  The rain would start next, pouring in heavy over the wide leaves of the forest and flooding the soft soil beneath him.  Darkness, too, would pervade the light gleam of the former blueness and create a cluttered arena perfect for the ravenous hunter.  He could already see his own blood mixed in dirt and the shrubs like the Noki’s with his cottage, anonymously drying so no one would know he had died.
 
 Stop thinking like that! he chided himself, pounding out the unevenness of his nerves with pure will.  Standing here worrying isn’t going to do anything.  Alec taught me well enough to fend for myself, and I’ve still got my cudgel and an hour at least before the storm sets in.
 
A distant roar of precipitation and the silver-curtain mist obscuring his view into the far west portion of the forest finally set his feet moving.  Every gnarled tree and willowy piece of brush slipped past him in dull rushes like birds darting from some horrible plague, and he could not help but wonder if he was sprinting into the embrace of his enemy.  Taber found that it no longer mattered, though.  All he had left to do was run.
 
~*~*~*~
 
…and run.
 
The demon who had taken the form of a wolf crouched in a pile of leaves and tangled thickets, his rough tongue panting out and slavering red from the burrow of squirrels he had dined on earlier.  Although the body was understandably limited, there was something sadistically gratifying in prowling the darkness and feasting as the screams of his prey died into the squelch of muscle and bone.  How appropriate, he thought, that the blood so central to the cravings of a mindless carnivore fit his form more perfectly than any other.
 
The Executioner has already begun the process of deceiving the Star Spirits and the sages of this planet, he thought, pouring proudly over the information given to him when he had been brought into existence.  Even now those who claim knowledge have not one idea of our plan—of the Master’s design.  If they are so easily fooled, though, then why are we needed?  What do the High Ones fear?
 
He shook the long mane running over the bulk of his neck and drove the thoughts away, only slightly irritated at the digression in purpose.  Being alone had coddled him too much—left him blind to the power he knew existed for his ultimate benefit.  Questioning was not something for him or any other below the Master, for it was only to him to become completely absorbed in his task.
 
The consumer of souls became the wolf, the wolf became the demon, and so only through the recognition of equivalence did he turn into himself completely, forgetting all but the deepest drives to hunt and bite into the soft flesh of his prey.  Heart, kidney, brain: what had been hollow terms were sensual images of meals marked by the possessive stench of death and victory.  These were his eyes’ fulfillment now, and so he leapt into the underbrush and the glowing moss just as the rain began to fall.
 
…and running.
 
~*~*~*~
 
Taber eventually tripped over an arching branch and slid several feet through a wide path of mud.  It covered the painful warmth coursing through his legs and seeped thickly into his mouth and nose.  Not even risking a moment of rest, he rolled over and coughed the sludge out of his throat, already feeling the intensifying rain washing off the rest of his body.  He looked around, vision glazed over by the moisture steaming from the dry forest bed, and tried in vain to listen for the sound of approaching footfalls.
 
“Alec,” he said to himself, wondering where the word had come from.  Suddenly, he thought, I’m getting closer to him, I think.  He’s got to be nearby!
 
There came a blaring thunderclap from the east that split the corners of his mind, followed by several successive blasts of lightning.  Each tore the sky and broke brilliantly through the leaves clustered above, and through it all screeched another wordless howl, rising higher and higher as wind and fire fused into a fuming cyclone.  None of it stopped the loudness of the exploding storm this time, though, and instead it seemed to make everything more horrible than he could imagine.
 
He groped behind him, both arms stretched out weakly into the opposing air and sightlessness of the shadows.  Mumbling, feeling his voice break as it tried to drown out the torturous sounds, he collapsed against a large trunk and fell into a clump of saturated leaves at the base of the unseen tree.  His hands gripped the damp dirt beneath him and braced against it, as if all the forces of nature could not prevail against the weakness of its own flesh.
 
A gray silhouette lurched among the surrounding trees, and he could see it flashing briefly every time a blast of lightning forked across the troubled skies.  Watching its easy, loping stride and hunched middle, Taber was sure the wolf had finally found him.  He gripped his cudgel closer and tensed without thinking, even though Alec had warned him to be as calm and limber as possible when fighting.  It wasn’t exactly something he could control at the moment, anyway.
 
The images of the approaching beast abruptly ceased and gave way to another deceitful lull in the thunder, and for a moment the Pianta wondered if the wolf was going to howl again.  Waiting and sinking lower into the brush at his feet, Taber thought he felt the rough bark that was pressing against his back groan.
 
Yellow eyes opened all around him—hazy dots emitting beams of blazing radiation—and it seemed that his enemy waited behind every veil of shadow, letting out a deep, sustained growl.
 
He screamed mightily and rushed forward with his cudgel swinging back and forth, but each time it connected with one of the floating eyes, the weapon’s blunt, wooden face swept through empty air and carried him around.  At the sound of another heavy creaking from the towering oak behind him, Taber whirled around and saw the crooked form of his hunter arched over two of its largest boughs.
 
With a contemptuous snarl, the wolf leapt up and through the canopy, and the tree gave one final shriek before it convulsed in its death throes and toppled towards him.  He slid instinctively out of the way and was deafened by the sound of the centuries-old tree crashing into the soft and pliable ground.  Delirious and unable to stand, the Pianta flailed around in the mud and reached for his cudgel, not able to find it anywhere nearby.  He vaguely reasoned it must have cleared a few feet after he was knocked over, but then the wolf landed with an ominous thump before him, its stained teeth glinting in the fires of the storm.
 
Still mumbling and shaking loose the scrambled images in his mind, Taber lifted up both arms in desperation and waved them frantically, as if in an attempt to ward off the unspeakable evil looming over his paralyzed body.  The wolf only cracked back his immense head and let out something like the disjointed cackle of a hyena, absorbing every ounce of pleasure he yielded from the fear permeating his prey.
 
Lightning returned in sparks and bursts, and now the rain poured down heavily across the two lone figures in the forest.  One fed off the other in the invisible movements of cyclic order: sweat and tears and the final grip of a brain falling through the layers of its consciousness and plunging into the unknowable.  Taber thought helplessly to the stars, begging their intervention, but everything—even hope and the boundless concern of the heavens—seemed struck into the farthest regions of the universe as if quieted by a hush of darkness.
 
“Leave me!” he shouted, or at least attempted to sound it out past the inactivity of his throat and the rest of his body.  Even as movement crept back into the smaller nerves running to the tips of his fingers, he felt two heavy legs pin down his shoulders and slam his back into the dirt.  “No!”
 
The fell creature’s black and silver hair bristled over its muscular frame, and boiling saliva dripped from its gleaming fangs as they ripped at the air.  With the tenuous connections of his mind slowly fading, Taber thought of the patience of the beast.  Instead of immediately tearing into his throat and fraying the vital walls of his jugular, the wolf was standing over him mockingly, almost like one of the large predator cats in the wilds of Chai.  In fact, it seemed sentient in a way, its brain processing information and deciding based on more than pure instinct.
 
“What are you?” he asked it plainly, distantly.
 
The wolf jumped back with a yelp and shook its head.  At first Taber wondered if it was hit by something, but it was actually considering the words of the Pianta.  Through the wall of animal indifference and building chaos, the demon temporarily brushed aside the flood of its purpose.
 
The adolescent had unwittingly jabbed at his most insecure thoughts and brought them tumbling back to the forefront, where they battered and blared at his already weakening control.  It was too much to stay in this body when he was inherently flawed—incomplete and lost in the confusion of a secret past.
 
There was a resounding crack as the full weight of a quarterstaff broke over the thick skull of the wolf.  He whimpered pitifully and staggered around, his feet giving way and finally collapsing beneath him.  With his tongue rolling out and his eyes turned up inside his head, the demon felt all of his previous thoughts disappear peacefully, and, after a jolt of anger, he picked himself up and darted away through the darkness.
 
“Taber!” shouted the Koopa with the staff, trying to shake the Pianta out of his fright.  “It’s me, Alec!  Look at me now!”
 
“Alec?” asked Taber doubtfully.  “It’s not real.  It’s something else.  The wolf talked to me!”
 
The Koopa helped his friend against the tree and constructed a wobbly lean-to above them to keep out the rain.  “I know, I know.  We’ve already met, the beast and I.  On my way through the forest yesterday, we crossed paths somewhere halfway, but he just stared at me for awhile and ran off.  I knew then and there he was something new, though, something just as cold and calculating as any conscious killer.  I’m only glad he retreated so easily.  I just gave him a good bump on the head, nothing more.”
 
“It wasn’t what you did,” Taber said.  “Something I said to him, when I asked him what he was, threw him off-guard.  He must have really not known himself and been rattled by it.  Having to deal with a major migraine didn’t help him either, I guess.”
 
Alec looked worriedly back at him, silent for a moment.  His shell was a swirling of colors from sapphire and jade, spawned from a birth defect most likely.  The overall impression was something of awe rather than repugnance, but it didn’t stop many Koopas from hating him just out of jealousy.  The rest of him, in fact, was completely normal for his species. The only deviations were two sabers crossed in a sling tied over his shell and the staff he always carried.
 
“I sort of knew you’d follow me, after how you’d talked about being bored with the village,” said Alec, not expecting an answer.  “I just wish you had picked a safer time.”
 
“And miss the chance to find out what the falling star was?  You know me better than that.”
 
Taber smiled half-heartedly, but Alec wasn’t watching him any more.  “It was not a falling star, of course, or else it would’ve burned up long ago.  It’s too heavy for me to get out of the ground even.”
 
“So you found it,” said the Pianta with an air of solemnity that he didn’t expect.  Deep down, he was still hoping there might be an adventure ahead of them.  “Probably just a big rock in the ground, anyway.”
 
“It wish it was,” Alec said, conveying an unspoken measure of dread.  “I can’t just tell you about it here, though.  Someone might be listening, not the least of all that wolf.  I’m not so sure of anything anymore, you see.  It’s paranoid, yes, but if you’d seen what I have, you would understand, I think.”
 
“Well, don’t leave me in the dark about it.  I can’t go back alone now with that wolf still around and probably crazier than before.  Out the other side is my only option, and besides, it looks like you could use some help.”
 
Alec nodded wordlessly and helped the Pianta up.  They found Taber’s cudgel in a patch of ragged grass not too far away, and it looked as new as the day it had been carved.  Neither of them said anything as they walked in the rain towards the dwindling light to the west.
 
~*~*~*~
 
After a time they came upon an impact crater with a diameter that stretched the length of a small field.  The collision had completely engulfed the scattered ashes of several juvenile trees and ravaged the ancient frames of larger pines and maples.  As Taber cautiously approached the edge of the wide pit, he began to see a faint, yellow glow emanating beneath them and growing stronger as they went on.
 
“It’s not radioactive,” Alec said without explanation.
 
“But how could you know that?”
 
“You’ll see,” said the Koopa, immovable.  “Climb down and read it.  I’ve already committed it all to memory.”
 
Taber obliged and carefully slid down the crater, finally coming face to face with a phosphorescent slab of rock.  It had strange words scrawled into its face, but they were written in an unfamiliar language.  Just as Taber was about to call back up for help, though, the script changed before his eyes and was suddenly readable.
 
“We are the Star Spirits,” he found himself saying, “Guardians of Plit, Composers of the Songs of this Earth.  Let it be known that the Malevolent One has escaped from the prison he forged with ages of malice.  He is now sending forth his demons from out the heart of darkness in preparation of his corporeal reincarnation, fueled by the inevitability of passing time.  We, in the meanwhile, oblivious to his ultimate designs, have been conquered and are slowly fading out of this realm and sifting through the fabric of existence.  Beware the Breaking Prophecy and the Shrines and the Altars therein, as they are traps set by the disciples of the Enemy and made only to rid him of Plit’s greatest heroes.  It is, indeed, the greatest deceit of the Deceiver, and we only lament that we reached you so late.”
 
Taber felt himself fall back and lifted up again when Alec caught him.  He looked around, face drained of all its color, and said, “What does it mean?”
 
“It all starts with a dusty scroll that my old master, Jinx, shared with me one day near the end of my training,” he began and went on for another two hours, covering everything he had been told about the Breaking of the World.  “This, however, shatters all of that, and what’s more, it means the time where people will be tricked by the prophesies has arrived.  We might be the only ones who know.”
 
“What about the flood and the other catastrophes it mentions?  If the demons are actually coming, then they could happen, as well.”
 
“If they haven’t already,” said the Koopa.  “Come on.  We’ve got to make for the nearest port.  Maybe we’ll be lucky enough to find someone with a plane.”
 
“But where will we go?  How do we know who to warn?”
 
“I don’t know,” Alec said simply.  “My only thoughts now are geared towards going wherever we might end up: maybe the Mushroom Kingdom for all I know.”
 
“Demons, ultimate evil, captured Star Spirits… this isn’t what I had in mind when I was looking for an adventure.  If only that big stone had landed somewhere else, we might be heading back home.”
 
“Or dead by the teeth of the wolf,” said Alec sharply.  “That creature that attacked you is one of the demons.  I’m sure of it.  If we were meant to find that script, than the Enemy would send one of his agents specifically to eliminate us before we could make use of the information.  Remember, he—the Dark One—has all the cards now that the Star Spirits are out of touch with this world.”
 
When they climbed back out of the pit, the pair was interrupted by the elder Noki as he rustled through into the clearing.  His cloak and walking cane were immaculate, and an odd smile covered half his face.  Holding up a hand and waving at them, he seemed the picture of serenity in the midst of turmoil.
 
Only Taber noticed that the skies were clouding over again with a paleness of gray overreaching.  Alec walked forward to greet the old man but was obviously concerned that he would read the inscription on the meteorite.
 
“No need, no need,” laughed the Noki.  “I’ve already met young Taber here.”
 
The Pianta was going to call out his name, but he realized it had never been offered to him.  “Hey,” he said instead.  The sway of his cudgel reminded him he’d tied his belt too loosely.
 
“My friend and I were just viewing this crater; a piece of space debris struck it the day before yesterday,” Alec said, failing to make the discovery seem uninteresting.  “Taber didn’t say anything to me about meeting a Noki out here.”
 
“I thought you were dead!” the young Pianta blurted out.  “I mean, when I woke up, there was blood and torn furniture all over your house.”
 
“Really, now?” asked the old man, apparently surprised.  “I always get up early and take a walk through the forest.  When I left, it was still as ratty as it always is,” he said and chuckled, almost wheezing.
 
“It was a wolf, maybe something more,” said Alec, not bothering to elaborate.  “I wouldn’t go back.  It’d be safer to come with us.”
 
“Fine, fine,” said the Noki, not entirely displeased.  “Say, I see you have your new cudgel.  The old one broke, right?”
 
“Right,” said Taber, but then remembered that his original one had completely shattered during the first fight with the wolf.  Why hadn’t he thought of that before, when he just picked up the old man’s without recognizing its difference?  But then again…  “How did you know I had one?  My old one was destroyed.”
 
The Noki’s eyes twitched, and Taber remembered the newness of the same cudgel after the second encounter with the wolf.  He backed up, tripped, and fell in the grass.  Alec looked over and saw the old man on the ground, convulsing.  Crashing, crackling, lightning split the air, and a familiar howl tore the order of the forest in two.
 
Before their eyes, the skin and bones of the Noki exploded in a mass of bloody pulp, and the wolf emerged, growing before them into its terrible fullness.  With a swipe of its paw, Alec was knocked several meters into the dirt, unconscious.  Taber jumped up and handled the grip of his cudgel, knowing he had no chance of winning.  It was fight or flight, but his body was too tense to move, so the only alternative was death.
 
“Why did you save my life just to kill me now?” asked Taber, wondering where the words came from.  He felt as if he were the medium of some greater cause.  “It’s almost like you wanted me to know, the way you must’ve constructed the illusion of that cottage and your own treatment of me in the form of a pleasant old Noki.  Even the cudgel slip-up… did you plan it?  I don’t think you’re sure you want to kill me now, either.  Don’t give in to the Enemy.  You have a chance to be free!”
 
The demon roared in anguish, bashing his head against the soft ground.  He spoke with uncertainty, but even the sympathy in his voice came across as deeply evil.  “No!  No!  It’s too much, and it’s only a flaw.  I was imperfect, but I’m found now.  You must die, for that is the way of things.”
 
The wolf gave one final scream and charged, his eyes filled with the lust of the hunt.  As Taber rushed forward to meet him with his gaunt weapon reared, they met in a clash of bone-shattering power.  Both forces were thrown back several meters, and the strong wood of the Pianta’s weapon was already beginning to crack.
 
The shock of the hit numbed Taber’s senses and left him sprawling, thoughts jumbled around so he couldn’t get a clear grasp on where he was.  Already recovered from the blow, the wolf picked itself up uneasily and twisted its head around in confusion.  Something inside of it was pulling away at the veil of shadow closed down tightly around its mind, trying to break through the surface of something long dead and hollowed out by the drab grayness of passing time.
 
“Alone, alone…” the demon mumbled, pawing at the air as if some transparent enemy were trying to find it.  “No!”
 
Alec ended the chaos with a single slash of his saber across the wolf’s neck, spilling its lifeblood onto the shredded ground.  He let the beast fall limp to the ground and helped Taber up, brushing off the grass and dirt he’d taken in the fall.
 
“Alec,” Taber said, rattled.  “What happened?”
 
“You distracted it long enough for me to get a cut in, but I’m not sure how.  It seemed physically unhurt, yet something was bothering it internally.  Perhaps this Deceiver who trapped the Star Spirits didn’t have as powerful a hold on the poor creature as he thought.”
 
“Either way, how can we help the Guardians?” Taber asked.  “We’ll never be able to reach the Mushroom Kingdom in time.”
 
“I know, and the Star Spirits should’ve realized that too,” said Alec gravely.  “If they really are trapped, then perhaps this was a last-ditch effort to get some message out.  It saved us from that demon, but what good will it do the people who need it most?”
 
“I’ll leave at once,” Taber said with weary determination.  “Lavalava Island is the nearest landmass before the mainland of the kingdom.  I should make it in a week or so.”
 
Alec nodded, grinning for the first time since they’d met in the forest.  “I think you’re finally ready for that adventure of yours, Taber.  Let’s just hope it meets your expectations.”
Chapter Eleven: Forward the Expedition
 
There is something in the heart of the jungle that turns serenity to madness—that shreds madness into obsession.  No one ever comes back the same.
 
Jean Guerripont, Explorer
 
The Jade Jungle, Lavalava Island
 
The explorers’ initial estimate of only one day proved far under the mark for the actual time it would take them to reach the entrance of the Barrel Volcano.  It was already during the fleeting hours of dusk, and they were still somewhere deep in the Jade Jungle where the canopy was so thick and dark that even the bright beacons of the stars and the twin moons could not break through.  Twinkling faintly and gradually losing their strength, the bare remnants of light served as the only guiding points for the Koopas and other travelers as they set up a makeshift campsite for the long autumn night.
 
The Yoshi Ryok came back from under the overhang where the foreigners were gathered and shivering.  His partners Sulei and Kino made out the jade outline of his body as he approached and prepared a place for him to sit in their secluded corner of the camp.  It was so completely dim now that only the Yoshies’ trained eyes could perceive the movements and shapes around them, and so they waited and watched patiently as all the other members of the expedition anxiously drifted off to sleep.
 
“It is quiet now, I think,” said Kino in a bare whisper.  “What have you found out?”
 
Ryok looked at his crimson-colored friend and then back at the small fire dying in front them.  “Kolorado is seeking something farther into the bowels of the volcano.  He thinks there is a treasure there more valuable than anything he’s ever found, and, predictably, he’s pretty intent on getting to it.”
 
“That unclean Koopa caused enough trouble the last time he came,” said Sulei, clearly frustrated.  “If the Ravens don’t give him a good pecking, I have half a mind to treat him to a few minutes in my stomach.”
 
“Hiss! That’s enough,” said Ryok, glaring at the orange Yoshi.  “It is not up to us to pass judgment on these people yet.  There still may be some part they have to play, and who are we to assume it’s evil?  If anything, from now on we must be more careful and subservient to their demands, acting exactly like the hired hands we are.  This a clandestine operation, first and foremost, and the success of whatever test we’re going to be presented with depends upon our caution now.”
 
“Agreed,” said Kino softly.  No matter how tense the events in his life got, he was always the one to seem as serene as a lake in summer.  “Truth be told, I think we might have a friend in the Goomba Henry.  He has asked many questions of the Ravens that strike into our own guarded knowledge, and he does not seem to hold the same excitement for the mission that Kolorado does.  It is respect for our island that restrains him, and I think he might be ultimately loyal to that.”
 
Ryok nodded in agreement.  “What of the cosmologist?  She’s the only Koopa that matches Kolorado for expertise, but I don’t see what looking at the stars has to do with excavating a volcano.  We should keep an eye out for her, as well.”
 
“There are many arguments between the two old ones,” Sulei said.  “I’m wondering why Kolorado brought her along if he dislikes her so much.  Maybe a past rivalry?”
 
“Or perhaps something that runs deeper than we know,” Kino pondered.  “I’ll stick close to them tomorrow.  They were discussing having a personal attendant to carry their packs and stay near the front of the line with them, anyway.”
 
“So they’re becoming frightened of the jungle,” said Sulei with a grim smile.  “It always happens that way, when they least expect it.  If it weren’t for Mario, the old man wouldn’t have made it through last time.  Now that he has a whole crew with him, they move clumsily and clank around with their burdens.  Disaster isn’t far behind.”
 
“Don’t invite bad omens,” said Ryok.  “Having them fail isn’t in our best interest, you know.  Whatever doom they experience, we experience.  We’re all in the same canoe here.”
 
Sulei grumbled.  “Don’t take away all my fun.  I know we have to protect them, at least initially, but my point about exposure still stands.  This jungle breaks those who don’t understand it.  Each leaf in this place is enough to turn one naïve Koopa inside-out and leave him crying for his shell.  Only the Ravens, I’m convinced, truly belong here.  Even we feel strange in it, incomplete and unwelcome.  The plains and forests of the Dinosaur Lands are where our ancestral roots are.”
 
“Not that tired old speech again,” said Ryok, rolling his eyes.  “Come on, Sulei, we all know how much you hate this place.  No one’s stopping you from leaving.”
 
“True, no one’s hindering my progress, personally, but I’m not departing without rescuing you two from this gloomy sandpit.  I might be rough, but I’ve got certain morals.  Enjoying the sun, blue skies, and green grasses of some faraway paradise and knowing I didn’t do everything I could to knock some sense into my friends wouldn’t mix well.”
 
“A hero to the last,” Ryok snorted.  “I’m perfectly happy here.”
 
“I don’t think you are,” said Kino suddenly, shocking both of his comrades out of their argument.  “Ryok, you know you’ve told me many times you felt something missing from your life.  I expressed the same worry, but when someone offers an answer, you pull away.  Why else would you become so angry when Sulei mentions it?”
 
“Because the Yoshies need us here, that’s why,” said Ryok.  He sighed and let out all the reservations he had been holding at once.  “We can’t abandon them, even if we’d be better off somewhere else.  Without our hands, who would help them harvest the fruit and keep out the predators in the jungle.  Sure, there are others, but the numbers are slim enough as it is.  It’s a shameful cycle of existence we’ve got here, but there’s no way we’ll convince everyone to leave.”
 
“At least I know you realize it now,” said Sulei.  “You know it’s more than the habitat, though.  Yoshies do fine on Yo’ster Isle.  There’s something deep and dark about this island, and I’m positive the volcano, the ruins, the Ravens, and everything else are all connected to it in some way.”
 
“The Ravens are peaceful creatures,” said Ryok defensively.  “We can’t blame them for our own inabilities to adapt.”
 
“I don’t mean that they have a conscious involvement in whatever’s weird about this place,” said Sulei.  “I just mean they’re part of it, willingly or not.  It’s like symbiosis, but that doesn’t mean what’s controlling it is natural.  Things have only gotten worse since Mario came and gave us a brief glimpse of hope, but we were still relatively well-off then.  Fruit production has decreased, our own population has increased, and the attacks from the beasts in the jungle are more frequent.  Even the Piranha Plants are growing closer to our village, almost like they’re hedging in until they get close enough to weed us out.”
 
“Perhaps we’ll all be forced to move again before we know it, then,” said Kino, effectively putting an end to the conversation.  “Anyway, goodnight.”
 
The red Yoshi yawned and rolled over, his eyes already closed.  Sulei and Ryok looked at each other uneasily for another moment but then lay down, too, and the sounds of the night soon drowned out everything else.
 
That is, except for two Ravens perched in a high branch overhead.  The first bird blinked his glowing white eyes, and then the other did the same.  Both of their black feathers ruffled as a slight gust of wind blew through the canopy, and one hummed a tune that drifted and made the other shift on his scaly orange feet.  After a short response, the two strange creatures rocked back and forth and took to the air, flapping noisily away from the campsite.
 
~*~*~*~
 
Kolorado woke up earlier than anyone else the following morning and stepped out into the pre-dawn air.  It was still predominantly shadowy in the surrounding jungle, but a faint blueness was gradually permeating the sky and revealing familiar shapes in blurry hues of purple and gray.  Standing tall and stretching his arms out lazily, the Koopa glanced at the other tents and made certain none of the lanterns were glowing dimly from within the deeply green coverings.  Moments like these refreshed the sense of youth inside him that drove him on through all of his journeying.
 
Pleased, he went back to his tent and shook Henry awake.  The Goomba opened his eyes slowly, realized what had happened, and hopped up to prepare the place for packing.  After only three years of working together, they were already able to communicate wordlessly.  It helped that both of them were obsessed with organization and efficiency, too, always having to be sure that each brass cooking pan was in its proper place and all team members were ready to do their parts.  The cosmologist Mary had wryly compared them to the two opposite workings of a pocket watch: without one, the other would fail and rust over.
 
The metaphor wasn’t entirely accurate, but Kolorado did notice less things had gone wrong since Henry—fresh out of an archaeology program somewhere in Salinia—had signed up on his latest expedition and went globetrotting with him to some ruins in Sarasaland.  This most recent adventure would be the ultimate test of both their abilities, though. Mt. Lavalava grumbled bear-like somewhere over the thick tree clusters to the west, affirming the thought by its mere presence.
 
“Something’s been bothering me, Henry,” said the Koopa, fiddling with his snow-white mustache.  “The Yoshies we brought along with us, those three from the village near the southern shores, they seem to be awfully interested in what we’re doing.”
 
“Local curiosity, perhaps?” offered the Goomba, knowing the feeling Kolorado was talking about but not wanting to address it.  He liked the Yoshi’s foreign company too much.  “They’re harmless, I’d say. It’s the Ravens I’d offer the most caution towards.  They kept you out last time, remember.  Only Mario’s meeting with Raphael allowed you to tag along.”
 
Kolorado blustered to himself and poured a glass of gin and tonic.  He swirled it around thoughtfully in his hand, took a drink, and added a bit more tonic.  “I’ve come to think Mario was the only reason I had success last year.  That’s why it’s so imperative that we don’t mess up our most excellent opportunities here.  We have to be vigilant at all times, waiting for the inevitable obstacle!”
 
“Don’t you worry about that, sir,” said Henry, eyeing the half-emptied glass in his employer’s hands.  Drinking was a sure sign of the Koopa’s anxieties.  “We’ll pull through just fine.  The Piranha Plants were all run out of the volcano, and they were the only spot of difficulty last time.”
 
“Besides the crumbling platforms and molten magma, “said Kolorado thinly.  “Anyway, you’re absolutely correct.  I’m fretting far too much over these apparitions of danger.  It’s just that Mary’s with us this time, and I’d never hear the end of it if we had to pack up and take our losses.”
 
“She might be less interested in making professional fools out of us than you think.  Mary is awfully excited about getting to the summit as fast as possible, you know.  Even more mysterious, she didn’t become so vocal concerning her impatience until two or three days ago.”
 
“A lack of self-control on her part,” said Kolorado, obviously musing over Henry’s accusation.  “Yes, she does seem to be quite wound up over it, positively rattling her bones to get a closer peak at the sky. Humph!” he snorted.  “Probably some bloody constellation that only shows up once a century. She goes on and on about that droll stuff, assuming everyone in a ten mile radius is as intrigued as her about twinkling lights a billion miles away.”
 
“I use them for directional purposes, myself,” said Henry, trying to match the Koopa’s lightening mood.  “All the same, I’d think we should be the one training our eyes on her, in an investigative sense. There’s something not right about her intentions, that’s for sure.”
 
“Now you’re talking, my boy!” exclaimed Kolorado, setting the empty wine glass down.  “You’ve lifted my mood, you have.  It’s we who are the judgers and the juries, not her, not that old Mary bird.  We’ve got enough to think about without worrying over her and her queer aims, eh?  Yes, of course we do!  Thank you, Henry, lad.”
 
Henry was on the verge of making a snatch for the Koopa’s glass so he wouldn’t be able fill it again when a flaring red Yoshi stuck his head through the entrance of the tent.  Its tall eyes darted around, amazingly reflexive, and it spoke in a characteristically high-pitched voice before the others could respond.
 
“Sorry to bother you, sirs, but I could not help overhearing yesterday that you could use a personal aide to carry your things.  My two friends are more than able to bear our assigned tasks, so I’d be happy to take on the job here.”
 
“Er,” stumbled Kolorado, exchanging a hesitant look with Henry.  “That would be delightful… what was your name?”
 
“Kino, sir,” responded the Yoshi, his face featureless.  “I’ll be grazing outside, if you don’t mind.  Just call me when you’re ready to go.”
 
“Then that would be now,” said Kolorado, secretly indignant that the Yoshi was so near to rising as early as he had.  “No time to fool around with breakfast, you know.  The mountain awaits, and no one will drag us behind.  Henry, go help… whatever this fine chap’s name is prepare the men for a day’s march.”
 
“Kino, sir,” said the Goomba, bowing and following the Yoshi’s disappearing red tail out of the tent.  There were several loud whistles and shouts outside, and suddenly the camp was alive with movement and fiery determination.
 
Kolorado looked around tiredly, and after a few moment’s waiting, opened up his private chest once more and fingered the rolled-up edges of the ancient scroll resting under a pile of heirlooms and other trinkets.  His goal was edging more and more into sight, so close now that he could smell it as clearly as the ash and brimstone boiling nearby.
 
~*~*~*~
 
The end of the long day approached, and they were still traveling through the thickest part of the jungle when they came to a largely untouched stretch of ruins.  At the orders of Kolorado, all of the students and more experienced explorers went to work cataloguing the various designs and of course finding nothing beyond what the other relics had already taught them.  The piles of stones were merely the remnants of a long wall and stone gate through which different tribesmen of whatever race had built them probably traveled under.  Since it was in the middle portion of the afternoon, though, and because they had not stopped for lunch, they all sat along the rubble and fragments and ate their meals.
 
Kolorado, Mary, Kino, and Henry were all gathered near the most complete portion of the granite gate.  The Yoshi, however, was removed from them and munching silently on a cantaloupe he had found in a nearby tree.  After he brought them each a sample of the tree’s bounty, they thought little of his isolation and left him alone.
 
“It’ll be tomorrow before we even reach the mountain’s base at this point,” said Mary.  The Parakoopa’s wings were flattened against her red shell, proving the disappointment inherent in her words.  “The jungle is far denser than you reckoned, Kolorado.  Too much underbrush.”
 
“Pah! Woman, you don’t know the half of it,” said the Koopa, tearing off a piece of a sandwich and chewing it roughly.  “The moss and thickets are nothing compared to the deep bamboo forests of Chai or the snow-covered alps in Easton.  Henry and I bushwhacked and scaled them with ease, so just be patient.  Our initial estimation was only skewered by the amount of ruins we have encountered.  It is important that a true archaeologist consider them all.”
 
“Don’t lecture me.  Your wife and I have had correspondence about that.  So intelligent for the spouse of an old windbag,” she said, leaning back and laughing.
 
Henry cracked a smile but covered it when Kolorado looked to him for support.  “The boss is right, ma’am.  We can’t leave any stone untouched.”
 
“And my wife is lucky to have me just as much as I am her, and she’ll tell you it,” Kolorado said, not entirely sure of the claim.  “Or why else would she tolerate all my expeditions?  That’s true love right there, you old maid.”
 
Mary simply gave a greater chuckle at that and finished off her soup.  “I forgot how much fun—for me at least—it was to march along on these blundering trips.  Half the fun is in guessing where you’ll take personal offense next.”
 
“Come on, Henry!” he shouted vehemently, rising and spilling his bread and vegetables all over the ground.  “We don’t have to take this.”
 
“Good!” cackled the Parakoopa.  “A nice walk and a cooling’s just what the doctor ordered.  Or do archaeologists specialize in medicine, as well?”
 
Kino watched as the Goomba and his steaming employer trudged off into the jungle alone.  He shook his head in mild frustration and trotted after them.  It was getting dark again, already, or at least dim enough so the canopy didn’t let through the last waning rays of the sun.  Whatever predators prowled in this part of the island would undoubtedly soon awake, famished and ready to make a dinner out of anything that crossed their paths.
 
~*~*~*~
 
“I really don’t understand why you had to do that,” said Henry.  “She would have thought you were simply angry and wanted to think a bit without all of the theatrics.”
 
“Well, I always did want to be a dramatist,” said Kolorado, chortling.  “Anyway, now the entire camp we’ll think we’ve simply run off.  The burden of having had to bring them along is solved.”
 
“The South Mushroom Trading Company, not to mention your wife, will be displeased when we make it back,” he said for the hundredth time since they’d boarded the ship half-way across the planet.  “It would have been safer if we had brought along Krueger and Champlain, as well.  They’ve traveled with you longer than I have.”
 
“And they’re dull and scientific, completely unable to take risks for discovery’s sake.  Worshippers of the controlled variable, you might say.”
 
“I must admit, this is somewhat exciting,” said Henry, looking around at the towering trees with sounds of wildness radiating all around them.  “Just like our latest adventure in Sarasaland.  To think, so much is at stake!”
 
“I might as well tell you what we’re looking for now,” said Kolorado.  “The same scroll I got in Chai which told of all the end-of-the-world nonsense—that’s the treasure we’re seeking.”
 
“The Breaking Altar?  I thought you’d dismissed that as hocus-pocus and turned the scroll in for recognition,” said Henry, narrowing his eyes.
 
“Well, I still do think it’s claptrap and all that, but it doesn’t mean the Altar doesn’t exist.  The people of this island probably built it as heads of some administrative religion, stating that there were others in faraway corners of the world for the effect of scale.  Most importantly, whatever is inside will be completely untainted and centered around the highest of this ancient race’s history.  It will finally unlock the secrets of my archaeological masterpiece:  the identity of the Mt. Lavalava ancestors.”
 
“If it exists,” said Henry doubtfully.  “You’re right, though.  It’s a possibility we can’t afford to pass up.”
 
“Never leave any stone unturned!” they said in unison, marching onward.
 
As the night slowly crept back upon them, though, it became wearisome work carrying the even the barest packs they had strapped over their shoulders.  Grumbling and sweating, stopping at intervals, they finally came to rest against the broad trunk of a tree and sat down, breathing heavily.  A furry anteater and her young waddled by before them, inattentive, probably back home to their burrow for rest and a new start in the morning.  Gloriously gleaming, the moon could be seen through a wide patch in the overreaching branches above, and it gave them hope that their destination was near at hand.
 
“We must be close,” said Kolorado, groaning as he shifted his backpack off and lay it down beside him.  “When I marked the underground entrance last time, I know it was not more than three hours’ trekking from the gate.  We should have found it by now, in fact.”
 
“Without markers, distance traveled can be confused by any odd conditions,” Henry said, as if by rote.  “We’re simply too anxious to get there.”
 
“Maybe so,” admitted Kolorado.  “I’m not much too excited for anything with all of this dreadful weight to carry, though.  Perhaps we should have brought one of the Yoshies.”
 
“I was not supposed to follow you, sir?” asked Kino, stepping out from the brush behind them.  “Sorry, but it was trouble enough catching up with you.  I couldn’t find what path you had taken as quickly as I would’ve liked.”
 
“Er,” Kolorado stammered, thinking that he had a habit of doing it around Kino and his unpleasant surprises.  “No, no, I just didn’t think you’d be able to keep up the pace.  Now that you’re here, though, how about carrying some of our stuff?  It’s hard work.”
 
Kino gave something reminiscent of a smile and piled their packs onto his saddle, which had already been deprived of his previous load back at the camp.  This new weight was not even a noticeable fraction of what he had been porting around.  In addition, it was not the process of finding their trail that had cost him so much time in following them.  He had only gone back to inform Ryok and Sulei of the secretive departure, and they were probably not far behind, waiting in the shades of the jungle so the Koopa and Goomba would not perceive their own hidden designs.
 
“You are quite a remarkable tracker, Kino,” said Kolorado tentatively, not even knowing if the Yoshi liked being talked to.  He’d never seen the strange creatures converse except with each other.  “In all honesty, we did not mean for anybody to find us.”
 
“I know that,” the crimson-colored Yoshi said plainly.  “That is why I made sure no one followed.  Your tiff with the Parakoopa was most likely sufficient, but I knew you wouldn’t want me to gamble the matter.”
 
“And you were right in that,” said Kolorado sternly, although he wasn’t sure why.  The Yoshi had been nothing but a convenient and genial help throughout the expedition.  “So, we are coming up on an entrance I know of, a sort of subterranean tunnel which comes about where I ended my last exploration of the volcano.  Are you prepared to follow us in and brave the dangers of Plit’s most volatile foundations?  It’s a terrifying prospect, you must admit, for those inexperienced in such dealings, eh?”
 
“I would not have signed up for the task if I weren’t willing to follow you all the way to the bowels of the earth, sir,” said Kino, emotionless.  “Though, if you are trying to get rid of me, just say so.  I would immediately turn back and keep all knowledge I’ve gained in following you a secret.”
 
“Alright, we’re convinced.  Just keep that promise,” said Henry, looking worriedly at Kolorado.  “By the way, what do you know of the Ravens?  I noticed you and your comrades were discussing something as they began to chant on the first day of our journey.”
 
“They were issuing a warning in song to not go any farther,” said Kino, carefully testing at which point he would need to stretch the truth.  So far, none of the answers they required were compromising.  “We know almost nothing about them, except that they seem to have a deep respect for the ruins and the volcano itself.  They have been here for a very long time, it would seem.”
 
Kolorado shuffled nervously and started to ask another question, but one more stride brought them through a last curtain of broad leaves and into a clearing.  There was a wide hole in the ground, with steps descending down into pitch blackness.  No noise emanated upward, and the depth seemed to go on forever.
 
“We’re here,” said the Koopa, looking back with a grin.  “Come on, then.”
 
~*~*~*~
 
“They’ve found the Forbidden Passage,” whispered Ryok, his face full of the fright of not knowing what lay beyond.  “Those marks in the branches above, glimmering faintly…” he trailed off, gesturing.
 
“An admonition from the Ravens,” said Sulei.  “We can’t let Kino go in there.  He doesn’t see them.”
 
“He doesn’t need to,” said the other Yoshi quietly.  “The Forbidden Passage is common knowledge to us all.”
 
“And yet he goes in without even a whimper,” snapped Sulei.  “We can’t let them get away with this.  I’m going back to warn the villagers.  More than anything the Ravens have told us through their odd ways not to approach that tunnel.  For so long we assumed it didn’t exist, but now it’s all fitting together.  The strange happenings with the island creatures, the furtive motives of Kolorado, his sudden departure from the group, his almost miraculous discovery of this place, and of course the Ravens’ various signs throughout this expedition—something very bad is going to happen if we don’t stop them.”
 
“Maybe,” said Ryok uneasily, gripped by the intangible aura of death radiating from the pit in the clearing before them, “maybe you’re right.  I have to get Kino out of there, though, and you can’t go back alone.”
 
“There’s no time to waste, unfortunately,” Sulei said grimly.  “Don’t come after me until you have Kino.  After I tell the villagers, I’m leaving on one of those explorers’ boats.  I’ll wait two days, and then I’m departing, with or without you guys.  It’s gone on too long.”
 
Without a reply from his friend, the Yoshi barreled off into the darkness.  Ryok wanted to call after him, to tell him it was all coincidental and overreacting, but he could not fight off the supernatural paralysis that had gripped his body.  It was as if it was repelling him from chasing after Kino, or maybe just from descending into the folds of the earth, where some terrible secret was hidden from mortal hands.
 
He screwed up as much courage as he could muster and fluttered in, dropping down, down, down into the infinite shadows until all the remaining light of the moon and stars were utterly erased.
 
~*~*~*~
 
Sulei, meanwhile, was fleeing desperately from the same fears and crashing through thickets as fast as his legs could carry him.  Everything went by in a mixed blur of darkness and omens, each foretelling something more horrible than the one before.  Noises, growls of encroaching predators, saturated the air around him and closed in no matter where he ran to and no matter how hard he pounded the ground with his feet.
 
He was shattered finally by a wall of invisible umbrage, and as he recovered his vision and looked up, he saw two floating eyes pierce his skull and disrupt the patterns of his mind.  The form of the abominable murkiness—the demon newly unleashed upon the island—seeped through the air and into his body, expelling the life and the spirit out of his flesh and into nothingness.  It assumed everything, Yoshi eyes now blank and soulless, swift feet now heading back towards the underground tunnel with malicious intent.
 
Here, too, it began to rain, and the storm billowed ever on to the distant curve of the ocean.
Chapter Twelve: Reforming the Lines
 
They came in the rains, they came in the snow, they came towards us always and let fire upon the enemy.  A cheer rang out for the glory of the Mushroom Army.
 
Unknown, Voices of the Liberation
 
South of Vista Hill, The Mushroom Kingdom
 
It was near sunset when Mario and Koover reached the opposite side of the newly-formed lake.  The three Mushroomer soldiers who had survived the flood stepped off the makeshift raft after them, followed by the rest of the citizens.  All around were the cold aspens that ran along the Rugosa Plateau, a high table of dry earth which had once overlooked the now drowned Mushroom Forest.
 
This was where the other end of the underground tunnel which began in Toad Town was said to come out, but it was also the only other place these stranded survivors had left to go.  Every movement and decision they made seemed as a dream, dark and terrible like the visions of a thousand corpses at the bottom of the flooded valley.  Any hope of meeting more who had not been overtaken by the waters had left most of them long ago, but the persistence of Mario and Koover, along with the promise of higher grounds, drove them on.
 
“It’ll be safe to set up camp here for now,” said Mario.  He walked over to a row of bushes and pushed one of its red berries into his mouth.  “The guards can pick these for the others.  Koover, we’d better do some scouting.”
 
The Koopa nodded and joined him, walking away from the heavy sounds of spikes as they were driven into the ground.  Brusque orders were being shouted, supplies were being unpacked, and life was moving on.  Still, the unbearable weight of eternity pressed in on all sides, forcing them to realize that their situation was precarious and could easily turn to disaster.
 
They were utterly silent for the longest time, just walking beside each other, not knowing what to say until Koover approached the practical.  That, at least, was safe conversation.
 
“The food sources here won’t last very long,” said the Koopa.  “We can’t brave Bowser’s army, so our only chance might be finding an overpass to the summit of Midas Mountain.”
 
“If we can find one,” Mario replied.  “Luigi used to hike all over these lands, you know…”
 
“His death is not certain,” said Koover slowly.  “We should keep up our hopes.”
 
“It’s so hard to do anything right now, with the Princess, Toad, Luigi, and all of our friends missing, most likely perished.  Why did it happen to us, Koover?  The Star Spirits looked on while we were destroyed, letting the evils of Bowser go unpunished.  He should have been the one wiped out, not us.”
 
“I try not to think about it like that.  If the Star Spirits could’ve saved us, they would.  They’re not all-powerful, though.  Just there for guidance, you know?”
 
“Yeah, I suppose,” said Mario.  “But if they aren’t, then who is?  I can’t accept that we have complete control over our destinies.  We’re too small, too weak.  We know too little.”
 
“That is true,” Koover replied simply.
 
They were by now completely out of sight and sound of the others, and the thinness of the widely separated trees passed them on either side as they walked.  The paths of brittle pine needles they walked over were tanned and untainted by the footsteps of thought.  Only the insects and squirrels that lived up here near the top of the world were welcomed and comfortable in the secluded woods.  Meanwhile, they felt as strangers drifting through the quiet country of a foreign people, mere visitors in the implacable march of existence.
 
“There is something familiar about this place, despite its newness,” said Mario, looking at the bright patches in the sparse canopy.  “As if no matter where I was born, I might call this my homeland.”
 
“You know, I think I’m feeling something like that, too,” said Koover, breathing in deeply.  “So clean and pastoral, even more so than the Mushroom Forest.”
 
Mario stopped suddenly and fell low to the ground.  Startled, Koover followed suit and whispered, “What’s wrong?”
 
“Two figures in the grass,” said Mario, gesturing ahead.  “Come on.”
 
As they approached, though, the silhouettes gradually became blurry and then faded away into nothingness.  Neither Koover nor Mario saw any sign of them when they looked around in confusion.  It was as if they had been mirages, dazed figments of the two worn heroes cheated imaginations.
 
“Keep on your guard,” said Mario, needlessly.  “There’s something else, now… something wrong.”
 
The winds picked up, bending the frail trees and shooting dry leaves through the spaces of the cold air.  Grating, arid, a scorching growl built up unbearably and then whittled away into an uneasy silence.  As the pair stopped and waited, thick roots slid beneath the earth, and branches overhead strained outwards.
 
“We should head back, Mario.  It was a mistake to come here.”
 
“Yeah,” said the human slowly, backing up.  “Maybe you’re right.”
 
A pale mask of fear washed over their faces, and the rumble of the unseen monster grew hideously again.  They covered their ears from the horrible sound and fell to the ground, writhing.  All around them the scene of the thrashing forest inverted, twisting into another landscape, and they soon found themselves on a barren island in the middle of an endless gray ocean.
 
“Great,” said Koover.  “Not thirty minutes after we leave camp, and we’re already in trouble.”
 
“Sorcery,” spat Mario, his fists clenched and eyes blazing.  “Probably a Magikoopa.  That peaceful feeling we had was a trap designed to lead us here.”
 
“Where is he, then?”
 
Mario shouted loudly, “Show yourself!  Face us!”
 
There was a haze of darkness in the distance, periodically disappearing and materializing again, each time coming closer and closer.  It zigzagged across the infinite surface of the dead sea, snapping and cackling as it approached.  A rush of wind and hissing air followed its movements, exploding as claps of lightning in the distance.
 
“Stand your ground,” said Mario.  “It’s only a visual illusion.  It’s not real!”
 
“Oh, yeah, sure,” mumbled Koover.  “I… I knew that.”
 
The glassed-over ocean turned red with the thickness of blood, and the clear sky became ripe with a purple-infused black that shows on the night of a storm.  Ships with torn hulls and skeleton crews appeared, moaning, grinding across the crimson waters in all directions.  There was also the shadow shape still moving fleetingly among its creations, now almost in reach of the small strip of land they were standing on.
 
“Now is it fake?” asked Koover.
 
“Just a really powerful image,” said Mario, but his voice was not reassuring.  “If we run towards it, he won’t be able to keep the illusion up.  All at once now… go!”
 
They ran out yelling as bravely as they could, and as they leapt over the limit of the island, the water phased over into earth below their feet.  Ships of the dead dulled into clarity, passing through them without so much as a breeze, and soon the aspen grove reappeared.
 
“Now, then,” said Mario, breathing quickly, “we’ll take care of that villain.  He’s got to be around here.”
 
“I don’t think I want to find him,” said Koover.  He sniffed at the air. “Wait…”
 
A flaming skull screeched behind them, and darkness overwhelmed their minds.  Both fainted, and soon silence returned over their motionless bodies.
 
~*~*~*~
 
“I am positive,” said the Reznoth decisively.  His nostrils flared, and the scales running along his arms had brightened.  “Something evil was here.  It is gone now.”
 
“That’s comforting,” said Luigi.
 
He gave a wry half-grin and brushed a low-hanging cluster of branches from their path.  The wind had picked up gradually as they advanced towards the valley where the Mushroom Village had been.  It sloped down steeply from the opposite side of the Rugosa Plateau, and they wondered how deeply it was flooded.  They didn’t count on anything being left, but their next destination was Midas Mountain, regardless, since that was where any survivors would’ve fled to.
 
“The scent is strengthening,” said Rezan.  “To the east.”
 
They nodded at each other and went opposite ways, forming a wide circle around where the Reznoth had pinpointed the smells.  As Luigi ran, he noticed the color of Rezan’s scales changed, allowing the creature to blend in with the forest.  He only hoped he was half as unnoticeable.
 
“Luigi,” whispered a voice to him, feminine and familiar.  “Luigi, I’m over here.”
 
“Princess?” muttered Luigi, already stopped with leaves and mud thrown up under his shoes.  “Where are you?”
 
“This way,” the voice called, farther away this time.
 
Luigi could now tell where it was coming from, though, so he started towards it.  It didn’t seem right that Peach would be so calm, unless she was hurt and couldn’t speak any louder.  Forgetting about Rezan and with the hopes that his friends might still be alive, he wandered away in the direction of the voice.
 
Meanwhile, the Reznoth ran swiftly, completing the circle and vaulting into one of the shorter pines when he caught a glimpse of something in the fallen leaves.  He let out his claws and grappled the rest of the way up the trunk, trying to get a clearer view.  There were definitely two figures, each about the same size, lying prostrate and unmoving on the ground.
 
With a muffled grunt, Rezan swung from one branch to another and made his way through the canopy to where he could easily drop down over the pair of bodies.  He looked down at them again, but they were mostly covered in mud and unrecognizable, so he brought out his plasma gun and held it carefully at his side.  The winds were howling now, forcing him to hold on tightly to the tree with the sharp claws of his feet.
 
He sniffed again at the air and pivoted his head slowly, wondering what was taking Luigi so long.  At the rate he was going, the human should have been there around the same time he was, but it was now two minutes and still no sign of his green clothes.  After waiting another minute, he checked the stability of the branch he was standing on and dropped down from one to the next, eventually landing with a crackle of leaves on the forest floor.
 
The dirt-covered figures were gone.
 
Rezan growled and trained his gun in a sweep around him.  There weren’t any depressions in the mud to indicate someone had been laying there, but he knew he had seen them.  Then he heard something among the low sounds of splintered twigs rolling over the ground.  It was a dull growl, rising higher and deeper before it vanished completely.
 
Suddenly tense, the Reznoth jumped back into the trees and crouched low, waiting.
 
~*~*~*~
 
Mario woke up gagged and tied to one of six stone pillars surrounding a raised altar, with his vision flushed before him like a restless night’s sleep.  He struggled again to get loose when he saw his brother lying motionlessly on the cracked platform before him, but his bonds were wrapped too tightly.
 
Though unconscious, Luigi was spread without ropes across the altar, but Koover was bound as Mario was against one of the other pillars.  His eyes were closed, and his head was turning as he grappled out of the deep sleep that had so suddenly consumed the three of them.  Leaves in the trees rustled peacefully, calmly, whispering as if nothing menacing existed over the whole length of the earth.
 
“What have we gotten ourselves into now?” the human muttered darkly.  “Koover!  Koover, can you hear me?”
 
“Mario?” said the drowsy Koopa, just opening his eyes.  “Where are we?”
 
“Still in the forest, I think.  Try to keep your voice down.”
 
“No problem,” said Koover, straining to look around.  “It must have been an illusion, after all.  The last apparition scared me senseless.”
 
“It wasn’t only the skull that caused us to faint.  Something else willed it, messed with our consciousness.  Whatever it is should still be close waiting to make its next move.  We’ve got to get out of the ropes before it comes back.”
 
“Hey, Luigi!” shouted Koover, immediately softening his voice.  “I mean, I didn’t see him.  We should try to wake him up.”
 
“No use,” said Mario.  “He’s out cold, otherwise he’d be tied up like we are.  Why he was put on the altar, though, I’m not sure.  I just know I don’t want to stick around to find out.”
 
“Mario, look,” the Koopa exclaimed as a bundle of ropes fell at the human’s feet.  “You’re free!”
 
“Odd,” said Mario, running around to look behind the pillar.  He picked up the binding and studied the frayed edges.  “It’s been cut by something.”
 
“I must ask you to be quiet,” said a raspy voice from above, and they both looked up.  A reptilian humanoid was bent over the top of the pillar and suddenly jumping across them to where Koover was.  “Excuse my abruptness,” he said as he let the Koopa loose.  “I am a friend of Luigi’s and am here to help you.”
 
“Can’t argue with the results,” said the human, rubbing the stiffness out of his wrists.  “Let’s get Luigi and make a break for it.  We don’t want to be here when whatever it is that captured us returns.”
 
“I’m not certain that’s an option,” said the Reznoth.  He shouldered Luigi and sniffed lightly at the air.  “There is great power in this thing.  It may be watching us as we speak.”
 
“You know what it is?” asked Koover.
 
“It is a demon from the Unspoken One,” said Rezan plainly.  “I cannot yet tell you how I know this.  It would compromise my position.”
 
“Are you at least going to let us know your name?” Mario asked.  “That’s awfully cryptic and suspicious for a stranger, even for one who just helped us out.  I expect I’m willing to believe almost anything after what’s happened during the past few days, though.”
 
“Rezan is my name,” said the reptile.  “I am a Reznoth, long absent from my homeland.  That is all I can tell you now.”
 
“As long as we know a little bit, I guess,” said Mario uneasily.  “Do you have any idea what we should do next?  I’m up for suggestions.”
 
“We must continue northwards, towards the Castle Koopa,” said Rezan.  “I am convinced we shall find our next clue to unravel the source of the flood there.  Even if not, we’re meant to go, I think.”
 
“First, though, I must inform the other survivors,” said Koover.  “They are waiting at the valley’s edge, hopefully looking for the other end of the tunnel that leads to Toad Town.  Others might have come through it unharmed.”
 
“On the other hand, we’ll need as much help as we can get before we go marching into the middle of Bowser’s throne room,” said Mario.  “I say we head back, round up as many soldiers as we can, and then storm the keep.”
 
“Or at least infiltrate it,” corrected Rezan, who had a more secretive venture in mind.  “According to the sun’s position,” he said, studying the sky, “the valley should be this way.”
 
They followed him, and the altar glowed faintly as they left before diminishing again into silence.
 
~*~*~*~
 
When they returned to camp, a surprise greater than the deadly illusions in the forest awaited them.  The small band of survivors had grown to almost five-thousand, and all the citizens of Toad Town were crowded along the wide plateau.  Mario and his company were greeted warmly by Mayor Upton, Master Erasmus of the dojo, the Shaman Merlon, and a strange Mushroomer with his red Yoshi.  After brief introductions, they gathered away from the crowd and discussed their situation.
 
Mario was still thinking of Luigi, though, lying in state within the Mayor’s tent.  Nothing the medical officers had done succeeded in bringing him out of his deep sleep.  “I’m glad you all made it to the tunnel in time.  Our own people were not so fortunate.”
 
“We would not have been either if it weren’t for the heroics of Genji and Roshi,” said Upton, proudly gesturing to the lone Mushroomer and Yoshi hovering outside the circle of leaders.  “They spotted the incoming waters soon enough for us to make a retreat, and thankfully the evacuation tunnel had not caved in from disuse.”
 
“Let us not question the movement of the Stars, then,” Merlon intervened.  “I believe Mario has something important to address, something that all of us are a part of.”
 
“Rezan here,” said the human, “saved our lives.  He thinks the Enemy is behind the flood and has been sending creatures of his into this world to stop us from figuring out something.  I’m inclined to believe him, gentlemen, as nothing else makes sense now.  We’re being attacked, plain and simple, by forces beyond our control.  Building on that, Rezan says our next step in fighting back is at Castle Koopa.  We must force Bowser’s hand before he strikes at us in our weakness.”
 
“I concur with Mario,” said Erasmus, looking strangely at Rezan.  A flash of familiarity existed between the two, and the Reznoth nodded his head imperceptibly.  “His new friend is right.  We cannot wait idly while Bowser prepares an assault force.”
 
Mayor Upton stood up grimly.  “If you’re decided on this, then I’m willing to relinquish command of Toad Town’s battalions over to you, Mario.  We have eight-hundred good men now under the command of General Genji, recently promoted.”
 
“Me?” asked the odd Mushroomer suddenly.  “I can’t lead an army!”
 
“You’re the best officer our town has,” said Upton.  “I wouldn’t have it any other way.”
 
“We’d be proud to go into battle with Mario,” said Roshi for his friend, giving a salute.  “What are your orders?”
 
“Gather twenty of those men and be ready to depart in an hour,” said the human.  “Since we don’t outnumber them, we’ll have to go in the back way, so to speak, and scale down the cliffs of Vista Hill once we reach the entrance.  There are countless caverns into the passageways of the underground complex, and we can make our way through it that way.  It’s what Luigi and I used to always do.”
 
“The rest will travel with us westward, then,” said Upton.  “We’re going to make our way to Land’s End and rendezvous with the Grand Mushroomer Army.  Genji, who will you take?”
 
The Mushroomer was about to speak when the dojo master interrupted him.
 
“I’ll take the honor of being the first to sign up,” said Erasmus, his old bones crackling as he stood up.  “Don’t worry.  It’d take a hundred of you young ones to match my energy, heh heh heh. Hack!  Cough!  Wheeze!”
 
“You’re welcome to come,” Mario said.  “Merlon?”
 
“You’ll have to forgive me,” replied the Shaman, “but I must tend to Luigi.  I wish to explore his mind, where I might be able to bring him back to this reality.  If what Rezan says is true and he has been affected by an agent of the Dark One, then it might be his only chance.”
 
“I shall stay, as well,” said the Reznoth.  “My lot, for now, lies with Luigi.”
 
Mario nodded solemnly.  “Do whatever you can, Merlon.  We can’t lose him after all we’ve already lost.  It’s too hard.”
 
“Go in favor of the Stars, Mario,” said Merlon, nodding.  “And may the peace that passes understanding be with you.”
 
~*~*~*~
 
“We’re too late,” said Koover one hour later, expressing the fear that consumed all of them as they came out of the forest and looked out over the wide waters.
 
Across the Vista Sea sailed over a thousand black ships, slicing through the waves and heading westward along the borders of the coastline.  Although they were far removed from shore, they could see the flags of the Koopa Kingdom flying high on their masts and waving gloomily in the dull wind.
 
“The illusion in the forest made manifest,” said Mario to himself.  Only Koover looked at him silently.  “Bowser knows we are weakened.  He is coming to wipe out all that is left at Land’s End.”
 
“Do not give up hope yet,” said Erasmus.  “The Grand Mushroom Army is a match for even a fleet the size of this one.  Now that they have left, at least, few will be guarding the castle.”
 
“The Master is right,” said Mario, suddenly relieved.  “Genji, take ten of the men and start down the cliff near the end of the bridge.  The rest of you, we’ll climb up the side of the castle itself and find a way inside from the top.  With most of the archers probably gone, we might actually have a chance of making it.”
 
They made it across the bridge without any resistance, and as they walked up to the solid face of the keep, no sounds could be heard from inside or above.  It was indeed as if the entire Koopa Kingdom had taken up and moved away, never to return.  The only familiar sight was the circle of vultures flying overheard, constantly in search of a soldier unfortunate enough to incur the wrath of King Bowser.
 
“It’s like a ghost house,” said Genji.  He was standing beside Roshi, letting the dinosaur rest after carrying him all the way through the forest.  “Maybe no one’s in there.”
 
“They wouldn’t leave the castle completely unguarded,” said Koover.  “We won’t have as much trouble, though.  Shall we get started?”
 
“When we do meet in the upper levels,” added Erasmus before they split up, “we should find the library and Kamek’s quarters.  I have a hunch that the Magikoopas have been investigating the flood.”
 
After Genji and his troops left the safety of the bridge to climb carefully down the hill face, Mario and the rest began looking for a safe place to scale the castle walls.  They found a mossy patch on the eastern side that was usually protected by twenty skilled archers lined against the battlements, but none were there for the moment.  Without any hindrance or danger of being knocked off, all of them, including Erasmus, reached one of the lower towers of the keep in a little under thirty minutes.  It was the work of another five to force open the wooden hatchway at the base and work their way into an armory hall.
 
Arrows, swords, maces, and other staple weaponry of the Koopa Kingdom lined the walls on either side, so Mario ordered the men to arm themselves as lightly as they could.  A small mess hall for the archers was beyond, and they ate whatever appeared to be fresh, now completely ready to explore the inner sanctums of the castle.
 
A twisting stairwell led into another, larger hallway that appeared to be the junction of the tower they had climbed and the central area.  The library would be located there, and Kamek’s quarters would probably be behind or near the throne room.  As they made their way towards it, though, shadows coiled across the far wall, and the clanking of metal could be heard growing louder.
 
“Company,” said Koover dryly.  “Should we take them out or find another way through?”
 
“There’s no other way to the entry hall unless we find another tower,” said Mario.  “Let’s just see how many there are and play it by ear.”
 
A pair of Jawfuls lumbered through the entrance with their giant forks swaying and came towards the intruders stupidly until something clicked inside them.  The one on the right growled, and its partner waited a second or two before joining in, banging its weapon angrily against the stone floor.
 
“It’s hard to find good help, I guess,” said Mario, grinning.
 
“If you’ll excuse me,” said Erasmus.  “They’ll not be too much trouble.  Cough!  Wheeze!  Hack!”
 
The old Mushroomer stumbled up in front of the pair and politely cleared his throat.  “Now see here, brutes, we’re going to have to bypass you.  I’d stand aside and think nothing of it, if our roles were reversed.”
 
The Jawfuls guffawed and ambled forward, dead on the floor in an instant.  Erasmus had jumped over them, one leg on each, and with a twist of his feet as he sailed, their necks were broken.  Both heavy corpses slumped to the ground and lay there motionlessly.
 
“Hack! Cough! Wheeze!  Well, what are we waiting for?”
 
“Impressive,” said Mario, choked on his own surprise.  “How old are you again?”
 
“Old enough not to keep count any more,” said the Master.  He stretched back and placed a hand at the base of his spine for support.  Slowly, he picked up his cane and walked towards the door on the far end.  “Come on, youngsters.  We don’t have all day.”
 
They all entered through the next archway and came out into the main hall, towering and replete with tapestries and statues of all varieties.  If they hadn’t be so connected with the bad memories he had of Peach being kidnapped and his near-death battles with Bowser, Mario might have even admired the grand scale of the Koopa King’s vision.
 
“It’s eerie,” said Koover, his voice echoing across the wide expanse of the ceiling.  “No one here, and yet we know how terrible a place it is, how much evil it represents.  I can’t get my mind off of the size of it all.”
 
None of them said anything, and Mario led the way to the library.
 
~*~*~*~
 
Genji T. and the other soldiers climbed through one of the lower caverns and came out in the dungeon.  It occupied the entire floor, containing hundreds of cells, and every dank corner was pervaded with the pungency of dried blood and rotted flesh.  Yellowed bones made brittle with age slumped at the walls behind iron bars, left there to decompose in confinement.  Despite all the traces of suffering, though, no guards were seen.  The complex appeared to be empty.
 
“I almost wish the scum were still here,” said Genji, teeth clenched.  “I’d show them a thing or two.  This is… this is horrible!”
 
“It sure is, now get me out of here!” screamed a hoarse voice.
 
Roshi listened closely and led the troops to where it came from.  Parakarry had his hands wrapped tightly against the bars of a far cell, and his face was bruised and blackened.  Fortunately, he seemed to be recovering, but he was in no less of a hurry to get out.
 
“Stand back,” said Genji.  “Ok, guys, get him out of there.”
 
“Ahem,” said the Parakoopa as the soldiers grunted, trying to shift the weight of the bars.  “The keys are on that wall there.  Third row, second over.”
 
After considerable grumbling and a few more seconds, he was free.  Parakarry stretched his wings out and hovered around, trying to get the feeling back into them.  “A day or two in there is agonizing.  I can’t imagine a lifetime of it.  You have my thanks, but what brings you here?  And where did all the guards go?  Everyone left during the night and this morning.”
 
“Almost everyone in the castle left,” said Genji.  “We saw a thousand ships heading west, but Bowser has more troops than that, so I’m not certain where the rest went.  Whatever the reason, I’m sure it means war.”
 
“Out of the frying pan and into the fire, then,” said Parakarry wryly.  “What about the flood?  Did everyone… oh.”
 
The Parakoopa saw the deaths of the Mushroomers and other inhabitants of his home town as he looked into the pained eyes of his rescuers.  Ever since his capture, he’d convinced himself the moment of waves crashing over the streets of the Mushroom Village was only a terrible nightmare, illusory and precipitant of his own torturous experience in the dungeons of the castle.  Now, though, the reality of the catastrophe struck him harder than the flails of the prison guards and the starving and the promise to never see light of day again.
 
“Why did it happen?” he asked of no one, expecting no answer.
 
“Most from Toad Town survived,” Roshi said.  “Many from the Mushroom Village perished.  Only Mario, Luigi, and a handful of others have crossed our paths, but that doesn’t mean we should give up on them yet.”
 
“And Bowser escaped,” continued the Parakoopa, the wrongness in his mind unmitigated.  “It doesn’t seem right that he should live while all of us wonder in the wreckage of his old failure, waiting while victory submits itself to his claws.  Where are the Stars’ justice and mercy?”
 
“Come on, Parakarry,” said Genji.  His eyes were blank, and all he could offer was a promise of the future, implicit and baseless.  “Mario and the others are waiting for us top.  We’ve got to find out what caused all of this, what set its will against us.”
 
“As long we’re doing something,” said the Parakoopa grimly.  “Just don’t let me rest.  Don’t let me think.”
 
~*~*~*~
 
While the soldiers explored the abandoned castle and the other survivors marched along the hill lines, looking for an overpass to Midas Mountain, the Mushroom Forest slept uneasily.
 
The altar in the depths of the woods glowed strongly now, humming fiercely and rumbling the air.  Coursing, seething, a dark laugh emanated from the ancient pillars, followed by shoots of flames that burned the trees around them.  Smoke and blackness blotted out the serenity of the falling dusk.
 
It did not grow, did not dare to extend beyond the borders of the ancient relics.  Better to burn in deep assurance.  Better to hunger for the bones of the living.
Chapter Thirteen: Trials of the Forest
 
We depend on the trees like the air that we breath and the water that we drink from the river.  It fuels us, bends our livelihood to its will, and so we are its students—obedient and fearful.
 
Gaz T., Memoirs
 
Tadpole Pond, The Mushroom Kingdom
 
The thousands of refugees from Rose Town were packed tightly within the borders of Tadpole Pond, resting in a hesitant peacefulness after the terrors of the evacuation.  It had been hard to leave them there, frightened, confused, unknowing of the supernatural events looming over the dawn of every day.  As far as they were concerned, they had been uprooted from their ancestral homes without rhyme or reason and forced into a foreign land where all they could do was pray and hope for the best.
 
“They’ll be fine,” said Yoshi, keeping a careful watch on his friend.  “Frogfucious will keep them entertained, and besides, we did the only thing we could.  These omens are too muddled now for us to think clearly, so we have to act on what information we’re given.”
 
“History doesn’t look back kindly on presumptions,” said Ryanoshi, eyes downcast.  “Still, I don’t really care what our descendents think about us, but I want what’s right for them, nonetheless.  It’s just that we’re so small an influence and that we have no assurance of others working towards some higher aim as we are.  There’s too much faith involved, too much trust in something whose effects we’ve only heard through a no-account cook.”
 
 “Zat’s Chef Torte to you, bug-eyes,” said the unruly Terrapin, griping on trivial matters every step of the way.  “And don’t glare at moi like zat.  I’m a delicate genius, requiring ze utmost of your respectful treatment.”
 
“Oh, so he’s a delicate genius!” Admiral Bobbery exclaimed, his outstanding mustache furled in anger.  “A good packing in one of my cousin’s cannons ought to do him some good!”
 
“Stop it, both of you,” said Yoshi, frowning.  “We’d get there much faster if you two stopped bickering.”
 
Reluctantly, the Terrapin and the Bob-omb became quiet and simply stayed out of each other’s way.  Neither put it beyond himself to cast a sour glance at his rival every few minutes, though.
 
They finally passed out of sight of the town and over a cluster of hills into a deep valley.  Near the bottom was a fork in the road, with the northern passage leading into the dark green blur of the Forest Maze.  It stretched boundlessly to the edge of the continent and loomed ahead of them, almost taunting in the scope of its influence.
 
“You’re all going to hate moi for zis, but I must go down zere and get some mushrooms,” Chef Torte said.  “For our on-ze-road meals, you know.”
 
“No way,” said Bobbery.  “We’re not letting you run off so easily, and besides, we’re on a tight time schedule here.”
 
“We do need some supplies, though, and Rose Town was cleaned out by the citizens,” muttered Ryanoshi.  He sat down on a large rock and studied the two paths before them.  “If I sent Yoshi with you, how soon could you be back?”
 
“Forty minutes, tops,” said the Terrapin, grinning.  He made an odd gesture with one hand.  “Chef’s honor.”
 
“You can’t trust him with Master Yoshi, sir,” said the Bob-omb, fuming.  “He’ll stab him in the gullet the first chance he gets.”
 
“No Koopa’s going to get the better of me,” said Yoshi.  “I’ll be fine.”
 
“Then hurry up and get back,” said Ryanoshi, waving them away.  “We’ll stay here and lay out plans while you’re gone.  I’ve been wanting to ask the good admiral more about Frankly and his scroll, anyway.”
 
The pair watched them as they walked off quickly down the road and then noted the noon positioning of the sun.  Winter was approaching more swiftly every day, and the air was not much warmer than it had been during the first hours of the morning.  Biting, incessant, they could already feel the harshness of the coming snowstorms.
 
“Do you think Professor Frankly and Goombella are still excavating Land’s End?” asked Ryanoshi suddenly, eyes still trained on the wide vista ahead of them.
 
“They had barely started when they sent me here to look out for any strange signs from the Forest Maze.  If you’ll remember, it said something in the scroll about just such an area being involved in the prophecy, but…” Bobbery stopped, realizing something.  “Hey, that’s why you let Mr. Traitor and Yoshi go to down there, isn’t it?”
 
“It was one the driving reasons, yes,” said the dinosaur plainly.  “Don’t get me wrong, I’m not using them for bait.  In fact, I expect nothing to happen of any significance.”
 
“You should have just told them outright, laddie,” said the Bob-omb.  “That dino’s a good sailor.  He’d have done it if you’d asked.”
 
“Yes, but Chef Torte might not have.  Sure, he was there when you mentioned it earlier, but I’m sure it’s left his mind by now.  I’ve no doubt that he intends to escape, but then he’s not counting on my friend’s own remarkable abilities, either.  Worst case scenario, whatever he makes with those mushrooms won’t be worth the spit to digest it.”
 
“Then we’re truly wasting time,” said Bobbery with a raspy chuckle.  He coughed out smoke from the volatile chemicals of his innards and turned the helm on his back.  “This clean air is doing me horrors.  Give me a smog-chocked sea port any day of the week.”
 
“I recall,” said Ryanoshi, unconcerned, “you saying they thought they had found one of the entrances to these four Breaking Altars at the Thousand-year Door.  Furthermore, let me suggest that this Altar, being precedent to the forging of Plit, was sealed up by the same heroes that blocked off the Shadow Queen.”
 
“Makes sense,” said Bobbery, settling in the dry grass.  “Still, why would the Shadow Queen choose such a conspicuous and important place for her re-entry and then go about her business without trying to uncover its secrets?”
 
“That is all assuming that the Shadow Queen had a choice in the manner,” said Ryanoshi, smiling.  He held up a finger and considered something.  “Now, then, what if the Shadow Queen was simply one of the forces of evil, like the one Frankly estimated might be found in the Forest Maze?  True, she would have to have been uncommonly powerful and able to escape long before this Breaking of the World was due to occur, but it would put things into perspective.”
 
“Useless conjectures,” said the Bob-omb, puffing indignantly.  “We should be out doing something, not poring over data that we can’t utilize.  That’s one of the primary rules of combat, you know.”
 
“But it is important,” said Ryanoshi.  “Finally, I want you to consider this.  The Thousand-year Door was a trap, pure and simple.  Promising lavish treasures, it actually was a beyond-the-grave incentive from the Shadow Queen for mortals to free her.  As you know, it worked terribly well.”
 
“Don’t remind me,” said Bobbery, averting his gaze.  The images of navigating through the ethereal halls of the Palace of Darkness still haunted his memories.  “Get on with it, already.”
 
“My apologies,” said the dinosaur.  “In as few words as possible, I mean that the Breaking Shrine could be another ruse, like the so-called treasure behind the Thousand-year Door.  I don’t really have an explanation for the flood and any other predicted catastrophes, though, but it doesn’t mean we should throw out the theory.  Those we seek to stop by activating the Altars could be the very ones that are causing the disasters, willingly and without any connection to a preordained prophecy.”
 
“Whoah, you’re going off on a typhoon there,” said Bobbery.  “Don’t make things over-complicated.”
 
“Maybe,” said Ryanoshi, mind ablaze with troubling thoughts.  “Still, I’d like to have another talk with Frogfucious before we head off to the Mushroom Valley.  I’ll never rest easily if I don’t.”
 
~*~*~*~
 
“You know, I really do hate you,” said Chef Torte to his traveling companion as they drew closer to the line of dense trees towering before them.  “Just zought you’d like to know zat.”
 
“It’s nice to know you can be so honest with me,” mumbled Yoshi.  “Really, Torte, let’s try to make this as pleasant as possible.  We need to get in and get out, so don’t do anything stupid.”
 
“Oh, but zat takes all ze fun out of it,” said the Terrapin with mock disappointment.  “Really, Dino Breaz, you should lighten up.  It’s not like it’s ze end of ze verld or anyzing… oh, vait.”
 
“That’s it, I’m just ignoring everything dumb you say from now on.  Of course, that’s pretty much the same as ignoring you completely.”
 
Furious at losing the attention, Chef Torte considered bringing up the flood again but then thought better of it.  Soon he would be separated from this loser and off on his way to survival and riches, with or without his traitorous Apprentice.
 
Alzough it vould be fun to force him back into my hand, thought the chef in his thick accent.  A beaten pup serves its masteir all ze betteir, zey say.
 
“Just don’t be completely quiet, either,” said Yoshi warily.  “You’ll worry me over there, scheming your little head away.”
 
“Moi does NOT haf a small head, bronto brain,” the Terrapin said resentfully.  “If you vant to talk about big heads, zough, you take ze cake.  Ve’re talking bulbous cranium alert here.”
 
Yoshi ground his teeth but cast the ill thoughts away and straightened his shoulders.  Indifferent, he walked along silently for another few minutes until they finally entered the carved out grove that marked the beginning of the Forest Maze.  Golden specks of pollen floated in the thickly-scented air, and the tangled grass rose up to meet their knees.
 
Yoshi pointed to a hollow tree trunk jutting out from the middle of the coppice with moss growing over its sides.  Sunlight from bare patches in the canopy seemed to shine down only on that central edifice, as if indicating it was the single gateway to another world.  In many ways, of course, it was.
 
“No mushrooms ever grow out here,” said the dinosaur.  “It’s like the forest desires for its visitors not to linger, but to come in and remain here forever.  Too much deception, though, for such a friend.  This place is not to be trusted.”
 
“You’re joking right?” Chef Torte asked, and snorted derisively.  “It’s a bunch of leaves and vood , Yoshi, not some collective Mozeir Brain.  You talk like ze zing’s alive or somezing.”
 
“All plants are living things, if that’s what you mean.  That life force is something greater out here, though, as if all the trees and shrubs are working together and bound under one consciousness.”
 
“I should haf known you’d be a nut, too,” said the Terrapin, crossing his arms.  “Just lead ze vay, already.  Vere are ze mushrooms if not around here?”
 
“There are usually a few growing in the grove just beyond that tunnel.  Come on, we have to hurry.  Ryanoshi and Bobbery will expect us to get back within the hour.”
 
Reluctantly, Chef Torte followed Yoshi through the empty tree stump and through a dank, underground passage carved out of the earth.  After a minute or so of crawling, they climbed out of another trunk and found themselves in a much larger grove, replete with more of the same open stumps and several species of mushrooms growing along the borders.
 
“Perfect,” said the Terrapin, eagerly pulling out a roughly woven sack and stuffing as many of the delectable items as he could into it.  “Moi shall make a vonderful soup viz zese beauties.  Anticipate nozhing but ze best!”
 
While Chef Torte obsessed over gathering fungi, Yoshi sat down on a knot of moss and surveyed the area.  Even he with his knowledge of the forest’s deceit could not help but be lulled by the serenity all around them, and he began to hope that the Terrapin would never finish collecting the mushrooms.
 
“Hey, dumbo, get up,” said the tactless chef.  “Zere might be more shrooms behind you.”
 
“Oh, sorry,” said Yoshi, still in a daze.  He glanced up at the arching canopy, so thickly intertwined that the light from the sky only pressed against the green and gold of the leaves.  “It’s a shame we can’t stay here, Torte.  Maybe I was wrong about it.”
 
“You vere vrong about a lot of zhings, moron,” said Chef Torte spitefully, and smashed the dinosaur’s head in with his most durable pan.  “Neveir turn your back on a foreigner.  You neveir know vat vacky zings zey’ll do next.”
 
The Terrapin gleefully admired his handiwork before dragging the limp body under a cluster of berry bushes and piling twigs and clumped-together grass over the area to conceal the Yoshi’s tail.  Free once more, Chef Torte attempted an evil laugh and disappeared down the nearest tree trunk.
 
Of course, he had picked the wrong one.
 
~*~*~*~
 
“They should’ve been out by now, don’t you reckon?” said Admiral Bobbery, not expecting an answer.  “Maybe we should go in and pull ‘em out.”
 
“It is getting rather late,” Ryanoshi said uneasily, watching the sun sink to the west.  “We might never find them if we just go in without an idea where they are, though.  Perhaps I should’ve thought of this before now…”
 
“For someone so intelligent, you’re not very practical,” said the Bob-omb, working himself up into a fluster.  “What do you propose?”
 
“At the risk of sounding contradictory, that we enter the forest.  There’s really nothing else we can do.”
 
“Now those are the kinds of options I can deal with,” said Bobbery, his helm spinning excitedly.  “Well, are you up for a bit of bushwhacking?”
 
“Not so much,” said Ryanoshi, gulping.
 
Nevertheless, he followed the admiral down the hill and along the path that would take them into the Forest Maze.
 
~*~*~*~
 
“I svear ze entrance vas around here somevere,” said Chef Torte.  “Oh, bozeir.”
 
Instead of coming up through the single stump with the wide open fields of the Rose Meadow clearly before him, the Terrapin was in a larger subterranean chamber.  Brown earth was packed densely into walls, and the floor beneath him was hardened with coldness.  Patches of moss grew plentiful mushrooms along the ground, and he noticed that some of them seemed to be breathing, their caps expanding and deflating in regular intervals.
 
“Moi should probably head back and try anozeir tree trunk,” he said to himself, weighing the choices.  “Zen again, zere’s a suckeir in Seaside Town who pays big bucks for zese babies.  Can’t pass up an opportunity like zat, now can I?”
 
Giving into greed, the Terrapin ambled over to a healthy-looking group of mushrooms and began uprooting them, adding the best parts to his collection.  While he was whistling a cheerful tune, though, one of the “living” fungi pulled itself out of the earth and made a noise too low for Chef Torte to detect.  Soon, several of the Amanitas left their homes and swarmed the intruder.
 
“Vat’s zis?” the Terrapin said.  “All of you, shoo!  I just vant your cousins.  You, er, can go back to being little mushroomies now, ok?”
 
The creatures seemed insistent on his leaving, though, and herded him towards a cracked section of the far wall.  Many of them began to spin around, shooting out glowing spheres of pollen that lit up the moist air of the cavern.  As their sweet scent overcame Chef Torte’s senses, he muttered something drowsily and passed out where he stood.
 
The rustle of the Amanitas caps could be heard plainly now, and the few in the middle glided to either side as they made room for something.  Down the makeshift aisle floated an Octolot, her suspended red body and flashing yellow eyes overshadowed only by her long and funnel-shaped mouth.  Impatiently, the mushroom monsters chattered among themselves as the creature prepared to speak.
 
“You’ve done well, my children,” said the Octolot, her peach-colored tentacles twitching approvingly.  “Yes, this is a fine catch.”
 
Eyes glowing, she reached into the folds of her spongy skin and pulled out a packet of rare soil.  After she sprinkled it over the ground, the Amanitas crowded in to consume it, screeching their gratitude.  While they were occupied, thick green vines seeped through the fissures in the wall and slid over Torte’s still form.
 
“My new baby is growing nicely,” purred the Octolot.  She picked up one of the stray vines with her mouth and laid it over the Terrapin’s legs.  “There you go, sweetie.  Momma wouldn’t forget your dinner.  Eat up, but save your appetite.  The main course is on its way.”
 
Slowly, eagerly, the vines gripped Chef Torte tightly and pulled him into the soft earth of the cavern walls.  They closed in an avalanche, and the sated Amanitas gathered back around the Octolot, awaiting her command.
 
“Now, then,” she said pleasantly, caressing one of the creatures as it passed underneath.  “We have much more work to do, for there are many visitors to attend.  Yes, my children, and a hungry mouth to feed.”
 
~*~*~*~
 
“This is the main transit system of the forest,” said Ryanoshi quietly, as if aware of someone watching them.  “All of these hollow stumps lead deeper into the maze, and many of them are blatant traps set by the more clever things that live here.”
 
“How far, exactly, do the woods extend?” asked Bobbery nervously, now constantly checking behind him.
 
“To the ocean, or at least the shoreline.  It is the single largest forest in the Mushroom Kingdom, completely dwarfing those outside Toad Town and Twilight Town.  The Hyline Woodlands in Birabuto may cover more land, but they are sparse and nowhere as labyrinthine as the Forest Maze.”
 
“A keen place for a picnic, then,” the Bob-omb said with an anxious laugh.  “Which stump do you think they went through from here?”
 
 “Hard to tell,” said Ryanoshi, fishing for something in his saddle.  “I think Yoshi memorized which ones were dead ends long ago.  He gave me a rough chart for it awhile back, and I may still… ah, here it is.”
 
“Hold on to that, chief,” said the admiral, rummaging through a pile-up of leaves and pine needles.  “I found him!”
 
“Yoshi!” exclaimed the other dinosaur.  He came over and glanced at his friend’s inert body.  “There’s a nasty bump on his head.  Looks like Chef Torte was more wily than I thought.  I wonder what caused Yoshi to let his guard down…”
 
“No time for that!  We’ve got to revive him and find that double-crossing scalawag.  I knew he was more trouble than he was worth from the very beginning.”
 
Ryanoshi ignored the admiral’s furious demands and woke Yoshi up with a piece of cloth that was apparently very pungent.  The dinosaur stirred and then gagged at the awful smell, pushing himself up off the ground.
 
“A few good smacks would’ve been more humane,” said Yoshi, coughing.  “Where’s Torte?  I’ll throttle him!”
 
“Looks like he’s already flown the coop,” said Bobbery.  He searched angrily for any obvious trails, kicking up strands of loose moss as he paced the ground.  “We can’t just let him get away with this!’
 
“But we have no other choice than to let him be,” said Ryanoshi, issuing a deep sigh.  “Besides, he didn’t really cause any harm.  Just wasted time, that’s all.  Even that can be downplayed, though, if we pick up some mushrooms before we leave.”
 
“I guess,” admitted Yoshi, rubbing his head mostly for effect.  The pain had long since died down by benefit of the dinosaur’s superior healing properties.  “I don’t think the admiral will be so willing to abandon the chase, however.”
 
“Blasted correct, I won’t!” the Bob-omb steamed, pounding his feet into the damp soil.  “We mustn’t let scoundrels escape their rightful punishment!”
 
Yoshi yelped and jumped to his feet as a spiked vine traveled under his rump and slid tightly around the admiral’s body.  Struggling, Bobbery tried to wind himself up for an explosion, but something below the earth—deep down where the vine had originated—let out a hideous shriek.  The ground upheaved mightily, spraying rock and mud in all directions and tearing the pollen-chocked air with a quake that split the silence.
 
A pause of grating quiet rushed where the loudness left and then collapsed again into chaos, with multiple, larger vines bursting from the forest floor and curving towards the intruders.  Bobbery was held high and made an example against the roof of branches and autumnal colors above.  His helm and fuse struggled to function, but the strength was quickly leaving him for an empty shell.
 
“Cut them as thin as you can!” yelled Ryanoshi over the noise, looking over at Yoshi as both pulled their ceremonial blades out.  “Find the one that’s holding Bobbery!”
 
“And watch your own tail; it’s after us, too!” Yoshi warned, running headlong into battle.
 
Fluttering into the air, Ryanoshi slashed through a forest of the pulsing vines and alighted on a branch farther up, every second having to fight away the limitless arms of the unseen plant.  Yoshi advanced forward and below, hacking through the topmost parts of the appendages he passed and leaping over the ones that he missed as they sailed beneath him.  Crumbling, the earth ripped again, and a huge purple-veined bulb smashed through the remnant of the surface crust.
 
“Watch out!” said Bobbery, spotting it before the rest of them.
 
Ryanoshi glanced up briefly and saw the bright folds of the bulb peel open to reveal four yellow-dusted stalks.  As they quivered, the tendrils seemed about to strike, but when they gave a final retch the blooms of pollen erupted from the flower and flocculated in the air.  Spinning, gleaming, the bits of aromatic powder descended and fell deadly-beautiful over the ground.
 
“Cover your nose and mouth!” Ryanoshi shouted hoarsely.
 
He was already fumbling with a piece of cloth in his saddle and clamping it tightly over his face.  Yoshi followed suit and dove behind a cluster of bushes, but the toxic atmosphere was already affecting Bobbery.  With a final yell of resistance, his body went limp, and the vines dragged him easily into the earth.
 
Not wishing to wait for the pollen to clear, the two Yoshies kept their masks on, swords bared, and leapt into the gaping pit where the monster had emerged.  A terrible groaning rose up from the depths of the forest as they dropped faster and farther into shadow.  They fluttered as they neared the bottom and rolled along a bed of saturated soil, their eyes opening on a long, cavernous hall.  Oddly enough, there was no sign of the plant that had so recently come through.
 
“It couldn’t have vanished already,” said Yoshi, gasping for air.  The fight had been tiring for both of them.  “Almost like this place has been untouched.”
 
Ryanoshi muttered to himself, considering their surroundings, and when he looked up saw the hole they had fallen into was covered over.  Only the bioluminescent glow of the fungi plastered along the walls gave light to the dim cave.
 
“What it plows through repairs itself, probably by means of some restorative chemical it leaves behind,” said Ryanoshi, running his hands over the sides of the underground hallway.  “Look for weaknesses in the soil.”
 
They both scoured the edges, pushing against the solidly packed dirt and failing to find anything conspicuous.  Visibly frustrated, Ryanoshi huffed and placed one arm out, leaning into the nearby wall.  Both Yoshies stared in blank surprise as the mud sucked in his body up to the shoulder.
 
“Looks like I found it,” Ryanoshi said wryly, yanking his arm back out.  “But how are we going to break through?”
 
Yoshi said nothing, but only withdrew his sword and plunged it deep into the wall.  There came a shrill scream followed by a geyser of green, stringy fluid that sprayed over their faces.  Two thick vines shot out and flailed madly before everything collapsed and revealed the tunnel where the monster had escaped.
 
“We’ll never make any progress like this,” said Ryanoshi, peering hesitantly into the utterly black tunnel before them.  “There’s no telling how deeply the heart of the plant is rooted.”
 
“A heart?” asked Yoshi, one eyebrow raised.  “It’s a plant, isn’t it?”
 
“Something more than that, I’m afraid.  I believe it’s the demon foretold in the prophecy, or at least one of them.  Things this big and vicious don’t just spawn and attack the surface recklessly after centuries of peacefulness.”
 
“Whatever it is, I’m following it,” said Yoshi, turning to go through.
 
“Wait!  I think I have a better idea,” Ryanoshi said, testing the stability of the loam beneath them.  “Think we can synchronize our ground pounds enough to—”
 
“—smash straight down and head him off?” Yoshi finished, grinning.  “It’s worth a shot.”
 
~*~*~*~
 
Chef Torte awoke with the biggest headache he’d had since one crazy night at Guzzler’s Grotto in an Ocean Side bar.  Moving around, he pieced out that he was constricted by the heavy overlapping of a vine, and he was apparently still underground.  Beside him, Admiral Bobbery was trapped in the same fashion, but the brown Bob-omb remained unconscious.
 
“Note to moi,” he said groggily.  “Neveir, eveir come to Rose Town again.”
 
“And miss out on the local flavor?” came a soft, lilting voice from somewhere around him.  “Oh, but you won’t have that chance.  You must fill another’s plate for now.”
 
“Who said zat?” the Terrapin yelled needlessly.
 
An Octolot materialized in front him, still partially hidden by the biological cloakers suspended on either side of her body.  She twirled around in excitement and floated nearer to him, touching the side of his face with a squelching tentacle.
 
“Be silent now, child,” she whispered.  “Marmaloo will make things all better.”
 
“Marmaloo?” he stammered, restraining a giggle.  “Zat’s ze stupidest name I’ve eveir heard.”
 
“Insolence will not be tolerated!” said the creature, smacking him with several of her adhesive limbs.  “You’ll be silenced soon enough.”
 
“I think not, lady,” said Bobbery, now fully awake, the fizzle-crackle of his fuse suddenly audible.  His helm was spinning rapidly, breaking through the tough fiber of the dead vines.  “I’ll take both of you out in one hit!”
 
“MON DIEU!” screamed Chef Torte, struggling to free himself.
 
The Bob-omb halted his countdown when two familiar figures broke through the ceiling, though.  Growling, Yoshi wrapped his tongue around the Octolot and bashed her against the walls repeatedly.  Ryanoshi frowned at the two prisoners’ condition and soundlessly cut their bonds with his blade.
 
“Any harm done?” he asked.
 
“None yet,” said Bobbery, turning to give Torte what he deserved.  “Although a certain Koopa’s going to be needing a medic real soon.”
 
A splitting screech interrupted their conflict, and the Octolot increased her volume even more, breaking free of Yoshi’s grip.  Her tentacles spun out of control, eyes flashing violently, and the scream built up until they all felt their eardrums constricting.
 
“Come out, baby,” she said, now quiet again.  “Come out and play.”
 
Gnarled vines burst from beneath them, more prodigious than any of the previous ones, wrapping tightly around their bodies and forcing them up painfully to the surface.  Chef Torte panicked but then managed to thumb an activation switch on his pan, and a sharp needle shot out, slicing his way to empty airtime.  Struggling, Ryanoshi and Yoshi similarly cut their way out and plummeted to the ground, Admiral Bobbery exploding and not far behind them.
 
“Looks like she finally drove it over the edge,” said Yoshi, stance solid on the trembling ground.  A throbbing mass of pulse veins, reddish-green flesh, and a bilious eye formed an upheaval in the surface.  “There’s the head!”
 
“Leave zis vone to moi!” said Chef Torte, charging.
 
The Terrapin didn’t make it far before he had too many vines to deal with, but he was holding a sufficient amount of them off for Ryanoshi to rush in, as well, swinging his own sword.  Once he was occupied, Yoshi followed after him and chopped away at the ever-increasing appendages with his long blade, the thick green liquid flowing like cool magma from the severed plant skin.
 
Admiral Bobbery tried to dash into the fray along with his comrades, but Marmaloo buzzed angrily before him, her glowing eyes tensed with fury.  The cloaking orbs hovering to either side of her were barely functioning, forcing her to shift in and out of sight uncontrollably.
 
“You’re hurting my dear son!” she shrieked, sending a globule of acidic ink at the Bob-omb.  She slammed her tentacles into the ground when he dodged.  “Just leave us alone!”
 
“Sorry, ma’am,” he said, evading another of her slimy limbs, “but that doesn’t seem to be an option.  He’s quite intent, you see, on ripping us apart.  I’d leave, too, if I were you.”
 
“Vigor up!” shouted Marmaloo, and a red column of sparkling light surrounded her body.  Puffs of searing fire shot forward, scorching the earth.  “Burn, burn!”
 
“Too hot to handle, indeed!” said Bobbery nervously, rushing underneath her and making another pass at the plant demon.
 
Knowing he had to reach the head, the admiral slinked by unnoticed through the gaps his friends had made by fighting, rolling out finally in front of the monster’s enormous face.  Its liquid eye squirmed inside of the formless mass, and more tentacles tore through the ground, trying to flay the metal off of his hide.
 
Marmaloo blocked his path again, her wide mouth sucking him towards her corrosive, saliva-filled throat.  Before he was pulled in, though, Chef Torte hacked a nearby vine expertly, sending it crashing over to crush the Octolot’s fragile body.  White blood oozed from underneath the fleshy vine, permeating the earth.  The Terrapin only winked and went back to fending off another massive limb.
 
“My life for yours,” he said, nodding in reluctant thanks.  “Keep at it!”
 
Endless tentacles seemed to be bursting through the soil in all directions now, steadily but surely pushing the combatants to their breaking points.  Only Admiral Bobbery was left unfettered, staring down into the black, slimy mouth of the demon.  He knew what he had to do, even if his own survival was uncertain.
 
“Bottom’s up, beastie!” he yelled, winding himself up, fuse flaming furiously, and rolling into the creature’s head.
 
“Pull back, pull back!” Yoshi screamed, and they all slashed more feverishly at the vines, working their way towards the outer edge of the ruined grove.
 
There was a period of absolute stillness, followed by a deafening roar as the heart of the demon exploded in massive chunks of bulging entrails and thick fluids.  The remainder of the vines ripped off wildly and soared through the forest, many of them slicing down towering trees in the process.  Only a mound of grisly flesh and meat was left at the center of the madness, and there was no sign of the Bob-omb.
 
“Bobbery,” Ryanoshi said, a small whisper, still shocked by the events of the battle.  “He had to make it!”
 
Even as the heavy weight of despair washed over them, Admiral Bobbery’s small feet appeared waggling out of a pile of sludge.  Frantic, the other three heroes dug him out and cleaned him off, listening to his grumbling the entire time.
 
“Dreadful quick of you, I see,” he said in frustration, but it only elicited their grateful laughter.  “Go ahead, chuckle it up.”
 
“We’re truly glad to see you alive, friend,” said Ryanoshi, patting the Bob-omb on the back.  “Sorry about that, but we’re all sort of shocked.”
 
Chef Torte gave a smirk, but it soon formed into a grin at the sight of the stumpy admiral covered in gore.  “Vell, I guess zis evens us out.  Sorry about zat, Yoshi.  Didn’t realize how serious zings vere, I suppose.”
 
“We’ll forgive you too, then,” said Yoshi, still overcome by the rush of victory.  “We were wrong to detain you, anyway.  Just a bit of a bar fight and a tactless mouth.  You can depart after we leave the forest, if you want.”
 
“And not be zere ven you all screw up again?” asked the Terrapin, almost completely serious.  “I zink not!”
 
“Well, now that that’s settled,” said Bobbery, spitting out a few stray bits of gunk, “let’s head on to Tadpole Pond.  I believe Ryanoshi was wanting to parley with Frogfucious.”
 
“Yes, that’s correct,” said Ryanoshi, suddenly sober again.  His own silence troubled his friends, but he tried to reassure them with an uneasy smile.  “Come on, then.  It’ll be night soon, and we’ll have a hard time getting in after dark.”
Chapter Fourteen: Empirical Decree
 
Considering the origins of the first Koopa-established governments on Plit, the fall their race experienced is all the more surprising.  Was it truly the act of one revolutionary in the form of King Morton or rather the unseen maneuverings of a shadow clan, their intentions hidden in the folds of time forever?
 
Henry T. Sigmund, Koopa Historian
 
Flagship Leviathan, Over Kooparian
 
Kamek stood quietly behind the Koopa King as he leaned against the railing of the command tower and gazed out across the cloudscape below them.  Roiling and violent with edges of dark purple, the soaring cumuli betrayed the storms beneath that plagued the endless piranha groves of the Pipe Maze.  All they had left to do was wait in the uneasy peace above the chaos, scanning the horizon for the Exultant’s approach..
 
Doomstar has abandoned us, and the only connections I have to his power are these Breaking Altars, thought the Magikoopa for the thousandth time since his arrival.  Prince Iggy claims to know the location of one, but now that I consider it, do we really want to go there without any understanding of its potency?  Perhaps it, too, is a product of deceit, just like our fruitless reverence of the Dark One all these years.  For the time being, however, I shall continue to push for its excavation.  Even Kammy and Vermik do not need to be aware of my own anxieties.
 
“Feast your eyes on that, Kamek,” Bowser said, speaking after nearly an hour of silence.  “Everything below us is in the possession of the Koopa Kingdom, forever undaunted by the meddling of the Mario Brothers and their precious Princess.  I should have come here more often, gotten away from the lines of war and realized just how magnificent my domain still is.  We are glorious, Vizier, and always will be.”
 
What has come over him?  thought Kamek, oddly pleased by his king’s renewed spirits.  It reminded him of the early days of the kingdom, when Morton, Sr. won victory after victory against his enemies and threw down their corpses at his feet.  The old Bowser may not be dead yet.
 
“Yes, sire, it has been that way all throughout these long years.  Now that our opponents are wiped clean from the surface of the earth, we can finally achieve our dreams of world dominance.  The Koopa Kingdom may have failed, yes, but the Koopa Empire will rise into the sun of the sky and flash for all eternity.”
 
“But we cannot begin just yet,” said the king suddenly, waving a claw in disapproval.  “First, we must investigate this Breaking Shrine, correct?  That is your advice, isn’t it?”
 
“Right, sir, forgive me,” said Kamek, surprised at how swept by the moment he had been.  “It might cost us, but your traitorous son will lead us to it soon enough.”
 
“His terms mean nothing to me now.  Ludwig will be mine, and so will Gremorth’s scrolls.  My scheming Koopaling may find any resistance less than to his liking.”
 
“He will not give into our demands so easily,” said Kamek grimly.  “If he is indeed meeting us with the Exultant, then he will very likely have a full contingency of soldiers at his command.”
 
“The Leviathan will crush any attempt at boarding he makes.  Admiral Jade has assured me it outranks any other vessel.  Besides, she and Jagger are waiting with the other airships at a sufficient calling distance.  They can meet us within an hour.”
 
“It looks like you’ve planned everything out, then,” said the Magikoopa, grinning.  “It’s wonderful to have you back, my King.”
 
Bowser said nothing, but only tightened his grip on the railing and glared down with eyes aflame into the boiling sea of clouds.
 
~*~*~*~
 
“Guildmaster Supreme will be displeased if he discovers we’re contacting Jade,” said Vermik, rubbing the coldness out of his nose.  “It’s not exactly comfortable in the A/C generator room, either.”
 
“You’ll manage,” said Kammy spitefully.  She was fingering a box of varicolored wires and adjusting two antennae attached at the top.  “Besides, Kamek is too obsessed over that shrine of his to care about whomever we contact.  I’ll allow that he did last longer than I reckoned against senility, but that’s it.”
 
“I could have told you otherwise long ago,” said the black-cloaked Magikoopa resentfully.  “In any case, I’ll follow through with whatever you wish.  Just don’t challenge the king’s will more than you have to.  I’m not frightened of him, but it doesn’t do well to bite the hand that feeds us.”
 
“At least until we snap our leash,” Kammy spat, now furiously reconnecting the electrical innards of her radio transceiver.  “Ah, there we are.  Not bad for a technical novice.”
 
Vermik chuckled appreciatively, and the tiny box let out a holographic image of static.  Gradually, the visual confusion built up into more complex forms and revealed the admiral’s familiar face.  She was gruff, as usual, her wings beating the air impatiently.
 
“Guildmistress Kammy, to what do I owe this honor?” Jade asked with mock reverence.  It was no secret that the two high-ranking females hated each other.
 
“Cut the slime,” said the hag.  “I don’t like this any more than you do, but I have information concerning Bowser’s next move.  Prince Iggy has Ludwig hostage and is using him to barter for control of an ancient scroll.  Our dear Kamek has convinced the king that what basically amounts to a hokey treasure map will lead him to some foundational Plitian superpower.  In a few words, we’ll be chasing golden geese when we should be centering in on the actual flock.”
 
“Assuming I can believe you,” said Jade contemptuously, “what do you expect me to do about it?  If you desire for Jagger and I to commit mutiny and sail victoriously into the sunset, then you’re out of your wrinkled mind.”
 
“Nothing so dramatic,” replied Kammy.  “Rather I hope you’ll be mindful that negotiations with Iggy could become tense.  Battle-readiness is a must.”
 
“Now that you mention it,” said the admiral, smiling and feigning forgetfulness, “King Bowser did tell us all about that.  We’re more than prepared to intervene.”
 
“What?” the Magikoopa screeched.  “Bowser actually thought ahead?  Has he gone… well, sane?  We’ve barely told him of the scroll’s properties!”
 
“Our king has grown unexpectedly stable since the flood.  He’s reborn in a sense, and that makes your childish meddling inconsequential.  Return to the shadows; I have no further need of you.”
 
The image blanked out, and before Vermik could offer a conciliatory word, Kammy crushed the radio in her claws.  A tangle of massed wires and smoke dropped from her charred palm and clattered across the metallic flooring.
 
“I never knew the slaughter of the Mushroomers would bring so much change to our own condition,” she said quietly, eyes glued to the destroyed mechanism.  “Come, Vermik, it looks as if we must settle with Kamek.  We’re running out of options.”
 
An explosion rocked the hold, and both Magikoopas were flung in opposite directions.  Kammy barely managed to avoid impaling herself on a series of plunging pistons, while Vermik landed lightly on his feet near the entrance stairway.
 
“Iggy’s already arrived,” said the changeling needlessly.  “And Jade was right; the old Bowser’s back, as well.”
 
~*~*~*~
 
The Koopaling was closely observing a patch of glowing moss when Oerlikon waddled up behind him.  Normally the Spikester was much more adept at approaching silently, but he did not intend to surprise his master this time.  It could only mean he had something important to say.
 
“Yes, I know,” Iggy said preemptively, his left hand preening adhesive fuzz from the specimen he was attending.  “We are coming up on the Leviathan, but the communication range won’t be open for another five minutes.”
 
“Well, sir, therein lies the urgency of my report,” said Oerlikon, obviously nervous.  “Exactly how they’ve done it, I don’t know, but Bowser is speaking to the bridge commander even now.  It is a purposed demonstration of the Leviathan’s technological upgrades, no doubt.”
 
“Of course,” said Iggy softly, turning the overhead lamp off.  Soon the moss began to blacken and wilt into what looked like dampened ash.  “If he wants to show me up, then we’ll give him his chance.  I’m going to my quarters to intercept the conversation personally.  Ready the crew for battle, but make certain no electrical signatures are given off.  We don’t want to alert the king to his own funeral.”
 
“Sir!” Oerlikon said and saluted.
 
The prince watched him go, pondering something else, and finally took the far elevator to his own cabin.  After clamping on his cape and adjusting the loose buttons of his tunic, he settled into a chair across from the reception screen and activated it.  Scrambling at first, then rapidly materializing, Bowser’s image appeared before him.
 
“Father,” said Iggy slowly, drawing out the greeting.  He knew the title made the king cringe at all hours, but for some reason it was not having the usual effect.  “I believe I’ve already made my own position clear.  You appoint me secondary ruler over the lands of Kooparian, with direct sovereignty over my lesser siblings, and I free Ludwig.”
 
“You’re betting the wrong sacrifice, my son,” Bowser said undauntedly, even managing to voice the last word with mock-affection.  “It is the Breaking Scroll I want, and I shall have it without bargaining.”
 
For a moment Iggy was struck speechless.  His father’s eyes shined red, momentarily reminding him of all the portraits he’d seen depicting the former King Morton.  “Very well, but I still demand the same as before, including a position on your Advisory Council.”
 
“And the unspoken agreement that you will be the heir to the throne,” said Bowser, snarling.  “I have no time for your petty desires.  You will release Ludwig immediately or suffer my wrath.”
 
“Really?” Iggy said, a smile slowly curving across his face.  Underneath, he was petrified, but none of the saturating horror broke through.  “What you must do you must do, I suppose.  We’ll be waiting.”
 
The screen flashed quickly and then transferred to the Exultant’s commander, a red-shelled Koopa named Lars Decc.  Massive and rippling with muscles, the officer gave no pretense of weakness or hesitation.
 
“The Leviathan has rotated into attack position,” said the commander.  “I assumed you’d want us to charge up our main batteries, as well.”
 
“Of course, Commander,” said Iggy with unavoidable grimness.  “Shift all defensive power to forward shields and begin prepping the bioweapon.  I want it able to fire as soon as we absorb their first volley.”
 
“As I anticipated, sir,” said Decc, grinning.
 
~*~*~*~
 
“You always told me to take more chances,” said Bowser calmly, then added, “like my father.”
 
“Yes,” replied Kamek, studying the Exultant from the bridge’s main viewport as it approached.  “It was obvious Prince Iggy did not expect your reaction to his terms.  More oddly, though, I was convinced just yesterday that you intended to meet them.  Your time spent on deck stirred to life something I thought long dead within you.”
 
“Revolutionary change can occur in the blink of an eye,” said the king simply.  “You know that more than any one, I imagine.”
 
“Grand as the old days, before Mario,” said Kamek meaningfully.  “We’ll win this battle just as easily.  Let us knock him from the sky as the fly he is.  Ludwig will be more than willing to establish the old allegiances and lead his brothers and sister under your will.”
 
“He will see the rescue as an attempt only to recover the scroll,” said the king.  “Your testing me isn’t necessary.”
 
“Forgive my curiosity,” said the Magikoopa, waving a claw.  “In any case, it will require some persuasion, but it is not impossible.”
 
“No, it isn’t.”
 
“Primary cannons online, sire,” said the head weapons officer, a relatively short Goomba.
 
“Fire when ready,” said Bowser, standing up as if to meet the coming airship.  “We must only disable them enough to implant a boarding team.”
 
“Which you’ll want to be a part of,” said Kamek, not questioning.
 
Bowser was already headed towards the elevator, only pausing to throw back a gesture of approval.  The hundreds of crew members looked up to Kamek anxiously, uncertain what to do next.
 
“Don’t seem so clueless,” said the wizard scornfully, but there was a discernible gleam of the universal predator in his gait as he paced the deck.  “He said fire, so do so.  Now!”
 
The crew was a blaze of movement, and soon a luminous glow built up near the bow of the airship, expanding into a searing growth of energy.  With a screech that quaked the bridge, the beam of light shot out and pounded into the distant image of the Exultant, sending out sharp gouts of yellow flame.
 
“Damage reports minimal,” said one of the officers, poring over a digital readout.  “It could only mean full shields.”
 
“So they risk the aft this early in the game?” queried Kamek rhetorically.  “Iggy is no naval genius, but he is certainly no fool, either.  They are hiding something, preparing for an alternate means of attack.  I want constant deep scan on their electrical output.  Any unrecognizable or bizarre signatures should be instantly brought to my attention.”
 
“Continue firing in the meanwhile, sir?” asked the weapons officer, dark eyebrows furrowed in concentration.
 
“Of course,” said Kamek.  “If they are reluctant to share their secret with us, then we shall burn the hide from their bones.”
 
“Two flight squadrons off the rear ports, sir!” squealed a Piranha Plant technician while its gangly vines operated a complicated pad of controls.  “Each with five gunships and two copter bombers.”
 
“Standard divert and devastate procedure,” muttered the Magikoopa.  He walked over to the nearest viewscreen and studied the layout of the incoming fighters.  “But where exactly is the source of the inevitable destruction?”
 
The strategic officer Tyrule, a Terrapin fresh out of training, finally broke his long period of silence and offered a query.  “You don’t think they plan to utilize the copters?”
 
“Undoubtedly not,” said Kamek, raising an eyebrow at the young lieutenant.  “As I indicated before, Iggy has a special surprise reserved especially for us.  Truly, he was shocked by Bowser’s denial of terms, but I know that Koopaling too well to forget his penchant for back-up plans.”
 
“Evasive maneuvers?” said one of the operational officers, clearly paralyzed with anxiety.
 
The Leviathan may be a kingly vessel, thought the sorcerer, but its crew is horribly inexperienced.  None yet besides the few that have been transferred are prepared for anything beyond the simulators.  I’ll have to make do.
 
“You’ve missed the Guildmaster Supreme’s point,” said Tyrule suddenly.  “We do not know the nature of Prince Iggy’s trap, so our only option is to use his own bait to our advantage.”
 
“Well done, Lieutenant,” said the Magikoopa, giving a curt gesture of approval.  “Along those lines, we must release the gunships immediately and send a small group closer to the Exultant, where more conclusive scans can be made.”
 
The communications sector patched into the fighter bay’s control room while the rest of the bridge buzzed with renewed excitement.  Their commander’s considerable skill combined with his acceptance of one of their own ranks gave them confidence in a quick victory, however unrealistic it might have been.
 
Kamek watched as two lines of sleek gunships shot from either side of the Leviathan like star fire from a gun, the latter segments soon breaking off and making a wider course for the fast approaching airship.  Hands clasped tightly behind him, the Magikoopa turned to face the crew again.
 
“I would like to make a necessary gamble.  Shift all but the bare minimum of defensive power into the reception grids so we can receive whatever our fighters pick up sooner.  Admitting to morbidity, I have a feeling Iggy won’t allow them to make it back in one piece.”
 
“You’re guessing he won’t sense the lax star energy in the shields and burst off a battery round?” Tyrule estimated correctly, if obviously.
 
“That and I don’t believe they can fire at us now,” said Kamek, effecting a wide grin.  “I’d like to wait for the fighters’ report, but I think I know what Iggy has in store for us.”
 
“Scanner analyses recovered!” cried one of the crewmembers excitedly, but his exhilaration immediately chilled.  “All four reconnaissance ships have been destroyed by concentrated fire from the enemy bombers.”
 
Kamek cared little for what he already knew, however, and was busily reading the screen over another technician’s shoulders.  “The clever kid,” he murmured, chortling.  “As I suspected, the Exultant’s shield origin is inverted, near the starboard and out of range of our instruments.  They’re absorbing all the poundings we’ve been giving them, in lieu of mechanical generation that they probably need for those phenomenal shield levels.”
 
“What’s the purpose of extra raw energy if they can’t fire past their cannon capacity?” asked Tyrule, a hard copy of the readout already in his hands.
 
“Ah, but only I would know that,” said Kamek.  “He is collecting the untainted, pure energy exclusive to the Leviathan—knowledge most likely gained from blueprints he might have discovered during his last stay at Vista Hill—and converting it into fuel for a much more potent bioweapon of sorts.”
 
“You knew of his development in the field?” asked the lieutenant, his mood of professionalism fully regained.
 
“Not particularly as a mass offensive, but I don’t doubt his skill or design.”
 
“What are we going to do about it, though?” asked one of the defensive officers, cradled among the worried glances of his subordinates.
 
“If you can pinpoint the location of this bio-thingie,” said the chief weapons officer, “then we can blast it out of existence.”
 
“Iggy is not so foolish,” said Kamek, thoughtful.  “No, he would definitely position the device in the interior of the hull, knowing full well that we want the Breaking Scrolls more than his complete obliteration.”
 
“By ‘we’, you mean ‘you’, of course,” said Kammy from the elevator as it closed behind her and Vermik.  “I see you’re still recklessly on a quest to possess them, just because Zarith spooked you a little.”
 
The gnarled witch screeched in agony and was thrown by invisible hands against a bulkhead jutting from the opposite end of the room.  In the flash of another second, Vermik had his wand out and charging up for a blast, but Kamek made a brief gesture and sent it clattering to the floor.
 
“My relapse into panic was temporary,” said the wizard calmly, too distracted to keep up pretenses of mysticism.  “Bowser is changed with the death of the Mario Brothers, and it is his desire that we recover the scroll.  After that, we reinstate the Koopa Empire!”
 
How long can you maintain that assumption? thought Kamek, remembering his conversation with Kanaye before he’d faced Zarith.  Surely Luigi perished in the storm, though.  Vermik believes he did, but then again his foresight is notoriously narrow.  Either way, it would be prudent not to inform Bowser.
 
“Perhaps,” said Kammy.  “The shock inherent in the flood might have been strong enough to shake him from his… oh.”
 
The three Magikoopas suddenly noticed the bridge crew staring at them, mouths agape at the frank formality towards their king.  Impatient, Kamek sent a mental quip to Kammy advising that they wait for more private surroundings before discussing the matter.
 
“Vermik, you’re morphing abilities will be required on the boarding team King Bowser is heading; meet them in the loading dock,” he said.  “And Kammy, if you’re not busy elsewhere, I could certainly use your insight on deck”
 
“Fine,” said the purple-robed Magikoopa, giving Vermik an affirmative nod before he rode the elevator down.  “We’ll settle accounts later.”
 
She knows my flattery is show, of course, thought Kamek, but does she realize how much else I’m aware of?  Vermik and her have obviously been scheming in preparation for my insanity, but now that I’ve become lucid again in their eyes, they’ve still not lost the air of betrayal.  Yes, they must be watched very closely.
 
“Bio-signatures are off the charts, sir!” cried one of the radar technicians, chair pushed back in panic from his console.
 
“Quiet, all of you,” said the wizard, studying the now chaotic view before him.  “Bring up the temperature control systems.  I have a plan.”
 
~*~*~*~
 
“The fighters are evenly matched,” said Commander Lars Decc, throwing a hand over the scene laid out before them and beyond the thick glass of the viewport.  “Project Everswamp is fully charged and ready for testing.”
 
Prince Iggy’s head spun around, eyes glaring contemptuously at the executive officer.  “Did you not see the two gunships fly in near our flank?  That maneuver was purposed, orchestrated for a reason.  There is no doubt in my mind.  Kamek is at the helm of the Leviathan.”
 
“Then what is your father doing?” asked the commander, immediately regretting his last word.
 
“Moping around, boiling in insanity, how should I know?  It is of little consequence,” he said.  His veriscolored hair was now splayed out chaotically in the heat of battle.  “Fire the bioweapon, Commander.  Waiting longer will gain us nothing.”
 
The Koopaling eased back into his control chair as the bridge came alive with excitement.  Pulsing, crackling, the shield surrounding the Exultant finally sizzled into thin air and left them completely vulnerable.  It would be mere moments before his opponents realized the change and scrambled to fire their primary cannon.
 
“We have initiation,” announced the commander, arm raised and then lowered as the countdown began.  “Ten, nine, eight…”
 
 At last I shall have my vengeance, thought Iggy, melting in the warmth of exaltation.  For years I have been the disfavored child, the squirming bookworm, and the powerless whelp who cowers in the shadow of his crazed father and king.  But no more!  It ends now, and soon I shall be rid of my oppressors and in possession of the greatest power on Plit.
 
“Everswamp has been unleashed!” cried Commander Decc, triumphantly.  “They are doomed!”
 
Iggy watched as a wide gout of green and brown sludge shot from two openings on the side of the ship and fired out across the blue beyond to strike at the heart of the Leviathan.  Rapid generational and composed of the most corrosive vegetation in existence, the dense fluid would eat through the hull of Bowser’s flagship in seconds and consume the flesh of all inside.
 
“They are no match for my genius,” said the Koopaling, resting easily as the toxins did their work.  “I can almost hear them screaming, their faces blanched in terror as their bones sift away like sand in the wind.”
 
His ecstasy was short-lived, however, as a wash of blinding conflagration erupted from the Leviathan and through the heavy coating of slime that permeated its hull.  Curling in on itself and turning to black ash-matter, Iggy’s deadly concoction ran limp and dead off of the ship and down to the earth below.
 
“Surface temperature levels sky-rocketed at the last possible moment!” Decc said in disbelief, studying a digital readout on a nearby screen.  “But how did they know to… ?”
 
“Kamek,” Iggy said softly, calmly, stabbing a cold knife of paralysis into all who heard him.  “I don’t know how he knew, but he did.  I’ve been bested again, despite all my effort.”
 
“Two airships coming in from the east and west, sire,” said the commander suddenly, not daring to look his superior in the eyes.  “It’s the Cerberus and Eviscerator.  Their reinforcements have arrived.”
 
“The boarding teams will not be far behind, then,” said Iggy.  “We shall not go down as cowards, begging for forgiveness.  Everyone who is a truly loyal to the glory of the Koopas, prepare yourselves and follow me to the armory.  Only the weapons technicians need stay behind to unload the rest of our cannons.  You see, the battle is not over yet!”
 
~*~*~*~
 
“Congratulations, Guildmaster Supreme,” said Lieutenant Tyrule, standing at attention as the crew cheered.  “They’ve been broken.”
 
“They’re firing whatever automatic batteries they have left,” said Kamek, unimpressed.  “Inform the remaining fighters to take them out, and tell the boarding party they may depart when ready.”
 
As one section of the bridge busied themselves with carrying out his orders, the communications officers gestured to a lowering viewscreen before him.  “Sir, incoming message from the Eviscerator.”
 
“General Jagger,” said Kamek as the image formed.  “I’m afraid you’ve missed most of the fun, but there are a few scraps to be lapped up yet.  King Bowser is personally leading a boarding shuttle to apprehend the traitors, though I’m sure he’d appreciate any aid you can offer.”
 
“He’s already commanded that I meet him there,” said the grim-faced Terrapin.  “His request was what brought us back this soon.  There was his miraculous change of demeanor, as well.  Some enchantment?”
 
“Even I do not possess the power for such a turnaround of ambition,” said Kamek, grinning.  “The flood has washed new life into our king even as it has robbed so many others of their own.  I, for one, whole-heartedly welcome the trade-off.”
 
“As do I, Guildmaster Supreme, as do I.”
 
When the screen went blank, Kammy spoke behind him.  “It seems everything is falling into place.  Do you not think it is more troubling than convenient?”
 
“Of course I do,” said Kamek, not even turning to face her.  “There is nothing we can do about the course of the cosmos, though.  We’ll leap that gorge when we arrive at it.”
 
~*~*~*~
 
Bowser received a salute from Jagger as he bounded off the ramp of his shuttle, followed by a battalion of crack commandos specially trained for close-quarters combat.  Alive with electronics but devoid of any of Iggy’s own troops, the expansive hangar of the Exultant opened up around them.  It was obvious the rogue Koopaling would have his soldiers packed into every sharply-angled corner of the ship, ready to send out a hail of star fire and grenades.
 
“We’ve let them gain the upper-hand,” said Jagger, frustrated with the resilience of their quarry.  “They know we want the scroll, and judging by the desperate nature of Iggy’s latest move, he’ll destroy it before he lets us have it.”
 
“And abandon his own chances to acquire its power?” Bowser snorted.  “I think not!  He believes I will spare his life in the same moments of paternal idealism I held during my downer moments.  In the meantime, he’ll be willing to exact his revenge by slaughtering as many of our men as possible.  That it’s a suicide run for his troops means nothing to him.”
 
“He was always the quietest of the children,” said the general wearily.  “So much intellect wasted in fruitless rebellion.”
 
“You two sit here discussing non-existent graves.  We do not even have to risk our own soldiers,” said Vermik, breaking the silence he had fallen under since leaving the Leviathan.  “I can imitate one of his higher-ranking guards and walk right under their noses to the security control room or wherever else the most damage could be done.  I’ve memorized enough of his sortie from the old meetings.”
 
“I wondered why Kamek would send his third-in-command guildmember for such a trivial mission,” said Jagger.  “This will be much easier than I’d reckoned, but we still must create a diversion.”
 
“And create needless casualties?” asked Vermik.  “Ludicrous.”
 
“You may know much of light tricks and spells, Magikoopa,” said Jagger acidly, “but you have much to learn in the art of war.  One, if you simply disguise yourself and walk into the first barricade you find, they’ll know something’s up.  Two, if Iggy sees us land here and just stand around while a wizard wanders off into his ship, he’ll piece out our purpose.  You see, there are surveillance mechanisms hard-wired everywhere in here.  Standard design.”
 
“That is why he’s leading my army, Guildmaster,” said Bowser, guffawing mightily.  “Oh, don’t look so glum!  You’ll have your chance to slay those treacherous sons-of-Goombas.”
 
A certain portion of the troops grumbled and shifted nervously behind them.
 
“No offense,” Bowser continued, laughing even more loudly.  “It feels wonderful being back in the midst of battle.  I was dying, out of my element, but now I’m back and ready to flay the nearest punk who upstarts against us.  What’re we waiting for?”
 
“Only your orders, sir,” said one of the commando leaders, star rifle hanging across his shoulder.
 
“Alright, then,” growled Bowser, baring his claws.  “Move out!”
 
~*~*~*~
 
“There is another wielder of dark energy onboard, Your Highness,” said Gremorth, stretching his robed arms out as if to feel the infinite.  “It is Guildmistress Kammy’s prideful apprentice, the changeling Vermik.”
 
“Something has happened,” said Ludwig, sitting still with a black cloak wrapped around him.  “My father would never approve a rescue plan unless…”
 
“He knows of the scroll, as well,” finished his Shaman advisor, standing up and pacing the length of their cramped cell.  “Still, this does not fit the description of a listless madman.”
 
“What if the flood breathed new life into him?  With Mario and Luigi possibly gone, he could be feeling invincible once more, ready to take on the world.”
 
“Yes, I sense rebirth,” said Gremorth, closing his eyes.  They flashed open, penetrating in the utter darkness of his hooded face.  “Knowing that, is the revelation one of fortune or ruin?”
 
“Renewed ambition is a knife that cuts both ways,” said Ludwig plainly, “but, then again, we are only speculating.”
 
“A Shaman is never mistaken,” Gremorth said, noticeably ruffled.  “I’ve served under you long enough for you to have learned that, if nothing else.”
 
“Seemingly,” said Ludwig with a heavy sigh.  “I’ve become disenchanted with enchantment, though.  I’m beginning to distrust everything.”
 
“Not such a critical flaw, if used realistically.  You’re being overly-dramatic and pessimistic, but perhaps it’s the last lingering stream of hormones.”
 
The Koopaling growled and rose, wrapping two clawed hands around their prison’s bars.  “Maybe you’re right, but we can’t do anything about it in here.  Assuming Bowser has changed, he might not even rescue us.  My siblings were not the only ones to leave him to his misery after the Star Rod was reclaimed.”
 
“Have patience, Prince,” said Gremorth, leaning lightly against a dry, metallic wall.  “Patience in all things.”
 
~*~*~*~
 
“The prisoners are silent,” said Oerlikon as he entered Iggy’s private bunker near the center of the ship.  “Do you have the scroll?”
 
The Koopaling gestured to the spread out parchment on his desk and stood up, fists clamped down on his dark blue cape.  “Our chances of escape are slim, but they are not completely negligible.  Earlier, the sky was still full of their fighters, and so a personal escort away from the madness would have been impossible.  Now, when the gunships have been cleared out, there are the elite troops of Jagger’s forces to deal with.”
 
The Spikester nodded in understanding.  “So we have to find some way to draw them closer into the bowels of the ship.  What about the rest of the crew?”
 
“Let them burn or beg for mercy from our almighty king,” Iggy snarled.  “I’d like Commander Decc to accompany us after he sets the troops in motion, but the rest will hinder our secrecy.  At least this way, the Exultant won’t be damaged any more than it already has.”
 
Oerlikon formulated the best strategic attack in his head, but before he could deliver it, Lars Decc rushed into the room, obviously having run all the way there.  “Sire, they’re beginning an offensive thrust into the corridors.”
 
“So soon?” asked Iggy, doubtfully.  “Odd, but it’s no matter.  Oerlikon, I’m sure you already have some design for their distraction.”
 
“No question of that, sir,” said the Spikester, bowing.
 
~*~*~*~
 
General Jagger had named his elite Terrapin the Razor Shells for their merciless and blindingly swift combat maneuvers, each one having been handpicked from the entire Grand Koopa Army.  After advancing through the strictest of testing standards, those left were forced to survive five months of back-breaking training under the claws of Jagger himself.  It was no surprise, then, that many of Iggy’s soldiers retreated from their shored up positions as soon as they caught sight of the trademark crimson and ivory armor of the opposing troops.
 
Grateful for the early advantage, the general ordered his commandos to smash the mostly unguarded barricades against the first corner they turned and slaughter those brave enough to stay behind.  Due to hasty planning and a lack of long-range communications, the defenders had not even had time to load their star guns.  The Razor Shells carried automatic, rapid-firing star rifles, though, and took only a few seconds to cover the floor plating with mangled corpses.
 
“Go forward, move on!” Jagger shouted over the pressurized whine of cooling weapons.  “We must not give them the opportunity to prepare!”
 
Regardless of their speed, the next opposition they encountered had blockaded the entire side of an interlocking hallway and shot off waves of star-shaped energy blasts as soon as they rounded another curve.  One of the Terrapin hit the ground with a smoking leg but was pulled out of the line of fire before the enemy gunners could track him down again.
 
“My fault,” said Jagger, cursing his lack of foresight.  “I should have known Iggy would have some sort of gimmick for us.  He purposely left the first line weak to make us over-confident and vulnerable to massive casualties in the next stand-off.”
 
“And failed,” said Bowser lightly as he and his soldiers came up behind them.  The Koopa King seemed to be enjoying the conflict as if it were a game.  “Any other commander would’ve gotten half his men fried.”
 
Vermik walked up with his black hood drawn over half his face and heavily cloaked arms folded meditatively.  Although Jagger would’ve never admitted it, he looked distinctly like the figure of Death in a dark nightmare.
 
“After we break this line, I’ll imitate one of the bodies,” he said calmly.  “There should be more than enough confusion to do it without anyone noticing.”
 
“Yes, but how do we approach them when this is our only entrance and they know we’re coming?” asked Jagger, still not convinced his mistake hadn’t cost them dearly.
 
“You’ll see,” said Bowser, showing his fangs.  “Just give me cover fire, and I’ll take care of the rest.”
 
Four of the Razor Shells jumped into the open hall and began unloading everything they had.  One hurled a well-placed grenade that blew out a large section of the barricade before he went down.  Exploded wood and metal shards rained over the deck as Bowser came out, the solid floor trembling under his weight.
 
Beginning as a deafening roar from the pit of his stomach, a wide burst of flames erupted from Bowser’s muzzle as he leaned forward, violent red hair thrashing from the force of the attack.  The sweltering heat disintegrated layers of dense boards and melted the flesh off soldiers as he turned his head to either side of the room, and even the fumes from the acidic inferno choked and burned the troops who had escaped an instant fatality.
 
“Charge!” Jagger yelled after the thickest of the smoke cleared.  “Onward, rout them into oblivion!”
 
The Razor Shells did not hesitate to dive into the middle of the chaos and pick off the surviving and half-dead remnants, plunging their sharpened swords through the scorched armor of any who moved.  Only a handful remained unscathed and able to put up a fight, but they too received the unbridled rage of the Terrapin as they rushed in, dodging and firing off rounds of star energy simultaneously.
 
Realizing his chance had come, Vermik morphed into one of the relatively unmarked officers and dashed through the opened hall towards the next group of soldiers.  The rest of Jagger and Bowser’s forces stayed behind, giving the Magikoopa a few moments to lend credence to his new role as a fleeing crewmember.  They, of course, would be the unstoppable army not far behind him, but by the time that became important it would already be over.
 
~*~*~*~
 
“Last call, boys,” said Vermik.  “I’ve been ordered to free you.”
 
The Koopaling looked on in disbelief as the figure who’d come for them changed bodily into another person, yet Gremorth’s expression remained unchanged.  Not only were Shamans able to see through illusionary tricks better than Magikoopas, but they also had a long history of despising them and everything they did.
 
“Sometimes I wonder why I switched over to the same side you cultists embrace,” said Gremorth, rising as Vermik manipulated a nearby control panel to open the electronically sealed chamber.  “All the same, we thank you.”
 
“Don’t waste your breath, card handler,” said Vermik spitefully.  “King Bowser ordered me to let you out, and he also invites Prince Ludwig here to rejoin the Koopa Kingdom.  Surprising, since he’s usually not so forgiving.”
 
Ludwig shared a tense look with the Shaman before turning back to Vermik.  “You probably already know, but my traitorous brother stole a Breaking Scroll in our possession.  He might still be onboard with it.  I do not think he would’ve destroyed it.”
 
“Exactly our thoughts on the matter,” replied the Magikoopa.  “You’re to help me capture him as your first test of loyalty.”
 
“I’m still undecided on the allegiance part,” said Ludwig, “but I’ll do anything to thwart Iggy.”
 
They followed him out of the containment center without another word and entered a long hallway where vicious sounds of combat and death echoed from one side.  Down the other was an ornate door that led to the officer’s quarters and the living spaces of the ship.  Not bothering to ask Vermik if he knew where they were headed, the Magikoopa led them through the next few rooms until they burst in Iggy’s cabin, locked but not sturdy enough to keep them out.
 
“Curious,” said Vermik, scanning the empty room.  “Why bolt the entrance?”
 
“Standard deviation,” Ludwig said and snorted derisively.  “He must be in the bunker capsule.”
 
“The what?” asked Gremorth.
 
“It’s a spherical, heavily reinforced room at the center of the ship designed to still be around even if the airship is ripped to shreds.  Knowing Iggy, he probably added a few modifications beside the set propulsion capabilities, such as the ability to pilot it.”
 
“And just how are we supposed to get there?” asked Vermik, furious at thinking his mission already completed.
 
“Fortunately, the designer of the ships—Bowser’s personal advisor Inire—made the entrance to the bunker in each of our vessels built into the walls of our quarters.  All we have to do is move around a few things, and a secret passage should open up.”
 
“That Chester is frightfully prescient for a non-adept,” said Gremorth.  “He anticipated a minor continuity in case a war between you Koopalings should have to be broken up.”
 
“Bowser wouldn’t tolerate anything but absolute genius in letting someone besides a Koopa into his elect,” said Ludwig.  “His prejudice is a matter of pride rather than convenience.”
 
“Stop chattering,” said Vermik, hand letting go of a small statue as a section of the wall slid back to reveal an unlit staircase.  “I’ve found it.”
 
~*~*~*~
 
Commander Decc threw himself on Iggy and rolled them both behind a desk when the first blast of dark energy was fired.  Leaping aside, Oerlikon slung a star cannon over his shoulder and jumped back again as plaster and fire exploded from the hidden stairway.  After throwing up a quick shield, Gremorth rushed ahead and caught the brunt of the shock while Vermik and Ludwig followed him out and began the counterattack.
 
“How’d they get through!” cried Iggy through clenched teeth.  He kicked the commander off him and stood up, already pulling the trigger of his pistol.  “Don’t just lie there!  Do something!”
 
Fumbling with his own weapon, Decc stood up and barely missed being cratered by one of Vermik’s wand strikes.  Oerlikon filled up the rest of the silence with the mighty avalanches of his cannon, rapidly forcing the intruders behind an overturned bookcase.  Advancing, Iggy picked off the ceiling tiles over their heads and sent part of the metallic plates crashing onto Ludwig.
 
“Burn in the Inferno, my brother!” Iggy cackled, firing recklessly.
 
“Decc!” the Spikester shouted, resetting his stance after another recoil.  “Initiate the self-destruct sequence!  It’s time to leave!”
 
“My beautiful ship!” Iggy screamed over the horrible din.  “We can still save it!”
 
“Not in this life,” Vermik yelled back, tauntingly.  “Either you both go up in smoke or you both surrender.”
 
Behind what was left of their makeshift shelter, Ludwig stumbled to his feet.  “They’re going to blow up the airship and escape in this capsule.  Bowser and the rest of the soldiers will be floating debris.”
 
Admittedly, Vermik wasn’t too displeased about the idea, but he knew Kamek would never let him live another day if he caught wind of it.  Resolved to necessary heroism, the Magikoopa leapt over the crumbled bookcase and barely evaded one of the rocketed projectiles from Oerlikon’s cannon.  He disarmed the Spikester with a flurry of hand movements, aimed the massive barrel at the commander, and turned the upper half of the Koopa’s body into smoldering carbon.
 
Iggy wailed and fired off an enraged round at the Magikoopa, but all of the shots missed wide and blew out a section of the far wall.  Even in its futility, the distraction was enough to allow Oerlikon to regain his footing and shoot a toxic spine into Vermik’s left leg.  Gremorth retaliated by lifting the Spikester with invisible hands and smashing him against Iggy, sending them both sprawling across the floor.
 
“Nice work,” said Ludwig.  “Now where’s the scroll?”
 
“Wonderful to see all this concern for my life,” Vermik snarled.
 
As soon as he felt the poison ravaging his capillaries, the sorcerer concentrated force through his veins and into the off-branching vessels.  A spew of blood gushed out of the wound, popping the spine out like a cork and ridding his body of the deadly toxin.  After he sensed it had been purged completely, he mentally clotted the laceration and looked up, ready to snap the neck of his attacker.
 
“Found it,” said Ludwig, pulling the Breaking Scrolls out of the desk while Gremorth trained two orbs of dark energy on Iggy and his advisor.  “We’ll have to take them alive, I think.”
 
Vermik nodded, and the Shaman lowered the strength of his blasts before slamming them against the heads of the traitors, sending them both into a world of blackness.
 
~*~*~*~
 
All crewmembers of the Exultant except for Iggy and Oerlikon were sentenced to death by firing squad within the hour, and the airship itself was salvaged and anchored to the Cerberus for repairs.  In the meanwhile, Bowser met with his eldest son and the rest of his advisory staff in the situation room of the Leviathan, painstakingly drawing out terms.
 
In the end, Ludwig was swayed by the apparent rebirth of his father, apparent in all the faces of his soldiers and even that of the calculating Supreme Guildmaster.  Still, he and Gremorth reserved a fringe of doubt in case the need ever arose.
 
“We must waste no time in acquiring the power of the Breaking Shrine,” said Bowser, slamming a fist and sending a quake through the table before him.
 
“In case of opposition,” continued Jagger, “we’ll move all ships to Dark Land for excavation, but Kanaye and the naval fleet will need reinforcements.  Even with their strength, they are only just a match for the Mushroom Kingdom’s forces at Land’s End.  With enough firepower, and considering our enemy’s loss of leadership, we should be able to crush them now and before they have a chance to regroup.”
 
“I can take the Shadow Dragon and my army reserves to back up their lines,” offered Ludwig, Gremorth standing silently behind him.
 
“Negative,” said Admiral Jade, displaying her accustomed formality.  “The two forces will meet during the next day, and it will take too much time.  There is only one Koopaling with his fleet already in the air.”
 
“Morton,” said Kamek, letting out a sigh.  “I’d hoped to postpone the family reunion until we could all meet in person, but it seems you and the king will have to deliver five reconciliation speeches as soon as possible.  Hopefully, the other children will be as forgiving as you were.”
 
“Iggy was the only who really distrusted me,” said Ludwig, thoughtfully tapping the table with a gleaming claw.  “The rest should fall in line if we both attest to the new alliance.”
 
“Then it’s settled,” said Bowser eagerly, with a laugh that struck fear into the others seated around the room.  “Soon, the Koopa Empire will rise from Dark Land and shed the light of our race’s glory over Plit.  I’ve waited long for this, and now my father’s dream will finally be achieved.”
 
There it is, Kammy shared her thoughts with the other Magikoopas, hoping the Shaman hadn’t tapped into their mental connections.  The questionable demise of the Mario Brothers was only part of his self-atonement.
 
It’s better than the old Bowser, Vermik added, eyes locked with Gremorth’s.  The two deeply disliked each other.  We have more important things to worry about.
 
Clear your mind, young fool, thought Kamek.  The Breaking Shrine demands our full attention, yes, but Kammy’s observation bears more immediate relevance.  Woe to those who underestimate the sins of the father.
Chapter Fifteen: The Gathering Dark 
And called to each shall be the lives of the world forged in the everlasting spirit, now subjected in fear to the claws of the One who seeks to break what was made and raise from its ruin the undeniable shadows of his reign. 
From the Breaking Scrolls

Royal Palace, Nimbus Land 
As Mallow approached the towering spires of the Royal Palace under the hazy light of early dusk, he felt the weight of unmade memories wash over him. Now on the brink of war, when everything he had gained and yet failed to comprehend might soon pass away, he began to realize what he had already lost. An entire life was stolen by the conflict that separated him from his parents, but that essence was no longer his and was in the fullest sense withered to dust eternally. 
“Welcome home, Prince,” said one of the two royal guards who stood nightly sentry at the front entrance. 
“To many more returns,” he said, repeating the formal reply he had been taught. 
Even a phrase as small as that would have meant nothing to him in the days of green and gray spent on moss-covered hills in Tadpole Pond. From his first arrival and the happy reunion with the King and Queen, princely duties and functions had been relentlessly drilled into his head, pushing out the unsophisticated for the civilized. It was duller and more terrible than his bleakest moments in the Kero Sewers, and yet he wondered if in another life he might have liked it. If never lost down the rivers of the world, would he have been at ease in the cramped air of a throne room and the dreary silence of accountability? 
“You’re back earlier than expected,” said one of his father’s advisors, Glam Pomis. The portly Nimbian had lifted his lavish robes and was now running from the opposite end of the long vestibule to meet him. “King Nimbus will be pleased you’ve decided to stay.” 
Mallow threw up a hand of welcome. “I’m glad to return, but I’m afraid I don’t intend to stay. I have something very important to discuss with my father, and whatever his decision, I’ll have to leave immediately after.” 
There was disappointment in Pomis’ eyes, but the prince knew it came more from the burden of sympathizing with his parents rather than any actual grief over his absence. “Oh, dear, I was worried it might be too good to be true. Must you fly away again so hastily? It is almost as if you never returned.” 
It’s exactly like that, thought Mallow wearily. He did not say anything, though, as he’d heard the same words countless times before. 
The ornately carved doors of the Grand Throne Room groaned open before them under the arms of two palace guards and revealed a scene only surpassed in magnificence by the Royal Mushroom Castle itself. Gold-flecked carpet led through the center of the hall, banked on either side by wide stretches of emerald and finally broken off by the daily-polished oak of the walls. Heavy tapestries and banners hung from the ceiling throughout the room and told of the proud history of the Nimbians, displaying times of fortune and misery alike. 
“Stars be praised, my son has returned!” the king exalted from his throne, rushing to embrace him. After the traditional welcoming, his father continued, “It has been far less time than I reckoned, but your mother and I missed you more than we’d thought, as well. I knew you would decide to stay here, where you belong, and not forego the hopes and dreams of your people. We had to believe it.” 
Not wishing to face the pride in the king’s eyes, Mallow turned his head and looked sadly at the hanging cloth that represented his own adventures with Mario. “Father, I have not come back with the news that you desire. Something else has happened, something far worse than anything I counted on before departing. I’ve come to ask your help, but regardless of what you decide, I won’t be able to remain here any longer.” 
Broken and consumed by a sudden shadow of fear, the king stepped back and looked slowly away, contemplating the throne he had left. “In some unknowable way, I anticipated this. Not your coming here to ask for aid, of course, but your ultimate decision to live your own life away from the palace and the people who need you now more than ever. Despite all my prayers, I knew it was an impossibility, something demanded by destiny but unfulfilled by fate.” 
“I can’t say anything to that,” said Mallow tiredly, surprised to find himself agreeing completely with what he had heard. “Father, we can do nothing about that now. All there is left is the crisis at hand, and it won’t wait for us, however patient we’ve been.” 
“I shall hear your plea now,” said the king, his voice now formal and indifferent. “But I cannot promise you anything else. You are not who you were, and the people will be devastated by it. If I were to show you special favor, there would be wide discontent.” 
Even for your son? he wanted to say, but he knew that his father was right. “The Mushroom Valley has been completely flooded, and a prophecy long known by Gra- I mean Frogfucious and the elders of our past is unfolding. It will call upon this world many more catastrophes, and none of us know how far-reaching they might be. Even now, the Mushroom army at Land’s End is preparing desperately against Bowser’s fleet. The Koopa Kingdom survived without harm from the disaster, and now Bowser will stop at nothing to crush the last of his enemies.” 
“You disappoint me, Son,” said the king, shaking his head, seeming older than he had ever been before. “Only a few days’ absent, and already you have succumbed to the superstitions of your childhood mentor. Even if the flood is real and not a ploy by the Mushroom Kingdom to accrue our help in another destructive war against the Koopas, I cannot commit troops without the approval of the people. Neither can I place my kingdom’s own sons and daughters in the face of death for a cause not dear to us.” 
“But you have to understand this affects everyone!” Mallow exclaimed, soon regretting his outrage at the decision. “Whatever the prophecy, these things are happening, and as soon as Bowser’s fleet decimates the Mushroomers, they will not hesitate to move north and lay siege to Nimbus Land. The outer towns and beanstalk highways will be razed, and there will be no one left to stand beside us in our hour of need. You must realize this!” 
“Perhaps you are correct,” said the king, lifeless, even dead. His eyes seemed pale and distant. “But in order for me to send the Cumulus into battle, I have to receive the support of my son, the prince. You have to promise to return here after the battle is won, to serve the Nimbians and forget all in the past. What could have been was robbed from all of us, Mallow. We have to move forward, to compromise with the hand that was dealt us.” 
Everything in Mallow frayed at that instant, knowing he could never achieve the life he was meant for, but also recognizing that possessing the dream of his purpose would cost the lives of his friends and the world he loved so much. There was really no other answer left to give. 
“It will be done,” he said, and the brightness that had left his father’s eyes drained from his own. 
“Things will get better, my son, you will see. Do not think it is the end of everything.” 
“It won’t be,” said Mallow darkly. “Before we go to Land’s End, we must first stop at the Mushroom Valley. If nothing else, it will prove that not all hope is lost.” 
~*~*~*~
Koopa Castle, Vista Hill 
“We found him on the dungeon level, sir,” said Genji T, Parakarry hovering limply behind him. “If there was anybody else down there, they didn’t survive to tell about it. I never knew what a monster Bowser was.” 
“Still is,” Mario reminded him. “Seeing you alive makes me glad,” he said to the Paratroopa. “We thought you were lost in the flood.” 
“I almost wish I would have been,” he said gloomily, face covered in the shadows of the dimly lit throne room. “Coming into the light and knowing almost everyone you know or care about is gone… It’s not a nightmare anyone would want to wake up to.” 
“We’ve all felt the loss where it hits hardest,” said Mario, brightening slightly. “But Luigi and the princess are alive, as are many citizens. Everyone from Toad Town evacuated in time. No one was left behind.” 
For the first time since his release, Parakarry’s face shined with optimism, and the memories he had recounted of old friends lost suddenly rushed back to him, renewed by saving grace. It was the endless tale of a world in chaos, where dreams might be shattered in an instant, breaking the soul of a person to the furthest ends of his existence only to reform in a moment of revelation that could just as easily vanish. 
“What made you all come here?” he asked. “With Bowser leaving, I’d figure you’d go to help the army at Land’s End.” 
“Luigi’s rescuer, a strange creature called Rezan, told us of a prophecy that might explain all this,” said Mario. “We encountered evil forces on the way here, and they might have been trying to stop us. Either way, Master Erasmus is searching through Kamek’s library right now for clues to what’s happening. If anyone besides Frogfucious knows something about this, it’d be that ancient Magikoopa.” 
As if on cue, The Master hobbled down an adjoining flight of stairs with a bound collection of scrolls under one arm. He lay the book down before his eager audience and tapped it proudly with a cane. 
“The Guildmaster Supreme has left a clear trail to his knowledge,” said the old Mushroomer, cackling. “It tells of a Breaking Prophecy, signs, and a shrine connected by altars and all the things of wonder which have been occurring. This is where he has gone with Bowser and the airships, no doubt, but I wonder what made him so aware of it after all these years. *hack* *cough* *wheeze*!” 
“Should we go after them?” asked Mario of his friends, all looking at him in disbelief. “I know it’s crazy, but so was that flood. We can’t just stand here and do nothing to stop it!” 
“With all due respect, sir,” said Genji, “I think the folks at Land’s End need us more. We’ll never be able to catch up with the doomships now, anyway.” 
“The Mushroomer is right,” said Erasmus, “if only about practical measures. Catching up to the tyrant would seem impossible with what we have, eh? *wheeze* *cough*” 
“But so is getting to Land’s End,” said Mario, sitting down on one of the room’s many armless sofas. “We can’t do anything from here, and we couldn’t do a thing to stop the flood from killing our friends either. I’ve always… Every time someone gets in trouble, there’s a way for me to do something about it. When Bowser attacks, I can fight him, and when Smithy conquered, we all pulled through together, but this is something none of us can understand.” 
The Master started to say something, feeling at a loss for all his years of wisdom, but before he could speak a loud rushing sound broke through the upper windows of the throne room. Flying down to the floor at an amazing speed, several hovering clouds stopped before them, each with a Nimbian pilot. At the forefront of the group was Prince Mallow, battle-hardened face suddenly warm with joy. 
“Mario!” he exclaimed, hopping off and shaking the human’s hand. “We didn’t expect to find you here.” 
“But how did you know?” Mario stammered. “Almost no one survived.” 
“Grandpa,” the Nimbian said simply. “And as for no one being left, we found the people from Toad Town on the outskirts of the forest. Not only that, but the citizens who escaped from the Mushroom Village are on Midas Mountain, hundreds of them. Mario, the princess is alive. She’s on her way to see Frogfucious right now!” 
No longer content with a handshake, Mario jumped forward and embraced the prince, overcome with hope reborn. After a few seconds of not being able to speak, he finally let go of the surprised Nimbian. 
“But wait, there’s still the prophecy,” he said, sensing that Mallow knew what he was talking about. 
“The Breaking of the World,” said the prince, nodding. “What about it?” 
“We think Kamek is leading the fleet to whatever this shrine is the Master talked about, but we can’t catch up with them. That, and the forces at Land’s End are being flanked by a whole fleet of Bowser’s ships!” 
Mallow shook his head firmly. “General Spore and Admiral Enoki were given the heads up, thanks to Grandpa Frogfucious. I’m heading over with the Cumulus,” he said while gesturing above to where more cloud-borne soldiers were waiting, “and the spare troops I could pick up from the Mushroom survivors to help them out. You all are welcome to come. Luigi and some reptile friend of his already volunteered.” 
“I can’t,” said Mario, inwardly rejoicing at the recovery of his brother. “One of your men has to take me in pursuit of Bowser’s doomships. If they’re going to use this shrine thing for mischief then I have to try to stop them.” 
“I’ll go with you,” said Roshi, throwing a hand up when Genji started to protest. “I know you want to come too, pal, but they’ll need your expertise with the army, and I’ll be of more use with Mario.” 
“I’m not letting you two go off alone,” said Parakarry, fluttering to meet them. “Plus, I can bear my own weight.” 
“And I’ll send three of the Cumulus to carry and aid you, as well,” said Mallow, plunging his battle staff three times on the floor. It was a stronger, rapidly-extending upgrade of his old weapon favorites, and it also was the rallying symbol of the Nimbians’ premiere cavalry. “You have to hurry. We all have a part to play, and there’s no time to spare.” 
“Thank you, Mallow,” said the human. He wanted to say much more, but he knew it was impossible, beyond words to express himself at that moment. “Give my wishes to my brother and… and tell the princess I’ll… that I’ll see her soon.” 
“Will do, sir,” said the Nimbian, and the groups parted ways. 
Neither side looked back as the evening waned impartially 
~*~*~*~
Tadpole Pond, Mushroom Kingdom 
Nothing in the days before had prepared Yoshi and his fellow travelers for the surprise they received after arriving at Tadpole Pond. Disciples of Frogfucious greeted them warmly, bade them remove their weapons and supplies, and then led them across a line of stepping stones to the old philosopher’s private island. Once there, they saw him sitting across a table from Princess Peach and Russ T, with a bored Mushroomer soldier standing idly apart from the rest. 
“Princess Peach!” Yoshi shouted, ecstatic. 
Admiral Bobbery ran up alongside the dinosaur, and both exchanged pleasantries with the princess, mostly glad to see she had survived the flood. Frogfucious and Russ T. stood up as well, content to enjoy the lightening mood evoked by the reunion until the latter spotted the other Yoshi. 
“Well, I’ll be an Ice Land frost rat!” he exclaimed, walking over. “Ryanoshi! I thought you’d still be on Yoshi’s Island, lazing away with your blasted stories while the rest of the world faced the Apocalypse.” 
The nerdish dinosaur snorted humorously, patting the elderly Mushroomer on the shoulder. “It’s good to see you too, my old and prestigious friend. All cheerfulness aside, though, it seems our research would’ve benefited from further study. Our abandoning it has gotten us into quite a bind.” 
“More than you know,” said Russ T, gesturing to Frogfucious and the princess. “We’ve already shared much between us, and we’ll have to bring you all up to date-” 
“What is he doing here?” the princess suddenly said, clearly furious at something. 
When everyone looked up, she was pointing belligerently at Chef Torte, who had his head turned sharply and his arms crossed. Before Peach marched over to give him more than a piece of her mind, Yoshi and the admiral held her back. 
“My name is Ryanoshi, ma’am,” the Yoshi said, beaming. “Chef Torte met us in Rose Town and fought with us against enemies in the Forest Maze. I’m sure he’s done something in the past, but surely it’s not beyond his considerable atonement.” 
“We’ll see,” she said huffily. 
“My children,” Frogfucious broke the confusion. Despite all the chaos and darkness that seemed to envelop their worlds, his face still contained the impenetrable aura of serenity and wisdom it did in the most peaceful of times. “We have much to discuss, so I suggest you all sit down and let me start from the beginning.” 
Over the course of the next two hours, the gentle frog recounted for them everything he knew, everything he surmised, and the elements of it all he remained uncertain of. Throughout the delivery, the captive audience asked questions, and Chef Torte even exploded with irrelevant rants from time to time, but in the end all were on the same page, more or less. 
“So you see,” he continued, “it is of the utmost importance we trust to the Star Spirits in their choosing of those fated to stand the test of ages past. Our task, then, as those left behind is to aid in what worldly struggles erupt out of the entangled passions bred by the prophecy. As Yoshi and his comrades have already experienced, ill agents sent by the Enemy, known now simply as Doomstar, are being spread throughout Plit in greater degrees of power. The one they faced was relatively weak and without a chance to grow in strength, but future creatures of his brood will be far more dangerous.” 
“Hey, Ryanoshi,” said Bobbery, “tell him about that thing. You know, the deceit stuff you spoke with me about.” 
Reluctantly, Ryanoshi went over his perception of a parallel between the false treasure of the Thousand-Year Door and the promise of salvation from the Enemy given by the Breaking Scrolls. As he finished, he found himself comforted by the fact that Frogfucious never once lost his air of confidence. 
“You feel misgivings about this theory, but let me assure you I have thought as much,” said the frog, splaying a webbed hand across a bag of dried crickets. He plucked one up and munched on it meditatively before going on. “It is certainly a possibility, but it is also one I cannot see through. If it is real, then the Star Spirits have been silenced, as they would have contacted me, I’m sure. Now, assuming it is all a falsification, then there is little we can do about it. That the Enemy is using us at all means there is a hope for counterattack, which also indicates that in being led to the critical point of Doomstar’s plan, there will be a point at which we shall perceive his designs and be able to thwart them. In the interim, though, we must only continue to do what we can.” 
“The forces at Land’s End will need help,” Peach said determinedly. “They have to be warned.” 
“It has already been taken care of,” said Frogfucious with a wink. “I contacted Mallow with a psychic bond we’ve built up over the years. He will no doubt rally the aid of the Nimbians and create a formidable front to meet whatever Bowser has sent. Either way, it’s none of our concern at the moment.” 
“Zis guy,” said Chef Torte, chortling. “He says ze verld’s about to flip upside-down with battles eveirywhere, and zen he says it’s none of our concern. Vat a loon!” 
Frogfucious’s forehead crinkled angrily, and he reached out to whack the Terrapin across the knees with his staff. “If you insist on being amusing to yourself, then please go prepare us a meal. You can at least do that, right?” 
“Vhatevier,” said Chef Torte, standing up to leave. 
“A real model citizen,” Peach said derisively. “I say we still can’t trust him.” 
“For anything important, of course not,” said Ryanoshi. “I believe that was the intention of Frogfucious.” 
“It was, indeed,” said the elder frog with a resumed smile. “Now, then, just because we are too far away to participate in the larger events of the world doesn’t mean we can’t do something useful. I must meditate further on these things, so in the meantime, one of my disciples will tell you what chores need to be done around here. After that, we’ll all sit down and enjoy our grumpy turtle friend’s dinner.” 
Russ T. struggled to stand up as the others were led off. “I’m certain you didn’t mean me, what with my bad back and all.” 
The wise frog scowled as the Mushroomer let out a fake cough. “None of that, now! My disciples are not so dense as to be unable to find something for even the laziest of my guests. Off with you!” 
~*~*~*~
Underground Tunnel, Lavalava Island 
Flames caught at the end of smoking wood torches flared their bright light along the jagged walls of the subterranean tunnel. Before and ahead of them, the once-clear path descended into the rapid maw of the darkness, always being consumed and never released again as long as they continued walking. After two hours of relentless pacing, they forced themselves to slow down and take regular breathers, but the sheer monotony of the journey continued to edge away at their resolve. 
“We must not take any more stops,” said Kino, the yellow-skinned Yoshi who had volunteered as a pack-carrier for the expedition. “Something is following us.” 
Kolorado removed his traveling hat and wiped at his damp forehead with a handkerchief. “I say, Kino, are you sure? Neither nocturnal nor diurnal beasties would find anything of interest in this abysmal pit.” 
“Too late,” said Henry, the old Koopa’s personal assistant. His wide Goomba eyes easily spotted the approach of a creature from farther down the tunnel behind them. 
Without a word, Kino stepped forward and embraced one of his fellow Yoshi friends, Ryok, as the dinosaur came out of the gloom and appeared before them. He was obviously very tired, looking as if he had run the entire way to meet them. When the pair parted and began talking between themselves in their native language, the others traded anxious looks. 
“They keep popping out of bloody nowhere, eh?” Kolorado whispered, one hand placed furtively up to his mouth. 
“Nothing Yoshies do is considered normal,” said Henry plainly. “Frankly, I’m glad he’s here. We know they have no reason to betray us, and the more trustworthy folks we have with us, the better.” 
“Now, that’s the ticket!” replied Kolorado. “Always thinking on the bright side, here’s one of your strong points. I’ve always told my wife, that Henry, he has immeasurable courage.” 
“Sir,” said Henry, nudging his comrade as the Koopa reminisced, “I believe they’re done talking.” 
“Eh, so they are. Hello, again, gents! I’m sure you wouldn’t mind explaining to us what’s going on, just for clarity’s sake, of course.” 
“My friend Kino,” said the red Yoshi, gesturing to the other dinosaur, “followed you to make certain you’d be safe. You see, odd things have been happening on the island, gradually spreading from the base of Mt. Lavalava for the past year and now fringing on the boarders of the village itself. When we came to the start of the tunnel, we noticed an ancient message written above the entrance, clearly stating the direst of all warnings.” 
“Which is?” asked Kolorado, more excited than worried. 
“It wouldn’t make sense translated out of the indiginous tongue, but think of the worst fate you could confront and then times it by a hundred,” said Ryok dryly. 
“That bad, eh?” the Goomba commented. “We’ve already ignored that, though. We’re pretty much at the point of no return, I’d say.” 
“Perhaps,” said Kino, matter-of-factly. “But we should leave immediately, regardless. Our other friend is waiting at the docks, yet we are willing to escort you back to the camp so you and your expedition may pack up and depart, as well.” 
“Ah, I understand you now,” said Kolorado, throwing a bold wink in the Yoshi’s direction. “You two spoil sports want us to leave so we won’t trample over all your ruins and rites and whatnot, right? Well, don’t worry, old chap, because we promise not to destroy anything. I might just take a trinket or two from the inner sanctum of the volcano…” 
“I think they’re genuinely concerned about our safety, sir,” said Henry, shifting on his two large feet. “In all honesty, I’m more than a little anxious about being here, myself. This cave gets creepier and creepier.” 
“You too, then? I say, you chaps are absolutely bonkers. There are no such things as curses, demons, monsters, or bad omens. Maybe Star Spirits, yes, but a beauty of a one came to my rescue not too long ago, so they’re good fellows. Pshaw! If that Misstar hadn’t been a deity, I would’ve laid on the old Kolorado charm!” 
“Your wife, sir!” exclaimed Henry, appalled. 
“Only joking, my boy,” said the Koopa, throwing up two hands. “Let’s keep this between you and me, though, eh?” 
“Excuse me, sirs, but my friend and I are short of time,” said Ryok politely. “We don’t wish to leave you without explaining the level of danger you’re both in, but now that we’ve done so, the choice of whether to come with us is yours. Either way, we really must be going.” 
“Kolorado, please, let’s follow them out,” said Henry, the old fear returning to him. “No treasure’s worth this.” 
“This isn’t a treasure, lad, it’s a gold mine of archeological discovery! I’m not going anywhere.” 
The Goomba groaned and looked pleadingly at the Yoshies. “Well, if he’s staying, then so am I. Unless you both have a better idea,” continued Henry, motioning as if to suggest the dinosaurs should give his employer a whack on the head. 
They both looked quizzically at the Goomba and turned to go, disappointed. As they began to pass out of sight and Kolorado wondered off muttering, though, a sudden chill burst through the narrow passage. Instantly, the two groups halted in their tracks and pivoted, watching each other. 
“What was that?” Henry said, the only one daring to speak. 
Kino whirled his head around, lifting it as if to strain his senses. “There is someone else coming. Sulei left; I do not know who else it would be.” 
“He could have returned,” offered Ryok, nervously stepping back. “We can’t count him out.” 
“Sulei is impatient,” said Kino, eyes glaring into the unceasing umbra. “Something does not feel right. We should go. Now.” 
The air became colder than before, and suddenly all of them were running relentlessly in the direction they had been going all along, not even bothering to look back. When the fire from the torches went utterly dead, they quickened their pace, the night driving them ever onward until they came to a massive cavern with wide chambers that stretched over a lake of molten lava. 
Blood-red haze and orange spouts of thick fire seemed to hover constantly over the boiling pit, and the fumes lifted up to the terrible domes of the volcanic inferno, spreading out a thin mist of toxins that plagued their every breath. Only floating platforms that shifted unsteadily over the surface of the magma gave them any hope of reaching the other side, but even they were a better choice than waiting to confront whatever was closing in behind them. 
“The young Goomba was correct,” said Kino, wiping a bead of sweat from the back of his long neck. “We might have been doomed the moment we entered the tunnel.” 
“It’s not over yet,” Ryok said, more courageous than he felt. “All we have to do is find our way over those slabs of rock. The bowels of the volcano are all connected, so once we come to a portion of it that’s farther out, we’ll be safer.” 
“I still say there’s nothing to worry about whatsoever,” said Kolorado grumpily, his arms crossed. “Back there, you know, I only ran to keep up with you frightful chaps. How was I to know what crazy thing you’d try next?” 
“This isn’t the time for heroics,” said Henry wryly. “Please, sir, let’s discuss the flaws of superstition after we escape the jaws of death.” 
“Look!” cried Ryok. “It’s frozen over…” 
They all turned to see the mouth of the tunnel they had just left encased in a sheet of ice, rimmed over with frost that crystallized over the surrounding rock. Curious, Kolorado walked close to it and put his hand on the opalescent wall, immediately yelping and jumping back. 
“Too cold?” asked Kino. 
“Too bloody hot!” exclaimed the Koopa, wringing his burnt palm. “It nearly fried my scales off.” 
“Definitely not right,” said Ryok needlessly. “It’s settled, then. We can’t stay here.” 
The others reluctantly followed him as the Yoshi flutter-jumped over a row of wavering platforms, each composed of black crumbling rock that felt like it would give way soon after they landed on it. At one point in the crossing, Henry failed to calculate his next leap correctly and scrambled on the edge of one of the collapsing layers of obsidian. Hesitating for only a moment, Kino tracked back and grabbed the Goomba by his backpack before he plunged into the liquid fire, barely managing to race away again before the lava claimed him. 
“Thanks,” said Henry, now securely on the Yoshi’s saddle. “Sorry if I’m causing any further trouble, but I’m not so good at jumping.” 
“We could carry much more,” said Kino, surprisingly mellow for their hectic surroundings. “It’s not a burden, trust me.” 
“Jolly brave, that was! You saved my friend,” said Kolorado as they cleared another gap in the stepping slabs. “I’ll reward you handsomely for that.” 
“Kino won’t accept any coins,” said Ryok, intervening for his friend. “I’m sure we’ll both agree to a fruit salad if we ever make it out of here, though.” 
“Easy to please, hard to buy off,” said the Koopa, musing. “Are you both certain you’re not from beyond the sky?” 
Before the Yoshies could shrug off a response, the platform ahead of them sunk limply into a whirling vortex of lava that dipped farther down after the rock had been completely consumed. Gurgling, roaring, a fountain of flames erupted from the center of the disturbance and forced the travelers to the edge of the slab they were standing on even as it began to drown under their combined weight. 
“Problem,” said Kino, without emotion. “Ryok, I’m drawing a blank here.” 
“I’m thinking, I’m thinking,” muttered the crimson-colored Yoshi, looking frantically around. “Hmm, the contents of our eggs should be dense enough to harden in the lava and form another platform, however short-lived. We’ll have to act quickly.” 
Kolorado blinked his eyes in shock as the dinosaurs hurled power eggs at the space in front of them, but his surprise was nowhere near as high as when they gradually built up into a spotted slab of hard-boiled yolk. Not desiring to waste time with questions, he and the others quickly bounced off of the briefly floating platform and landed on the next, running on at a faster pace. 
Eventually they crossed all of the flat rocks and came to another raised bay that ran along the surface of the cavern. There was another adjoining tunnel at the opposite end of the path, but before they reached it a quake split the ground beneath them into a slim crevice that slowly wedged apart as it went on. Volcanic dust and intense blasts of heat shot up from the fault line, obscuring the way ahead with a thick haze of brown and red fog. 
“Oh no,” Henry groaned, leaning forward on Kino’s saddle and still failing to see anything. “It’s like something’s purposely trying to stop us.” 
A grating cackle sounded from the tangled vapors, and the body of Sulei walked towards them with the clouds of mixed poison curling around him. Only his eyes were different, black as the obsidian they had almost died on and more lifeless than all the bones in the graves of the world. With a simple hand movement, the smog choked around them was blown away by the aftershock of some invisible detonation, and a thin smile crept across his snout. 
“Welcome to my own Inferno,” a dark voice echoed from all sides. “Your friend is gone. I ate his being and absorbed it into my own, another part of he who made me. Now you also shall know the absolute and feel no more.” 
Kino let Henry down and ushered both the Goomba and Kolorado behind him, returning to stand firmly beside the other Yoshi. Barely restrained from trembling to his knees, Ryok stepped forward and addressed the shadow corpse. 
“I don’t know who you are, but I do know you must be responsible for all the horror that has struck our island,” he said, faltering only on the last words. “It doesn’t matter, though. We’ll stop you; you can’t win.” 
“Fools, I am the fulcrum of victory and loss, the pin-point decision maker of misery and joy,” the demon spoke. “Even what you perceive is false, and so you will lose no matter what the outcome of any day until the doom that sucks up all life and closes in around it.” 
Removed from the conflict, Kolorado leaned over to his protégé and whispered, “Not exactly the sort of chap you’d invite to a birthday party, eh? He needs a bit of the old wham-bang, I say!” 
“We’ll let the Yoshies handle it for now,” said Henry, holding the explorer back. “In the meantime, let’s just try to stay alive.” 
Conforming to his usual silence, Kino ran towards the demon and brought out a long blade. As he reared it up for a slice, Ryok leapt overhead with his own blade drawn and dropped, the sharpest edge of his sword directed at the head of the monster. The reborn Sulei moved effortlessly away as the two cleaved the ground where he had been standing and assumed a tighter position against an upraised stalagmite. 
“He’s fast,” said Kino. “I’ll allow him that.” 
Ryok found it incredibly unnerving to be fighting tongue and claw with his best friend, but he had to remind himself that the real Sulei had been murdered. Now he was fighting the demon who had taken his life and was craving for their own. Under the revelation, he formed a defensive shell around himself and plowed towards the shadow creature full-tilt. Behind him, Kino brought up his blade again and fluttered in dodgy movements through the air, weaving a distracting pattern the divide the demon’s attention. 
Snarling, Sulei smashed the rock beneath him with one foot, rupturing encrusted basalt and sending the egg ahead of him soaring backwards through the air. Ryok managed to come out of the shield in time to flutter back, and Kino was already before his opponent, sharp metal slicing through the light skin of his former friend as easily as it split a coconut. 
Both Yoshies regrouped, ready for a counterattack, but Sulei only looked curiously at his severed arm, studying the wound as if it were a mere curiosity. In the next instant, a black, spike-studded vine several times larger than the Yoshi’s body itself burst from his shoulder. Peppered with crimson spots, the grasping appendage crunched through the wall behind them and brought down an avalanche of volcanic rock that swallowed up the grinning silhouette of the demon. 
“Move away!” Ryok yelled to their speechless audience, and all of the heroes edged back to the boundary of the curving ground before it dipped off into the sea of magma. “Stay clear of the smoke, and shallow your breathing!” 
Without conversing, the dinosaurs propped the Koopa and Goomba on their saddles and hopped up through the shield of haze and above the rumbling mountain of black stone, finally arriving where the air was still clear and tolerable. Before they could find a place to rest, though, three more immense vines ripped through the pile-up of rock and flailed madly towards the towering dome above them. Each of the plant-like arms were surrounded by a glowing, dark-purple aura that seemed like fire twisted by malice. 
“Fantastic!” exclaimed Kolorado, holding on to his hat as Ryok jerked him around. “I say, old man, can you get a bit closer? I can’t quite make out the configuration of those lovely red splotches.” 
The Yoshi ignored him and leapt away one second before a two-meter-wide tentacle slammed down behind him, throwing up clouds of smoke and sending chunks of rock raining all around them. Quiet as ever, but definitely more focused, Kino appeared beside him suddenly and then disappeared again as he dodged another one of the erratic vines. It seemed more appendages of varying lengths and widths were erupting from the foundation of the unstable mountain, and something embedded in the core of the mass squealed with delight each time one of its spines came close to gouging the dinosaurs. 
More blasts of stone shards crashed out violently before them, making way for the largest Piranha Plant head they had ever seen. Its skin was the same black and bloody red as its arms, but the mane rattling at the curve of its skull was composed of ethereal fire and colored with the mutating essence of shadow. As it dripped acid that hissed off its rotten teeth, the grinning demon let out an earth-shattering bellow and coughed up plumes of liquid-green toxin at its prey. 
The Yoshies bounded over the permeating spray of venom and came down among a rattling grove of more Piranha vines. Desperate, they nodded to each other, and while Kino nimbly dodged more of the spiked creepers, Ryok soared up along the curving neck of the demon and made his way to the base of the head by maneuvering on the greater spines. Once there, he rebounded off the fleshy black stalk and threw a round of explosive eggs into the beast’s mouth before he plummeted backwards into a forest of vines. 
The Piranha Plant’s bulging head expanded outward for a brief second, and slimy smoke tainted by the demon’s toxic mouth filtered through. As it cried out a hideous shriek, dense clumps of what looked like black blood and mangled plant growth were vomited out over the burning surface of lava. One of its floundering vines stiffened in pain, and the tip sunk slowly into a molten blaze, immediately catching flame and blackening the fibrous skin around the ashy stump. 
“I saw it,” said Ryok before Kino spoke to him. “It’s vulnerable to the magma.” 
“About time it had a weakness,” the yellow Yoshi said, rolling his eyes. “Scalding ice, popping up two miles ahead of you, rapid mutation… We’ll have to batter it towards the edge.” 
“Right behind you,” said Ryok, nearly missing a jump over a stray vine. 
With the muscles in his legs already beginning to strain, Kino made a series of leaps in quick succession that brought him above the jungle of creepers and spikes and face-to-face with the putrid maw of the demon. He reared back to throw a barrage of eggs, but the movement was too strong and sent Henry hurling to the ground below. In the one second the Yoshi hesitated, a heavy vine smacked him from the air like a stray pest and sent him careening back into the chaos as well. 
“I do believe they’ve fallen,” Kolorado lamented from Ryok’s back as the Yoshi rushed over the tops of the creepers in an effort to outflank the Piranha Plant. “We have to go back for them!” 
“No time,” said the red Yoshi, shaken but still running. “Kino can take care of both your friend and himself. We have our own part to play.” 
“We?” the Koopa said, not liking the taste of the word. “I’m quite fine up here, you see, and I’d only get in the way.” 
“Now, sir, that’s not the bravado you’re famous for. Surely you mean you’d be happy to participate in the slaying of a great menace. It is, after all, a day’s work for such an experienced explorer, isn’t it?” 
“Of course it is!” Kolorado shouted hoarsely, straightening his hat again. “I say, I’ll show that demon a thing or two. He’ll never know what hit him.” 
“With Kino down, we’ll need a new distraction,” Ryok said, smiling. “All you have to do is gain the monster’s attention, draw him towards the lava pit, and then stay alive long enough for me to pummel him in with eggs.” 
“Piece of crumpet,” the Koopa said, and gulped. “Er, when should I initiate this brilliant plan, again?” 
“Right about… now!” 
Ryok bucked Kolorado from his saddle and before a cluster of slime-covered leaves that grew over the thrashing vines. Yelping, the Koopa ran headlong towards the glow of the magma wash, narrowly missing incoming creepers every step of the way. Only slightly concerned for the explorer’s safety, the Yoshi worked his way behind the crawling neck of the demon and looked for a place to climb. 
Meanwhile, Henry clambered out from under a stack of crushed pebbles and felt himself being lifted onto Kino’s back again. Reunited, the pair dashed through a tangle of more wheeling spines and stopped after tilting their heads up and seeing Kolorado. He stood cowering at the edge of the lava and shielded his eyes with his hands, as if to ward off the slowly approaching head of the Piranha Plant. 
“Ryok,” the Yoshi groaned, leaping up through the canopy of the demon’s roots and landing beside the Koopa. “Stand tall, Kolorado. It’s not over yet.” 
“Oh- oh, yes,” said the Koopa, opening his eyes. “It does seem that way, though.” 
Acid bubbled from the Piranha Plant’s mouth, spilling over onto its leaves and corroding them instantly. Oblivious to the pain, it snapped forward at Kino with its teeth chomping hungrily. Although the Yoshi dodged in time, the edges of one of the demon’s razors sliced through his right leg and left a curving gash to the bone. Cringing, he collapsed to the leaf beneath him and shivered as toxins worked their way through his body. 
“Kino!” Henry screamed, rushing forward. 
“No, my boy, you can’t be any help,” Kolorado said calmly, holding him back. “The lad was right. Let’s face our deaths like men.” 
As the Piranha Plant leaned back to strike again, its voracious grin suddenly dipped low into a twisting frown, and its entire body slammed forward, tossing them to the rocks below. When they looked up, they saw the back of its head eaten through by yolk and shredded by fragments of eggshell that penetrated deeply into the monster’s shadowy flesh. 
Ryok stood panting behind it and used the last of his strength to build another egg shield around himself, barreling into the skull of the demon with everything he had. Grating, crumbling, the massive corpse slid over into the blazing holocaust and was consumed by the endless waves of magma. Even as the brain that controlled them shriveled in its death throes, the remaining vines and leaves followed quickly after and shrunk to smoking blackness. 
“Kino’s hurt!” Henry called to the crimson dinosaur after it was over. “He’s… Where’d he…?” 
“Over here,” said Kino, wrapping a cloth around his leg. “I’m all right. Yoshies’ bodies are naturally immune to almost all toxins. It’s a side effect of basically living on Vitamin C.” 
“Pretty weak, if you ask me,” boasted Kolorado, teasing one end of his mustache. “Whatever it was, we took right care of it!” 
“Maybe,” said Ryok, eyeing the dark tinge of lava where the monster had melted. He looked away finally and spotted an opening where the demon had caused the avalanche. “At least we know where to go now.” 
After struggling up the cliff face of tumbling rocks, they traveled down another gnarled passageway until they came to a sheer metal wall blocking the path. There didn’t appear to be any markings or places to open it, and it looked as new as the day it had been shaped out of ore. 
“Someone had to have made this,” said Kino, still wincing because of his injury. “Excuse me, comrades, but I must sit down.” 
Henry laid out a towel for him to lay on, already taking a special liking to the Yoshi who had saved his life more than once. “We can’t go back, though. All of the platforms have been submerged, and the bay only wraps around that last cavern halfway. The cave that was blocked off by the avalanche probably led to the surface, but now we’ll never know.” 
“Either way, we need to rest awhile,” said Ryok, sitting down. “Clear your thoughts in the meantime. We haven’t made it through this volcano yet, or whatever else the door is guarding.” 
Despite having his brain frazzled by recent events, Kolorado was the only one of them who knew. He had no way of being certain, of course, but he felt the treasure he was searching for beyond the metal gate. Ruins, altars, ancient people and the legends they crafted… he could hardly wait. 
~*~*~*~
Airborne over Kooparian 
Mario and the others came in low on their Nimbus clouds as the storm began to grow more intense, with ripping bolts of lightning flaying the sky and promenades of thunder blowing out harsh dissonance. Directly ahead of them, the Leviathan cut swiftly through the atmosphere behind two smaller airships and another one they were dragging along. The anchored vessel had massive battle damage, made all the more surprising because it was clearly marked with the flag of the Koopa Kingdom. 
“Had to be an internal dispute,” said Parakarry between dull rumbles, his wings carrying him evenly with the rest of the flight. “What now?” 
“Captain,” said Mario to the Nimbian sharing his cloud, “where’s the closest you can get us?” 
“There appears to be an opening near the right fuselage cluster,” said the soldier, bringing down a small pair of binoculars. “We’ll disembark there, and I can set the clouds to follow our electronic signals from a safe distance. If we hide well enough, we should just be able to climb back on them after the airships stop. We do, however, run a risk of being spotted if we stay out here.” 
“It’s settled, then,” said the human, failing to cover the visible excitement in his face. “Though I’d be lying if I said I wouldn’t mind crushing a few Terrapin skulls.” 
While they flew in silence and the sun descended slowly behind them, Roshi thought about all the madness that had occurred since the beginning of the Autumn Festival. It seemed like a long-dead memory, something that had happened far back in the distant past. What was more frightening, though, was that they had barely even scratched the surface of what lay before them. 
The sky was rocked to the edges of its making, wrapping itself in the blind night of eternity as the end of the beginning had come. 
Chapter Sixteen: The Prophecy
And at last his faultless deception would be complete…
From the Breaking Scrolls

Rogueport Sewers, Salinia
 
The ancient civilization rested beyond its time in the perfect silence of a thousand years.  Once a grand symbol of the power and glory of its creators, the ruins were now only  a crumbling reminder of something dark and distant, of a time displaced in the erosion of Plitian culture.  Despite all its unsettling depth and age, though, Goombella found in the most peaceful place in the world.
 
“Professor Frankly,” she called out to the frazzled old Goomba.  “I still don’t think we should have left Admiral Bobbery in Rose Town.  With a plane, it would’ve only been another day or two out of the way.”
 
“Eh?” the professor said, turning around with his specialized glasses spiraling back at her.  They were enhanced with every type of visual aid known in the body of common knowledge and a unique creation of the Goomba’s.  “I already told you, Goombella, that we could not spare even that much time.  He’s probably passed out drunk in the local tavern, regardless.  Oh-ho!”
 
“Found something, Professor?” she asked, running over.  “What is it?”
 
“A burrito,” he said cryptically, as if the stale leftover he dug out of his lab coat was an important artifact.  “Like spring melting into summer, so my breakfast becomes my lunch.  This is the way of life, my young protégé.”
 
The Goomba looked at her mentor quizzically and turned away in frustration.  Although he was obviously well-versed in archaeology, she sometimes felt whatever else remained of his mind had left him completely.  What it all came down to, however, was that she still had another year to go before earning her doctorate, and being impatient wasn’t going to help her earn it.
 
“I don’t understand why we’re going back to the Thousand-year Door,” Goombella said, brushing a strand of hair from her face.  “Sure, the scroll seemed to point there, but we’ll never be able to get past that metal gate.”
 
“Did you learn nothing from the scroll, my dear?” he said, turning slightly towards her.  “The altars mentioned will only be opened when ALL of them are activated.  And when that happens, it will be GLORIOUS, and STUPENDOUS, and a MARVEL OF MODERN ARCHAEOLOGICAL DISCOVERY!”
 
“I hope so,” said the young Goomba, cringing at the professor’s characteristic overreaction.  “It’s just that… well, I hate waiting.”
 
“Here we are,” Frankly said, gesturing towards the Thousand-year Chamber.
 
Its towering pillars and awe-inspiring architecture never failed to catch her off-balance.  Something more terrible waited in the dimly-lit spaces of the archaic atrium this time, however.  Every breath and step they took seemed to portend the release of an unchanging tension, like all the sands of the universe being swept away in a single moment.
 
“Professor,” she said, “I have a very bad feeling about this.”
 
~*~*~*~
 
Frosty Alps, Ice Land
 
After Jinx and Keb were dropped off by the slightly drunken pilot from Oceanside, the weather became steadily worse.  What started as a troubling gust of glacial wind had built into a paralyzing blizzard that roared and thrashed all around them.  Only the heavily insulated white cloaks Jinx had bought after they’d washed ashore saved them from certain death.
 
“Sensei!” the Goomba called over the loud ruffle of his coat.  “We’ll freeze up here before we search the whole mountain!”
 
Jinx said nothing in return, partially because he wanted to reassure the young monster that they weren’t lost but mostly because he knew that they were.  His interpretation of the Breaking Scroll the thieves had taken from the dojo only led him as far as a single mountain in the Frosty Alps.  Unfortunately, such a place was mind-numbingly large and would take more than a year for two people to search completely, so he was mainly depending on luck.
 
“It’s just over the next rise!” Jinx replied, knowing that was when they’d have to succeed if they hoped to survive.  “We’ll make it before nightfall!”
 
Keb muttered something doubtful to himself and took the opportunity of a brief respite in the wind to look around.  Truly intimidating, the mountain seemed to stretch on forever above and below them, indifferent to their presence.  It was frozen over by a millennia of ice and hardened rock and would remain so for as long as everything around it existed.  The Goomba wondered if even the Breaking of the World would matter to it.
 
While he continued to consider anything that would keep his thoughts away from the biting coldness, he spotted a gray shadow moving on a bare cliff above them.  Squinting, he made it out as having a light blue tint and a twisting tail with short arms and claws.  Just to make certain he wasn’t hallucinating, Keb shook his head and found it again, this time seeing it even more clearly.
 
“Sensei!” he yelled again, only afterwards thinking it might have been a bad idea.  Frustrated, he ran over to Jinx and spoke into his hood.  “There’s someone watching us farther up the mountainside.”
 
Wordlessly, Jinx pivoted his head to the sky and spotted it, looking directly down again.  “It’s Croco,” he said plainly.  “He must have been the one who stole it, or at least part of the group.”
 
The world-renowned thief, Keb thought, excitement warming his brown skin.  Jinx’ll be able to handle him, no problem!
 
He yelped in pain as the brunt edge of rock clipped him over the head.  Suddenly moving, Jinx threw himself over Keb and slammed them both against the steep rock face to their left.  Larger, frost-covered boulders tumbled down, crashing into the snow and throwing hazy clumps of it whirling into the air.  There was quiet for a time as they waited, motionless, expecting another torrent of stone.
 
“We must be getting close,” said Keb, spinning his cloak tight around him.  “What are we going to do?”
 
“Stay here,” said Jinx and disappeared up the side of the cliff.
 
“Oh, great,” the Goomba mumbled, anxious to start another fight.  He hadn’t signed up for a quest just to stand around while someone else enjoyed all the action.
 
His bold thoughts turned to fear when a dull rumble exploded above into a deafening rush.  Before he could shout out something or even make a move to escape, an infinite whiteness slid over the entire face of the mountain and sent him plunging into a vast and empty silence.
 
~*~*~*~
 
Land’s End, Mushroom Kingdom
 
The admiral’s face was a mask of grim anticipation as it appeared on the viewscreen before General Spore.  Shortly after Mallow had departed, every soldier in the complex went about the endless task of preparing for war.  Never one to put off his own responsibilities, Admiral Enoki was one of the first to board the Mushroom Navy flagship, Indomitable.  His long history with the ship and his unwavering pride in its crew told more of the admiral’s mood than his complexion ever would.
 
“Have the battleships returned from reconnaissance?” the general asked.  A ragged cigar was jutting out of the corner of his mouth, and it was fairly obvious that he’d only slept two hours the night before.
 
“The men from the coast have returned, but there’s nothing new.  Our enemy is heading straight for the isthmus behind Booster’s Tower, just like we figured.  I ordered the other ship to hold its course until we’re certain they won’t use the fleet to flank our position once the invasion force is landed.”
 
“And still no idea who’s leading Bowser’s navy,” General Spore muttered.  “From what Mallow told us, it seemed like the old rascal took all his best and brightest with him.  It’s almost as if this whole operation was designed as a minor deterrent instead of a decisive genocide.”
 
“We still don’t know where King Koopa’s heading, though,” the admiral reminded him.  “Mallow wasn’t very clear on that.  It’s only up to us to survive, for now.  We’re on the defensive.”
 
“Don’t remind me,” the general said, running a hand over his bare scalp.  “In the meantime, hold your anchor behind Star Hill until our boys engage the enemy.  I want to draw as many of them out of their rat holes as possible before we drop the poison.”
 
“Understood,” Enoki said, and signed off.
 
“Well, men,” said the general, turning to face his commanding officers.  “They’ve got the numbers and the readiness, but it’s not going to be enough to turn us back.  Let’s show them it’ll take more than a flood to bring down this kingdom.”
 
~*~*~*~
 
Lieutenant Tank broke through the dense lines of the 23rd Regiment and glanced down over the wide summit of Star Hill.  Spiraling towards the ground in a dizzying descent, he saw the early morning mist rising from the ocean blueness of the mountainside and the gray clouds hovering among the spires of Booster’s Tower.  The sky opened over the shadowed land and let fall thin sheets of rain that clattered over the new armor of the soldiers as they waited out the last breath of dawn.
 
“At ease, men,” the gruff Buzzy Beetle spoke.  “Patience is a virtue today more than ever.”
 
Clustered along the channel of waters that ran between Marrymore and the base of the mountain, the full thousand of Bowser’s Royal Koopa Fleet lay anchored as gravestones with the ghosts of the dead filing out eternally.  An estimated thirty-five thousand warriors were gathering strength for the inevitable charge—the moment when all the overwhelming might of the Mushroomer’s enemies would throng up the hillside and bury them in pits of mangled earth.  As if to mock the already hopeless chance of survival, hundreds of Paratroopas circled high above the emptying masses and beat their wings furiously in eagerness for the battle.
 
“We won’t live through the night,” said one of the Mushroomers, desperately clenching the damp handle of his spear.
 
“There are too few of us,” another said, shouldering a heavy shield under the increasing weight of the rain.  “We’ll never be able to break their lines.”
 
Tank turned on the soldiers and glared angrily at each of them.  “There’ll be no whining while I’m in charge.  I don’t care if we have to face a whole galaxy of giants, but we’ll meet them with dignity.  Now tighten your lips and stand ready, men.  I’ll tell you when to release that tension.”
 
“Lieutenant, we’re sorry,” the first one said, eyes still watching the approach of the Koopas.  “With our homes gone, it’s just we don’t know what to think any more.”
 
“You don’t have to think anything,” said Tank.  “Just watch and wait, and when I say to, run and kill.  There’s only blood now, boys, only the snap of bones and the sound of your blades crossing with the other guys’.  I know none of you’ve ever been in war, but that’s what it all means.  Once the fighting starts, there isn’t any politics or disagreements or even evil vs. good.  It’s how to stay alive and push aside what you’re slaughtering for, bringing out only the best way to drop more of them than they do you.  Believe me, there’s plenty of time for thinking about all the other stuff once the corpses and heroes are made.  Yeah, boys, there’s all the time in the world, then.”
 
Faintly, soon building up over the din of the crashing thunder, the shouts and cries of the Koopa Army could be heard like death already come, making black the sea wash that ran through the ground.  No one spoke or even thought about what they would have to do, because like Tank had tried to tell them, it wouldn’t matter much in the end.
 
~*~*~*~
 
Two lines of elite Terrapin snapped their heels together and saluted as Kanaye vaulted over the edge of his ship, landing hard in the saturated blue mud of the Star Hill valley.  Composed and calculating as always, the Ninja made his way through the crowd and gave two sharp glances at the ground and aerial combat officers.  The roiling underbellies of vast storm clouds darkened the sky behind him, throwing the blackness of his murky silhouette over all the Koopas in the army.
 
“Full status report, Commander Barron,” Kanaye said in his knife-edged voice.  “Spare no details.  I’ll decide what is significant and what is not.”
 
“The full count of soldiers you requested have been unloaded and are now being organized into updated offensive positions,” Barron reported.  He was muscular even by Terrapin standards and towered over most of his men.  “Scouts have noted the Mushroomers all along the bare summit of Star Hill, so it seems they’ll wait for us to make the first move.”
 
Kanaye moved his shrouded head and scanned the hazy peak of the mountain, running over the numbers and locations of their enemy.  His mind worked wordlessly under the black veil of his enigmatic order, only hinting at the death and destruction he could bring by the might of his hands alone.
 
“When the charge is made, I want the rear sections to gradually lessen their pace and fall off from the main group,” the Ninja said.  “It should appear to the Mushroomers as if the full force is still approaching, so the speed will have to be adjusted as progress is made.  Those that break off should immediately fan out on either side of the ascent, creating a semi-perimeter about the entire scope of the battleground.”
 
“You are also counting on them making an initial burst of strength to break our lines, then?” the commander asked, smiling.  “I agree, but I’m not sure the maneuver will trick them so easily.”
 
“Under normal circumstances, no,” Kanaye nodded.  “The cloud cover around the mountain will be more than enough to conceal our movements.  Believe me, Commander, they will be completely overwhelmed.  After penetrating the front battalions, the side walls created by the separation will close in and crush them utterly.”
 
“With any fortune,” said the Terrapin, saluting again before walking off.
 
“Major Riekan,” said Kanaye, addressing the remaining officer.
 
The major held rank over the Paratroopa fleet and was a member of the distinguished Sonic Wings, which included only those soldiers Admiral Jade personally chose and trained.  Despite appearing less intimidating than Commander Barron, he was a grim reaper in the skies and feared among his men almost as much as the admiral herself.
 
“As you requested, a small contingent of the entire flight squadron is flying above to throw off the Mushroomers’ count.  The rest are waiting just beyond Booster’s Tower in case they’ve somehow managed to conjure up a few airships.”
 
“Well done, Major,” said the Ninja, and then dismissed the Paratroopa.
 
While the combined powers of his invasion force made their final preparations, he wandered near the closely docked ships and cloaked his body using an ancient technique passed down to his clan by their former master, Yaridovich.  The instructor of the ninja arts had perished in a legendary battle with a warrior named Mario, and since then it had been every Ninja’s desire to face his master’s killer and strike him down.
 
Despite all the patience and loyalty burned into his brain, Kanaye could not silence the fire of his anger for the human he had never met. Lost in shadows, he prayed that his rival by destiny would be among the men he slaughtered that day.
 
~*~*~*~
 
General Spore was ushered onto the bridge of the Indomitable after a brief ride in the transport from the main complex.  Sharp images from the recon battleships and his own personal radio correspondence with Lieutenant Tank gave him all the benefits of being on the front lines without the risks.  Although it would have been ideal to fight alongside his men and bolster their failing confidence, he knew that his death would disrupt the already fragile order they had attained.
 
“Splendid to have you aboard,” Admiral Enoki greeted him, bowing slightly.  “As you see, the enemy hasn’t reacted yet, but there’s no denying they know at least some of us are here.  At this point, victory depends upon how clever their commanding officer is.”
 
“Let us hope that Bowser really did take the best of his brood with him across the Vista Sea, then,” the general said grimly.  “Even if this doesn’t work, we at least have the possibility that Prince Mallow succeeded in his mission.  The famed Cumulus of the Nimbian Army might turn the tide in our favor no matter how ominous the storm.”
 
“That is a luxury we both know can’t be depended on,” Enoki said, his eyes suddenly filled with a dark question.  “There is, however, one option we haven’t considered.”
 
“You can’t mean it,” said the general, disbelieving.  “We have not yet approached the point where I am willing to sacrifice everything.  The potency of such a weapon might overwhelm us all.”
 
“Just so you don’t forget it is an option.”
 
“Not while I’m still in charge,” the general insisted.  “No, Enoki, I do not think I could bring myself to use it, yet on the brink of extinction.  Even the Princess rested in the comfort that we had taken her advice and destroyed it long ago.”
 
The admiral wanted to remind him of Toadstool’s demise in the flood, but both of them knew what he was going to say.  Besides being a taboo subject around the base, no one had quite accepted it yet.  It was simply too unbelievable, too contrary to all the hopes and dreams of everyone in the Mushroom Kingdom.
 
“Lieutenant Tank here,” the transceiver buzzed, breaking the conflict between the two Mushroomers.  “The enemy has begun their upward charge.  They’ll be within firing range in fifteen minutes.  Permission to act as needed?”
 
“Permission granted, Lieutenant,” Spore said, instinctively tugging at his mustache.  Unofficially, he and Mario had a competition over who’s was the more dashing.  “Just be certain to follow the plan and not bring out the artillery until after the bulk of the soldiers cross the fourth tier.  They’ll sure be pained after realizing we’ve gotten our hands on the Star Gun prototypes.  It’s not just a Koopa weapon any more.”
 
“Indeed, sir,” said the Buzzy Beetle, grinning.  He looked off camera for a moment, and the image was struck through with static before it cleared out again.  “Something is interfering with our electronics.”
 
“A jamming beacon,” Admiral Enoki called from a nearby console.  “It’s weak, but it’s enough to knock out everything on that mountain.  Another few minutes, and all communications will be cut.”
 
“Five seconds into the battle, and already things are falling apart,” Spore said bitterly.  “We’ll have to rely on the recon ship’s visual feedback.  Tank, it looks like you’re on your own.  May the Stars be with you.”
 
“You, too, General.”
 
~*~*~*~
 
Over the Kooparian Lands

 

Mario, Roshi, and three Nimbian soldiers crawled through the narrow ventilation network of the Leviathan, gradually losing hope that they would ever make it out alive.  Since landing near the rear fuselage and navigating past a few hall sentries, the journey towards the storage hold had been slow-going and monotonous.  For one so used to being in the center of action as Mario, it was more aggravating than being strapped to a torture rack.

 

“And I thought Parakarry was the crazy one for trying to find another way in,” said the Human, starting up another round of complaints.  “Those guys with wings have all the luck.”

 

“I imagine it’d be hard sleeping with them, if having a tail is any indication,” Roshi grunted.  “Just keep your eyes on the path ahead.  None of us are enjoying this.”

 

Professional and deadly as always, the Nimbians gave no comment besides the soft metallic brush of their armor against the tin panels.  On the ride over, they had remained absolutely quiet unless spoken to, and even though it clashed with his own personality, Mario wondered if the Mushroom Kingdom’s own troops could benefit from that sort of rigid discipline.

 

After another few minutes of inching along the cramped corridor, they spotted another grate in the floor.  Mario glanced down and scanned the room below, seeing only piles of wooden boxes and metal crates.  Otherwise, the lack of any voices made the area appear safe for hiding.  Without consulting Roshi, he punched through the plating and dropped down, calling up for the others to follow.

 

“This should do until they land,” said the crimson-colored Yoshi, peering around a stack of supplies.  “We have food in here, too.  It could last us a year.”

 

A groaning jolt rocked the hold and left them all wavering for a moment.  Steel-bolted whining that sounded like the hull of a freight ship crept into the former silence, and the entire vessel finally came to a grinding halt.

 

“Looks like that won’t be necessary,” said Mario, flashing a grin.  “Come on, let’s find a way off this dump.  Wherever they were planning on going, they’ve arrived.”

 

Overhead, the speaker system crackled to life and issued Bowser’s immediately recognizable voice through every crevice of the ship.  Instinctively, the Nimbians brought out their curved sabers and stood near the doorway.

 

“We have dropped anchor in Dark Land.  All soldiers previously chosen will report to the landing bay without delay.  The remaining troops are to search the ship thoroughly for intruders.  We’ve already caught one today.  Remember, Koopas, this is our grandest hour.  Do not fail me.”

 

As the intercom switched off, Mario slammed a fist against one of the supply crates.  “Fungi!  They’ve got Parakarry.  It couldn’t be anyone else.”

 

“We can’t risk going after him, either,” Roshi added.  “Mario, he knew the danger when he took it.  We must move quickly now, or they’ll find us.”

 

“I’m not leaving any more friends to die, Roshi.  I’ve lost too many already, and there was no way I could save them.  Now that there is a chance, how can you expect me to just let it go?  We’ll rescue Parakarry and stop whatever it is that caused all this death.  There’s no other option.”

 

Mario walked quickly out of the room, the Nimbians trailing close behind him.  A deep regret filled the emptiness in Roshi’s heart, but he knew that he had to lend his help wherever he could.  After all, Genji would have done no less.

 

~*~*~*~

 

“Lord Bowser, I’ve located the cave mentioned in the Breaking Scroll,” Kamek said, holding only the faintest of reservations.  “Gremorth has added encryption to the text, but the ways of the Shaman are known to us.  It presented no difficulties.”

 

“I expected as much from you, Vizier,” said the Koopa King, wrapping his blood-red cloak about his neck.  The insignia of the Koopa Kingdom was etched in gold thread across the back, and his own glowing black armor seemed a vacuum among the bright silver plating of his royal guard.  “I’ll expect you to come with us, of course.”

 

“A certainty,” said Kamek, raising the hood of his own heavy robes that were meant to protect him from the harsh environment of the Dark Lands.  “We’ve waited long for this day, sire.”

 

“You don’t have to remind me, old friend.  Every day since my reawakening it has shined in my dreams over the dark portents which once plagued my memory.  Already the reuniting of my sons and daughter has been made, and the full might of the Koopa Kingdom is once more alive and seething like the dragons of our ancestors.  Finally, the empire that escaped my father even as he burned in the magma of the earth will be ours.”

 

“We shall need a sacrifice to open the Breaking Altar, you know,” said Kamek.  “It is well hidden in the message of the scroll, but the taking of a life is a key component to its activation.  Once one is made, all the other altars will be opened, as well.  If destiny is more than a trinket, then we won’t be the only ones to enter the shrine.”  He paused, considering the fact.  “What better offer, I thought, then the bleeding corpse of the Paratroopa we found?”

 

“Bind him, then,” Bowser snapped, preparing to face the home he had long abandoned.  “It is appropriate that one so deeply connected with the past victories of my fallen enemy should be the bringer of my own rise to power.”

 

“Poetic, even,” said Kamek, a dark grin forming under the shadow of his cowl.  “Like the moon over/The day, my genius and brawn/Are lost on these fools.”

 

The Koopa King’s dull growl subsided into an amused chortle.  “Shut up, Kamek.”

Chapter Seventeen: The Sacrifice
 
Dark Land, Kooparian

 

Dark Land was a wasted country, a smoldering pit of pain and misery that plagued the planet’s surface.  Rising jaggedly from the desolate crust, fire-blasted cones and plateaus pierced the smog that continuously choked the skies.  All the crooked mountain peaks that ringed around the basin of the country glowed with distant trails of magma as it seeped into the hardened valleys and built up layers of hard basalt.

 

Even in the grimmest winters of Ice Land, the spring would bring new hope to the hillside towns long burdened by endless snowstorms.  Here, though, life would never grow again in the crawling ash and sickly white mud that washed over the ground like rivers of toxin.  Only the Inferno offered a more barren reality, itself bred from the same burning hatred.

 

“My heart claws out for this place, Kamek,” said Bowser, breathing in the poisonous fumes with relish.  “It is nearest to the paradise we’ll create under the banner of a Koopa Empire.”

 

“Lovely,” said Vermik.  He groaned every time a rocky patch of soil tripped him and was shielding his face with the arm of his robe.

 

“The sheer power we could yield from the volcanoes is unimaginable,” said Jagger.  Although angered at having to leave his ship in the hands of Ludwig, he was immensely enjoying the journey.  “Rows of industrial plants, all protected by an outer edge of defensive walls and military outposts.  If we’d done it before, we could have been unstoppable!”

 

Bowser laughed deeply, shoving the Terrapin hard.  “Now you’re talking, Jagger!  After this matter of prophecies is settled, that’s just what we’ll do.  And maybe even a big sludge pool, a whole mile long and another half of one wide!”

 

“Closed to all but the most talented of Koopas, of course,” the Terrapin said slyly.  “Any trespassers should be shot on sight!”

 

“Hmm,” Bowser mumbled, pretending to consider the idea.  “You know what?  I like it!”

 

“Cut the chatter, boys,” said Kamek, turning from a brief conversation with one of the guards.  “It seems we’ve reached the appointed place.  The entrance to the Breaking Altar should be somewhere below us.”

 

“Underground?” Bowser snorted.  “I thought you said it was in a cave.”

 

“A subterranean cavern, if that suits you better,” said the Magikoopa.  “Either way, the place indicated in the scrolls we recovered from your traitorous son is in this area.  Lacking any visible edifice on the surface, I’m left to believe we must dig for the treasure we seek.”

 

“Be careful of the words you choose, Supreme Guildmaster,” Jagger said, gesturing to the wide line of soldiers behind them.  “The men will grow impatient with greed.  We must keep them dumb until it can no longer be helped.”

 

“Your confidence in their loyalty astounds me,” sniggered Vermik  “Perhaps we should have them all blasted now, before they join the next traveling caravan.”

 

“Keep your lackey silent, Kamek,” groaned Bowser.  “We’re trying to scheme over here, and his voice is whiney.”

 

“He knows his place, sire,” said Kamek, “and what will happen to him if he forgets it.”

 

Let that be your only warning, he thought to Vermik, manipulating the telekinetic waves of dark energy.  We are too close to the final revelation now for your adolescent chattering.  Learn to be still.

 

Yes, Master, Vermik replied.  Although I am wondering why you are so nervous.  They can do nothing to us, and we shall most likely be forced to take charge at the Breaking Altar, regardless.

 

Once we gain control of whatever lies behind the prophecies, Bowser will begin to forge the Koopa Empire.  We must acquire a primary role for the Magikoopa Guild in its administration at any cost, but we can’t do that in exile.  You get the picture.

 

“Razor Shells, begin the excavation!” Jagger called out to the troops.  “Do not stop until you find the underground tunnel that rests beneath our feet!”

 

“Ah, do you see, Vermik?” Bowser said, claws splayed out towards the hundred Terrapin digging furiously into the dust of the shadowed valley.  “They will do anything in the service of the rising empire.  It is mandated by the blood of my fathers and our glorious race.  Only by the will of my own iron fists could it be stopped now.”

 

A pair of the soldiers brought Parakarry away from the sudden madness and kicked him to the ground, bloodied and bound in heavy chains.  The Parakoopa was beaten but still aware and waiting for his chance to escape.

 

And what if he is right? thought Vermik, glaring at his superior.  What then shall we do?

 

Not even the Dark Lord himself will prevail against us, Kamek replied.  Besides, Bowser is only the face through which we shall gain an everlasting dynasty.  What I did with Morton, Sr. can be done again.  Only this time, I won’t make the same errors…!

 

I feel it, too, Vermik thought, whipping his head around to scan the fuming sky.  To the east, behind that patch of smoke…

 

Kamek threw back his robe and spun his wand out to attack, already crackling with tendrils of black energy.  With a wave of his hand, a section of the smog cover condensed and revealed three Nimbian cloud transports.  Snarling, he sent a wide beam of electricity towards them, splitting into three bolts at the last minute and wrangling them painfully to the ground.

 

The Cumulus soldiers immediately brought out their battle staffs, settling into their familiar stances.  Landing in a desperate flutter, Roshi hit the dirt hard, and Mario leapt clumsily off his saddle.

 

“We’ll handle them, sire,” Kamek growled.  “Let the troops continue.”

 

“You said he was dead!  You promised me Mario was no more!” Bowser roared.  “No matter…  I’ll send him back to the crypt!”

 

As the Koopa King charged his nemesis, fangs bared, Vermik moved in against the Nimbians with his wand spinning.  In a flurry of movements, he disarmed the first soldier and shattered his skull with the flat of his palm.  Unshaken by their comrade’s death, the other two circled the sorcerer, staffs held out defensively.

 

“Ah, Roshi III, another brave dinosaur after two other notable heroes of your race,” said Kamek, measuring his own opponent.  “Once the former of your namesake died at Kammy’s hand, I always regretted not being the one to kill him.  Perhaps my taste for vengeance can yet be fulfilled!”

 

“My ancestors had more strength than I did, but I won’t fall easily,” said the Yoshi, a growl curving his mouth.  “That and you’re a bit older than you used to be.”

 

“Still young enough to flay your scales!”

 

Vermik heard the other Magikoopa’s words as his wand made contact with the first of the two Nimbians’ staffs, hard metal ringing hollow against dense wood.  Pushing one hand forward, the black-cloaked wizard kept one soldier at bay as he bested the other with only five movements and blew the front section of his head off with a blistering blast of energy.

 

The last was obviously the leader, well-trained in the art of close-quarter combat.  It actually pained Vermik to think some of the less experienced Magikoopas might fall to the Nimbian despite their connections to the supernatural.  No matter the soldier’s skill, though, the sorcerer easily outguessed his every move and eventually wrenched the cloud creature’s staff from his grip.

 

Wordlessly, Vermik sent two flying kicks to both of the Nimbian’s knees, crumpling them on contact.  He grinned before he morphed the end of his wand into a flaming saber and severed the soldier’s head from his thick neck.  As it hit the ground with a sickening thud, Vermik turned and watched the other duels, preferring to enjoy the fights rather than lending his aid.

 

After toying with Roshi for a few minutes, Kamek was only mildly surprised when the dinosaur’s tail missed smashing into his abdomen by a few inches.  The Yoshi was quick, he had to admit, but all the fun of baiting him was gone.  Using a perfect feint to avoid Roshi’s next charge, the Magikoopa whirled close to his foe and decked him with a single punch.  Barely conscious, Roshi only hoped the fall was convincing.

 

“Impressive,” Vermik said, clapping his hands.  “Though I think the real sell-out belongs to the plumber.”

 

Even as the Magikoopa said the words, Mario barely evaded a downward tear from Bowser’s claws.  He tried to conjure a fireball while the Koopa King recovered, but the heat of Dark Land only lessened his power.  Instead of lending its raw and destructive energies to his will, the arid plains seemed to suck what resolve he had and crush it while he fought.

 

“You’ll think me mad,” said Bowser, “but I thought that you’re coming here alive would end my new reign just as your apparent death in the flooding gave life to it.  Now that you’ve arrived, though, that you’re actually here and standing before me, I feel all the more empowered.  You see, my old enemy, I plan to finish what the waves left undone!”

 

In the time it took Bowser to finish his monologue, Mario had charged up a twister kick and launched it sideways directly into the Koopa King’s chest.  The metal chest plate stretched across Bowser’s front crumpled inward, and the massive dragon himself was sent sprawling across the ground.  As he slid, Bowser withdrew into his shell and spun out of the friction hold, coming out again and more furious than ever.

 

“I’m disappointed, Bowsie,” said Mario, throwing off a wink.  “Usually you’re less chatty.  It’s going to get you flamed one of these days.”

 

“If you insist,” Bowser snarled, retching.

 

A spume of acidic-green fire erupted from his mouth, charring the black earth even worse than it already was and corroding the hard sheets of rock that it touched.  The searing blast consumed Mario until even his glowing silhouette dissipated, followed by a draping shadow smoke that blurred the air as it let out burning energy.

 

“Just as I thought,” Bowser laughed, running a hand through his mane.  “That has-been isn’t even a good match for me any more.”

 

Disbelieving, Kamek reached out with his mind to search the conflagration for any signs of life, but he found nothing.  “Sire, you handled it expertly.  He never stood a chance.”

 

“Funny, I used to think it would be impossible,” Bowser said, musing.  “Anyway, bring the Yoshi with us.  We can use him to carry supplies on the way back.”

 

“We’ve found something,” said General Jagger, who had patiently been waiting only a few meters away until the fight was finished.  “And I must say, you were in top form, my King!”

 

“Already?” asked Kamek, surprised.  “Is it really a tunnel, then?”

 

“And an impenetrable canister of some sort, a wide metal cylinder,” said the Terrapin, wiping a bead of sweat from his forehead.  “We’ve tried star blasts, high-power explosives… nothing is working.”

 

“Perhaps it’s time for the prisoner to play his part,” said Vermik.  “Remember, a sacrifice must be made!”

 

“Hey, that’s right,” Bowser joined in, rubbing his hands together.  “What do you say, Kamek?”

 

“For once, the young Guildmaster is right on target.  We should proceed at once.”

 

“Everyone out of the ditch!” Jagger called, scanning the shallow pit as all the troops scattered out of it.  “Now then, you two, bring in the Parakoopa.”

 

“Excellent,” Bowser intoned.  “Is there a certain way we have to do this?”

 

“I don’t believe so,” said Kamek, shrugging, and followed them into the open tunnel, “but a few spells couldn’t hurt.”

 

After they had all descended into the long cavern, the rising haze from Bowser’s fiery storm had settled down.  The smoke cleared gradually, and as the last of the gray trails were lifted away, a faint figure could be seen hunched over and then slowly standing up.

 

 

Star Hill, Mushroom Kingdom

 

“Steady, men, steady!” Lieutenant Tank called out, noting the distance of the incoming troops.  “Await my orders!  Hold your fire!”

 

The first enemy line consisted of heavily armored Goombas with third class Bullet Bill blasters attached to their heads.  Difficult to hit with long-range projectiles, the small monsters were perfect to lead full charges.  After they rapidly came to a halt and leaned forward, the attack began.

 

Skirling missiles ripped the air apart like mind-splitting thunder, breaking the concentration of all but the most experienced soldiers.  Even as the screeching of the rocket tails cut out, sparks and metallic shrapnel exploded all along the lines of Mushroomers, slicing through thick armor and bringing down hundreds of soldiers.  Those at the edge of the blast circles felt their backs singe with the overwhelming heat of the air before they were thrown out and flailing a hundred meters away.

 

“Hold the lines!” Tank shouted, dashing down the long ranks of Mushroomers, Koopas, and other troops.  “Don’t give into fear!”

 

More bombs blistered the ground until all the shattering detonations were sucked into the force of their own silence, quick lines of the rounded flames incinerating whole platoons of soldiers and driving back those fortunate enough to escape the destruction.  Sizzling and permeating the sky with its burning stench, dense walls of powder smoke washed up the hill in larger waves and poured over the corpses piled up near the front of the Mushroom army.

 

“That’s it!” yelled the lieutenant, his voice carrying over the remaining warriors.  “Now’s the time, men!  Charge!”

 

A rising, bellowing battle cry groaned out from the depths of the shaken lines and were strengthened as the rumbling energy reached all the troops on the other side of the mountain.  As one growling wave, the soldiers moved down the steep decline, rapidly and more terrible as they broke through the haze of the weapons’ expulsion and crashed into the opposing force.  Soon even the power of their shouting was consumed by the sounds of swords and spears clanging and tearing through reinforced steel.

 

Lieutenant Tank thrived in the chaos, tucking his legs and head into his shell and flinging himself blindly into massed hordes of the enemy.  A whole line of clustered soldiers fell outwards like bowling pins as he plowed through them, hardly receiving a scratch.

 

Once on the other side, he found himself in a clear patch before the next line started.  While the smoke was still clearing, he used his attached spike to ram into blinded troops, skewering as many as he could before hurling them as living bullets at other warriors.  One strike from a dropped blade managed to graze a white mark through the tough layers of his shell, but he continued on unabated, barely even acknowledging the pain.

 

“Rally to me, men!” he shouted louder, voice growing hoarse.  “Break through!”

 

Another strong push smashed the first line of Goombas and scarred the shocked Koopas behind them.  Battered, determined Mushroomers continued to chop away at the tightly packed soldiers, shorter but much faster and able to slice the legs out from under their enemies before they knew what hit them.  Steaming from the heat of clashing swords, the ground was littered with the limbs and heads of the dead, now a river of bodies complicating the footwork of the troops.

 

“Artillery!” the lieutenant called out, struggling to make it past a group of charging Terrapin.

 

Marching in alternated lines over the rise of the mountain, the star gun carriers were spread out over the deeply blue earth with their boots sticking to the blood-dampened mud as they moved forward.  At the command of Tank, they raised their weapons in unison and fired on the rear lines of the Koopa Kingdom forces.  Rank after rank of metal-plated soldiers fell as the fountains of bright-yellow energy rained over the ground and scattered jagged rock fragments into the fleeing troops.

 

“Keep at it, men, keep firing!” Tank shouted, pulling close behind a pair of snipers near the blasting range.  “Don’t stop until you’ve run out of power!  Drive them back to their ships!”

 

His elation was smothered by desperate screams from the eastern unit, and soon the star gun warriors were being picked off faster than he could hear them die.  Flaming arrows bloomed in the air as falling sparks and seared through the soldiers like a forest of dry shrubs, each withering into black ash before collapsing.  Then the troops nearest him were dying, as well, suffering under an unseen barrage from the curtains of mist to either side of the battlefield.

 

“It’s a trap!” someone yelled, his voice immediately silenced.

 

Cursing, Lieutenant Tank dashed towards the middle ground to reform the lines, but a stray shot caught him off the tip of his shell and sent him spiraling into the sharp face of a boulder.

 

~*~*~*~

 

“Incoming report from the recon ship,” said the admiral, handing the readout over.

 

“It’s that bad, Enoki?” the general asked, studying the Mushroomer’s face before he looked down at the papers.  “Thinned out front lines… rear detachments grouped at the sides… outflanking preceded by artillery clustering… heavy losses… poor vision due to fog.”

 

“Whoever’s in charge down there anticipated our strategy,” said Enoki, crumpling his own copy.  “We could have warned them if the jamming beam hadn’t been put up, so they had it in mind for us all the while.”

 

General Spore was pale-faced but not yet out of ideas.  “There’s no other choice.  We’ll have to bring out the aerial assault before they send in the Paratroopas.  It’s just what they want, but we can still hope they’ve underestimated the size of our fleet.  Three full-sized airships isn’t a low-stakes ante.”

 

When Admiral Enoki turned to give the order, a flashing light on the primary console signaled an incoming message.  Carefully, he pressed the acceptance button and listened as the call came through.

 

“Prince Mallow here,” said the familiar voice.  “Admiral, we request permission to begin our attack.”

 

“Permission granted!” Enoki stumbled for words.  “By the Stars, boy, give them all the fire they want!”

 

~*~*~*~

 

Five-thousand Nimbian soldiers dive-bombed the Koopa army, all staffs whistling and cracking against the armored shells of the enemy.  Those who weren’t needed to steer the battle clouds leapt off their platforms and confronted the opposing host, slowly pushing them back from the faltering lines of Mushroomer artillery.  Inflamed by the devastation of the flood, the aid from above tore through the ranks like the storm that was forming to the west, showing no mercy, leaving none alive in their path.

 

Luigi vaulted from his own cloud and scattered a lone group of warriors with a whirling tornado spin.  Landing beside him, Mallow threw off his light blue cape and sent bolts of forked lightning at the surviving soldiers.  Together they recharged and guarded, mangling all who came at them in their unbreakable defense as the every-growing thunder in the sky lent its elemental power to the prince.

 

“They look shocked to see us!” Luigi shouted, clearly enjoying himself.

 

“Well, we weren’t exactly invited,” Mallow chuckled, blasting another line of Koopas.  “It’s just like them to be unappreciative when all we want to do is liven things up a bit!”

 

Several meters away, Rezan had landed on all fours and wrapped his tail around the nearest Terrapin, snapping his neck in two.  Fully charged, the glop gun he swung out obliterated rows of Koopas, and the acidic discharge melted through all the troops lucky enough to escape the main blast.  Those remaining were quickly dispatched by deep gashes from his claws as he whirled through the cluster of soldiers without pause.

 

After the vice-grip of the enemy was broken, the star gun warriors gathered again and fired their entire payload into the retreating forces.  Wave after wave of soldiers fell to the blinding light, stumbling over themselves as they stampeded down the hillside to their ships.  With the Koopas on the run, the Mushroomer army charged down the mountain after them, all weapons blazing.

 

Sprawled by a patch of rocks, Lieutenant Tank was shaken out of unconsciousness by the sound of his victorious men.  Not missing a beat, he joined the downward push and shouted out orders, not even shocked by the sight of thousands of Nimbian warriors soaring through the air.

 

“To the sea, to the sea!” he called.  “Push them to the ends of the earth!”

 

Their wings beating over the sound of the Mushroomers’ advance, the full might of the enemy Paratroopas clashed mid-air with the Nimbians.  They fought tooth and claw, swords splintering staffs and staffs fracturing skulls all among the bright explosions of lightning.  Soon the sky was filled with the barely visible trails of the opposing squadrons, zipping in the air as the sonically overwhelming conflict mounted to a chaotic peak.

 

“Keep on, men, keep up the fight!” Tank commanded, barreling through a nearby group of Koopas.  “That’s the signal!  Our airships are coming!”

 

Even as the words left his mouth, the Indomitable and its sister ships crested the summit of Star Hill, pounding the base of the mountain with flaming bursts of firepower.  The looming flight lumbered towards the aerial battle, as well, picking off Paratroopas before they could kill more Nimbians.  Everything was an incoherent maelstrom of star energy and blood and weapons, the ground and air alive with the crawling masses of both armies.

 

All events seemed to favor the Mushroomers, though, until a new force entered the fray.  From the far north came the unmistakable frame of a doomship, shadowing over the battle on Star Hill and issuing out its full complement of gun ships.  No one under its primary strike radius ever had a hope of surviving as Mushroomers and Koopas alike perished in the holocaust it unleashed upon the land.

 

~*~*~*~

 

“Impossible!” Admiral Enoki said, his blank eyes searching the sky.

 

“What in the world has possessed Morton, Jr. to attack us?” asked Spore, disbelieving.  “He hit some of the Koopas, too, but it’s obvious the brunt of the attack was meant for our troops only.”

 

The Skullbasher was known throughout the Mushroom Kingdom as the infamous Koopaling’s ship, but it was even more widely understood that all of King Bowser’s children had broken off with him after the War of the Star Rod.  Why, exactly, they had left him high and dry during the final battle remained a mystery, but the effects of the split were undoubted and far-reaching.

 

“The enemy’s ground forces are regaining their positions!” one of the recon interpreters shouted from across the bridge.

 

“With the cover fire from that doomship, neither our men nor the Nimbians stand a chance,” said the admiral, scowling.  “We have to concentrate all primary cannons on that hulk and destroy it before it wipes us out!”

 

“Agreed,” Spore said, nodding.  “Do what you must.”

 

“Admiral!” a voice crackled over the reception console.  “This is… Lieutenant-Major Herult… the… Judicator is sustaining… massive damage.  Request… back-up!”

 

“They’ve already begun to hammer us, as well?” the admiral asked, rushing to the display screen.  “All weapons online!  Rip a whole in that son-of-a-Goomba’s side.  Spill its guts!”

 

A blinding light filled the bridge, suddenly quaking the Indomitable to its metal framework.  Scrambling to brace themselves, the entire crew tumbled around haphazardly as the automatic stabilizers balanced the ship.

 

“What in the Inferno—” someone yelled, cut off.

 

“The Judicator,” said a radar technician.  “We’ve lost it.  It’s been destroyed!”

 

“No matter!” the admiral shouted, rallying the operational officers.  “Reestablish contact with the Striker and bring back all recon detachments.  Release every gun ship we have, and then order all functioning missile launchers and star batteries to be aimed at that doomship!  Blow it out of the sky!”

 

“It has to work,” muttered General Spore, looking away from the battle and over the peak of Star Hill.  “We’ve already so much!”

 

~*~*~*~

 

Dark Land, Kooparian

 

“Not very impressive,” Bowser snorted, running one clawed hand over the mirrored surface of the cylinder.  It stood twice as high as him, and there appeared to be no entrance.  “Well, let’s get this over with.  It’d better be worth the wait.”

 

Vermik wanted to say something inappropriate, but a jab in the ribs from Kamek stifled the urge.  “We’ll see soon enough.”

 

“Bring the prisoners over here!” Jagger shouted, motioning with one arm.  His Razor Shell elite dragged the Yoshi and Parakoopa over, but only the latter appeared aware of his surroundings.  “Alright, Supreme Guildmaster, it’s your time to shine.”

 

Kamek grinned and raised his robed hands, chanting an archaic offertory spell.  “Dem chi’kunk’lak se toler mein… Ke balo te sum deosh un de… su tundis… su tendis… se pa’lor’trein…”

 

“Now that’s sorcery!” Bowser said, throwing Jagger a wink.  “This guy really knows how to pump up a crowd.”

 

“Please, sire!” Kamek grumbled.  “I require complete silence!”

 

“Sorry,” the Koopa King whispered.

 

Vermik rolled his eyes and groaned as the other Magikoopa went on for another five minutes.  “Alright, we’re all impressed.  Let’s cut their throats and be done with it!”

 

Relieved that his moment had come, the Terrapin assigned to make the sacrifice lifted his ceremonial saber and prepared to cleave Parakarry’s head in two.  Before he could move an inch, though, a yellow blur shot past his body and left him crumpled on the blood-soaked ground.

 

“Oh, great!” Bowser bellowed.  “What now?”

 

“Sorry to ruin the party, Your Highness,” said Mario, hovering above them all with a power cape flowing at his back, “but all this craziness has gone on long enough.  If you have to kill one of my friends to get in there, then you’ll just have to stay out.”

 

“I’ll give you a ten for the entrance,” said Bowser, claws clinched,  “though the rest will have to be pieced out of your remains.  Kill him!”

 

Clever, Kamek thought as the Razor Shells leapt up to attack the Human.  Only a power cape could have withstood Bowser’s onslaught.  I should have known he’d come prepared.

 

Vermik yelped and flew across the room, a rumpled dent showing in his black cloak where a renewed Roshi had kicked him flat in the back.  Apparently, Mario had also sliced both their bonds as he went through, because Parakarry was up, too, and they were both fighting their way through the Razor Shells.

 

“Finally, something to sink my canines into!” Jagger growled, viciously striking the Parakoopa across the mouth and sending him plowing into a nearby wall.  As he walked confidently over, the general drew out his sword of rank.  “For such a renowned hero, you’re a bit of a lightweight.  I’d say you probably bleed just like any other weak coward, though.”

 

“Not today, traitor,” Mario growled, meeting Jagger’s blade with one he had taken from a fallen Terrapin.  “I’d say you’re the weakling, General, running away from Jinx just because you couldn’t beat him fairly.”

 

“I’ll have your head for that,” Jagger said, pressing his attack.

 

“Kamek!” Bowser whined, stomping his feet angrily while chaos reigned around him.  “It doesn’t really cause me to have a mental break-down any more, but Mario’s still ruining all our fun.  Do something!”

 

“Very well,” said Kamek.  “The prophecy doesn’t specify who we have to cut open.  Just sacrifice one of the Goombas.”

 

“This is why you’re my Vizier, you know,” said Bowser, as if just realizing the option.

 

Before a Goomba aide could recognize his danger and scamper away, Bowser gouged him with his massive claws and smeared the small monster’s entrails over the side of the cylinder.  Finished with the corpse, he flung it aside carelessly and watched as the capsule began to glow with a violent blue light.

 

Kamek was right! Vermik thought gleefully as he recovered from Roshi’s kick.  The Prophecy was right after all.  We might yet control the power of the cosmos!

 

As the narrow chasm shook to its core, an even brighter light escaped a rapidly opening access in the transport.  Even as the Razor Shells and heroes stopped their brutal struggle, Bowser and Kamek had already stepped into the luminescent entry.  It didn’t take much consideration for the bravest of those left behind to follow them in.

 

~*~*~*~

 

Rogueport Sewers, Salinia

 

“Professor Frankly!” Goombella called as the metal door began to glow and slide open.  “Professor, it’s happening!  The shrine is going to let us in!”

 

No matter how loudly she shouted, though, Frankly was nowhere in sight.  With the doorway shimmering before her and without anyway to know how long it would remain open, she gathered all the courage she could muster and leapt in.

 

Nearly an hour later, after the Breaking Shrine had closed again, Professor Frankly returned.  He was munching on a particularly unpleasant calzone and staring disappointedly at the tall shaft before him.

 

“Oh, bother!”

 

~*~*~*~

 

Mt. Lavalava, Lavalava Island

 

“I think something’s happening,” said Henry, still bandaging the injured Yoshi who had saved his life.  “Look, Kino, it’s opening!”

 

As the blinding entryway hissed outward into a pure white light, Ryok stood up and shielded his eyes.  “Kino and you will have to stay here, but I have to get to the bottom of this.  It might be the cause of all our troubles on the island.  Kolorado, I’m afraid you’ll have to stay behind, too.”

 

“Of, course, my boy, I understand,” said the explorer, bowing as the Yoshi walked bravely past and vanished inside the transport.  “Hmmph!  Me staying behind when such golden opportunities await?  I think not!”

 

Henry sighed as the Koopa twirled his mustache and jumped in after Ryok.  “I hate it when he pulls stuff like that.  If he’s not careful, he’ll get them both killed!”

 

“Pray for them, Henry,” Kino said hoarsely, cured of the demon Piranha Plant’s poison but still weak from the battle.  “Even if all the Star Spirits in the world were unable to hear you, then there would still be something watching over us.  Everything is connected that way, my friend, through the love inherent in our forging to the way you saved me today, a stranger you might never have met.”

 

“I’ll try, Kino,” Henry said, closing his eyes and succumbing to the flood of thoughts that ran peacefully over his mind.

 

~*~*~*~

 

Ice Land, Kooparian

 

“The midget and his kid friend are waking up,” Mouser said, gaining the Armored Ant’s attention.  “Croco was right.  They haven’t kicked the bucket yet.”

 

“So he was,” said Shogun, turning a soulless eye to the marine-colored crocodile.  “You’ve redeemed yourself for now, Croco.  If you want to stay alive, don’t disobey my orders again.”

 

“Hey, pal, I just wanted a quick walk outside, ya know?” the thief said.  “Everyone’s gotta cool off once and awhile.”

 

“And what a place to do it!” Mouser said, snickering uncontrollably.

 

“Quiet, you two,” said the leader, and he approached the prisoners.  “Well, well, if it’s not the illustrious Jinx.  Or should I say, Sensei?”

 

“I recognized your foul trail at the base of the mountain, Shogun,” Jinx said, flashing a short grin.  “Though I must say I’m surprised your kinsmen let you out of the Belome Temple dungeon.  They are not known for their patience with revolutionaries.”

 

“Only because those in charge are now pawns of the Mushroomer ideals.  They are brainwashed, worn out from years of fighting without economic gain.  It is up to me to restore the glory of the old dynasty and bring prosperity to our people once more.”

 

“You will not find the strength to accomplish your goals beyond that barrier, Shogun,” Jinx said, his voice gaining conviction.  “Please, end this madness and let us deal with what lies in the Breaking Shrine.  The fate of Plit itself is at stake.”

 

“Another lie to keep the secret in the hands of your descendents,” the Armored Ant said, his toxin-coated mandibles clicking.  “I shall not be tricked and bartered with as all the past members of my family.  This treasure will be mine to use, mine to renew the peace Land’s End once possessed…. ah, you see?

 

Keb tried to struggle out of his bonds as the metal wall slid open, glowing frantically in the reflective ice mirrors of the cave.  “You can’t do this!  At least let us come with you.”

 

“Impossible, sadly,” Shogun said, taking a step towards the opening.  “You see, I cannot trust you to behave civilly.  It is simply too much to risk.  Maybe you’ll be lucky and freeze before the beasts of the mountain find you.”

 

“Sayonara!” Mouser said, following Shogun into the piercing light of the Breaking Altar.

 

Hurrying to gather his things, Croco made it to the entryway just as it began to close shut.  Before he could enter, though, Shogun’s curving claw caught him by the tunic and threw him against a far wall.

 

“This is how your loyalty is repaid,” said the Armored Ant, hissing before he vanished again into the light.  “Sleep easy and freeze well.”

 

“We’ve failed, Sensei,” said Keb, hanging his head low after the barrier sealed shut.  “It’s over.  All this way for nothing!”

 

“It happened this way for other reasons,” said Jinx.  “If we were not able to go in, then we must not have been meant to.  Croco, release us!  You have no reason to detain us any longer now that your partners have betrayed you.”

 

“Maybe,” growled the crocodile, strapping his brown pack on tightly.  “But then I’ve always had a penchant for reckless spite.  Smell ya later, jerks!”

 

“This isn’t good, is it?” Keb asked wearily as the thief bounded towards the cave’s exit.

 

“Not particularly,” said Jinx, “but then you never know.”

Chapter Eighteen: Form of the Shadow
 
Star Hill, Mushroom Kingdom
 
Each volley from the primary weapons of the Indomitable careened off the surface of the massive doomship that loomed over it, even as most of them were intercepted by counter flares before they reached their target.  Rising bursts of fire broke through the clouds of the early morning and set layers of thick smoke and debris crashing into the mist that covered the mountain.
 
“Our guns aren’t even making a dent!” Admiral Enoki said.  His face betrayed no emotions as he viewed the battle from the bridge.  “Any word from the Striker?”
 
Standing sullenly beside him, General Spore shook his head.  “The reconnaissance ships aren’t reporting in either, and we don’t know which direction the Skullbasher came in from.  They could’ve already been destroyed.”
 
“Of course we wouldn’t know with chaos exploding all around us.  Our sensors aren’t picking up anything past the constant bombing, and our shield levels are decreasing faster than we can recharge them.”
 
The general looked away for a moment, contemplating the destruction that had once been certain victory.  “If there aren’t any options left, then order an immediate retreat.  We can’t do anything more for Lieutenant Tank and the Nimbians.  Our best chance for a counterattack is salvaging what’s left of the fleet.”
 
“Agreed,” said Enoki, and he turned to give the command.
 
~*~*~*~
 
“They’ve stopped firing, sir.  All power sources are being poured back into the aft shields.”
 
Prince Morton, Jr. listened to the words of the Skullbasher’s senior officer with half-hearted interest.  Even though he was by far the most bloodthirsty and reckless of his siblings—a true testament to King Bowser’s predecessor—the massive Koopaling held a greater love for food.  Images of bloody red meat, rotten Dino Rhino flanks, and other primitive delicacies consumed his thoughts.
 
“We’ll worry about that later,” Morton said, and waved an arm to dismiss the concern.  “Right now, I’m thinking we need some brain food.  It feels like a raw kipper night.”
 
Captain Moribond, a chubby Heavy Troopa prone to laying around, wheezed and coughed as he flipped through a pad of charts.  Already bulging, his large eyes grew more prominent as he looked over the last page.
 
“It seems, sir, that the kipper stores have been consumed completely.  There’s none left to be had.”
 
“What?!” Morton screamed, and scrambled off his seat.  The weight of his immense body caused the metallic floor panels to creak and groan.  “This is the first time I’ve asked to eat them in two days!  Who ordered the last barrelful?”
 
“According to this record, Your Highness,” the captain continued, “it was a Private Harris, Second Class Goomba recruit.”
 
Morton sighed and snapped his fingers.  Within another five minutes, two steel-faced Terrapin dragged in a screaming Goomba.
 
“No, for the love of mercy, don’t!  Ahhgggh!!!”
 
“Private Harris,” Morton growled, craning his neck to look down at the soldier.  “Who cleared the order to consume an entire barrel of kippers?”
 
“Well, since you’d not eaten many, and, well, I was hungry and…um…please don’t eat me!”
 
“Oh, but I don’t want to eat you, Private Harris,” the Koopaling said, and grinned.  “Have you—if I may put it so roughly—deposited the kipper leftovers yet?”
 
“Have I… deposited the leftovers?” Harris stuttered, suddenly realizing something.  “Oh, no, sir.  It was only last night that I had them.  They were quite good, too.”
 
“I’ll be the judge of that.  Take him to the brig and extract whatever remains of my royal supply of kippers.  You can throw his corpse to my Poochies.”
 
“No!” the Goomba shouted, writhing terribly as he was carried off.  “Please have pity!  Please!!!”
 
After the door to the bridge shut again, all the crew members recognized the lack of sound as their own silence and hurriedly went back to work.  Once order had been restored, Morton took his seat again near the command console and scanned the ruined battleground below.
 
“Looks like we cleaned their clocks.  There still might be a few left down there, though, so what are we waiting for?  Let’s drop some bombs, do some damage!”
 
“Sir, perhaps we should hold off on that,” Captain Moribond said, and held out a piece of paper.  “Just reported: the jamming beacon Bowser’s forces set up has been knocked out.  We’ll be able to contact General Kanaye now.”
 
“Kanaye… sounds like one of those Ninjas carried over from Smithy’s factory.  Dad never had much love for them either, but Kamek insisted we use their powers to our own benefit.  Very well!  Put me through.”
 
“Yes, sir, immediately.”
 
Morton growled and activated a set of buttons on the left arm of his command chair, fuming as a visual screen flipped out and tilted itself upright before him.  Crackling and fizzing, the image eventually formed into the black veil which all the Ninjas wore.  It was common knowledge that they only allowed each other to see their true features, and even that was a rare occurrence.
 
“We apologize for any inconvenience the jamming array might have caused,” Kanaye said.  “I have lost all of my aerial strike force and most of my infantry soldiers, including their commander.  Admittedly, it is possible that some may still be in the chaos of the battlefield, though I’m only promising the few hundred of us who made our way back to the isthmus beyond Marrymore.”
 
“A predictable loss, General,” said Captain Moribond.  “You and your men performed admirably.”
 
The Heavy Troopa backed away after receiving a menacing glare from Morton.  “What of the Mushroomers, Kanaye?  Are any of them still living?”
 
“If a few were fortunate enough to survive the bombardment, then they would be so sparse as to not trouble the contingency I have left to me.  We shall deal with them soon enough.  I suggest you use the Skullbasher to  pursue the two enemy airships that retreated, instead.”
 
“Obviously,” said Morton, trying to withhold a snarl.  He hated being told what to do, especially from lower-ranking soldiers.  “You need not worry yourself with us, General.  We are more than able to deal with those you let get away.”
 
“Understood, sir,” the Ninja said dryly, and cut off.
 
“That rag-headed idiot thinks he knows more than me!” Morton screamed, ranting down the length of the bridge.  He strangled one petty officer on a whim and threw the corpse against a stack of crates.  “Captain!  Turn the ship around this instant.  We’ll blow the Mushroomer airships out of the sky, and then I’ll deal with the pathetic Ninja.”
 
“We will have them before the break of dawn, sir.”
 
~*~*~*~
 
“I won’t lie to you, boys,” Lieutenant Tank said.  “Our position is grim.”
 
The near five-hundred soldiers who had survived the aerial onslaught of the Skullbasher sat huddled under a fire-blasted outcropping.  Twisting and weaving through the air in patterns that cast wide shadows over the blue earth, dusty haze from the impact of heavy artillery pressed in close around them.  What was once the most stunning place in the Mushroom Kingdom now seemed as wasted and toxic as Dark Land.
 
“You don’t have to tell us, believe me,” said Mallow as he sat wearily beside the lieutenant.  “Only five of my fellow Nimbians survived.  I don’t even think the doomship bothered with picking its targets.  It looked like most of the enemy Paratroopas were wiped out, as well.”
 
“There’s something I can’t understand,” Luigi said, still pacing nearby as he had been for the past hour.  “If Bowser and all his doomships were leaving for Kooparian, then whose is the ship that ambushed us?”
 
“The answer is far more simple than we’d like to think,” said the Nimbian prince.  “Only the Koopalings have more of those cursed vessels.  It could only mean they’ve reconciled with their father and united the Koopas under one banner.”
 
“Now that’s an apocalypse I can believe in more readily than some Breaking of the World,” Tank said gruffly.  He pulled a bottle of whiskey from his belt and drank two mouthfuls.  “I can’t imagine anything worse.”
 
“The destruction of Plit itself,” Rezan said softly, turning away.
 
Luigi covered the distance between himself and the reptile in the blink of an eye.  Before anyone could hole him back, he had wrapped both his hands around Rezan’s neck and began shouting in a half-crazed voice.
 
“I’m fed up with all this mystical jargon!  You know something you’re not letting on, and whatever it is, it’s way past time to tell us.  Our kingdom has been ruined, the most evil tyrant this planet has ever bred is now more powerful than we could’ve imagined, and signs are pointing towards something even worse coming over the horizon.  We want answers, and you’re going to give them to us now!”
 
Rezan’s mouth curled up a snarl, but as soon as he started to struggle against Luigi’s grip, he let himself relax.  “I apologize.  You are absolutely right.  It is time.”
 
“What?” Luigi said, blood still rushing to his head.  “You mean you have known something all along?”
 
“In my own limited way, yes,” said the Reznoth, rising.  “Let me start by saying that the Reznoth as a species have been extinct for over one-thousand years.  They were enslaved by the Koopas in the Origin Wars, an epic struggle that is known only through legend today.”
 
“When the Star Spirits first created the Mushroomers and Koopas, they each dominated half of Plit,” Mallow interjected.  “Yes, I’ve heard that.  The old verses also say the war was started over basic racial differences, the age-defying feelings of superiority.  It’s what led to the uneasy peace between the two groups that led to the breakdown of diplomacy in Peach’s father’s time.  Any person as crazed and bloodthirsty as King Morton would’ve been able to make a mess of it like he did.”
 
“Wait, wait!” said Luigi, frustrated.  “That doesn’t explain how you could be a Reznoth when none of them have lived for a millennium.”
 
“As you might expect, I’m not one,” said Rezan, “or at least in the sense you think.  You’ll have to follow me closely on this one.  When I died a slave to the wasted purposes of the Koopas and Mushroomers during the Origin War, I worked my way up to the position of a Star Warrior in the afterlife.  The one you knew as Geno during Smithy’s invasion was such an entity, able to pass back and forth through the metaphysical and physical worlds as easily as entering a house.”
 
“So you’ve had access to the minds of our guardians and have let us die in our ignorance?” Luigi asked, fighting back rage.  “How could you?!  How could the Star Spirits abandon us now?”
 
“They didn’t.  You must understand that I left the ranks of Star Haven hundreds of years ago, torn between my love of Plit and the misery its people brought down upon themselves.  I could not wait idly by while the Star Spirits awaited their creations’ ability to make peace over decades of death and suffering.  So, in a simple act of disobedience, I was forever barred from entering Star Haven, sentenced to walk the lands of this planet in the body of a mortal, but without the final comfort of mortality.”
 
“You mean that you can bleed and endure pain like us, but it’ll never kill you?” Mallow asked.
 
“Never,” said Rezan, nodding.  “It is a fate worse than any you can imagine.  I realized that the disappearance of my own race would make me an incomprehensible anomaly in the eyes of all I might encounter, so I banished myself to the island my people once called home.  There I waited until one day Eldstar approached me and told me that I might redeem myself by leading you mortals through the third and final rise of Doomstar.”
 
“Doomstar?” Tank said.  “What in the world is that?”
 
“Only the Magikoopas and Shamans know him well,” said Rezan, his voice suddenly low and fearful.  “He is the Enemy of Creation, the Fallen Star Spirit who has waited with jealous hatred of his brothers and sisters’ people.  Two times since the beginning of Plit he has tried to obliterate the planet and its races, and in both cases he failed.  Eldstar was warning me of the final chance that was upcoming, and that it would mean the Star Spirits could not interfere.  It would be a conflict between a dark god and mere men, with almost no hope of surviving—the ultimate test of fate.  To my great shame, I refused him initially.  Only recently did I realize I had no choice but to help, but now I cannot keep from thinking it might be too late.  It’s why I never said anything to any of you.  Deep inside of me, I thought it might only give you false hope.”
 
“Then why come to our aid at all?” asked Luigi, deathly sober.
 
“As a judgment on myself, that I might suffer the same destiny as those I left to their demise.  Sort of an end-all satisfaction of my lingering guilt.”
 
“Is there nothing we can do?” Mallow said.  “Is this the end, then?”
 
“No, it isn’t,” Rezan said.  “I have renewed faith in the chance of Plitians, and it has been growing ever since I arrived here.  My problem has always been impatience, thoughts of regret that I can’t solve everything right away.  All these years I’ve neglected the ability of every man and woman to contribute to the greater good, and I’ve forgotten to trust in the assurances of the Star Spirits.  Even if things seem hopeless and pointless to us, that doesn’t mean others aren’t fulfilling their part in the larger scene, all working together and independently to push back the shadows that threaten to consume us.  Our job, then, is not to despair, but to face whatever forces stand against us and topple them no matter what the risks.  It is up to us to stop that doomship before it destroys the rest of the Mushroom Kingdom.”
 
“He’s right!” Mallow said, standing up.  “After it picks off the rest of the fleet, it’ll just go to Nimbus Land and kill my friends and family, too.  This is the opportunity to make our stand.  We might all live a little longer if we wait here until the storm blows over, but not without regretting it the rest of our lives.”
 
“I have a plan, then,” said Luigi.  “Rezan, Mallow, and I will take what’s left of the Nimbian cloud transports and infiltrate the doomship.  That’s going to be our best chance of disabling it long enough for our airships to escape.  Lieutenant Tank and the remnant of our forces will charge down the hill, plowing through what soldiers the Koopas have left, and take the ships anchored along the isthmus.  They should be unharmed and ready to set sail.”
 
“Now we’re talking!” Lieutenant Tank roared, and stormed down the hill a ways to address the troops.  “Ok, men, wake up, rise and shine to the smog of a new day!  We’re barging down the gates of the Inferno, boys, and nothing’s going to get in our way!”
 
~*~*~*~
 
The Breaking Shrine
 
When Mario opened his eyes he was sitting at the end of a long and elaborately ornamented dinner table.  The streaming confusion of his subconscious prevented him from recognizing it at first, but as he began to piece together the familiar cloth and plates set carefully before all the many chairs, he knew he was waiting again in the Dining Hall of the Royal Mushroom Castle.
 
“Good, good, the final guest is awake,” a strange voice said.
 
 The golden candelabras suspended down the center of the ceiling suddenly dimmed.  After another minute of complete silence, bright light flooded the room and revealed many others all seated at the same table.  Mario immediately caught a glimpse of Bowser, Kamek, Kolorado, and Goombella.  There was a teal-skinned Yoshi, as well, and an Armored Ant, but he couldn’t recall either of their faces.
 
“For the last time, what happened to my troops?” Bowser roared, struggling against transparent bonds.  “Even that dumb changeling isn’t here!”
 
“A moment please, Your Highness,” the voice spoke again, and soon there appeared a figure draped in flowing black shrouds.  Nothing of his limbs or hands could be seen, and if anything ever embodied the intangible touch of death, it was the form now walking calmly towards them.  “All will be explained in good time.”
 
“I’ll burst the bubble, then,” Kamek said, nothing but patience and indifference on the outside.  “We’re in the Breaking Shrine, as foretold by the prophecy.  I’m not sure who our delightful host is, but I’m betting he’s connected to Zarith.”
 
“That creepy Magikoopa I sent off with Kanaye?” Bowser asked.  “Why didn’t you tell me that before I put him in charge of my navy!?”
 
“No need to, sir.  Kammy, Vermik, and I dispatched of him before leaving to catch up with the fleet.  For some reason, we’d ruined whatever plans he’d hoped to fulfill in marching on the Mushroom Kingdom.  Perhaps this intriguing wraith can answer a few of our questions.”
 
Everyone else in the room had been silent while the two well-known villains talked unafraid.  Most of them had a fair idea where they were, but a certain Koopa with a mustache was too upset not to issue a complaint.
 
“Would someone please just explain to me what’s going on?” Kolorado ranted.  “I thought this was a treasure vault!”
 
“There is certainly an explanation in order,” said Shogun icily.  “None of these people entered the altar alongside me, and the scrolls promised me the power to defend my race.”
 
“Very well,” said their host, walking behind one row of seats as he spoke.  “You have all passed into a sort of physical crossover, a realm half into the plane of mortality and the timeless world beyond.  After King Koopa here was thwarted in his attempt to rule the world using the Star Rod, the path to the heavens on Shooting Star Summit was closed forever.  Even the Star Spirits simply couldn’t risk another invasion.”
 
“Misstar,” Ryok muttered.  “You mean she was real?”
 
"Eh?” Koloarado interrupted.  "You mean that wasn’t a flying starfish?!"
 
“In any case,” the dark figure continued, “the closing of Star Way made this shrine the only option for entities wishing to escape from one realm into the other without the aid of the Star Spirits.  It was this fact that made Doomstar, as you know him, convinced the Breaking Shrine was his last hope for wresting back his rightful control from the guardians and ruling Plit.”
 
“So why the patience and the catastrophes and the bother of the prophecy?” asked Kamek.  “I can understand it as a ruse to attract us here, but what part do we unwillingly play?”
 
“The Breaking Shrine was actually created by Doomstar before he fell from grace and was until recently unknown even to the Star Spirits.  They considered the scrolls left by his old worshippers to be fallacious myths created in the minds of the Magikoopas in order to control their numbers.”
 
“As did I,” Kamek said, nodding.  “I’d actually doubted Doomstar’s existence until Zarith reappeared.  I knew no mortal would have found the power to resurrect him.”
 
“Too bad you didn’t figure it out sooner,” their host continued.  “As I was saying, so that the Star Spirits would be blinded from its location, Doomstar made the shrine dependent on both realms so that it would be part of neither.  It was simply further precaution that led him to divide it into four locations.”
 
“So then these people must be the ones your scrolls led to the other three altars,” Kamek surmised.  “Brilliant, yes, but why are we here?  If the transaction was completed after centuries of careful plotting, then shouldn’t Doomstar already be in charge?”
 
“He is, in a sense.  The Star Spirits have been overthrown, and Star Haven is now under his command.  There only remains a few hours until he can extract himself fully from the immortal realm and into his chosen form on Plit.  It is the one of two left from the four demons he has sent to the planet and the only one which was not purposely put there as a decoy.  The other was Zarith, and though none of you realize it, he is the one who identified you all long before he revealed himself.  I sent him to battle you, Kamek, after I silently deprived him of my own powers, but the coward ran away once he realized my treachery.  It was your senseless rambling that clued him in, so to speak, and you will receive a special death for the labor you have caused me.”
 
“I could have told you that,” said Kamek happily.  “Zarith was executed by the Guild for betraying our base of operations to King Morton.  Fortunately, I was already deeply entrenched in the Koopa Empire’s trust as a saboteur, so shifting roles was nothing more than a change of conscience.”
 
“It is no matter,” said the figure.  “He and the other demons were physical representations of what energy we could seep through, all distracters from the main flow of power we could crossover into Plit without being noticed.”
 
“It can’t be true!” Goombella shouted.  “The Star Spirits won’t allow it!”
 
“They are no more, my flower,” said the figure, and he was suddenly at her side, running a fog-like hand through her hair.  “It is over.”
 
“You still haven’t answered Kamek’s question!” Mario said, finally fed up with what he considered to be obvious lies.  “If this plan is so foolproof, then why just leave us on Plit to suffer Doomstar’s wrath?”
 
“Ah, now we come to it,” said their host, seeming to grow darker as he spoke.  “After the second fall of my master, the Star Spirits gave seven bloodlines their own powers, to be awakened only if Doomstar were to someday rise again.  Before I banished him to Plit as a mortal, Zarith found the seven of you through years of research.  It has taken even more anguish to set up events that would lead you here, but you must realize that we work in mysterious ways.  More came than we bargained for, of course, but they were simply not allowed entry.  Vermik and all the others who are not with us are quite safe, for now, lying unconscious back on Plit outside of the altars.  But now that all seven of you ‘Chosen Ones’ are trapped here with me, there is no longer any hope for Plit or its people.”
 
“Then will you at least tell us who you are?” Kamek asked, his voice dry.
 
“The Executioner,” said the figure.  “Soon the meaning of my name will become more apparent, but for now, let us witness the last fall of your armies.  Doomstar will very soon now have enough strength to show them the meaning of agony.”
 
An opaque image of the battle at Star Hill appeared before them, playing out all the disastrous stages of the conflict.  Only Mario seemed disinterested, staring blankly past the pictures of war as if something greater was on his mind.
 
How does that human remain so calm even now, when I see nothing that can be done to stop this madness? Kamek thought in frustration.  There is something else, something that I do not sense.  Mario may yet see a way to win!
 
~*~*~*~
 
Star Hill, Mushroom Kingdom
 
“This place is so boring!” a low-ranking Goomba complained.
 
He was standing guard on one of the many insignificant passages that ran chaotically through the Skullbasher and had been doing so for more than eight hours.  Needless to say, when one has nobody to talk to and nothing of any importance to do for that long, he becomes a little crazy.  Nothing had prepared him for the whistling explosion that sounded right behind him, though.
 
Struggling for breath, the soldier picked himself off of the debris-covered floor and looked up to see several Nimbians, Luigi, and some reptilian mutant leaping through a gaping tear in the hull.  Instead of challenging them to a fight, he thought it might be best to pass out.
 
“Ok, men, we have to do this as quickly and silently as possible,” Prince Mallow said to the three Nimbian soldiers who had accompanied them.  “Major, you’re a technical specialist, right?”
 
“Trained and at your command, sir!”
 
“Then you’ll lead this little infiltration party.  Corporals,” Mallow acknowledged the remaining warriors, “protect the major at all costs.  He’s our one hope of getting to the bridge without blowing our cover.”
 
The two Nimbians nodded and brought their battle staffs up defensively around the technical officer.  Impressed with the show of discipline, Luigi flashed a grin at his old friend and waved a hand forward.  Rezan waited patiently until all of them had begun their course down the hallway, content with bringing up the rear.
 
As they moved rapidly through the upper corners of the doomship, they occasionally met a few small groups of guards.  None of them consisted of more than one or two Terrapin, though, and were easily dispatched.  Thanks to their initial landing zone, they had entered the ship fairly close to the bridge and arrived outside the main transport room that would carry them all the way to the top.
 
“Spread out!” Mallow called.
 
The warriors lay flat along the metallic, rounded surface of the elevator hatch.  For a minute, Luigi thought Mallow was being paranoid, but a quick glance at the level indicator above the double-door entrance confirmed otherwise.  When a mechanical bell rang, they knew someone had stopped at the floor they were on.
 
“No matter what comes through that door,” Mallow said breathlessly, “we must terminate it as quickly as possible.  Any slip-up now might cost us the battle!”
 
Thin and wavering, the tension in the air could be felt as the elevator rang once more and opened up onto the bare hallway.  A white-coated Koopa technician with a flat datapad stepped out, followed by a flank of three heavily armored Terrapin.  The Nimbians moved faster than Luigi could track them and snapped the necks of all the guards with the sharp fluttering thuds of their weapons.
 
Snarling, Rezan moved in and brought out a long hunting knife lengthwise across the remaining Koopa’s throat.  “If you scream, I will kill you.”
 
“I’m only a man of science!” whimpered the technician.  “I’ll do anything you ask!”
 
“Oh, lighten up,” said Luigi, scowling.  “It’s cowards like you that give intellectuals a bad name.”
 
“We want inconspicuous access to the bridge,” Mallow said grimly.  “You’re no use to us if you can’t offer any aid, but I swear, if you double-cross us, it’ll be your head.”
 
“Here, take this keycard,” the Koopa stuttered, offering them a flat object.  “It will command the elevator to take an alternate path and leads to an observation deck in a room adjacent to the bridge.  Because of its frequent use by Prince Morton, the primary sensors don’t pick it up.”
 
“Did you say Prince Morton?” Luigi asked.  “Then it’s true.  The Koopalings have teamed up with their father.”
 
“You can’t hope to win,” the scientist said, frightened.  “He is almost as massive as King Koopa and twice as vicious.  There is no sympathy in that… that creature!”
 
“There are other alternatives to fighting,” Rezan said in a dull whisper.  He removed his blade from the Koopa’s jugular.
 
The Nimbians trained their staffs on the technician until the elevator doors finally closed, concealing them within.  Not one to bet on the underdog, the Koopa straightened his nerves out and slid another secret keycard through the control console of the transport.  For the first time that day, he even allowed himself a self-satisfied little smirk.
 
In the elevator, Luigi stood uncomfortably as rows of clamping machinery and blaring lights passed them quickly by.  Rezan and the Nimbian soldiers had their eyes glued to the door, ready and waiting for whatever might be awaiting them on the other side.
 
“Mallow, you do realize trusting that worm might have sealed our doom,” said the human, unable to relax.
 
“Maybe,” said the Nimbian, nodding.  He looked around.  “We don’t have much of a choice now, though, do we?”
 
~*~*~*~
 
“Sir, we have an incoming Emergency Code 132.4 coming in from Deck 12!”
 
Captain Moribond tore his view away from the rolling horizon before him and turned back to Morton, Jr., who was eagerly nosing through a rotten plate of mutton.  Apparently the Koopaling wasn’t aware of the code’s meaning, as everyone else on the bridge was running around in a panic.
 
“Order, order!” the captain shouted, making his way to the command chair.  “Sir, we’ve received word of infiltrators.  They’re coming up the observation transport passage.”
 
Morton gawked and spat up a chunk of half-digested meat.  “What?!  Only I’m allowed use of that corridor!  Heads are gonna roll for this!”
 
“You don’t understand, sir,” continued Moribond.  “The code signifies the transport as a deceitful detour for invaders.  We must converge on the other end immediately, and once the sneaky rats who stole aboard emerge, we shall crush them utterly!”
 
Morton snapped to attention, rose from his seat, and jabbed a crooked knife into the slimy tendons of his uneaten meal.  Bits of the salty grime dripped putridly from his blackened teeth, but he quickly wiped away the excess.
 
“An all-out attack, huh?” the Koopaling mused.  “Now that’s more like it!  Gather all the Terrapin you can find, arm ‘em with the body shields, and get them up here posthaste.  Whoever was brave enough to use my personal elevator won’t stand a chance in the Inferno!”
 
The bridge was a flood of activity for the next minute, and soon a formation of ten shielded soldiers were positioned around the exit of the transport, their swords out and ready for anything.  Captain Moribond and Morton, Jr. stood easily behind them, preferring to watch the bloodbath from afar.
 
As the level indicator flashed in warning, the captain raised a hand.  “Here they come!”
 
When the doors slid open, the soldiers rushed in blindly and began slashing at everything in sight.  Only after one Terrapin lay mortally wounded did everyone realize the elevator was empty.  Captain Moribond stepped forward, fuming with red anger, and crushed the throat of the wounded warrior.
 
“You idiots!  Sir, they aren’t here!”
 
“Quickly, find out who sent that code!” Morton bellowed.  “At least someone will stand off against the black face of Death for this outrage.”
 
Before anyone could respond, a metal sphere dropped from the roof of the transport and landed clattering among the throng of Terrapin.  Jet-gray smoke hissed out of it and blinded the soldiers instantly, burning their eyes and exposed skin.  Faltering, Captain Moribond almost fell over as the haze cleared and three Nimbians darted out of the confusion with their weapons drawn.
 
“Guards!  Guards!  Somebody do something!”
 
The captain engaged one of the Nimbians while the other two rushed Morton himself, hefting both of their heavy staffs back for a bone-breaking offensive.  Even though they were more skilled, Morton’s stature allowed him to crush the skulls of the two warriors with a blunt swipe from each of his hands.
 
Overweight and out of training, Captain Moribond faired less successfully and lay dead on the floor in another minute, a thick trail of black blood oozing out of his frozen face.  The victorious Nimbian hadn’t even broke a sweat, but both he and Morton knew the Koopaling was more than a match for him.
 
“I don’t know how you three got in here, but I applaud the effort,” Morton growled, feigning appreciation with a few sharp claps from his large hands.  “There is, however, the problem of your breaking ship rules.  Trust me, this’ll hurt you far, far worse than it’ll hurt me.”
 
Morton’s tirade was interrupted when three silhouettes stepped out of the foggy dimness of the smoke rising from the elevator.  Fear shone across his face for an instant when he recognized Luigi and Prince Mallow in the group, but Rezan wasn’t exactly something to pass off either.
 
“That explains it, then,” said the Koopaling, and in a moment had wrapped one massive arm around the distracted soldier’s neck.  “Back off or he’ll have more breathing space than any man would want!”
 
“You can’t escape this time, Morton,” Luigi said calmly, gesturing with a hand to Rezan as he locked down all access to the bridge.  “Ludwig or one of your smarter brothers would’ve run a tighter ship.  That’s what happens when you focus too closely on attack and not defense.”
 
“Your lectures bore me,” said the Koopaling, eyes gleaming like blood in moonlight before he ripped the captured Nimbian’s neck open.  
 
Coughing and gurgling as life rapidly seeped out of him, the brave soldier was a corpse before he hit the ground.  Mallow let out an uncharacteristic curse and gripped his own staff with a murderous strength.
 
“You and me, then, Morton,” said the Nimbian prince, raising his weapon with a frightening solemnity.  “Only two wills against each other, the stronger over the weaker.”
 
“Don’t do it, Mallow,” said Luigi, the sounds of soldiers trying to break into the bridge punctuating his words.  “We’ve got a job to do.  Let’s take him together!”
 
The Nimbian was beyond counsel, though, and immediately set about his attack, lunging and parrying furiously with his staff.  Morton yanked out a crude battle sword and blocked the first few desperate blows easily, relishing in the heat of the conflict.  However well-trained Mallow was with his staff, the Koopaling’s overpowering weight slowly weighed down on the prince’s strength, battering away it his resolve pound by pound.
 
“Rezan!  Help him!” Luigi shouted, and the reptile leapt into action with his glop gun charging.  “The joy-luck club’s going to break through any minute.  I’ll get word to the admiral to begin his counterattack!”
 
Mallow was forced back, breathing raggedly, after Morton’s next blow, but Rezan was there in an instant to pick up the attack.  After dodging a couple of wide swings from the Koopaling’s sword, he lifting his glop gun and fired it directly into Morton’s face.  Screaming and clawing the purple goops off of his head, the Koopa flailed backwards into a stack of technical supplies and made a sparkling, crackling mess.
 
“Bar the door, Mallow,” Luigi ordered, typing frantically on one of the many keyboards lined up across the command consoles.  “I sent the encoded message.  The Indomitable should arrive soon!”
 
The bruised Nimbian wiped a trail of blood away from his eyes and discarded Luigi’s broken words as quickly as they’d come.  Though he’d kept it hidden from all involved in the mission, the last Nimbian who Morton had slaughtered had been his best friend after reuniting with his parents.
 
He was a fierce fighter, but the boy only wanted to serve his stint in the army and continue his apprenticeship under Garro.  Now none of his aspirations would be reached, all stolen by the hand of Fate that had strangled the life out of so many.  The young prince thought that if he could just avenge his fallen friend and strike back at the cruel inevitability symbolized by the hulking beast before him, then he might grab back a part of the hope that he’d sacrificed in his last visit to Nimbus Land.
 
“Ah, so the little orphan runt has some guts left to spare!” Morton guffawed, lacerations and frayed metal bits ripped all along his flesh.  “What you see is merely the outer casing of my might, boy.  I’ll make you watch as I take the first bite out of your innards!”
 
“No matter how strong you are, nothing of that means anything.  You’re only the sum of nothing, the muscle without the purpose,” said Mallow bitterly.  “This is why you will fail.”
 
His face screwed up in blind anger for a moment, Morton almost appeared to be struck by the truth in the words of his opponent.  Whatever pain he felt, though, was soon thrown off and replaced by the same mindless drive to obliterate that fueled all of his life.  Roaring, groaning in the sharp fire of his wounds, the Koopaling charged with his sword brought up and falling downward.
 
Mallow closed his eyes, calm, serene, and opened them with a fury never known to him since the moment of his birth.  Frowning, the Koopaling shot his eyes open and bellowed as the metallic plating beneath him hefted upwards under the weight of a ripping quake and sent him spiraling against a wall.
 
“Leave him, Mal—” Luigi began to say, but then saw that the Nimbian seemed to have things under control.  Before he amend his warning, a flashing light beamed on the top of the communications console.  “The cavalry is here!  The Indomitable and Striker are almost in firing range!”
 
“No!” Morton snarled and lifted himself up from the wreckage of twisted plaster and wiring.  “You will not take my ship from me!”
 
Heaving his sword high above his head, Morton brought it crashing full-tilt against the thinning length of Mallow’s staff and pressed down with all his considerable power.  With his feet gradually slipping from their weak grip on the floor, Mallow resisted failingly for a few moments before an unexplainable strength ground itself into his arms and legs.  Something more horribly controlling than anything he could imagine was lending the potency of the worsening weather to his body.
 
Morton’s attack weakened as he saw a flaming blue aura surround the Nimbian and lift up through the air, glittering like glass caught in the sun.  Halted by the freezing change surrounding him, the Koopaling screamed painfully when jagged blocks of ice began forming around his arms and crept up to meet his shoulders.
 
“You little freak!  What have you done to me!?”
 
The massive beast flexed the muscles rippling along his body and finally shattered the glacial bonds into a million scattering pieces.  His arms were still blue and black as they warmed up, but the pain was not great enough to prevent him from charging for a merciless tackle into his Nimbian opponent.
 
Distracted by the effort needed to summon the elemental magic, Mallow succumbed easily to the blow and was sent skidding across the floor, numbness washing over his paralyzed frame.  He tilted his head over and saw that his left arm had been slashed by one of Morton’s claws and was now recognizable only as a mangled clump of white flesh and ligaments wrapped loosely around fragments of bone.
 
“Grandfather,” he muttered in a daze, slowly losing grip with reality.  “Help me…”
 
“Mallow!” Luigi screamed and rushed from helping Rezan to aid his friend.
 
Morton stood bleeding and breathing brokenly aside, too battered to stop the human.  “You can’t help him, Mushroomer-lover.  That arm’s as good as mud, and it’ll get infected soon enough.  All Koopas of the Royal bloodline have toxins infused in their claws if a wound is deep enough.  I’d say I hit pay dirt!”
 
Struggling with the chaos of the moment, Luigi rose uneasily to his feet and prepared to give his all in a final struggle with the Koopaling.  Before his mind could even wrap itself around the idea, though, a moan louder and more terrible than all the Dino Rhinos on Plit combined in one bellowing mass tore through the bridge and shattered all the windows around them.  Cold air from the upper layers of the sky rushed and howled through all around them, sucking out loose items and ejecting them towards the ocean below.
 
Morton was grasping weakly to a welded bulkhead when a massive, night-black tentacle slithered through an opening in the hull and batted him off.  He screamed in untainted terror as the ship whined and cracked under the strain, falling relentless towards the ground as if under the influence of some inescapable gravity.  It was only when he found himself staring into the maw of a giant Blooper’s face that Luigi realized what had brought them down.
 
The rest of the roof was ripped off by the many flailing appendages of the monster, and the human could see their two airships hovering meekly in the sky above, paling in comparison to the demonic force now confronting them.  Rezan and Mallow lay unmoving to either side of him, and he could only watch in deadening confusion as Morton was pulled from his ship and thrown casually into the grating teeth of the Blooper.
 
“Stars Above, what have you unleashed?” Luigi mumbled, wavering on the edge of sanity.
 
~*~*~*~
 
“By the Spores of Mushroomia, what is that thing?” Admiral Enoki said helplessly.
 
“Whatever it is, we’ll blast it out of the sea,” said General Spore, grinding his teeth.  “Remember, our boys might still be alive down there!”
 
“Right,” Enoki nodded, his face gone white.  “Primary weapons, fire!”
 
Flashes of intense light exploded from the tip of the Indomitable and illuminated the sky around the Striker in a dizzying conflagration of flames and sound.  The full weight of the beams landed with an earth-shattering rumble against the gnarled image of the demon Blooper.  Writhing, moaning under the power of the fire, it persisted even as the smoke lifted and revealed the devastated scene below.
 
“What sorcery is this?!” Spore barely managed to get out, hands gripped tightly on the console before him.  “Sensors!”
 
“All vitals remain, sir,” said one of the detection officers, blank-faced.  “It’s like the blast didn’t even affect it.”
 
The ship was rocked to its core as five immense tentacles wrapped tightly around the outer hull, already starting to pull the Indomitable towards a watery grave.  All booster rockets were snapped online, but nothing seemed to overpower the godlike wrath of the nightmare creature.
 
“What now, General?” asked Enoki, eyes glued to the paralyzing scene below.
 
“Pray, gentleman,” Spore said, turning to face the bridge.  “There’s nothing else we can do.”
 
~*~*~*~
 
The Breaking Shrine
 
“See the power of Doomstar, God of Plit, and beg his mercy!” the Executioner quavered, dropping to whatever knees he had.
 
The image of the coiling Blooper filled a wall of the Dining Room as all its ornate edges expanded before the eyes of the chosen.
 
“Oh, dear, what a sorry spot this is!” Kolorado said, ever the master of understatement.
 
“For Stars’ sake, Mario!” Kamek screamed, no longer able to contain himself.  “We’re going to die!  Whatever you have in mind, do it quickly!”
 
The human nodded with heroic determination and closed his eyes, face slowly relaxing into a serenity unmatched by anything the Magikoopa had ever seen.  Gradually a glowing light formed around him and sent brightening blue flames over the length of his body, lifting him still calm and unaware over the heads of the other six.
 
Kamek searched the fields of warm energy radiating from the human with all his might but couldn’t detect anything until a scattered image of Eldstar appeared over his head.  Every piece of the meaning behind the image filled his mind at once, flooding him with a renewed and rising hope.
 
Of course! thought Kamek, restraining a grin.  The Executioner said that the chosen bloodlines would be given the powers of the seven Star Spirits in their darkest hour of need.  Mario acquired Eldstar’s energy, which is able to float spiritually through realms without having any physical presence.  Even though the Breaking Shrine stops such movement from its own realm to Plit, Mario was able to call on the Guardian from wherever he has been banished to by Doomstar!
 
As the demon who held them captive still thrashed in the passionate violence of his worship, the other chosen mortals of Plit watched in stunned silence as the Star Spirit’s ethereal form fused into Mario’s body and filled him with a lasting and more powerful flame.  Tendrils of the yellow luminance brushed over his flesh and clothes and made him appear higher than all the world despite the fact that he was only a plumber.
 
“Executioner!” Mario called, but his voice was melded with the Guardian’s and forceful beyond resistance.  “You’ve made your biggest mistake, but I only realized it because of your words.”
 
“What?!” the figure snarled, turning around with his face now registering shock at the scene before him.  “How did you… Eldstar!”
 
“He is in me, the Guardian chosen for my bloodline, just like you said,” Mario said, grinning.  “You and your god forgot that his skills include sending and directing the souls of people and even himself across different planes, like when he came to help me after Bowser defeated us with the Star Rod, even though Eldstar and all the other Star Spirits were imprisoned.”
 
“Simple man,” said the cloaked demon, his smoke-enshrouded robes now blowing about him furiously.  “My strength alone is enough to combat one mortal fueled by the failing power of an apparition.  I am part of Doomstar, and so his own wrath feeds constantly into my being, making me more terrible than you can imagine.”
 
“You’re just so smug, aren’t you?” Mario said, laughing.  “Eldstar can do more than transport himself.  My friends won’t be fighting solo either!”
 
Bright existence pervaded the room, as each of the remaining Star Spirits were brought from the realm of their prison and wakened in the chosen blood of the Plitians: Mamar to Goombella, Klevar to Kamek, Muskular to Bowser, Kalmar to Ryok, Skolar to Shogun, and Misstar to Kolorado.
 
“Hello, flying starfish!” the Koopa explorer waved amiably before being filled with the power of the Guardian.  “Ooh!  I say, that’s a bit close for comfort!”
 
“Fools!  Cursed fools!” the Executioner shrieked, now gathering a storm of dark energy around his glaring frame.  “There is no point in continuing this display!  I shall obliterate all of you by the hatred spawned from your own sin-burdened hearts!”
 
The Magikoopa hovered above the ground and traveled towards the demon with his newfound strength charging luminously through his robes.  More profound and ageless than ever before, the light in the lenses of his spectacles roared more mightily than those of Zarith.
 
“Enough talk, wretch!” Kamek snapped, and he sent out a sphere of crackling sapphire that slammed into the Executioner and filled him with sparks of pain.  “That’s only a taste of what’s to come!”
 
The demon wiped at his unseen mouth and charged forward, driving Kamek back with a flurry of inescapable strikes.  Before the Magikoopa could be overcome, though, Bowser was right beside him and fighting back with the brute force of Muskular increasing the strength of his towering form.  Even both of them pouring their energy into the creature was not enough, but when Mario joined the fray with Eldstar’s ancient sorcery yielding pure power from all of the world, things began to turn against the Executioner.
 
“Well, what are you waiting for?” Goombella asked the Armored Ant, who was still waiting silently for nothing.  “I don’t know what you came here for or who you are exactly, but this thing concerns all of us.”
 
“The Shrine was supposed to give me the power to help my people,” said Shogun emotionlessly.  “I have failed, and no matter the outcome, the Armored Ants shall remain weak and destitute under the laws of a culture unknown to them.  There is no point in continuing.”
 
“They need your help!” she shouted angrily.  “Kolorado and I are fused with healers, not fighters.  Don’t you realize that as long as you still live, there is hope for whatever concerns you have?  To throw them away so… so carelessly is the biggest mistake you could ever make.  What will happen to the Armored Ants when Doomstar possesses that squid thing completely and takes out the Mushroom Army?  There’ll be no one to stop him from enslaving them for all eternity, with not Star Haven to turn to after their deaths.  So for the love of your people, if for nothing else, please do something!”
 
Shogun stared wordlessly at the now struggling trio for awhile longer, contemplating thoughts that had laid barren for years.  “You are right, child,” he said.  “I have lost sight of what truly matters in my taste for revenge.  The road to helping my race is a long one, and this is simply one path I must take.  I am thankful.”
 
The noble warrior leapt into the battle with his mandibles clicking and sliced through the Executioner’s body in several long, jagged gashes.  Caught in the throes of defeat, the demon fell to the ground and trembled for a moment, but soon a dark and hollow light flashed out of his cloak and dissipated to reveal the growing form of a devil.  
 
Plunging horns and blackened skin draped the deformed figure as it towered over the seven and crashed through the illusory roof of the Dining Room.  Blinding stars, vast constellations, and soaring celestial bodies wheeled overhead in the stretching universe, caught between realms and as free as the birth of a new age.
 
That was the image in Zarith’s cloak, Kamek thought, amazed at the scene.  Reborn, a corpse that walks the land, he is like any other miracle despite the twisted malice behind the mechanism.
 
“Now you’ll taste the darkness that defies all things,” said the Executioner, his voice deep and horrible.  The walls of the imagined castle crumbled as he spoke, spilling and crashing over the upheaval of the floor.
 
Mario and the others felt themselves lift into the air and soar towards the head of the beast, dodging various limbs and claws as they sprouted haphazardly from the morphing body of the Executioner.  With his might overpowering the others, Bowser was the first to break through and land a quaking blow to the demon’s head.  It seemed to do little good, though, as he was knocked aside and the others were quickly caught up in a storm of thrashing and dark energy.
 
That’s our cue, sweetie, something said to Kolorado.  It’s me, the flying starfish.  You have to help them now!
 
“Er, I think,” said the Koopa, watching as his legs moved forward along with Goombella’s, “we’re being called to do something.”
 
“We have the power of healing, sir,” said Goombella.  “They can’t keep fighting like that without our help!”
 
Beams of light emanated from the two heroes and doubled the fighters’ powers, rejuvenating the bodies that had worn down from the struggle with the massive demon.  Mario nodded in thanks and led another offensive as all the chosen converged devastatingly on the Executioner, evading blows and energy bombs from his numberless appendages.
 
The demon resisted the full brunt of the frontal attack until Kamek rejoined his effort with a concentrated blast of energy that shattered his opponent’s defenses.  Wavering, the Executioner wailed in agony and fell to the ground as he shrank into a contemptible creature that lay snarling bitterly before them.
 
“Yield!” Kamek shouted, floating down to grab the demon by his neck.  “Let us out of here now!”
 
“It’s too late!  Too late for saving your world!” the crippled figure said, a hideous cackle rasping from his throat.  “As long as Doomstar remains partly in the realm of Plit, the Breaking Shrine is impassable.  Only his defeat will lift the spell, and there is no way to reach him!  Very soon now, he shall have possessed his chosen form completely, and his might will be boundless!”
 
Kamek raised one hand wordlessly and silenced the demon with a blast from his hand.
 
“It was a decoy,” Mario said, frowning.  “He knew all the while that his defeat would mean nothing!”
 
Do not despair so easily, Mario, Eldstar cautioned him.  You forgot Ryok, whom Kalmar waits peacefully within.  He is no fighter, but his wisdom may help us all.
 
“Ryok?” Mario asked, not knowing how he realized the name belonged to the Yoshi.  “You know something?”
 
“Yes,” Ryok said, nodding.  “Kalmar has led me to discover another flaw in Doomstar’s plan.  The power Eldstar possesses to move back and forth through the realms is given to your bloodline Mario, but you cannot fight Doomstar without a physical form to use.”
 
“But nobody on Plit has the same powers that…” Mario’s eyes widened.
 
“Your brother,” Ryok said, smiling.  “You two have always had a deep connection.  Now it is clear where it came from.  He is facing the Enemy now at Star Hill.  Call out to him, lend him your power.”
 
Mario nodded and closed his eyes, feeling strength from the other chosen six flowing through his spirit and giving him a concentration that passed comprehension.  Soon he felt the wash of the cosmos overwhelm him, and he was moving quickly through the limitless reaches of existence, heading immeasurably towards a dim and fading star in the pit of a far blackness.  In one revelatory moment his eyes flashed open.
 
“Luigi!”
 
~*~*~*~
 
Star Hill, Mushroom Kingdom
 
“Mario!”
 
Luigi woke up in the blind pull of destiny and lifted himself to his feet.  Twisted metal wreckage groaned all around him, and the nightmare Blooper had its coiling tentacles wrapped around the two airships which soared above him.  Before he could despair, a burgeoning strength filled his body instantly and crashed into his mind with all the knowledge of events at the Breaking Shrine.
 
“Yes!” he nodded quickly, absorbing.  “But what can I do?”
 
The answer came when he found himself luminous with yellow flames and hovering off the sinking metallic paneling he’d fallen unconscious on.  After remembering the battle with Morton, he lifted his arms and poured healing energy from his distant comrades into Mallow and Rezan, raising their beaten, broken bodies into full wellness.
 
“Eldstar,” the Reznoth said drowsily before his eyes widened.  “The strength of a Star Warrior… it’s returning to me!”
 
As Mallow looked around in amazement, Luigi sent the knowledge he’d gained from Mario to his partners, and they were instantly at his side, three brightly roaring flames in the stretching darkness of the storm and Doomstar’s godlike wrath.
 
“We have to stop that?” Mallow stammered, taking a nervous gulp.
 
“Yes, and we must waste no time,” Rezan said.  “With each passing moment, Doomstar is calling more of his abominable hatred into that demon.  Soon it will be impossible to interrupt the connection between the two, and this world will be doomed.”
 
“Come on, Rezan, we’ll distract him,” said Luigi, already moving forward through the air.  “Mallow, harness the power of this storm.  Bend it to your will!”
 
The Nimbian nodded as the two forms drifted quickly off towards the Blooper, his arms lifted up reverently to the awesome power of the storm that covered all the sky.  He could see each of the hearts of those helping him from the Breaking Shrine, and he felt as if all the weather-sorcerers of his race were lending their knowledge to him, as well, feeding it through him until the he was full to bursting.
 
Luigi hovered over the mountainous head of the Blooper as Rezan soared on before him, pouring out words with a voice that shook the air.  “Doomstar, hear us!  You will not be allowed to invade this world.  By the order of the Guardians, end this madness and go back to the Inferno prepared for you!”
 
A mind-numbing bellow that quaked the very fabric of the atmosphere issued from the maw of the demon and consumed the words of Rezan’s speech in a wave of terror.  Gouging out of the chaotic surface of the ocean, tens of tentacles as thick as Booster’s Tower and higher than Star Hill thrashed violently towards them, grasping for something to rip and shred.
 
“We won’t last long,” said Rezan.  “Mallow must hurry.  There is no other way.”
 
Luigi called on the aid of the Star Spirits with each glowing fireball he sent out, and soon the flaming power that poured from his hands merged to become one continuous stream of righteous fire.  Its emerald heat seared the thick skin of the Blooper and bubbled ravenously through the innards of its arms, sending great fragments and whole tentacles plunging massively into the ocean below.
 
Rezan flew closer to the face of the demon, calling on all the past strength of Star Warriors passed down through the ages to create rapid bombs of light-filled energy. Shifting the focus of the blasts, he concentrated them all into a Star Whirl that sliced and wavered through large sections of the Blooper’s shadow-formed head.
 
Angered by the sudden fury of the attacks, the demon rose clearly out of the breaking surface of the sea with all of its soaring appendages floundering wildly in the air.  Before Rezan and Luigi could manage escaping the infinite reach of the tentacles, the Blooper let out a massive retch and coughed out streams of thick, acidic ink.  Fire and star energy burned through the dense goop and sent up foul smoke to blot out any remaining brightness in the sky, covering all the devastated land below in a shadow of inescapable darkness.
 
Lifting its great suction tips to the heavens, the demon seemed to vacuum the umbrageous vapors from the air and spread the empowering darkness through its many thrashing limbs.  Glittering spots of black and purple energy surrounded the spear jutting prominently out of its head and finally released in a wide beam of unimaginable power.
 
Rezan and Luigi sent back their own strength in double fold, and the two forces collided mightily in the air.  Crackling, thundering in a terrifying display of cosmic struggle, a flood of light exploded from the center of the beams and worked its way slowly against the waning power of the two heroes.
 
Both were defeated finally by the exhaustion of facing such overwhelming evil and found themselves wrapped in the implacable might of the creature’s tentacles.  Struggling and finding no relief, they were pulled closer towards the black hole that was the Blooper’s mouth, witnessing all the mindless pain and suffering of a thousand years caused by the unholy being.
 
“Doomstar!” a tiny voice called from above, and they looked up, rain filling their eyes.  It was Mallow, and the fierce flash of lightning thrashed above him in the blackness of the clouds.  “Let go of my friends!”
 
All the electrical energy of Plit combined in one blinding bolt of lightning that struck squarely through the top of the Blooper’s brain and fried it instantly, causing its tentacles to flail uncontrollably and release the Nimbian’s comrades.  Recalling what strength was left to them, Luigi and Rezan reformed their energy beams and enveloped the groaning beast in columns of vengeful light that shined with a brightness indefinable.
 
In the torture that can only be understood through years of planning and failure, the Enemy of the World resisted the blinding pure energy with all fibers of his fallen, darkening divinity.  Only after one last abysmal cry did he finally succumb to the might of the Star Spirits and the mortals he hated, vanishing in a silent void that felt as the burden of existence lifting, rising into ultimate righteousness.
 
~*~*~*~
 
The Breaking Shrine

 
The Executioner shrank into a pitiful form of ash and flowing blood, tearing at his own flesh and convulsing as the last waves of darkness emanated out of the netherworld.  Released from their fusion, the seven Chosen Ones fell limp to the ground as the Star Spirits were freed from their prison beyond the realms and liberated once again to issue their swift and closing judgment upon the pawn of Doomstar.
 
The Star Beam issued from the heart of their formation, with Eldstar hovering sternly near the focus of the overwhelming energy, and it slammed without mercy into the Executioner, fraying the fabric of his evil until all of it was converted into hollow, drifting matter.
 
“It is done,” Eldstar said, lowering himself under the strain of time.  “The prophecy Doomstar himself concocted was fulfilled, despite all the deception and malice out of which it was born.”
 
Mario and the others gathered quietly around the physical forms of the Star Spirits.  “Eldstar, does this mean Doomstar is gone for good?  Is it over?”
 
“He is a deity and immortal,” said the Guardian, “but he is banished from this realm for all time.  There is no hope of his returning.  Of that I am certain.”
 
“But what we do now?” Goombella asked.  “The Mushroom Kingdom is devastated.”
 
“The future of Plit is now in the hands of mortals, forever and always,” said Eldstar with a heavy sigh.  “Bowser, you and Kamek will amass your Empire while the Mushroomers rebuild theirs.  A struggle is inevitable, but who will win depends entirely on the strength of heroes both here and elsewhere.  If peace cannot be reached, more violence will come.”
 
“Heh, hear that Mario?” Bowser said.  “It isn’t over between us.  I still have a score to settle.”
 
“Enough!” Muskular roared, and the Koopa was quiet.
 
“And you, Shogun, will go back to your mission, however misguided it may be,” Eldstar said, but the Armored Ant replied with silence.  “Each of you, in essence, must choose his or her own path.  Our meddling in the past caused only strife.  No matter what justice we may embrace, this world has grown beyond our intervention.  We shall only watch now, hoping for the best, knowing that our creation will have chosen its own fate.”
 
Mario nodded in understanding.  “Thank you for the honor.  We’ll make the best of what we have.  Our freedom won’t ever be crushed, not even by the Koopa Kingdom.”
 
“That’s Empire to you!” Bowser shouted angrily, but stopped when he saw himself vanishing.  “Hey, what’s this?”
 
“We’re crossing over into Plit,” Kamek said, and nodded cryptically at the Star Spirits before he too disappeared.
 
The others soon followed them, but to the last moment Mario still looked with a deep reverence at the Star Spirits.  No matter how simple he was, some part of him recognized and admired the sacrifice the Guardians were making for the future of their creations.
 
“Now, then,” Eldstar said, turning to the other Star Spirits.  “We must destroy all traces of the Breaking Shrine.  Let it never be used again to fulfill such evil.  From now on, only our will shall determine the paths between heaven and earth, the connection that cannot be breached for as long as we watch over it.”
 
There was light, then silence, and finally nothing at all.
 
~*~*~*~
 
Tadpole Pond, Mushroom Kingdom
 
A week later, all the refugees from Toad Town and the Mushroom Kingdom met for a celebration at Tadpole Pond.  After the Moleville moles began plans to force the water out of the Mushroom Valley so repairs could be made to the drowned city, everyone—even those who remained unaware of the Breaking Shrine—had cause for elation.
 
“I’ve been expecting you!” said Frogfucious as Mario, Peach, and Mallow walked over to his small island. 
 
“You knew, didn’t you, Grandfather?” Mallow asked, smiling.  “What happened and everything.”
 
Frogfucious looked around with mock surprise and stood up shakily on his gnarled cane.  “Not a clue!  Honest!”
 
Peach and Mario came and sat down cross-legged around the edges of the moss.  The Nimbian was in exaggerated conversation with his adopted guardian, and the sounds of people rejoicing in the distance made all their worries seem distant.
 
“What happened to Admiral Bobbery?” asked Mario.  “Wasn’t he here?”
 
“He and Ryanoshi left with Russ T. and Merlon for Rogueport.  Merlon’s interested in checking up on his family, but I think all of them are going to make sure Bowser doesn’t try anything either.”
 
“He will strike again,” Mario said, nodding, “but he’s still pulling together his resources.  I’m sure the new bond with his kids isn’t well-formed yet, and his army took a beating at Star Hill.  He lost basically all of his naval power and about half of his personal army.”
 
“Yes, I know,” said Peach, looking off, “but I just can’t bear to see our people go through anymore.  This has all been so horrifying and to think what really happened.  Admiral Enoki and General Spore still think the Blooper was some freak of nature.  Luckily being crushed by tower-sized tentacles prevented them from seeing Luigi’s attack.”
 
“You know, he and Rezan are best of friends now,” said Mario, laughing.  “Still, makes me sort of jealous.  Now he’s got somebody mannered and intelligent to talk to.  Since Rezan gave up his Star Warrior status for the mortal life he sacrificed before, they’re even closer.”
 
“Why didn’t they show up then?” Peach asked, stern-faced.
 
“Oh, planning a trip somewhere,” Mario said distantly.
 
As Mallow and Frogfucious walked off, enjoying the memories of times long past, Mario and Peach lay back easily in the sun-drenched paradise that was Tadpole Pond, watching peaceful clouds drift across the clear sky and listening to the sounds of the gentle waters lapping all around them.
 
~*~*~*~
 
The Vista Sea

 
Luigi found himself watching the waves of the endless water when Rezan came up behind him.  Startled, he turned and grinned, taking one of the odd delicacies the Reznoth had been preparing during the trip.  The large white sail of their ship fluttered quietly before him as he enjoyed the exotic taste of the meal.
 
“I never did things like this on Reznia, before it was invaded,” Rezan said, leaning on the railing of the ship.  “I used to be afraid of water, if you can believe it.”
 
“I can’t,” said Luigi, laughing.  “The guy that saved me from a roaring flood, running from the beach… no, doesn’t suit my mind.”
 
“Indeed,” Rezan said, his eyes narrowed in mock anger.  “Where are we planning on going again?”
 
“Sarasaland,” said Luigi, images of a certain young princess drifting lazily through his mind.  “It’s a rare vacation spot, but that’ll fit our needs fine.  We’ll mingle, become part of the populace.”
 
“Are you sure there’s no other reason?” asked Rezan, sensing something beyond mild curiosity in the human’s face.
 
“Well, it’s a possibility,” Luigi said, grinning as they sailed onward into the infinite blueness of the Vista Sea.
 
~*~*~*~
 
Lavalava Island

 
Ryok and Kino were greeted warmly by their kinsmen after they returned from the depths of the volcano.  A funeral was held for Sulei, but mourning was quickly washed away by fond memories of the hot-headed dinosaur.  Of course, the two Yoshies never told their families about anything else.
 
Kolorado and Henry also took the opportunity to rest from their endless adventuring, enjoying the generous treatment of the Yoshies on their tropical island home.  The rest of the exploration caravan was only too happy to escape the mortal danger usually involved with their employer’s journeys for at least another week.  It was only when a boat came in all the way from the Tropacine Isles that their ambitions for exploring were once again ignited.
 
A stocky Pianta by the name of Taber approached them one cool afternoon and shook the Koopa’s hands.  After a long and involving exchange of stories, they discovered the meaning of his encounter with the wolf demon on Uliania and decided it was only a further affirmation of Doomstar’s deceit.  Needless to say, Taber was overwhelmingly relieved that everything had turned out well, despite the Star Spirit’s failed attempt to warn Plit of their error.
 
“Well, as long as I’m here,” the Pianta started after the hours of conversation had come to a close, “I might as well ask to join your exploration team.  I’ve always wanted to see the world, and this seems to good an opportunity to pass up.”
 
“Another expedition, you say?” Kolorado asked, motioning Henry to stand up.  “Well, my lad, I must say that strikes me as a truly capital idea!”
 
 
~*~*~*~
 
Dark Land, Kooparian

 
Kamek came in softly behind King Bowser as the proud ruler surveyed the final touches to his new castle in Dark Land.  Using the strength of the combined Koopa doomships and the increase in numbers, they’d been able to salvage parts from the decaying old Keep and construct a reborn symbol of the new Empire in very little time.  The guidance and cooperation of his sons and daughter, even with the painful loss of Morton, Jr., had made things all the easier.
 
“Our survival is an omen, sire,” said Kamek darkly.  “For the Mushroomers, it means doom not even rivaled by the wrath of ageless gods.  What your father once achieved, we shall not replicate, but improve upon beyond his most vicious imagination.”
 
“Yeah, that sounds great!” said Bowser, slapping the Magikoopa heartily on the back.  “I’m sure you and Kammy will have all the planning stuff covered.  The Koopa Empire, like a phoenix, rising, RISING OUT OF ARIKOOPA!”
 
“Yes, sire,” Kamek gulped, recovering his breath.  “By the way, our forces have still not… ah… found Iggy or his despicable little familiar, Oerlikon.  They escaped in the aftermath of the prophecy ordeal.”
 
“I’ve already heard.  It doesn’t matter.  He’ll come crawling back to us once he sees how cool his siblings’ rooms are.  Room service, gold-plated statues, only the very best for my putrid offspring.”
 
“Nice to see you’ve reconstituted the familial bonds,” Kamek said wryly.  “In any case, I have things to discuss with Admiral Jade about the construction of a doomship to replace the one we lost at Star Hill.  I’m thinking it might be a nice present for… me?”
 
“You read my mind, Vizier,” Bowser grinned.  “Just don’t get cannon happy.”
 
“Wonderful, sir,” said Kamek, and bowed deeply.  “But before I go, any plans for the immediate future?”
 
“Now that you mention it,” Bowser said, rubbing thoughtfully at his scaly chin, “there’s a myth Kammy was telling me about concerning a legendary underwater city in the Tropacine Isles.  Know anything about that?”
 
“Oh, yes,” said Kamek, realizing darkly what the scheming hag had in mind.  “Meridian, I believe, but it is only a folktale.  Probably doesn’t even exist.”
 
“Nevertheless,” said Bowser, grinning in that way that left room for no argument.  “I’m thinking about heading over there in a few days.  We might as well start this empire of ours somewhere.”
 
“I’ll round up an excavation party, then,” Kamek said, giving an ageless sigh.
 
~*~*~*~
 
Easton, Sarasaland

 
Through the mind-numbing blizzards of the highest peaks in Easton, a cloaked and hunched figure marched carefully through the snow.  After months of tireless climbing and soul-searching, he finally arrived at the peak of the world, the summit of Mt. Haven which spiraled closer to the stars than any other earthly formation.
 
As he sat down to meditate with the winds from all four corners of Plit flowing through his weary limbs, Zarith considered the meaning of his new life and what lay ahead for him in the fast approaching future.
 
My ties to the Executioner were never what they seemed, he thought, biting off a piece of dried bread.  I am free now, a mortal Magikoopa liberated from his false memories and the dark god he once served.  But why do I still feel the fringe of shadow and destiny weighing upon my mind?  Could there still be some test, some final decision yet to be made by us all?
