
        
            
                
            
        

    
Chapter 1

The sun shone directly overhead. The bells for lunchtime rang. The farmhands all gathered in the greathall, eating lunch. Today’s fare was a spicy Mauritean dish, served on rice. The meat was a tad stringy, but otherwise edible. Six mouths consumed the meat with vigor. Three of them belonged to the boss. 

Geryon was usually a strict and demanding taskmaster. He took pride in his livestock, for he indeed had the pride of three men, as well as their physical features joined at the hip. 

“I noticed number seven limping today,” said Geryon as his other two heads consumed what had once been a Mauritean foot soldier. “Why is my prize ox limping?” 

“Er, ‘tis a touch of the gout, master,” replied Eurytion, a giant in charge of Geryon’s twelve red oxen. 

“I applied a poultice to the knee and sacrificed a bullock to Callirrhoe to cure it.” 

“How do my livestock take sick in the first place? This is not to my standards. I established this farm on this island Eryithia for the climate and isolation from weaker species.” Geryon’s third head crunched on the foot soldier’s femur while the first head drank deeply of a tun of mulled wine. 

“Tis said there are physics available in Athens that can cure these ailments, master,” said Eurytion. The two other farmhands began to snicker, knowing where this was going. “If you would allow me to sail…” 

“Again, your talk of travel,” bellowed all of Geryon’s heads simultaneously. “Forget those foolish notions of far-off lands,” spoke the second head. “Your place is here. Do not be wandering off thinking you can be some big shot in the big city. You are but a farmhand, and tending my oxen is your primary job. Now go feed Orthus, he’s getting hungry.” 

Eurytion left the table in a huff. Geryon never listened to him. All Geryon cared about was the red oxen. Why keep the crimson cattle to himself? There are surely others who would trade valuable goods for them, even kingdoms. More could be bred. Why limit this stock to twelve? Confounded magic numbers and Titanic superstition. 

Eurytion ambled down to the pens and scooped up a handful of Carthagians. Their mewling cries of mercy fell on deaf ears. Geryon preferred that Orthus feed on live provisions. Otherwise, the two-headed wolf would grow soft for the taste of human blood and be a less effective guard. Orthus also liked to take a bite out of prized red oxen every now and then, but that was something Eurytion would never tell his master. 

Eurytion walked to the fields where the red oxen grazed, whistling a tune. To the Carthagians, it sounded like the howling winds of doom. The western winds were active; the giant farmhand could smell the salt of the sea, beckoning him to sail upon its waters. Someday, he thought. I’ll tell that three-headed buggerer of satyr whelps off and start my own farm. The winds shifted, and Eurytion 

momentarily caught a whiff of the compost mound. The stench interrupted his dreams of future 

enterprise, and the giant spat in disgust. Then he heard barking. Orthus must have detected an intruder. 

“What is it, boy?” shouted Eurytion as he ran towards the fields. Screaming Carthagians dropped from his grip as he forgot their presence. The survivors of the fall ran for freedom. 

As Eurytion rounded the hilltop, he saw the giant two-headed wolf growling and barking at a large human bearing a club. “Hah, come for me dog!” shouted the intruder. “You challenge the mighty Hercules, son of Zeus and champion of the gods!” Orthus complied, lunging at the human with both sets of vicious teeth bared. Hercules met the charge with a roundhouse swing of his club, smashing the monster’s left head. As Orthus reeled, Hercules smashed the right head. Orthus fell. Hercules brandished his club, proclaiming “Hah! Who else wishes to fall to my mighty hand?” 

“Hey you,” cried Eurytion. “This is private property!” Hercules responded by throwing his club at the giant with the might of the four winds. The blunt end contacted Eurytion right between the eyes, knocking him downhill. “Hah, all too easy!” said Hercules. “Now for those Pluto-be-damned red oxen Deianeria wants. By Athena’s raging cunt, that woman has peculiar tastes!” 

In the meantime, Geryon had heard Orthus barking from his greathall and came out to investigate. 

When the dog’s barking ceased, Geryon ran as fast as his six legs would allow. He presently came to his fields, where he saw a large human attempting to herd his prize oxen downhill. “ARGGHH! Leave my cattle alone, little insect!” Geryon picked up a nearby boulder and threw it at Hercules. The demigod parried the boulder with his fist, smashing it into gravel. “Hmmm, that chaffed my skin,” 

bemused the demigod. “Best deal with this brute from a distance.” Hercules unslung his bow. 

Geryon let loose a mighty howl from all three of his heads and charged the arrogant human. Before he could get halfway, Hercules let loose an arrow that pierced Geryon in the middle throat. Geryon started choking, and felt weak in his six knees. Hercules, shot three more arrows, piercing Geryon in his two other throats and stomach. Geryon collapsed, falling faces first into a pile of red oxen dung. “Hah, knew that hydra poison would come in handy some day,” said Hercules. 

Suddenly a large hand blanked out Hercules’s field of vision and covered his mouth. His nostrils filled with abrasive stench and he started to choke. Eurytion had recovered, scooped up a pile of compost in his large hand, snuck behind Hercules, and covered his face with the deadly spoor. Since this compost was composed of the leavings of various basilisks, cockatrice, and other obdurate fell beasts, its pungency was absolute. 

Hercules grabbed Eurytion by the wrists and swung him overhead, smashing and flattening out the peak before him with the giant’s body. Eurytion held on, however. Centuries of manual labor had given him an unbreakable grip. Hercules, started to spin, causing the giant to sway around like a windmill blade. Eurytion’s flailing body caused other mountains and peaks to collapse with the annihilation. 

Still, Eurytion held on. Nobody was going to come in and just steal his cattle like that. 

Hercules started to run blindly, shaking Eurytion from side to side, trying to shrug him off. The giant farmhand would not let go. The demigod flailed about with his fists, unable to connect with Eurytion, but managing to flatten the other farmhands who had tried to help. He flicked Eurytion overhead one last time, resulting in the destruction of Geryon’s greathall, but still Eurytion held on. 

Hercules began to falter. The potency of the infernal compost was finally starting to get to him. He flailed about less and less, and Eurytion continued to hang on and maintain his grip on Hercules’s face. 

The demigod finally ran out of breath, felt his senses darken, and collapsed. Eurytion continued to hold on, in case the large human was faking. After another hour, Eurytion finally let go. 

He staggered over to a mound of rubble and sat down, panting. He had heard of this Hercules, favored of the gods. He knew he could not slay this man, for the gods would not allow it. Perhaps however, they would permit the demigod’s defeat if he did not lose face. 

Eurytion slung Hercules over his shoulder, then went over to the corpse of his former master. He gripped Geryon’s middle head and dragged the multilimbed monster over to the caverns. Eurytion carried the prone bodies to a great pit inside the caverns and stripped Hercules of his clothing. He then returned to the surface to retrieve a pick mallet he had used to drive in the fence posts that contained the red oxen. He returned to the ledge over the great pit. He looked down at Hercules’s body, studying the demigod’s features. He then brought out the pick mallet, holding the blunt end towards him and gripping the tool by the end of the handle. 

Eurytion steadied himself and tightly shut his eyes. He swung the pick mallet in a backwards arc, bashing himself on the head with the blunt end. He maintained his stance, then swung the colossal instrument towards his head again. The earth shook underneath with each strike of the pick mallet. 

Eurytion continued to bash himself on the head, slowly compressing his height and becoming shorter in the process. 

Eventually, Eurytion had shortened himself down to Hercules’s height. He put on the demigod’s loincloth, strapped on his various weapons, and doffed his leather cap. Eurytion then started bashing himself on the face with his fists, molding his facial features to resemble that of Hercules. After achieving a passable likeness, he then threw the demigod’s body into the great pit and retrieved the pick mallet. This time, he used the sharp end to sever Geryon’s limbs. As he did so, each limb became a gigantic poisonous serpent, which Eurytion flung into the great pit. Eurytion then severed each of Geryon’s heads and tied them to his belt. He then climbed out of the caverns into the sunlight. 

At Erythia’s eastern shore, the crew of the trireme Pincenella awaited Hercules’s return. After several hours, they finally saw the hero stumbling down a mountainside, leading twelve red oxen down a goat path. At his belt were tied the three heads of Geryon. Hercules was obviously victorious in his efforts, but his face seemed bruised and battered, which was rare. He had obviously been in a tough fight, as they had heard plenty of destruction occurring overland. Still, he had insisted he do this part of his Twelve Labors alone, so they waited patiently for his successful return as they had done plenty of other times. 

After loading the oxen aboard, the Pincenella put oars to water and set sail for home. As the ship traversed the horizon, a lone figure emerged from Erythia’s caverns. Twelve dead vipers dangled from his limbs, their bites causing various degrees of burns and swellings. The large man was otherwise naked. He saw the departing trireme in the distance and shouted “Wait! Come back!” 



Chapter 2

“But my lord, I am but a simple wine merchant,” pleaded Jacobus. “If you take my earnings, I shall not be able to make my charter to Antioch. This will surely ruin me. Have you no mercy?” 

Malichus snorted. By now, he had heard every excuse any Jewish merchant had to offer. All they talked about was how much they suffered. “As long as you live and operate in the lands, the dictum of King Herod holds sway,” he told Jacobus. “The good king only asks for a percentage of your profits. 

The alternative is prosperity on the backs of slavery. I trust you have kept account of your 

transactions?” 

“My lord, my honesty and reputation as an arbiter of fine spirits is known from Persia all the way to the strait of Gibralter. You want accounts of my transactions, ask my esteemed customers.” 

“Then we shall institute the standard levy of 100 sheckles, fitting for small merchants.” 

“100 sheckles? I will surely starve!” cried Jacobus, as he tore at his beard. Strands of black wiry hair floated through the arid desert air. One got in Malichus’s eye, causing him discomfort. The imperial tax collector grumbled to his bodyguards, “Search this man’s stock and bring me his changebox. It is time for an audit.” 

“No, no, this madness! I am innocent! I do not deserve this oppression!” Jacobus found himself in the grip of two of Malichus’s guards, who proceeded to drag him out of the merchant barn. Malchus nailed a symbol of the sunset to Jacobus’s stall, indicating to prospective customers the wine seller was closed for business that day. Two Roman soldiers starting unloading Jacobus’s wagon, calling off the item and quantity for a scrivener to list. 

“It’s the wandering merchants that are hardest to track down,” mused Malichus. “Since he was not forthcoming on information, we shall have to assume he visited every major port between Persia and Gibralter, like he claimed, and tax him on presumed profits accordingly.” 

That tactic used to be the most fun to use on senators and landholders, until they started getting more accurate with their bean counting. While not as entertaining compared to those days, there was still some spectacle in pulling a debt wagon of wailing Jewish merchants through public. 

Oddly enough, Herod’s newly instituted taxations were not oppressive for Palestine. Funds collected were channeled towards the creation of a public water system, construction of paved roads, and the building of the fortress Masada. Herod was actually quite the visionary, despite being a paranoid despot who even killed his own family members when he suspected them of treason. Family he had plenty of. 

Ten wives, not including concubines, and numerous offspring all ready to take his place in the event of his death. Herod had allied himself with the current Caesar and was rewarded with rulership of Palestine for aiding the emperor with combating insurgents. 

Malichus would take his legionnaires to visit the farmers next. He had all their names and locations; anybody who ever sold or traded their livestock at the Palestinian markets would wind up on his list. 

Sometimes, the tax would be the livestock themselves if the farmers could back up their claims of meager funds. Herod’s feasts and palatial affairs could drain the coffers otherwise. 

A new entry in the list: Eurythes. The man sold oxen. Prime specimens they were, too. How he 

managed to keep them this healthy in such hot arid conditions had to be a testament to his ability. 

Malichus decided to visit this particular rancher first thing this morning. 

After some investigation, Malichus and his legionnaires located Eurythes’s ranch atop Mt. Eitan. 

Pushing aside brambles, thorns, and other nettles put the tax collectors in a less lenient mood than usual, which wasn’t much to begin with. Biting insects proved to be burdensome as well. How did this person manage to raise cattle, much less live, in such conditions? 

Malichus and his men finally found a clearing, heard the rumbling brayings of cattle in the distance and smelled the earthy stench of their leavings. Ahead they saw a small hut, with a thin trail of smoke winding from inside. A fence had been built of thick, sturdy wood. A man with a staff hollered “Who goes there?” as they approached. “Be ye thieves?” 

“I am Malchius. I am official tax collector. As subject to his royal highness King Herod, you are required to pay tax for the kingdom’s upkeep.” 

“Then I was right.” 

“You are Eurythes?” 

“I am.” 

Malchius had never seen anybody uglier. The brute was the same four-cubit height as himself, but seemed to have his head stooped between his shoulders. Had he straightened out, the man could have been a giant. The top of his head looked flat, as if it had been pounded repeatedly. The man’s beard did nothing to conceal the obscene features of his face, or the rocklike jaw. One eye seemed bigger than the other, and massive arms hung from his shoulders like a gorilla’s. 

“Eury? Who is there? Haff we company?” It was a woman’s voice coming from the hut. “These men are tax collectors,” Eurythes replied gruffly. The woman stepped out, prodding a walking stick on the ground before her. She wore a hood, concealing her hair. A torn strip of cloth was wrapped around her eyes. “My wife, Argimpasa,” said Eurythes. “Her eyes have been taxed of their sight.” 

Malchius ignored the comment. “I shall require the count of your livestock, as well you past year’s earnings. If you have no account of your earnings, you shall be assessed a standard income typical to your occupation.” 

“My current count is twelve, half are breeders and half studs. I trade in consumables,” replied Eurythes. 

“That is to say, my earnings get consumed by my livestock. The missus and I have don’t have much after that.” 

“No, they never do,” said Malichus. “Nevertheless, you fall under the category of commercial farmer, since you obviously own this land, otherwise you would be indentured to someone in nobility. I think one sixth of your livestock would be appropriate in lieu of funds.” 

“Vun seex? Zo you are thieves then!” said Argimpasa. “Be quiet, woman!” shouted Eurythes. “Two of my cattle would break me, lord Malchius. Is there no other way?” 

“You can pay the monetary equivalent of two hundred sheckles. Of course, we’ll have to hold your livestock until you can procure those funds. You have one week. Option Rectulus, select two cattle and lead them back.” Suddenly the Romans heard the sound of faint hissing. They all turned their heads, watching for snakes that might have crept forth unnoticed. They saw none. 

After the tax collector and his legionnaires left with the 2 cattle, Argimpasa turned to Eurythes and said, “Husband, vhy did you not snap dot idiot’s neck? His fat head vould have made for a good appetizer.” 

“More would come to take his place, and we’d have to eventually fight a legion of their soldiers. I’m not giving up those cattle, though. We’ll go to their fort tonight and get them back.” 

“Oh good, ve steal from ze heroes zis time, to get back vot vas ours in the first place. Vot in Pluto’s name have we come to?” 

That night, the stars were out, and one in particular to the west shined the brightest. The Roman fortress stood solid overlooking Palestine. It was a relatively new construction, so much of the surrounding vegetation had been stripped away, leaving rocks and boulders in their wake. As the night grew darker, two such large stones crept nearer the fortress. 

The two boulders crept up to the dark side of the edifice, away from the moon’s light. When they determined no patrols were watching, Eurythese and Argimpasa shed their covers and starting climbing the wall. Eurythese was strong enough to bore his fingers into the cracks and scale the wall, while Argimpasa had enough of a lifelong relationship with stone to climb like a spider on web strands. 

“Beloved,” she whispered. “How do you plan to get the cattle out? They von’t be so easy to carry back down this vall.” 

“We’ll drive them out,” replied Eurythese, as he rustled his backpack. 

The center of the fort served as a market on weekends. For now, it served as a corral, keeping all the animals collected as taxation until their deliverance to state-issued facilities. Two guards, Paules and Faeonus, kept watch over the animals, but stayed far enough away from them to avoid the stench of their collective offal. 

“So Anetheon has the bladder, and Thales just made this huge block and kept the Scythian defender out of the way. Anetheon cuts right through the hole but the Scythians had a safety blitz going, and they’re keying right on him.” Paules reared his arm back and made a swooping motion, taking care not to lose grip on his shield as he mimicked a throw. “Anetheon laterals it back to Herubalus, who then winds up and does a Hail Venus to mid field.” 

“Ave,” replied Faeonus, the other guard on patrol. 

“By this time, Erebus is running like a scalded dog, but he’s got double coverage. So what does he do? 

He stops! The corners keep running. He catches the bladder, then zips to the right. The corners trip over each other, and the motherfornicator skips right to the end zone!” 

“By Pluto!” 

“The hourglass expires! The Jackals win it all!” 

As the guards engaged in the conversation, two heavy feet dropped from the ceiling, contacted their heads, and knocked them unconscious. Eurythese, having landed, motioned upward, and Argimpasa gracefully fell into his arms. 

"Ven?" asked Argimpasa, pinching her blindfold at the bottom. "Soon," replied Eurythes. Somewhere in the air, snakes hissed with anticipation. 

Lavidus made a final inspection of the animal pens, keeping his nose covered with a regulation handkerchief. Keeping inventory was one thing; scraping 17 different kinds of animal leavings off his boots was another. That Scythian grunt will do this next, he thought to himself. 

Lavidus took a torch of a bracket before approaching the stable door. This was the last lot, so he would be able to end his shift after dropping off report XIXIVVXb. This method of recording numbers was lot better than pounding a slab with chisels, but much easier to lose. He saluted the centurion at the postern gate. "Ave, Lavidus," said the centurion. Looks like you'll have a bit of rain on your way home." 

"Balls," replied Lavidus. "Sounds of a storm too, with that distant rumbling." 

Unlike thuderstorms however, the rumbling sound took a slow steady crescendo and the earth shook. 

Lavidus nearly stumbled before pulling out his short sword and turning around. 

The inner gates split open with an ear-splitting explosive sound, as cattle came running through, headed straight for the postern doors. Lavidus barely lept aside in time, avoiding being crushed. The centurion at the postern gate however, was not so fortunate. Pages of report XIXIVVXb flew around as his body got swallowed by the stampeding cattle. 

Only as Lavidus lay there temporarily frozen in fear, He saw not hooves, but wheels. Morever, these cattle weren't made of cowflesh. They were statues! Then at the back of the herd, a woman with snakes for hair was riding the last statue cow as a man behind her was pushing. 

Lavidusslowly got up and stared in disbelief at the wreckage left from the statuesque stampede. Which form was he going to have to fill out for THIS? 

Hours later, south of Palestine, as the dawn was approaching, shephards used to watching the fields herded their livestock towards a bright star that seemed to shine over the low-rent district. This area was seeing more traffic than market square, and even a blind woman with a scarfed head and a herder with red oxen didn't stand out. Whatevre the attraction was even seemed to draw some of alien royalty, silk-wearing dignitaries carrying jewels and urns of spices. 

One of the stalls in the stable seeemed to have something everyone wanted to observe, so Eurythes and his wife had no choice but to stand in line to get through this area. As they approached the attraction, Eurythes was approached by one of the foreigners, who spoke to him in some sort of sing-song 

language. A servant next to him said "His imperial majesty, Silk Tiger to the Heavens Qhan Chan Do wishes to know how much for one of your red oxen, sir." 

As Eurythes haggled with the oriental king, Argimpasa got to see what made this stall demand 

everybody's attention. A couple of peasants were seated in straw. A feeding trough between them held a baby, shining as if the star above focused directly on the infant. 

Argimpassa's heart smouldered. Oh, what a beautiful child! She felt calm and serene for the first time in ages. "Oh, vot a precious child zis isss! I could just eat him alive, oh yes I could!" 

"This is the baby Jesus," said the child's father, "King of the Jews." 

"He iss a king? Vhy is he out here then, and not in zee palace?" 

"He is the Savior," said the mother. "He is born of the people." 

"Oh, I understand, you poor dahlink. Zose rotten men. Zo you were one of the king's consorts eh? Und the svine kicked ou out ven you told him you vere pregnant!" 

"What? No! I am a virgin, I swear!" 

"Oh of course, dahlink. Zey are all the same. Thees one weel dump you too ven the child starts crying and keeps heem awake at night. He'll tell you he's goink to meelk ze goat, and POOF! You never see him again!" 

"Joseph?" said the mother, turning towards the father. "I swear to you, I was saving myself for you, then this bush started burning, and.." 

By this time, Eurythes had worked out a deal with the Silk Tiger. He would accompany the caravan going back and breed these red oxen in the oriental king's most glorious stables. 



Chapter 3

"Red Beneficience of Oxen! How many times have I told you to wipe your feet before entering the house? Now you've got fetid dung all over my contemplation mat!" 

"I'm sorry, dearest," muttered Red Beneficience of Oxen, whose name in another life was Eurytion. 

Despite his long life, he had still not gotten used to the finer things in life. When he married Pixiu, he was mainly hypnotized by the legends of gold surrounding her and failed to notice how genuinely ugly she could get. But, that's how the children of humans and gods would oftentimes manifest, and many had the ability to cloak themselves under human guise. Some didn't stay that way for long, though. 

"I feel bloated today! Why did you not get here sooner when I called? I weigh a ton! And I'm still hungry! Go out and get me more gold!" 

"But dearest White Swan of the Heavens, I've sold our last treasure! There is no more gold!" 

"WHAT? You foul, beastial pig! You offend my eyes!" Pixiu picked up an urn with one of her antlers and threw it at Eurytion. He ducked, and it shattered on the wall behind him. She picked up another to throw, but by that time Eurytion had vacated. 

Eurytion ran away from his wife's ire, leaving long strides away from their yurt. She said she felt bloated. She always felt bloated. Ever since the Emperor of Jade sealed her anus for violating some rule of Heaven. Now she could no longer shit gold. 

When they first met, they felt a straong attraction for each other. Immortal creatures always have that kind of bond, but in their case, both Eurytion and Pixiu were on the rebound from previous disastrous relationships. After all these years, Eurytion's former wife, the medusa Argimpasa, decided farm life was no longer for her. Last he heard, she had been seen in the Himalayas getting her groove on with a Yeti. 

Pixiu, on the other hand, had been together for centuries with the counterpart male of her species, but he never quite got over the fact that she had one antler more than he. The other dragons kept sniggering about it, and he finally had enough. One morning, she found herself the only guardian to the Golden Halls of Divine Usury. 

One fateful day, he was feeding the cattle at the Silk Tiger's ranch, when she appeared, smiling and clenching a gold bar in her teeth. It was love at first sight. Eurytion left a note of resignation in the Royal Stables as he and his new bride wandered off in married bliss. She had a great career, catching sinners and demons, then sucking the evil out of them and converting it to gold through her unique digestive process. All he had to do was build their palace from it. After escaping Mediterranean futility, he thought he finally had it made. 

But then, Pixiu committed a heavenly faux pas, by shitting a gold ingot into the Heavenly Punch Bowl when she drank too much rice wine at a banquet. The Emperor of Jade strung out her intestines in a rage, stapled shut the anus, and inserted them back in with very little delicacy. From that point forward, she only hungered for gold, and could not defecate normal feces, much less gold. She felt terminally cranky ever since. 

Now they were broke, and it looked like the Emperor would never consent to reopen the gold-

producing anus. Looks like Eurytion would have to ask for his old job back at the Silk Tiger's ranch. 

The Splendid Monarch of the Graceful Grass, the Seventh Generation of the Silk Tiger, was a distant descendant of the Silk TIger who originally employed Eurytion, and thus did not know of the 

racncher's experience with immortal cattle. He thought Eurytion's claims were born of madness, and thus employed him at a considerably lower tier than Eurytion was used to. Eurytion found himself in charge of the pigs. 

In actuality, it wasn't much different from seeing to Pixiu's demands. The pigs certainly weren't fastidious, but the Splendid Monarch of the Graceful Grass did have preferences as to how the beasts would be fed, depending on how he wanted his meals served. For breakfast, the meat should be 

hardened, thus the pigs had to be allowed to roam freely. That wasn't so bad, but herding them was another challenge. For dinner, the Splendid Monarch preferred more succulence, hence the corralled pigs fed on a special diet of fermented wheat. Thus not only were the dinner pigs contantly inebriated, but their urine was especially pungent. 

Of course, the collective amounts of feces Eurytion had to practically swim through on a daily basis soon got his mind off those particular types of smells. 

A new shipment of hogs had arrived, but the Splendid Monarch demanded a stricter pedigree, which meant any hogs without sufficient ancetries would have to be castrated. Employing a corkscrew-like tool, Eurytion lined up each hog in an individual stall and fed them dinner fare, hoping they would be too drunk to notice their being gelded. Each stall would emit a sudden SCREEEEEK as a hog became eunuched. The others started to stir out of their drunken stupors, the further he got, and they put up more of a fight. But Eurytion prevailed, up until the last hog. 

This one was considerably larger than the others. Considerably meaner looking too. It growled at Eurytion. That is to say, Eurytion assumed it was a growl. He felt he earth vibrate underneath his feet while the beast snarled. 

Usually, pigs were mollified when drunk. This one was definitely a mean drunk. 

"All right, piggie, this won't take long, be a good piggie, come on..." Again, the ground vibrated beneath his feet. His vision jiggled as well. 

The beast was almost too wide for the stall. It didn't have room to maneuver, and as long as Eurytion could wedge himself between the pig and the wall, it wouldn't be able to move anywhere, much less turn around and bite him. Size wasn't always an advantage. Eurytion knew this from the days when he used to be a giant. 

So he climbed to the top of the stall. Bracing himself for balance, Eurytion jumped down in at attempt to slide down the pig's right side. Then he met hooves. 

Next thing he knew, Eurytion was on the other side of the stable, having obliterated a chicken coop by being propelled through it. Chickens screamed everywhere, their feathers flying. Eurytion laid on a wet crunchy of what he desperately hoped were eggs. His chest had an imprint of pig hooves dug in about a fingertip's depth. 

This meant war. He'd take the pig's pride before losing his own. 

This worked on another pig before, thought Eurytion as he carefully wrapped the soaked towel around his hand. One whiff of this and the big hog will be snoring. Eurytion approached the gaping hole in the stable wall though which he had been projected earlier. There was the big hog's ass, large and in charge. After crouching, Eurytion ran several paces and did a running jump on to the giant hog's back. 

Grabbing an ear with one hand, Eurytion slapped his other hand on the beast's snout, covering it. The rag muffled a voluminous SQUEEEEK as the hog buckled with fluidity not meant for a block with legs. It then bolted out of the pen, ran to hillside, braking suddenly and throwing Eurytion forward over its shoulders. 

Eurytion hung on, though. As he flipped over, he let go of the pig's ear and clenched its neck in a headlock. As he flipped, the beast had no choice but to flip as well, or have its next broken. This cycle repeated itself as the two combatants rolled all the way down the hill. 

When at last they landed, Eurytion saw the beast's penis is front of his face and grabbed at it while brandishing his tool. As he did so, he felt the beast's jaws clamp over his own penis as well. It was a standoff. 

Eurytion panted. "All right pig, I've got a job to do. The Splendid Monarch of Graceful Grass doesn't want his prize sows rutted. This is the only way." He felt teeth digging deeper into the tender flesh of his groin, as the pig's breath threatened to bake his manhood to a tender crisp. 

"You'll...not....touch...my...dick..." he heard the pig growl. 

"By Zeus, you can talk? You are no pig!" 

"You...are...no...human..." 

Eurytion panted some more. It was one thing to be outsmarted by an animal, but this one was smart enough to talk, so technically it wasn't as much a matter of pride when your opponent is on your same level of intelligence. 

"I'll make a deal with you, mister. I'll count to three, and we'll both let go. That work for you?" 

"Yes, " rumbled the monster. 

"One...two...THREE!" 

Eurytion felt his manhood throb. He looked down, between the monster's legs that were straddling him, didn't see a bloody mess at his crotch, and breathed a sigh of relief. "I suppose, if it's not too much trouble to ask, could you just stay away from the Splendid Monarch's sows?" 

"I'll be good," replied the beast. It snorted, then moved off Eurytion's body. 

Eurytion stood up, and tucked the tool in his belt. His chest still ached from the beast's kick. "So what are you, then? A demon?" 

"No," replied the beast. "I am Zhu-Bajie. I am General to the Heavenly Armies of the Divine. I am Marshall to the Jade Emperor himself. I led a life of luxury, eating anything I wanted and bedding the most beautiful women in China and the Heavens. Then I got too rough with the Chang-o, chaste virgin goddess of the moon, and almost had her hymen busted when the Emperor cast me down from Heaven and gave me this form you see now. 

"But he cannot change what I am! I'm still hungry! I'm still horny! I'LL BUGGER ANYTHING WITH 

A HOLE IN IT, DO YOU HEAR, YOU GREEN-DECKED PANSY??" Zhu-Bajie grunted this up to 

the skies above, his yells sounding like more hog squeals to nearby listeners. 

So, this Jade Emperor has been at it again, thought Eurytion. He comes up with some wicked 

punishments for rudeness. He asked, "So how do you get to the Jade Emperor's palace?" 

Eurytion grunted. So did Zhu-Bajie. The latter because he was trying to climb a steep side of a 25,000-ft mountain. The former because he was below pushing him, hands braced on the latter's vast backside. 

"Are...you...sure...ERRKKK...this is...the only...way?" said Eurytion between grunts of pain and effort. 

"Urrrkkk...if you are...GRACED...by the...Heavens...your...UGGGGGHHH...options...are limited," 

replied Zhu-Bajie. Despite his size and body form, he was actually quite nimble for mountain climbing. 

Just not nimble enough. 

"ARRRGH" shouted Eurytion as he finally got the beast's horse-sized leg over an abutment. "You wouldn't be so heavy to push if you ate less!" He looked beyond and saw only more mountainous steepness above, reaching into the clouds. 

"That, my lad, is not in my nature. I am Zhu-Bajie. I do as I will, I eat as I will, and I fuck as I will. I did not get to be the Grand Marshall of Heaven by being uncompromising in my ways." 

"5-mile high mountains aren't known to be compromising either. How far have we come?" 

"I would say a yin or two." 

"How far is that in cubits?" 

"What in the thousand hells is a cubit?" 

"What in the nine hells is a yin?" 

"You only have nine hells? How paltry." 

"How can you have a thousand hells? Who can keep track?" 

"There is the hell of constant dripping faucet, the hell of painful rectal itch, the hell of wet fingertip in your ear, the hell of..." 

"All right, all right! I get it! I don't even know the name of one of my hells. I just stay away from them." 

"It was my duty to know my enemies, all of them," said Zhu-Bajie. "I studied every potential danger to Heaven. I kept our defenses in line. I was a great general. I wasn't always so...pigsy." 

They climbed on for a few more hours. Superhuman hands and hooves gripped the cold mountainside. 

The snow began to accumulate as they slowly departed the thicker parts of the atmosphere. Suddenly, Eurytion saw something ahead. "What's that?" he asked. 

Zhu-Bajie squinted. "Hmmm...looks like a yeti, only he's not moving." 

"Can he be frozen?" 

"Don't be naive. He's a yeti. They live up here." The semi-apelike being held both hands in front of him, as if he were gripping something. His knees were bent, and his mouth formed an O expression and his eyes were wide open. It leaned against a promontory, as if thrown out like garbage. Eurytion and Zhu-Bajie climbed closer to investigate. 

"He's made of stone," exclaimed the pig. "Why would anybody leave a statue of a yeti up here?" 

"I don't think he was a statue before. I think he might have met my ex-wife. She never did like having her hair gripped during the throes of passion." 

Zhu-Bajie momentarily thought about the challenge. Bedding this woman versus being stoned. Being a pig wasn't all that thrilling either. The two climbed onward. 

Some time later, they saw another stoned yeti, crouched in a similar position as the first. Later on, they found another. By the time they reached a summit, they found one more. Then there was a gap leading to the higher part of the mountain. It was too far to jump, and too steep to ford. Even if they got a rope across, there was no way Zhu-Bajie could shimmy across with his short legs and lack of fingers. 

"Got any bright ideas, rancher?" asked the pig. 

"I think my ex might have done us a favor..." 

Some time later, the two had made it across the gap and were finally climbing into the clouds. Behind them, the gap sported a new bridge, made of interlinking yeti statues. 

They climbed through fog for days. The weather had gotten to subfreezing extremes, but immortals are typically immune to temperature effects, unless it's in the form of ironic punishment from the gods, who would exile water-breathers to deserts or something. The climb was still exceedingly steep and slow, but they finally got to sunlight. The clouds below looked like fluffy white fields of snow, and the tip of the mountain was in sight...but they saw nmo palaces. No gardens. No love pens. 

All they saw was one lone elderly man, wearing a simple thin gauze wrap, sitting crosslegged with the palms of his hands pressed together. 

Zhu-Bajie hustled up in front of the old hermit, angry. "Who in the thousand hells are you? And where's Heaven?" he shouted. 

The old man remained perfectly still, not showing any signs he was upset or even cognizant of the giant pig's burly presence. "Did you hear me??" shouted Zhu-Bajie again, the force of his voice causing the remaining wisps of the old man's hair to flutter. Slowly, the old man opened his eyes. "Is that the question you truly wish to ask?" he asked quietly. 

"Where the fuck is Heaven? Where's that fat eunuch, the Jade Emperor? He will pay for trapping me in this flesh, sending me to wallow in mud and shit and only squealing sows to bed!" 

"To receive your answers, you must first look within yourself. For without knowledge of yourself within, you cannot find knowledge of yourself without." 

"What for fuck's sake does that have to do with anything? It's a simple question! You know, Heaven, gold-lined sewage canals, alabaster wiping sticks, streaming waters from the mouths of a thousand sylphs? It's thousands of thousands of yin wide! How could you miss it?" 

"Heaven is all around you," replied the hermit. "It does not rely on such ostentatious trappings. You would know this if you were enlightened." The way he said the last word even sounded like it was in italics. 

"Enlightened?" 

"No...enlightened. You have to say it like it's slanted." 

"Enlightened." 

"Enlightened." 

Eurytion heard them argue like this for what seemed like days. His plan was just to steal the Jade Emperor's gold and feed it to his wife or something, just as kind of a final insult before departing this strange land for good. He found he actually preferred the Roman mendacity over these inscrutable Oriental mind games. 

Finally, the giant pig returned to him. "I have to find a monkey and a fish. Then we have to escort a young monk named Tripitaka to India so he can pick up the Big Vehicle Scriptures. And by the way, my name is now Pigsy" 

Eurytion looked at the former Zhu-Bajie with a stunned expression. "Wait a fucking minute. How in the nine...thousand hells did it come to this?" 

"I have to become enlightened." 

"Enlightened?" 

"No...enlightened. Say it like it's slanted." 

"What the fuck does it matter how you say it? You were all intent on finding Heaven and sticking it to the Jade Emperor. What's with this flip-flop?" 

"You know what a mirror is, right?" 

"Yes. So?" 

"Heaven is the back of the mirror, behind your reflection." 

"Dammit, speak Eng...plainly!" 

"Heaven is hidden by your own limited perspective, is what I'm getting at. You can't see it, but it can see you. The good spirits can see you. The million virgin sylphs can see you. The Jade Emperor can see you. And they're all laughing at you. But you can't see them. That's because you're not...enlightened. 

So, I have to help this little prick get to India with a fish, a monkey and a set of three baskets so I can become enlightened. Then when that happens, the old monk says I won't give a kilin's shit about the Jade Emperor anymore." 

"Well, what about me? I've got no job, and a wife that eats gold. What do I get out of this?" 

"We'll be in need of somebody to carry our belongings," said Pigsy as he started the climb back down. 

"You being a foreign devil and all, you don't actually exist, so the myths will probably remember you as a horse. 

"Besides, I understand than in some parts of India, they revere cattle," he said with a wink. 



Chapter 4

Eurytion came to realize that "revere cattle" did not mean "enjoy a good steak." 

The cow was seen as a sacred source of life by the people of India. They plodded on all the streets unmolested. Farmers who raised cattle were actually glad when they wandered off. Cattle were 

considered creatures of Krishna, the creator of the world. No chance Eurytion would make any money here. 

Years before, he had joined Pigsy on his journey as they were joined by Sandy (the fish) and Monkey (the monkey), escorting a boy monk to this country. He got the honor of carrying Sandy in a waterjug and changing his gravel, while listening to the cephalid's constant complaining about getting kicked out of Heaven for breaking the Jade Emperor's favorite dish. Along the way, they fought various demons and monsters, but these were more like exercises in posturing and challenging each other's buddhist philosophies. Not anything like the swordplay and bloodshed Eurytion was used to. 

What's more, his companions kept calling him "horse," as if it were some inside joke. But it was either that or return to the Pixiu of Everlasting Gold Consumption, so he decided to give India a shot. 

So here he was, in a land where you weren't considered anything worthy unless you practiced austerity and could stand absolutely still for years. Those who practiced austerity through no choice of their own, on the other hand, were considered stupid peasants. They deserved their misfortune for not being smart enough to appreciate it. 

Thus it came to pass that Eurytion, by following his trade, became a monk. Since he cared for cattle, the sacred animal, he was considered to have a measure of holiness. 

Which wasn't so bad, because the people of India worshipped sex too. He got lots of visits from young maidens wanting to learn the sanctity of life. 

Eurytion came to realize he could demand almost anything of these people and they'd do it, thinking he was testing them. He would ride around the country occasionally on a large bull. One time he saw a young monk coming down the road. 

"You there, halt!" shouted Eurytion. 

"Is there something I can do for you, esteemed sir?" asked the monk. 

"Yes. Come blow air in my bull's arsehole." 

"I...beg your pardon?" 

"I said come blow air in my bull's areshole! I will not ask you a third time!" 

The monk seemed to struggle internally with this. After all, no sane person would make such a demand, so this had to be one of the gods in disguise. It could be Indra, King of Demigods and his elephant Airavata in disguise. They were known to do that before, when they demanded a young monk much like this one to smear the bull's urine and feces all over his body. The excretia turned out to be the Elixir of Life. Perhaps blowing air in this bull's arsehole would endow him with the Breath of Life? 

And so it came to pass that the young monk did approach the bull from behind, use his hands to part the bull's hair from his arsehole, close his eyes, take a deep breath, contact the bull's anus with his trembling lips, and get a mighty kick to his gut that knocked him back a half a league. 

One day Eurytion had assembled all the girls who came to him for lessons on the facts of life and gathered them all in one tent made of flimsy gauze. They giggled and covered their mouths with their dainty hands as he lay on his silk sheets, allowing parts of his clothing to slip, revealing hints of his manhood. He eyed them all lazily, then singled out one girl in particular and told her "Come her and blow air into my arsehole." 

He picked this particular girl because unlike the others, she had more of a pout, sharper looking eyes, and archier eyebrows. She seemed to have more of a petulant attitude than the others, and he wanted to take her down a few pegs. When he first made the demand, all the girls except the petulant one giggled and looked around in embarrassment. Then Eurytion's voice took upon an angrier tone as he shouted "I said, come her and blow air into my arsehole!" 

The petulant one glared back at him as the others stopped giggling. Her attitude didn't seem to lessen, but she also tugged the corner of lip slightly upward as if she were going to smile. She got and walked over to Eurytion's bed. Eurytion rolled over onto his stomach, looking at the other girls, and drew back the cloth that covered his rear end. The petulant one stepped around behind him, and Eurytion looked on the other girls smugly. He felt the petulant one's dainty hands lightly grip his hips. She was actually going to do it! 

"That's right. That's how you become favored of the gods, my children. Do not refuse the commands of a holy man." He laughed a small coo as he felt the petulant one's face contact his buttocks. Next would come the wetness of her lips, then that refreshing puff of air. He looked up. The girls had been silent with anticipation before. Now they started screaming. 

"What?" he said as he felt more hands grab hold of his body. Each new hand had sharp fingernails that dug into his flesh. He tried to twist free of their grip, but there were too many. Then he felt teeth. Many sharp, piercing teeth. He screamed in pain. Then he felt a tongue. A long, snake-like barbed tongue going up his arsehole and inside his digestive track. He passed out. 

Atop his mountain hideout, Deepokkuman lit his lantern, illuminating his chamber. The rain outside would mean more mud and humidity the next day, but crops would benefit. He sat on his mat and extended his hands outward, preparing to focus his mind. Then his reverie was interrupted by knocking. 

Deepokkuman didn't want to deal with visitors, but oftentimes people would call with legitimate problems. If someone were desperate enough to climb to his mountain retreat in the rain for counsel, he would not refuse them. 

He opened the door a crack, and his visitor pushed it aside and entered unbidden. He was burly and broad-shouldered, and wore covering that concealed his body from the rain. "You are Deepokkuman the Sage?" the visitor asked in a foreign accent. "Yes I am. Who am I speaking with?" 

The visitor didn't give his name, but instead said "A demon ate my intestines. I need to get them back!" 

Deepok raised his eyebrows, wondering if this was some madman. "A demon ate your...Young man, have you been drinking?" 

"I have not. A demon ate my intestines, I swear it! You must help me! Pray to the gods on my behalf or something! I Need my intestines back!" 

The sage sighed, and forced himself to relax. "Why don't you sit down and tell me what happened?" 

"I'd rather stand, thank you. Not only did she suck my intestines out like spaghetti, but she bit my arse rather hard." 

"Of course. Why don't you start from the beginning?" 

After telling the sage the story, Eurytion opened his cloak and revealed his body. His stomach looked like a hollow cave underneath his barrel chest. It was if some rather large scoop dug out his belly. 

"Every time I eat food, it slides right through me! I have no way of digesting it! I'm continually hungry and I shit puree! Don't believe me? Watch!" Eurytion shoved a bunch of grapes in his nouth and started chewing, then let his cloak fall to the floor and pulled down his loin cloth. After he swallowed, chewed grape mash plopped out of his anus and splatted a small pulp of purple on the floor. 

"That bitch ate my intestines! I need new intestines!!!" 

The sage struggled to keep his composure. By all rights, this man should be dead. Perhaps he was and didn't know it. No, if he were a ghost or a spirit, he wouldn't have been able to hold those grapes in the first place. 

"My son, you behaved out of deceit and arrogance. You pretended to be one of the gods and abused the trust of the faithful. Only the gods are allowed to do this. Undoubtedly one of them noticed your antics and decided to teach you a lesson. I doubt it was Kali; she prefers to disembowel with sharp-edged weapons. This is the first time I've heard of such a means of retribution, but it's not actually that surprising." 

"All right! I'm sorry! DO YOU HEAR GODS? I'M SORRY!!! I'll never pretend to be one of you again! Isn't there something I can sacrifice, like milk and wine? Oh, who am I kidding? Zeus, Athena, they all would have done the same thing!" 

Try as he might, Deepok still could not fathom how this man should be living. "My son, look upon this as a blessing." 

"Blessing? How?" 

"You have achieved a state many of my order have long sought. You can survive without taking of sustenance from outside. You have achieved the perfect state and conquered the body, leaving your mind free and unfettered." 

"Bugger that!" replied Eurytion. "I want a bloody steak! How about you? Have you achieved this 

'perfect state?'" asked Eurytion with the tone of voice who would gladly rip someone's guts out who no longer needed them. 

"I have as far to go as when I first started." 

"What in the hells? What is it with you people? As far to go as you first started? You glorify in internal struggles that get you absolutely nowhere. It's like you pride yourselves on getting through life on vague answers." 

The yogi sniffed. "We pride ourselves on other things, I'll have you know." 

"What other things?" 

"Well, we have a strong sense of dignity." The mahatma paused for effect. Very strong." 

"Whooo, I heard the slanty in that," taunted Eurytion, bracing his hands in front of him as if warding off an attack of Deepokkuman's overbearing machismo. "So, my garrulous guru, tell me about this very strong sense of dignity!" 

"All right then," responded Deepokkuman as he squared up his bony shoulders and attempted to to expand his spoonlike chest. "Perhaps you've heard of Vishvakarma, Divine Architect of the Universe and Grand President of the sixty-four mechanical arts?" 

"There's sixty-four mechanical arts?" 

"Yes." 

"Why sixty-four? How do you know there's not sixty-five? Or sixty-three?" 

"Because eight is a sacred number, and sixty-four is eight times as sacred, and eight is a sacred number. 

Anyway, Vishvakarma designed a palace for the Pandavas brothers. The walls. floors and ceilings were so clean, their reflections of the waters of the palatial baths looked like the real thing. One time the Pandavas invited their ninety-nine Kurawas cousins for a visit. Duryodhan, the eldest Kurawa, couldn't tell the reflections apart from the actual baths and fell in one of them. One of the maids laughed at him, and Duryodhan declared war on the Pandavas for that insult to his dignity." 

"Because their maid laughed at him? He could have just flogged the wench and took her tongue in retribution. Declared war over that, eh?" 

"Well, it wasn't just that. The Kurawas rigged a crooked dice game that put the Pandavas in exile for thirteen years. This led to the Kurukshetra War. The Kurawas enlisted eleven kingdoms to fight for them, and the Pandavas recruited seven. Two other kingdoms sat out the war to bring the number to eighteen." 

"Why eighteen?" 

"Eighteen is also a sacred number. The war lasted eighteen days. Each kingdom furnished one Akshohini, which consists of 21,870 chariots and chariot-riders, 21,870 elephants and riders, 65,610 

horses and riders, and 109,350 foot-soldiers. All divisible by eighteen, see? Do you know how you can tell if a number is divisible by eighteen? It's even and its digits add up to a multiple of nine! Also, the Baghavat Gita is eighteen chapters, and..." 

"Enough, I get it. You have dignity and sacred numbers. Let's get back to the sixty-four mechanical arts. Do any of them involve furnace making?" 

In order to walk among the gods, mortals have to unlearn all their earthly ideas. Then they have to learn a new set of rules, and upon mastery, have to unlearn them again. The gods don't want just any rube showing up and pestering them. 

Eurytion, being immortal, got a free pass. Immortals are primarily first creations, molded from mountains, oceans, fire and whatever element that came to be identified with an obnoxious personality characteristic. Mortal humans are beta revisions. They were purposely denied Knowledge of the Heavens, much like children who get sent away during "grownup talk." 

Thus could Eurytion climb stars to reach Vishvakarma's abode, since immortals have always thought stars to be within arm's reach, whereas mortals were ingrained with the belief that the heavens were unattainable. The gods will take human lovers every once in a while, but they really can't stand the homonculi scrambling underfoot. 

Eurytion found the Principal Universal Architect's pool by listening for the deity's swan mount. Despite their angelic appearance, swans were anything but, especially celestial ones. Hearing a guttural squawk that echoed across the Vedic equivalent of the Elysian Fields, Eurytion found Vishvakarma in the Omega cluster, stand one-legged in his pool. The other leg crossed the standing leg at the knee, and Vishvakarma seemed to be in the process of sitting down, but perpetually frozen in mid sit. 

Like many Vedic deities, Vishvakarma had multiple arms. The upper two held a white bundle of string and a ruler. The bottom two held an oil pot and what appeared to be a small spiral notepad. Behind him, the god's golden dais sported sixty-four hand tools on its perimeter. Eurytion saw clamps, brushes, saws, hatchets, a T-square, and a well. How anyone could mount a well onto a dais and not have it topple over was anyone's guess, but that's original laws of physics for you. 

Vishvakarma also had his coterie of heavenly attendants, young androgynes ready to hand him a tool he wanted. Next to them stood the squawking swan, nibbling some cosmic impurity out of its 

tailfeathers. 

Otherwise youthful in appearance Vishvakarma sported a fully white beard. He looked up from his contemplations as Eurytion strode to the heavenly pond. The ambigendered sycophants reached 

expectantly for the type of tool their master would want to throw at the intruder, if need be. 

"Grandmaster Architect, my name is Eurytion of Erytheia. I come before you to ask for a contrivance that only one such as you can create." 

"Indeed, I have created all known contrivances," replied the Most Munificent Engineer. "I'm told even foreign animals like you use them. What it is you desire, and what are you offering for my services, I who have plotted, measured, and calibrated the Dimensions of Everything?" 

"I desire a furnace made of pliable yet sturdy metals to replace my viscera," said Eurytion. "In return, I offer a Mechanical Art which you do not possess." 

"Impossible! There are sixty-four Mechanical Arts. There has to be. Sixty-four is a sacred number times the same sacred number. It reflects the duality of the universe, dividing both sides equally, raising degrees of dualities that organize all of existence into equal-sized compartments." 

"Nevertheless, there is one art you have overlooked. It wouldn't look good for the Grand Architect of All to be ignorant of this simple tool." 

"You seek to lecture me on the natural order of the universe, stranger? I believe you not, for I engineered the whole of existence, and firmly established the laws of construct which all artisans must follow." 

"Nevertheless, if you agree to my terms, I will add to your bevy of knowledge. Or, you may keep this matter secret and forgotten to preserve your sacred sixty-four count. Sixty-five is not as evenly dual and divisible. You would have to contend with the odd number for eternity." 

Vishvakarma knotted his forehead, envisioning an extra page of knowledge floating outside his perfect eight by eight square, which originally could be quartered again and again and again. That sixty-fifth page taunted him from obscurity, threatening to flaw the perfect pattern of artifice. He wondered if there was a way to stack it, perhaps underneath one of the barely necessary mechanical arts, such as thimble making? 

"Very well, strange one. Tell me the name of this alleged mechanical art, then I will decide if it is a sufficient recompense for this task you would have me do." 

Said Eurytion, "For as long as I have dwelt in your country, Most Esteemed Artificer, I have noticed a prevailing train of thought that is doomed to fail in the future. You see, you have assumed the rich and prosperous will always prosper this country in greatness, and the peasant and unprivileged will always know their place and not seek to take advantage of their masters. To this end, you actually trust underlings. No other society I've lived among shares this sentiment. 

"You leave your valuables and riches on constant display. You leave your courtesans and harems to wander and stray when they aren't needed. You leave your beasts to wander the streets, assuming your people won't dare steal or eat their meat and bones. Oh certainly you capture some outlaws and punish them accordingly, but you cannot keep watch over all of them, no matter how far-reaching your eyes may span. 

"Therefore, I introduce to you a mechanical art for which you have unconsciously convinced yourselves you have no use—the lock!" 

Eurytion descended back from the heavens, then patted his stomach. He could feel the comforting warmth of his new inner furnace, cremating newly eaten food and releasing aether through exhaust pipes and flues connected to various openings in his anatomy. Clumps of ashes would be collecting in his proktos, and he would again know the joy of excreting while reading gossip columns and sports reports while sitting on the privy. 

Just the same, it was time to leave the East. He would journey westward and look for simpler folk and gods. First, it was time to commandeer a few cattle... 



Chapter 5

Unfortunately, cattle do not ford mountain passages too well. Those few who can don't fare well in hot arid conditions in miles of desert either. 

After losing stock from missteps at 15,000 feet high, a few hungry tigers, mass thoughts of bovine suicide, and complete lack of grassland and water, Eurytion was down to one cow, a nonblinking bovine named Gotama. Of all his cattle, Gotama displayed the keenest sense of self-preservation having developed the ability to tapdance behind larger game whenever predators attacked. Gotama also developed the ability to lift its front foreleg and point deflectively at other targets while simultaneously pointing with its mouth and smiling disarmingly. 

The natives Eurytion and Gotama encountered weren't too friendly either. Apparently, with no visible natural resources, stealing, marauding and pillaging were acceptable ways of life. Sometimes, Eurytion would be attacked and raided by bandits, then find his goods stacked neatly in his path several hundred feet away, so he could regain his possessions and have them stolen again by the same gang. Soon, Eurytion was down to sandy skivvies, and Gotama found the weather conditions so unbearably hot, it didn't mind having parts of its hide stripped off during thefts. 

Presently, the hapless duo were severely lacking water, and trod on in search of some type of moisture. 

Neither being thought blood and mucous were particularly enticing for slaking their prodigious thirsts, but were on the verge of changing their minds as they looked at each other. It was then that Eurytion saw a figure in the distance, seemingly a mirror to his own. His distant twin also had a beast trailing him, also cowlike in appearance. Both parties continued to converge towards each other, hoping in all likelihood they were actually seeing ambulant water jugs coming towards them. 

After plodding another half a league, Eurytion could see that the other figure was actually a different person. This man wore gold pieces of armor on his cranium, shoulders, elbows, hips and knees. A gigantic scimitar hung loosely from the stranger's belt, dragging a small trench behind him. The beast seemed to be a cross between a horse and a cow, with stout legs and a bright red mane and tail. It had a bowed middle, as if carrying a great invisible burden. 

Before Eurytion could hail him, the other man called out. “My senses do addle me, for I have pleaded to whatever gods are willing to have pity on this burdened, baking beggar to direct me to life-saving water. Instead, they bedevil me with a manticore and afrit, who seek to insult my fading dignity further.” 

Eurytion considered taking a sling to this fool, but decided that diplomacy might be called for. “You are correct that your senses addle you, for I am but a simple farmhand, and this is my last surviving livestock. We seek water as well.” 

“I see I was correct,” replied the paladin. “For only demonic spawn of Ahriman would seek to beguile me with honest sounding words.” Then he whispered, “Ask me who I am.” 

“What?” 

“Ask me who I am!” 

“Uh, all right, who are you?” 

The stranger unslung his weapon, brandishing it to the skies. “I am Rostam, Seeker of the Spring. I am dizzy in a desert waterless, so brutal as to dry birds to dust, plain and wasted. Were they alive, they could tell me of Rakhsh's enchanted tongue, failed in the heat and drought as I clutch this double-headed dart, staggering like one bemused, seeing no means of safety.” 

“Who is this Rakhsh?” 

“O all righteous Judge! Thou bring'st all toil and hardship on my head, and if thou findest pleasure in my pains, my hoard is great indeed! I fare in hope that God will grant deliverance to the Shah, and that the Ruler of the world will free the Iranians from the clutches of the Div, unscathed. They sinned, and Thou hast cast them out, but still they are your slaves and worshippers!” 

Eurytion looked behind him. “Were you talking to me?” 

Rostam dropped his scimitar. “My elephantine form is weak and distraught from thirst.” Rostam then collapsed on the sand face first. Gotama plod up to the supine form, hoping to lick sweat from some part of his body to quench its thirst. Rostam lifted up his head and mumbled, “A ram.” 

Eurytion looked at Rostam with a brooding sense of trepidation, as if trying to figure out if there was something he could say that wouldn't be perceived as inspiring one to be self-aggrandizing about his aches and pains. “I think the sun might be getting to you.” 

“Where is this watering place,” Rotsam asked the cow. “In sooth, God's mercy is extended to me.” 

Rotsam reached and grabbed Gotama's ears. “I shall climb thine supple reins of gold, O Holy Ram, and ride thee  with weapon in hand, and we shall attack this scorching breath of evil, despairer of salivae, and strike down its unworthy head. Rakhsh shall restore life to his calloused tongue, so that he may whinnie high praises and God's love to his listening fellows.” 

Gotama tried to retreat from Rotsam's grasp, but the desert paladin's grip wouldn't relent. Gotama continued to pull backwards as Rotsam entreated him to “Ride, ride, blessed mount” as his gold-tipped boots dragged twin trails behind him. Eurytion watched, dumbfounded. Rakhsh nobly followed them. 

Apparently, it was good fortune to have a madman along. When Gotama crested the dune behind it, they discovered a hidden oasis lurking at the bottom. Eurytion and the two animals attacked the water with a vengeance, slurping it with typhoon force. Rotsam however, continued to orate to Gotama, sand particles flying out of his mouth like enunciated dollops of saliva. 

“O Judge, that ever speakest sooth! The ram hath left no tracks about the spring! It is no desert sheep of flesh and blood! When hardships press on thee, in your concern flee unto God, the Just One; they who turn away from Him have wisdom still to learn. Ne'er may mishap from circling heaven be thine; green be your pastures, may cheetah never mark thee for its prey; snapped be the bow and dark the soul of him that shooteth at thee who hath rescued Rostam, else were he thinking of his shroud; but now He is not in the mighty dragon's maw as yet, or in the clutches of the wolf, so that the fragments of his clothes and limbs should serve as tokens to his enemies." 

Eurytion, having slaked his thirst, said out loud, “You know, I've decided that you can't even die of thirst because you have too much of an identity crisis.” 

Rostam immediately grabbed an arrow out of his quiver and shot it over Eurytion's head in the time it takes to blink an eye. Rostam then ran behind Eurytion to a suddenly slain onager as huge as an elephant, with a quivering arrow lodged between its eyes. Eurytion looked in baffled amazement. How had this gigantic beast appeared behind him without him hearing any noise of its approach? Did this God automatically provide Rostam with an extravagant reward every time he passed a test of faith? 

Rostam field dressed the carcass and removed its entrails, hide and feet. Soon, he was roasting a haunch of meat over a blazing fire. “God hath provided. My raiment doth stink to raise the dead, and I must do my own washing.” 

Eurytion took a bite out of a roast leg, then asked Rostam, “So, am I still a beguiling afrit?” 

“I was tasked with slaying a lion,” replied Rostam. “As I slept, the lion crept up to my camp and decided it should maim my noble mount Rakshs, so that I could not use him in battle. The lion's name was Carne. She sprang towards Rakshs's white glossy coat, bellowing a slayer's song to frighten and dismay. The roar didst scare my mount, but he doth reacted by rearing to the skies and extending his forward haunch in a straight spar, unintended but strengthened with sudden fear. Carne didst then clash with Rakshs's bottom hoof, her head crushing as an egg on the side of an iron skillet. 

“When I awoke from my slumber, I beheld Rakshs standing timidly over our slain enemy. Even though he helped me accomplish my first labor, I did chastise him, for had he fallen, how could I have carried to Mazandaran my helmet, tiger skin, bow, lasso, sword, and massive mace?” As he proclaimed the last sentence, Rotsam stood up and thrust his pelvis forward. 

“You didn't hear a word I said, did you,” said Eurytion. “I think I understand at last. You are chosen of myth, and your quests shall succeed no matter how much you fuck around. You're the same as every hero I've encountered and tried to escape. You can be utter, mad idiots, but you will still succeed at whatever sick, twisted experiment the gods impose on you when they get bored. It's because you have a singular, childlike mind that blinds you to anything not related to your cause. It doesn't matter what form you see me as, because I'm not part of the story. 

“Well, guess what? I AM an afrit. I really am a monster! I've been passing as human for years, in a vain attempt to avoid deluded but dangerous heroes such as you. Now I don't care. I'm determined to derail this story! I'm going to assume my true form as a giant and become a real monster, so that it will distract you from whatever important event that's supposed to happen to you next!” 

Eurytion then grew to his true height, bursting through his skin. His flesh underneath had taken the color of death, for his limbs had atrophied after Vishvakarma implanted a furnace in his system. The furnace stomach, with its belching pipes releasing aether and noisesome exhaust, became apparent as well. The result was much more horrifying than Eurytion intended. 

Rotsam fainted. 

The sight of Eurytion drove Rakshs into a panic as well. After Rotsam fainted, the stunted horse whinnied and brayed and stamped its hooves, attempting to awaken the fallen hero. Rotsam stirred and mumbled. “Leave me to my slumber vexing spirit, so that I mayest embrace the surcease of my labors in peaceful reverie.” The onager looked to Eurytion fearful and trembling. Eurytion said “Boo.” 

Rakshs again brayed and pelted the ground with his hooves, attempting to awaken Rotsam. The paladin stirred again and mumbled, “Thou canst not blink the darkness of the night yet wakest me again impatiently! If thou disturb me more I will behead thee with my sharp scimitar, and carry it, my helmet, and my massive mace, on foot. Should any lion come at thee I will encounter it. I never said: Rush on me in the night! Leave me to slumber.” 

Again, the onager looked at Eurytion with trembling and quaking. “You're just enabling him, you know,” said Eurytion. 

“Look, he sees you as some brilliant white stallion who serves him loyally. In truth, you're a broken down nag with a piss yellow coat following him around for a chance of glory. You killed his last nemesis for him, even if it was by freak accident, and he doesn't give you any credit. Instead, he whines when you try to wake him up and that you won't be able to carry his bags for him if you drop dead.” 

Rakshs galloped away for some distance, then turned around and charged towards the sleeping Rotsam. 

Eurytion said, “Er...are you trying to wake him up or trample him to death?” Eurytion then did some math in his head and wondered, “Wait a minute, is this your 3rd Labor? I've been involved in a Labor dispute before...” 

Rakshs's granite-like head contacted Rotsam on the side and bowled him over. Rotsam sprang into a furious battle stance and bellowed “Tell your name! Earth is no longer thine, yet must not I rob your dark form of life, your name untold.” This he directed at the hapless Rakshs. 

Rakshs looked at Rotsam in surprise, then started shaking his head no. His master shouted “I am Rostam, sprung from Zal the son of Sam and Nariman withal. I am myself a host, and trample earth 

'neath dauntless Rakhsh. Thou shalt behold my prowess; I will lay your head in dust!” Rotsam then closed with his mount and hacked him to pieces with his giant scimitar. Eurytion slapped his own forehead and shook his head in dismay. 

After the slaughter, Gotama lifted his head from the oasis, having been drinking the water all this time. 

Rotsam dove into the pond, washing the spilt blood of his former mount off his gory body. “O 

righteous Judge!” he shouted. “Me Thou hast given Grace, might, and wisdom; what care I for lion, div, elephant, parched desert, and blue sea? When I am wroth all foes are one to me!” He turned to look at Gotama, who looked back with uncomprehending bovine eyes. “O faithful steed! Thou  hast bit at the dragon's shoulders, and tore its hide as though you were a lion! Bear me upon thy white glossy coat and carry me back to Mazandaran! Carry me my helmet, tiger skin, bow, lasso, sword, and massive mace!” With that, he leapt onto Gotama's back and spurred the reluctant cow away towards the sunset, plodding at a slug's pace. 

“The truth will never get in the way of a good story,' mused Eurytion as he walked in the opposite direction. 

Now that he was back to his original giant dimensions, Eurytion could take longer strides and travel across desert faster. He didn't count on his skin splitting apart when he grew in front of Rotsam out of spite, but the change in his appearance due to the bloody red anatomy and smoke-emitting stove  where his stomach used to be served to scare off those who intended to accost him. Nomads would scream 

“Aži Raoiδita!”  and run for the dunes. 

 I should have done this sooner, thought Eurytion. 

Sometime later, Eurytion saw structures off in the distance. They seemed to be towers with onion domes, sporting black pennants flying from their pinnacles. Huge, impregnable walls blocked the view of the lower parts of the city. When Eurytion crested a dune, the sunlight all the sudden disappeared. 

The wind howled, and stormclouds and lightning bolts blotted the sky. Eurytion froze in his tracks, then took a step back. The darkness vanished and the sunlight reappeared. The stormclouds winked out of existence and the wind no longer howled. He took a step forward and the ominous conditions returned. 

Accepting the fact that was he going to walk into a cliché no matter where he went, Eurytion continued onward. 

Eventually, massive gates in the wall came into view, and as Eurytion approached them, they slowly opened, making grinding noises as the wailing voices of the damned. Again, Eurytion froze in his tracks and took a step back. The gates slowly closed. Eurytion shrugged his shoulders and approached the gates, which again slowly opened, grinding with the wailing voices of the damned. 

Eurytion could hear voices chanting and beheld a large monument in the courtyard. Many black-robed figures were genuflecting in front of a platform in front of the monument, chanting  Zah-hak Zah-hak and bumping their heads on the ground with each  hak. The monument itself seemed to have many clawed arms and several reptilian heads, along with large menacing eyes. The platform held a large brass brazier, which contained a large blazing fire. A man in black robes stood on a dais behind the brazier. The brazier's fire cast the man's shadow on the monument behind him, and illuminated his face and brightened the whites of his eyes and teeth. The whole scene proved to be expertly designed for showy extravagance of evil. 

What set this man apart from other dark sorcerer types was the fact that he had large snakes on his shoulders. They weren't merely resting on his shoulders; they  were his shoulders. Their heads writhed slowly and pinpointed potential sacrifices in the audience with their slitted eyes. Two other men wearing black robes stood on both sides of the dark sorcerer, standing stone still with their arms crossed in front of them. The crowd continued to chant   Zah-hak Zah-hak. 

The dark sorcerer looked directly at Eurytion. “Behold, my faithful minions!  Aži Raoiδita appears! ” The crowd looked behind them and gasped simultaneously. Many trembled and covered their eyes. 

Eurytion decided he needed to show some hubris, so he opened the door to his stomach furnace. An ashen cloud billowed out like dragon's breath. The crowd  ooohed in appreciation. 

“So why hasn't this dragon slain that swine Fereydun yet?” growled Zahhak. “Why doth he still languish in my baths, eating everything in my larders?” 

“He says he doth need to build his strength, Most Delightful of Despots,” responded Armayel, one of Zahhak's chief toadies. “Something about proteins and carbohydrates.” 

“Wouldest these proteins and carbohydrates be in my wine too? He hath emptied every cask I pillaged from the Caucasus mountains to Gedrosia.” 

“The dragon doth require a high price for his service, Most Excellent of Emperors.” said Garmayel, Zahhak's other chief toady. “Remember, he hath brought winter and destruction to the world, so it would not bode us well to displease him!” 

“Winter and destruction? We live in a desert! Winter here is when the temperature dips down to double digits!” Zahhak's snakes hissed in agreement. “I want that godless horsepig Fereydun dead! I want the fleas that infest his sweaty carcass dead! I want the flies and maggots that feast off his shit dead too” 

“But Most Terrific Tyrant, our spies hath not yet found Fereydun,” pleaded Armayel. “The only lead we had was that a young boy was nursing from a cow in the highland plains!” 

“And I slaughtered that cow with my cold, bare hands,” shouted Zahhak. “Never will that sacreligious beast's udders moisten another messiah's lips!” The snake heads hissed joyously, remembering that moment of triumph. 

“No one hath ever seen this boy, “squeaked Garmayel, cowering. “Art thou sure he exists?” 

“A throne room full of wise men and dream interpreters told me so, thou pusillanimous worm! Doth not thou remember how I rewardeth them by feasting on only half their brains? Bring the dragon before me! Have him explain his laziness.” 

“Er, there's a problem of logistics with that, Most Omnipotent Overlord,” mewed Armayel. “He is too large to fit through the Grand Throneroom doors.” 

“Then tear them down, thou braying asses! That fat lizard will answer to me!” 

Eurytion lounged in a bath all to himself, occasionally leaning back and opening his mouth to allow Zahhak's two best houris, Arnavāz and Shahrnavāz, to drop grapes into his mouth. “So how did two nice girls like you come to be Zahhak's slaves?” he asked. 

“Zahhak sawed our father in half,” replied  Arnavāz. 

“Ouch. Why would he do that?” 

“God decreed our father unfit to rule to rule the world, or so Zahhak did say,” said  Shahrnavāz. She gestured to her revealing slave outfit. “So here we are.” 

“So if Zahhak were to drop dead, you two would rule the world?” 

“We couldn't do any worse,” Arnavāz purred. 

Armayel and Garmayel entered the bath house, hustling with desperate pace. “My lord dragon,” they exclaimed. “Great Zakkah summons you to his Grand Throne room.” 

“Party's over,” said Eurytion. He lumbered out of the bath, got toweled dry by the houris, grabbed some food and wine, and followed the two vexed viziers out. 

Eurytion stepped over broken slabs of caked mud and rubble that used to be the Grand Throne room's wall.  He ducked his head slightly to enter, and approached Zahhak, sitting on his throne. The dark despot grimaced, his jaw set firmly and shoulder snakes flicking tongues. 

“So worthless dragon, why hast thou not hunted down Fereydun and slain him?” 

Eurytion took a bite out of rack of lamb he held in one hand. “Don't know where he is.” 

Zahhak's eyes blazed. “Then fly and look for him!” 

Eurytion took a drink out of a cask of wine he held in his other hand. “Who said I could fly?” 

“This is ridiculous! All dragons can fly,” Zahhak snarled. 

Eurytion chewed a few times and swallowed. “Who said I was a dragon?” 

Zahhak slammed the arms of his throne with a resounding boom. “This is impossible! We summoned you! We made sacrifices to the Unholy Ahriman and he sent you forth from the bowels of hell!” 

“Actually, I was just wandering around and thought you might have some water.” 

Zahhak glanced at his toadies Armayel and Garmayel with furious intent. “You said we were 

summoning Aži Raoiδita!” Eurytion shrugged his shoulders. “That's not my name.” 

Zahhak screamed. The snakes flopped and hissed. “Guards! Seize him!” 

Eurytion opened the door to his stove stomach. Dark, billowing smoke filled the Grand Throne room, blinding the guards and causing them to run into each other as Eurytion stepped over them and fled. 

Although Eurytion had a longer stride and a good lead while Zahhak's forces were mounting and equipping themselves, he grew more tired and weary as he ran. He was too big to hide anywhere, and his stove stomach left a trail of smoke in the sky that was easily followed. After a week, Zahhak and his army caught up with the giant and captured him. They tied him up with their strongest ropes and chains and hitched elephants up to harnesses to drag him back to Zahhak's stronghold. The dark lord had decided to bring Eurytion back to sacrifice his treacherous heart to Ahriman. 

The journey back took another week, as moving an entire army through miles of desert and harsh conditions proved to be time-consuming. Zahhak rode up front on his unholy steed, along with his vanguard and toadies. They crested over a dune, and beheld their city. Zahhak called for a halt, then dismounted. 

He took a couple steps back, then took one large deliberate step forward. He stepped back again, and again took a large deliberate step forward. “Something be wrong,” he muttered. “Where are the dark clouds and lightning?” 

A short fat man came running from the city, panting in breath. It was Kondrow, Zahhak's treasurer. 

“My Lord Zahhak,” he gasped. “Something terribly unfortunate hath taken place! I hath escaped with my life, hoping to find thee!” 

“Of what dost thou speak, Kondrow? Where be my thundering clouds and ominous darkness?” 

“Oh Most Imminent Imahl, whilst thou and thine all-destrutive armed forces were out hunting for the treacherous pigdog claiming to be the Dragon of Destructive Winter, rebel forces led by Fereydun stormed the fortress and slew thy honor guard! Then he freed the slaves, cast Arnavāz and Shahrnavāz from their chains, and declared them Queens of the World!” 

“WHAT??? That fetid pile of rancid camel dung! I will consume his brains in righteous fury and feed his slimy entrails to Ahriman! Attack, my legions! Attack!” 

Zahhak's forces followed him to the capital city, leaving Eurytion behind. As they sieged the city, the giant broke his ropes and chains one by one, then quietly left. 

Incidentally, Zahhak's army could not retake the capital city, so he sneaked in himself and tried to assassinate the two new Queens of the world. Fereydun caught him and smote him with an ox-headed mace, then imprisoned him under Mount Damāvand for all eternity. 



Chapter 6

Eurytion made his way west, crossing the Tigris and Euphrates rivers. His skin had grown back, but he was still giant-sized. Skin growing is a natural process, but changing size violates the laws of conservation of mass and energy, as well as space and time, unless it's done during moments of extreme pathos. He wanted to find a way to shrink himself back to human size, and didn't relish the thought of hammering himself with a pick mattock like he did before. 

Before reaching the city of Baghdad, Eurytion beheld a dance of dervishes. Wearing bright, colorful loose costumes, the dervishes spun continuously in religious fervor. Their robes expanded like saucer plates as they made atom-like formations that would inspire science textbook illustrations centuries later. 

Eurytion decided to try the spin dance himself, and found himself quite adept as stirring up clouds of desert dust. He also found that people in these parts tended towards hyperbola and exaggeration, even in banal discussions and everyday issues, so it was only a matter of time till he found himself in a Position of Pathos so that he could shrink himself. He adopted a scimitar and an outfit of white sashes and loose sleeves so that his spinning could look more dramatic. 

One day, Eurytion was passing a fountain, and a date pit landed near him. Looking over, he saw a merchant seated, eating dates and tossing the pits in all directions. Eurytion retreated back a cubit, then came running towards the fountain and took a mighty leap, while spinning in midair. He landed in front of the merchant, did one final spin for emphasis, pointed at the merchant and said “Rise up, that I may kill thee, as thou hast killed my son !” 

The merchant started to struggle and gesticulate, and followed with begging and pleading.  Here it comes, thought Eurytion.  the Position of Pathos. 

The merchant cried “How can I have slain thy son? I do not know him, nor have I ever seen him.” 

“What!” replied Eurytion, forming his face into what he hoped was an effective expression of rage. 

“Didn't you...ahem...Didst not thou take dates out of thy wallet, and after eating them, didst not thou throw the stones on all sides?” “I do not deny it,” answered the merchant. “Then,” said Eurytion, “I tell thee thou hast killed my son: and the way was thus: When thou threwest the date stones, my son was passing by, and one of them was flung into his eye, and killed him; therefore I must kill thee.”  Hope he doesn't think of looking around. There's no handy corpse anywhere. 

“Ah! my lord, pardon me,” cried the merchant; “for, if I have killed thy son, it was accidentally; therefore suffer me to live.” Eurytion grunted, willing himself to become smaller. No, no Position of Pathos yet. “No, no,” said Eurytion, “I must kill thee, since thou hast killed my son.” Eurytion then threw the merchant upon the ground, and lifted up the scimitar to look like he was going to cut off his head.  From the heart, baby! From the heart! 

“One word more, I entreat thee give me time to go and take leave of my wife and children and divide my estate among them, as I have not yet made my will; and when I have set my house in order, I promise to return to this spot, and submit myself to thee.” Eurytion tried to change size, but it still didn't work. Concluding that the moment wasn't dramatic enough, he replied “But if I grant thee the respite thou askest, I fear thou wilt not return.”  Since fear doesn't work, let's see if pride does. 

“I swear by the God of heaven and earth, that I will not fail to repair hither.”  This could work, thought Eurytion.  If I give him enough time, he could build up a good reserve of pathos.  He said, “What length of time requirest thou?” “It will take me a full year to arrange everything. But I promise thee, that after twelve months have passed thou shalt find me under these trees, waiting to deliver myself into thy hands.”  A year? What a loser.  Eurytion spun around and leapt away. 

Eurytion traveled to a nearby lake. He arrived early one morning to see an old fisherman on a pier gathering a net. The fisherman didn't notice him, as he was busy talking and gesturing to the sky. 

 Good, this one has drama queen written all over him. 

After pleading to God for a few minutes, the aged fisherman cast his net off the end of the pier. He then pulled in the net, grunting and straining as if to bring in a large haul of fish. Instead, his catch turned out to be a dead bloated ass. The fisherman whined and complained to God as he repaired the net. 

Eurytion smiled to himself and crept underneath the pier while the fisherman was busy. 

The fisherman cast out his net again, and started pulling on it. Again, he grunted and strained as he pulled the net aboard. This time he discovered he had pulled in a large basket filled with sand and mud. 

“O Fortune!'” he exclaimed, with a melancholy and greatly distressful voice. “Cease to be angry with me. I came from home to seek for life, and thou threatenest me with death. I have no other trade, by which I can subsist, and even with all my toil I can hardly supply the most pressing wants of my family; but I am wrong to complain of thee, that takest a pleasure in deluding the virtuous, and leavest good men in obscurity, while thou favorest the wicked, and exaltest those who possess no virtue to recommend them.”  Oh he's good, he's really good. 

After discarding the basket and mud, the fisherman tried again and pulled in a copious amount of rocks and shells. Crying his dismay, he then performed a ritual which involved washing himself dramatically. 

He then went into prayer, and after invoking God, archangels, and any other holy being who might be listening, finished his prayer with “Thou knowest, O Lord, that I throw my nets only four times a day; three times have I thrown them into the sea, without any profit for my labor. One more cast alone remains; and I entreat thee to render the sea favorable, as thou formerly didst to Moses.”  He only throws his nets out four times a day? No wonder he's starving. 

Eurytion came up with an idea. He looked in the junk the fisherman threw over this side and found a vase with a stopper. He polished it quickly, removing the mud and grit, exposing copper plating. When the fisherman threw his net out a fourth time, Eurytion swam to it and insert the vase. Then he swam back to the pier. 

The fisherman drew in his net, discovered the vase, and examined it, muttering that maybe he could trade it for some corn. Then he pulled off the stopper, shook the vase, and set it down. Eurytion opened the door to his stove stomach, and billowing smoke filled the air, covering the pier. Eurytion climbed up, then stood majestically with his arms crossed. 

The smoke cleared, and the fisherman cowered as he beheld Eurytion. He was too afraid to speak. 

Deciding he needed to break the ice, Eurytion lifted an arm up to the sky, looked up, and proclaimed, 

“Solomon, Solomon, great prophet of Allah, pardon, I beseech thee. I will never more oppose thy will; but obey all thy commands.”  I'm a genie, you idiot. Do I have to tell you outright? 

Regaining his courage, the fisherman said, “Proud spirit, what is this thou sayest? Solomon, the prophet to the Most High, has been dead more than eighteen hundred years. Tell me, then, thy history, and wherefore thou hast been shut up in this vase?”  Getting sassy, I see. Let me see if I can press his buttons. 

“Speak more civilly; thou art very bold to call me a proud spirit.” “Perhaps, then,” returned the fisherman, “it will be more civil to call thee a bird of good omen.”  Not good, he's trying to kiss up. I need him despondent and cowering.  

“I tell thee, speak to me more civilly, before I kill thee.” “And for what reason, pray, wouldst thou kill me?”asked the fisherman. “Hast thou already forgotten that I have set thee at liberty ?”  Better not listen to reason. I need to continue with the death threats.  

“I remember it very well, but that shall not prevent my destroying thee; and I will only grant thee one favor.” “And what is that?” asked the fisherman.  Here we come, reeling in the fisherman. Nothing like a good dose of irony to butch up the drama.  

“It is,” replied Eurytion, “to permit thee to choose the manner of thy death.” “But in what,’ resumed the other, “have I offended thee? Is it thus thou dost recompense me for the good service I have done thee?”  Come on, you buffoon. Wail in desperation and agony. I'm trying to shrink here.  “I cannot treat thee otherwise.” 

The fisherman said nothing. He seemed to be accepting his inevitable fate with calm dignity.  Crap, I'm losing him. Better put in some dolorous background. 

Eurytion told the fisherman he rebelled against Allah when he was younger and got captured. Allah pronounced him guilty of treachery, and King Solomon imprisoned him in the vase for punishment. He belabored how the container was so small and claustrophobic, and his desire for freedom was so great, he promised if anyone let him out, he'd reward them with riches even after death. A century passed by, and nobody let him out. He then promised all the riches of the world to whoever released him, and he still wasn't free after another century. He then promised to make whoever rescued him ruler of the world, but he still languished in the vase for still another century. 

He was so angered that nobody would answer his pleas and rescue him, he decided he would kill the first person who did, without mercy. He literally kept his rage bottled for centuries and only had his oath to sustain him. “But,” Eurytion added coyly, “thou doth get to chooseth the manner of thy death.” 

 There. Now comes the pathos. 

The fisherman seemed to be genuinely grieved. “How unfortunate,” he exclaimed, “am I to come here and render so great a service to such an ungrateful creature! Consider, I entreat thee, thy injustice; and revoke thine unreasonable oath. Pardon me, and Allah will, in like manner, pardon thee. If thou wilt generously suffer me to live, he will defend thee from all attempts that will be made against thy life.” 

 Zeus's balls, wallow and despair, you ninny! 

'No,’ answered Eurytion, “thy death is inevitable; determine only how I shall kill thee.” The fisherman looked to be in great distress. Eurytion drummed his fingers on his crossed arms. “Let us lose no time,” 

he said, hoping this blowhard would hurry up and piss himself. “Thy arguments will not alter my resolution. Make haste, and tell me how thou wilt die.” 

The fisherman replied, “Since, then I cannot escape death, I submit to the will of God; but before I choose the manner of my death, I conjure thee, by the great name of Allah, which is graven upon the seal of the prophet Solomon, the son of David, to answer me truly a question I am going to put to thee.” 

“Whatever,” replied Eurytion. “Ask what thou wilt and make haste.” 

The fisherman said to him, “I wish to know whether thou really wert in that vase; darest thou swear it by the great name of Allah ?” Eurytion almost uncrossed his arms so he could strangle the fisherman. 

“Yes,” he answered with some degree of annoyance. “I do swear by the great name of Allah, that I most certainly was there.” 

“In truth,” replied the fisherman, “I cannot believe thee. This vase cannot contain one of thy feet; how then can it hold thy whole body?”  It's magic, you moron. “I swear to thee, notwithstanding,’ Eurytion replied, “that I was there just as thou seest me. Wilt thou not believe me after the solemn oath I have taken?” “No, truly,’ retorted the fisherman, “I shall not believe thee unless I see it.” 

“Fine,” shouted Eurytion. He spun around, opened the door to his stove stomach, and covered the pier with smoke. Then he jumped off the pier and crouched underneath it. When the smoke cleared, he realized he was no longer underneath a pier. He was in a small room with curved walls made of copper. 

Then he heard what sounded like a stopper sealing a hole above him. 

“Genie,” he heard the fisherman say from outside, “it is now thy turn to ask pardon, and choose what sort of death is most agreeable to thee. But no; it is better that I should throw thee again into the sea; and I will build on the very spot where thou art cast a house upon the shore, in which I will live, to warn all fishermen that shall come and throw their nets, not to fish up so wicked a Genie as thou art, that takest an oath to kill him who shall set thee at liberty.” 

Eurytion tried to punch his way through the vase, but couldn't make a dent. He tried to jump up and knock out the stopper, but to no avail.  “OK look, let's be reasonable about this,” he said in a softened tone. “Whatever I said was merely in jest, and you...thou shouldst not take it seriously.”  Shit, I triggered the Position of Pathos on myself! 

“O Genie,” answered the fisherman, “thou, who wert a moment ago the greatest of all the genii, art now the most insignificant; and suppose not that thy flattering speeches will avail thee anything. Thou shalt assuredly return to the sea. I entreated thee in the name of God not to take my life, and as thou hast rejected my prayers, I ought to reject thine likewise.” 

“'Ought to?' Does that mean thou doth reconsider? Shalt thou release me?” asked Eurytion with a hopeful squeak in his voice.  “Thou art too treacherous for me – I will not trust thee,” said the fisherman. “I should deserve to lose my life were I so foolish as to put it in thy power a second time. 

For thou wouldst probably treat me as the Greek King treated Douban, the physician. I will tell thee the story..." 

Eurytion sat down and twirled one of his white sashes around his finger as the fisherman droned on. 

A year layer, the fisherman concluded with, “So you see, if the Greek King had permitted Douban to live, Allah would have bestowed the same benefit on the King: but he rejected the humble prayers of the physician, and Allah punished him,” said the fisherman. Technically, it wasn't a single story he told, since other stories and object lessons had been nested inside segues. In addition, the fisherman pondered on many of the key points, and even on nonexistent points. The aged one followed each branch of every aside, clause, and subclause to their ends, and returned to whatever notion from which he distracted himself, losing nothing. 

“This, O Genie, is the case with thee. If I had been able to make thee relent, and could have obtained the favour I asked of thee, I should have pitied the state in which thou now art; but as thou didst persist in thy determination to kill me, in spite of the great service I did thee in setting thee at liberty, I ought, in my turn, to show no mercy. By leaving thee within this vase, and casting thee into the sea, I shall deprive thee of the use of thy being till the end of time.” 

The fisherman heard no response. He picked up the vase and shook it slightly. He knocked the side of the vase a few times. “Hello? Anybody there?” He cautiously put his ear up to the side. 

Suddenly, the vase twisted in midair. The mouth acted as a fulcrum, as the base of the jar performed a quick revolution around it and conked the fisherman on the crown of his head, knocking him out. The force of the blow caused the stopper to pop off, and Eurytion found himself standing at full height outside the fisherman's body. Instead of tweeting birds, muticolored fish flew around the newly swollen bump on the fisherman's head. 

Eurytion punted the vase into the air, where it sailed in a high arc before it plunged into the middle of the lake. Grateful for having learned the dervish style of dance, he left the pier, salvaging what little of his pride remained. 

Eurytion returned to Baghdad, seeking the fountain where he met the date-eating merchant a year ago. 

He saw the merchant, seated and looking despondent. Eurytion took a running leap, spun in midair, and landed in front of the merchant, the wind from his dervish dance stirring the dust to frightening effect. 

He pointed his scimitar at the quaking merchant and said, “Get up, that I may kill thee as thou hast slain my son.” 

An old man fell to Eurytion's feet and kissed his toes. Eurytion looked down in slight embarrassment and saw several other merchants with their livestock and slaves. They had all been weeping and looked at Eurytion with intentions of telling him endless nested stories chock full of morality lessons. The old man at his feet said to him, “Prince of the Genii, I humbly entreat you to abate your rage, and do me the favour to listen to me. I wish to relate my own history, and...” 

“OK look, fuck it,” shouted Eurytion. “Enough with the godsdamned fables! I was just trying to get your mojo, all right? All you people do is WHINE and WHINE and WHINE and WHIIIIIIIINE!” 

Eurytion tore off his robe of white sashes and billowing skirts and left. 

The merchants at the fountain looked at each other for a few moments, and then one of them asked the old man on the ground, “So you were saying about your history?” 





Chapter 7

Eurytion continued on a westward trek, but realized he was close to returning to the Empire of the Romans. He decided to take his chances with the dark continent of Africa instead. He first came to Egypt after working his way across the Red Sea, establishing himself a reputation as a sea serpent. He would stick a few reeds in his mouth, and swim underwater with the reeds breaking the surface to a barque, barge or byblos boat. He would then capsize it to get its crates of food. The news of these bizarre ship muggings would go on to inspire more “Here Be Dragons” map labels. 

When he gained landfall, Eurytion anticipated better climate, lush forests, clear springwater, and encountered more...sand. He continued westward, remembering there was supposed to be a big river out there somewhere. 

After days of travel through more hot and arid desert, Eurytion thought the river didn't really exist. 

Then he heard the distant sound of running water, and realized he was in a state of denial. The river was even big enough for him to play at being a sea serpent again. 

After a few days of aquatic travel, the riverbeds became too shallow for swimming. He broke the water surface and found shelter in a bed of sedges. Looking up, he saw a tower nearby. It looked to belong to someone wealthy, and stood in the midst of a small village. He heard a dog barking in the distance. He turned to look and saw a young man playing with a greyhound. A strikingly beautiful young woman approached them and put her hand on the young man's shoulder. She glared with pure hatred at the dog when the prince wasn't looking at her. 

Eurytion heard a voice mutter “Oh yes, oh yes, there you are, yes, yes, bend over and show that cute ass wrapped in that tight linen kilt. Shake your piastre maker, bitch. Come over here and let me sink my two score eye teeth into that delicious rump. I bet you let honey sweat down that supple ass crack, don't you? Let papa show you what it's all about, oh yes oh yes oh yessss...” 

Eurytion looked behind him and saw no one there. He thought the voice might have been coming from upriver, possibly from another sedge bed. 

“Ooooh yeah baby, I know why that dog of yours sniffs your tight bunghole, sweetheart. I wanna sniff it too. Then I wanna lick it and suck it and fuck it and chew it up like sperm salmon. Come to papa, my princely plaything, be my toot uncommon.” 

Eurytion said “Who are you talking to?” and heard surprise splashing from the other sledge bed. 

“You can't have him, you hear me? I saw him first. I'm the crocodile in the prophecy that's gonna kill him. You just keep going down the river and look for your own ass. I've got squatter's rights.” 

“I'm not a crocodile. I'm a giant. And I'm not into boys.” 

“Good. Keep your cock to yourself. This boy's mine. I'm gonna chew and masticate that pretty little gluteous into corn glutin. I'm gonna suck out those kohled-up eyes and skullfuck him into oblivion. I'm gonna put the arrrrrh into rape, got that?” 

“How come you're so obsessed with that kid?” 

“He's the Doomed Prince, numbnuts. The Hathors prophecized that he was gonna get killed by either a snake, dog or crocodile. See that dog? Kid adopted him a long time ago. They're best buddies. He ain't gonna do it. See any snakes around here? No you don't. They know better. Kid's all mine. Now hearts a noble crack. Good night, sweet prince.” 

“So what do you get if you kill him?” 

“What the fuck you mean what do I get?” replied the rancorous reptile. “I get a dead prince, dipshit.” 

“No, I mean what happens when the prophecy is fulfilled? Do you get riches? Gold? The High King Croc throne?” 

“Set if I know! Prophecy just says snake, dog or croc. Doesn't say what happens after.” 

“But he's a prince, which means he's rich,” said Eurytion. 

“So?” 

“So why not get some of that princely wealth from him before you kill him? You like gold, right?” 

“Look at that swag he's wearing, genius. I'll get plenty of loot from those faggot rings he wears on his baby carrot fingers.” 

“Look at that tower, kelpfucker. He's got plenty more loot in there, probably locked and guarded. We can confiscate that stash and make out like pharoahs.” 

“What's this 'we' business, paleface?” 

“I say we take this kid for a ride, milk him for all he's got, then you rub him out.” 

“How do you propose to do that?” 

“He knows about the prophecy too, right? So he's got to be paranoid of crocodiles. We find a spot to ambush him. You jump out like you're gonna bite his head off. He shits himself. I jump out and come between you two, like I'm protecting him. You run off, like you're scared of me. He thanks me for saving his life and hires me as his bodyguard. He pays me. We keep setting up more bogus attacks, I scare you off, he keeps paying me. We split the money in half along the way, and after a few weeks of this, you kill him.” 

The surly sauropod thought it over, then said, “First of all, you wouldn't scare me off. You may be a giant, but I can still kick your ass.” 

“OK, fine. I'll jump out and say 'boogaboogaboogah' like I'm bewitching you and you run away.” 

“How do I know you won't just kill him yourself and make off with the loot?” 

“Hello? I can't kill him. Prophecy, remember?” 

“Don't even think about fucking him. His ass is mine for the buggering!” 

“Before or after you kill him?” 

“By Set, you're sick.” 

The Doomed Prince heard a beckoning yiwyiwyiwyiw sound in the distance. “It is Boar Hunter! He has located quarry! Let us proceed without haste!” He flicked the reins of his chariot, directing his baladi horses to gallop to his dog's barking. 

“Yes, beloved husband,” replied his Naharinna Princess. “Isis forbid we get there after the yapping mongrel gets gored by some dangerous tusked beast.” 

“We've been over this before, dearest Jewel of the Nile,” replied the Prince in a polite yet strained tone of voice. “Not going to kill him.” 

“Oh yes, it's not like there's a chilling apocalyptic prophecy calling for death by dog hanging like a dark cloud over your shoulders,” said the Princess. 

“Dog, Snake or Crocodile. Not one. Two more than one. Three possibilities. Not one. Here's a 

prophecy for you. I will die either at night or day. Ooooh, better lock me up. I've had eighteen years of being locked up.” 

“Martyrdom gets really old, my golden honeydrop,” replied the Princess with a frozen smile. 

Upon being told of the Prince's impending doom, his father had constructed a tower and effectively imprisoned his son for life. Guards patrolled the tower constantly and exterminated every creature nearby that had legs and no legs. One day, the boy had gotten to the top of the tower and saw a hunter and his dog in the distance. After pestering the guards to tell him what a dog was, he commanded them to get him one. They could not disobey the Prince's orders, so they got him a greyhound. 

The Prince had also gotten good at climbing out of the tower and back in when the guards weren't looking, curious of the world outside. One such excursion took him and his dog over to the cliffs of Narhinna, where he met several young suitors trying to climb one such cliff that happened to have the Princess imprisoned in a cell at the top. The Prince climbed it effortlessly and won her hand. Then he brought her back to his tower and they lived happily ever after. At least whenever he kept her from stabbing the dog. 

The Prince drove the chariot to a river bank, where he saw Boar Hunter barking at a copse of yew plants. He grabbed his spear, vaulted from the chariot, and ran down the river bank. As he approached the copse, the crocodile jumped from his hiding place, river water running off his green leathery body like dripping blood. “Haha, my prince! Prepare to meet thy doom,” he exclaimed with a villainous chortle. The Prince froze in place as the crotch of his kilt turned yellow. 

Eurytion jumped from his hiding place and landed in front of the crocodile. “Boogaboogaboogah,” he shouted. 

The crocodile recoiled. “Eeeeeek! Thou hast bewitched me! Thou scurrilous giant! Don't think you've seen the last of me, Doomed Prince! I'll be back when your precious giant takes leave of thee.” He slipped back into the river, muttering “Damned giant. I'd have gotten him if it hadn't been for that damned giant. O, if only the giant hadn't been there...” 

The Princess ran down and embraced her husband, kohl running down her cheeks as she wept. The dog licked the Prince's face with relief. “Good giant,” said the Prince with a trembling voice. “I thank thee with all my heart and soul. Surely the gods sent to me their mightiest ka to guard and counsel me. I had not realized until now how my life is in continual danger. 

Do you know of a safe place we could move to?” 

Fortunately for Eurytion, the Princess had the presence of mind to insist he be hired as a bodyguard. 

Eurytion gladly accepted the duty. 

For the next few nights, he went to the river bank under cover of darkness and plotted staged assaults with the crocodile. One day as the Prince was visiting a shop in the village, the crocodile crashed through one of the walls. Eurytion came to the rescue, and the crocodile fled. That night, Eurytion met the crocodile at the river bank and handed him half his pay in gold rings. 

Well, not quite half. The giant kept a finder's fee. 

On other occasions, the crocodile ambushed the Prince from a mud bank, a flower garden, and the royal privy. Each time, Eurytion blustered gibberish and the crocodile scampered away. The Prince gratefully rewarded his giant servant each time. The night after each attack, Eurytion would go to meet his accomplice at the riverbank and hand him his take.. 

One day however, things went a little differently as planned. Eurytion accompanied the Prince and his dog. As they approached the spot he and the crocodile planned for previously, Eurytion hung back as Boar Hunter suddenly sped away and started yipping. The Prince let out a whoop and pursued his dog. 

Eurytion took his time following. 

Before long, the Prince found himself frozen in his tracks, for the crocodile had again accosted him. 

“Lo, I am thy destiny that pursues thee,” growled the cantankerous crocodile. “Whatever thou mayest do, thou wilt be brought back on my path, thou and the giant. Thou shalt swear to me to slay the giant. 

If thou refuse this, thou shalt seest death.” Eurytion appeared behind the Prince as the crocodile spoke the last sentence, and mouthed  what the fuck are you doing?  The crocodile slipped away like a fox through a thicket. 

That night, the giant met the crocodile at their usual spot. “What the hells was all that about?” he demanded. 

“You think I'm a real idiot, don't you?” replied the Terror of the Nile. 

“What are you talking about?” 

“I've been watching the Prince long before you came on the scene, douchebag. I've seen how he conducts trade. He pays the vendor by pulling gold rings off his collar drape. I counted his rings. 

Today, he had ten less rings and you've been giving me four!” 

“That's ridiculous! He could have spent a couple more rings after he paid me!” 

“You think I always go back to the river? I've been returning to stalk him further. He went straight back to his tower after we scammed him. Give me the whole take or I'll tell him all about it.” 

“You're insane! I'm not giving you shit!” Eurytion opened his stove stomach door, flooded the area with billowing black smoke, and made his escape. 

The giant made his way back to the Prince's tower. He would tell the Prince he discovered the crocodile's lair, and that he should assemble his guards and have them dispatch the beast. As he came to the Prince's bedroom, he saw that something unusual had occurred. Upon the floor laid a large snake that had been chopped to pieces. Standing over the slain serpent, the Princess held a bloody hatchet, a look of insane determination forming the contours of her face into sharp angles. Several of her maid servants were quietly removing a dish of milk from the floor. The Prince was in bed, shaking with fright, peeking over the top of his satin quilt as if it could protect him from harm. Boar Hunter stood whimpering in a corner with his tail tucked firmly between his legs. 

“Behold, my Prince, thy god hath given one of thy fates into my hand,” said the Princess with a strained voice that indicated that any slight breeze could send her mind tottering forever into the abyss of psychopathy. “He will give thee the others. Why, look to yon corner. There stands another threat to thy life. How remarkable! It's a dog! Just like in the prophecy! We got rid of the snake, now all we have to do is get rid of the dog, and two means of thy death shall be gone. Isn't that right, my sweet Prince? Here, puppy. Here, puppy puppy puppy!” 

Eurytion stepped up behind the Princess and bonked her on top of her head with his club-like fist. She collapsed and her hatchet clattered to the floor. 

Eurytion considered fleeing the scene, but he remembered how angry monarchs had the resources to capture fugitives, and didn't relish being dragged back to the scene of the crime in chains. He needed the crocodile dead, but the Prince was too concerned for his wife's welfare to send forth the guards. 

Several days later, the Prince finally ordered them to find and slay the beast. They followed Eurytion to the crocodile's lair, but it had been abandoned. Eurytion screamed “Nooooooo!” and sprinted back to the tower. 

Meanwhile, the Prince was feeling cooped up in the tower, not liking to have to stay inside for the past few days. It reminded him too much of his imprisonment as a child. Eurytion and the guards should be able to handle the crocodile, he thought. The Prince decided to go on a short jaunt with Boar Hunter while the Princess was still recuperating from her headache. 

Aboard his favorite chariot, the Prince soared on the fields of his estate, Boar Hunter trailing behind and yipping excitedly. Villagers bowed as their prince passed them by. The sun shone brightly with Ra's blessing. 

After several leagues, the Prince executed a U-turn and drove the chariot back towards his tower. As the edifice came into view, the chariot approached a clearing that formerly had no obstacles. Now a knobbed green log lay in his path that the Prince didn't see until it was too late. The crocodile had just moved to that precise spot, at the speed of irony. The baladi horses successfully leaped over the beast, but the chariot collided with it and careened upward. The Prince flew out, flipped like a papyrus leaf in the wind, and landed with a painful sounding crash. The baladi horses continued their gallop after the chariot had smashed to pieces. 

“Oh please, don't get up on my account,” purred the crocodile lasciviously. 

The Princess had lain in bed for four days. She didn't remember what led to her condition, but her lingering headache made her continually irritable. She had the laundresses add dirt back into the servants' robes because they were too white for her sensitive eyes. She had one maid servant flogged for pouring too loud. But at least the Prince took his noisy mongrel away. She closed her eyes in repose. 

Suddenly she was jolted awake by eardrum-piercing yipping. The dog was in the bedroom with her, buckling with each yip. The nonstop yips hammered against her brain, driving her sanity steadily out her ears. She reached under her bad and slowly drew out her hatchet. She stared at Boar Hunter with steely unblinking eyes and muttered “here, puppy puppy puppy...” 

The dog ran out of the bedroom to the end of the hall, then turned back to see if the Princess followed. 

Still yipping, he saw her come out in her bed clothes, strands of moussed hair pointing in all directions like a medusa, and hatchet gripped tightly in hand. He ran down spiral steps as she gave chase. 

Servants nervously backed out of her way as she followed Boar Hunter outside. 

Meanwhile, the crocodile was snapping playfully at the Prince's feet as he backed away from the beast on his palms and heels. He keep his rear end on the ground as much as possible, for he guessed by the crocodile's words and leering eyes that the monster had sadistic amounts of sodomy in mind. “Come to me, my bouncy boy king,” said the crocodile. “Your lips say no, but your ass cheeks say yes yes yes!” 

The Prince continued to back away, gasping and bleating. “Ah, your moans of exstacy are as porno music to my ears,” said his would-be suitor. “Let's say we skip the foreplay, and proceed directly to the backplay. okay honeybuns?” The crocodile took a couple more playful nips at the Prince's feet. Then the Prince felt his progress slow, as he had just backed into a saturated area of ground where the earth became mud. “Oooh, he likes to slip and slide,” commented the crocodile. The monster opened his mouth, bared his numerous pointy teeth, and prepared to take a big bite. 

While this was happening, Boar Hunter was leading the Princess to the scene, and saw the crocodile opening its large gaping maw. Thinking only of his master's safety, the greyhound raced and took a flying leap over the Prince's prone body and dove head first into the monster's mouth, right inside its throat. The crocodile felt its breathing suddenly stop, and started to panic as a gag reflex kicked in. 

Boar Hunter's paws were clawing at the inside of its throat as well, causing massive amounts of pain, as if the monster had swallowed a pin cushion made of trout spars. 

Then, from midair, Eurytion came dropping down on the beast's back as he did his dervish spin. 

Eurytion's weight served to expel the dog out of the crocodile's mouth like a shot from a cannon. At the same moment, the Princess had moved directly into the line of fire while brandishing her hatchet. As Boar Hunter shot through the air, he knocked the hatchet out of her hand, which then embedded itself in the middle of the Prince's forehead. The Prince dropped into the mud with a sickening squick. 

The dog wound up fulfilling the prophecy. The Princess screamed and cried as she cradled her dead husband in her arms. The crocodile coughed, choked and heaved. Eurytion looked on in anguish, realizing that no matter where he went, the fates would conspire him to take part in downward tragic spirals. 

He walked to the south in a daze and never returned to Egypt. 



Chapter 8

As sand gave way to forest, so did civilization. Soon, the forest ran out of civilization as well. Eurytion hadn't really cared, since he wanted to lose himself from the mortal world. Perhaps that was what his fellow monsters did as well. Mortals were being convinced to worship a singular god, and that they would be punished for all eternity to believe anything else. He knew of at least three religions that ran like that, and mortals could terrorize each other much worse than monsters could these days. There was no longer any room for his kind. 

As he pushed aside trees and snapped vines, Eurytion beheld many new types of animals,  birds and plantlife he had never seen before. His skin was already tanned to the color of bronze from his time in the desert, but the natives in these lands had much darker skins, and seemed to act much like the animals. He found that these natives used their environment to great effect. Whenever he discovered a group of them, they would hide among the trees and throw sharpened sticks at him. 

Eurytion had seen how pack animals used similar tactics to bring down much larger game, so he flooded the jungle with smoke from his stove stomach and escaped. If he had to act the part of the monster again, he wanted to do it on his own terms. He moved deeper into the jungle, entering parts of the world that had been seldom explored by outsiders. 

As opposed to the blazing desert heat, the jungle humidity poached instead of broiled. Eurytion couldn't decide which was worse. Instead of dusty winds, he heard storms. With frequent rains, he saw frequent rainbows. 

He recalled rainbows were the means that Iris, messenger of the gods, used to travel the paths between the heavens and Earth. He wondered if she could be here, thousands of miles away from anywhere. He saw where a rainbow seemed to end on a mountaintop, amidst the heavy jungle foliage. He took strides in that direction. 

He stomped across a small clearing, then saw six or so mortals scrambling away like mice. These dark-skinned mortals were much shorter than other humans, but also more quick and nimble. He couldn't understand their language, but he thought they were calling him a name as they fled, 

Negoogunogumbar. He growled a couple of times for effect, then continued on his way. 

The climb was arduous, but he was determined to meet his goal. He found he was climbing the trees and canopies similarly to some of the jungle creatures he saw in the past few weeks. As much as his hair was growing out, he probably resembled them as well. He finally reached the mountaintop, and saw the rainbow's end. He didn't see Iris, but upon closer examination, saw that the rainbow seemed to be made of...snakes? 

To mortals, the rainbow would look like colored lights. Immortals can see manifestations of the creative force in supernatural phenomena such as these, but can't always figure out the logic behind them. What did snakes represent in these foreign lands? 

He thought he heard a voice say  Gor. 

He looked around and didn't see anybody. Again, he heard a voice say  Gor, a little louder this time. 

“What?” he answered. 

 Did you bring back my fire?  Eurytion thought the voice might have come from somewhere on the rainbow. He saw a stormcloud in the distance that the rainbow joined. It didn't move, though other clouds floated by. Why would a cloud want fire? These were foreign lands indeed. “Couldn't find it,” 

he said. 

Suddenly, lightening struck near where he stood, nearly hitting him. Other lightening bolts struck the earth around the area, as in rage. Eurytion had witnessed Zeus throwing lightening in angry fits himself a few times, but there was something different about this. Then it occurred to him. There was no smoke where the lightening hit. These bolts had no heat. Perhaps this was why this being wanted fire. 

 Tell them I won't give them hunt until they give me my fire back! Those dung rats stole it from me and I want it back! Stomp everyone of those little shits if you have to!  More lightening flashed to add veracity. 

Obviously, this storm god had Eurytion confused with somebody else. It would also seem that the little people that ran from the giant earlier stole this fire. Either they were really clever or the local storm god was a colossal idiot. 

But if Eurytion could get this fire, he could exact a good price from this desperate cloud. 

Eurytion didn't think he could offer a mere burning stick. The fire had to be more permanent. How could these little people actually steal it? Maybe it was an inside job. Eurytion recalled Prometheus stole fire from Zeus and gave it to the mortals. For that, Zeus chained him up to a rock and had a vulture eat the liver out of his body daily. Gods could be really possessive. 

Since these little people ran from him earlier, he could probably just enter one of their villages and they would flee in terror. Then he could look around and see if he could find the fire. 

As he stomped around and knocked down a few jungle trees, he finally sussed out some natives and followed them to their village. Again, they screamed the word Negoogunogumbar. He made a big show of stomping and growling outside their confines, and beat his chest a few times. Then he entered the village, and found that the entire place was evacuated. They even took their huts with them. No trace of anything remained, not even smoking embers. 

Now he could see how these mortals were capable of stealing fire. This wasn't going to be easy. 

Mbutu and Mbala returned from their hunt, empty handed. The brothers had no luck in finding game that day, or for days before that. It was as if all the animals had somehow disappeared. They would have to ask the elders for counsel. 

Upon returning to their village, they saw that it had been deserted. The village must have been in danger, so their families and friends moved to another location. Their tribe had agreed upon their next location previously, as they always did. Pygmy tribes such as theirs knew their best defense lay in their ability to outrun their enemies and come back another time to ambush them. 

The brothers took a look at the grounds of their former village. They found large footprints that were shaped like a gorilla's. “The stories are true! Negoogunogumbar comes for our children,” said Mbutu. 

The brothers sped through the forest, looking for their rendezvous point. They saw no evidence that any of their tribe were slain, but they still ran with heaviness of heart. Their sister Abiabi was to marry into the Efe tribe, and there would be a great celebration. They hoped she was unharmed. 

They found their tribe at the new location, and rejoiced to find that none of their families and friends were harmed. Abiabi told them how Negoogunogumbar had attacked their village and how they 

escaped. She told them that the elders were meeting and planning what to do. 

That evening, all the females of marrying age were gathered together and instructed to draw straws. 

Abiabi got the short one. 

Eurytion couldn't find the elusive little people, and was considering giving up, when he heard drums from some distance away. They sounded almost erotic and seductive in rhythm. As he approached the sounds, he could see a faint light through the forest. 

He parted a couple of baobob trees, and saw where the natives had constructed a platform and mounted two poles on it. A couple of torches flanked this structure, illuminating a young woman who was tied to the poles by her wrists. Upon seeing Eurytion, she screamed and gasped. The natives were offering Abiabi as a gift. 

Eurytion felt conflicted. On the one hand, he had sufficiently cowed mortals into offering him gifts and sacrifices, like the gods of old. On the other hand, he was filthy, had hair like a beast's, wore no clothing, had effectively forgotten how to speak more than one syllable words, and was about to accept the of a girl he was too large to have sex with. This was both a high and low point in his life. 

“Unnnh,” he pondered. “Unnnh?” he wondered. He scratched the top of his head, then his armpit. Then he scratched his arsehole and smelled his fingers. The girl considered to whimper and moan. Eurytion approached her and put the tip of his finger under her chin. The drums continued to pound out their throbbing rhythms. 

Suddenly he felt numerous stings on his body as he heard  thoop thoop sounds from all directions. He jerked and spasmed to the directions of where he felt the pain, only to feel more stings from behind him every time he turned. Eurytion lunged for cover in the trees, but his limbs felt heavier and he lacked control of them. His saw two of everything instead of one. He took off at a run, but rammed his head into a baobob tree and saw blackness. 

One occupational hazard common among giants is that they're easy prey for thieves, who tend to steal valuables like golden gooses from them. Giants regard humans as ineffective pests, but forget how effective they can be when they band together. Another hazard was when these humans tied giants up and poked them with sharp needles. It was humiliating. 

The small dark skinned people were dancing around him as he lay prone on the ground, tied up in vines and secured with stakes. The natives were chanting something in their primitive tongue. He was still groggy from the poison darts and couldn't gather his strength to break free. He realized he was caught in another plot device, even in this strange remote land. 

“They wanna give you to Tore. They think you gonna eat their babies,” he heard somebody say. He looked around, as much as the vines tied to his head would permit him. “Right in front of you,” said the voice. “On you chest.” Eurytion focused his eyes forward and saw a spider in front of his face. It raised one of its eight legs and waved to him. “Unnnh?” asked Eurytion. 

“They not find hunt, so they think they give you to Tore and they get hunt back,” said the spider. 

“Unnnh,” said Eurytion, beginning to understand. As the two conversed, the pygmies were piling sticks and dried grasses next to Eurytion's body. Then they started flicking thick black fluid on him. 

“Unnnh?” he asked. “They gonna burn you. They usin' tar,” said the spider. “They use tar on me too. 

But they did it different. They made it look like a girl. I tried to grab her tit and my leg got stuck. I told her to let go and she didn't, so I punched her face and another leg got stuck. Then I tried to pull off and all my legs got stuck.” 

“Unnnh?” 

“I real good at talkin' so they let me go. I ain't gonna take their corn no more.” 

“Unnnh grrr unnnh. Muuu muuu.” 

“Tore told you to get his fire back? Hee hee hee, that's funny.” 

“Unnh unnh?” 

“Cuz he done tole them they gonna die if they don't. They been dyin' but they make new babies alla time, so it don't matter. They ain't givin' him no fire back.” 

“Grrrr unnnh grrr unnnh.” 

“Tore told you he ain't makin' no more hunt till they give the fire back? Now that real funny.” 

The dancing and chanting stopped and things got quiet. An old pygmy with colored stripes on his face stood up and said some words, gesturing to the crowd and the skies above. Then he lit a torch and walked towards Eurytion. “That means I gotta get my webby ass out of here,” said the spider. He rose into the air, crawling hastily on a web strand. “Looks like you gonna give Tore fire whether you like it or not!” 

“Unnnh! Unnnh, unnnh!” shouted Eurytion, but the spider did not return. 

The elder held his torch high, and the crowd cheered and beat sticks against shields. The elder then threw the torch into the kindling, and fire erupted on the tar and spread all over Eurytion's body. The sudden shock of pain jolted him out of his stupor, and he broke all the vines in panic. The pygmies fell back in fear and disappeared into the trees. Eurytion screamed, stood up and saw flames covering his entire body, and ran off to find a large body of water. 

The dart poisons still kept his mind delusional, however. He instinctively ran down a familiar path instead, leading him back to where he first encountered the rainbow and Tore. He saw the bright path of colors ahead and sped onto them, leaving earth as he ascended the rainbow's arc. Had he been lucid, he might have heard the stormcould ahead screaming  Nooooooo. He lurched forward and plunged into the cloud, which then disintegrated into a large spattering of water, dousing Eurytion's fire. The water then fell to earth in a great crash, and each droplet changed to gazelles, hares, and other game. The pygmies got their hunt back. 

Eurytion continued running up the rainbow's arc to distant lands. 



Chapter 9

“I gotcha, ya little bugger! Been waitin' fer ya to come out of yer hidey place for days, and here ya are, my wee boyo!” 

Nicholas Whiskeybreath had surely lived up to his name. After he and his fellow leprechauns snuck into King Nuada's personal distillery, they proceeded to help themselves to his finest stock. As well as some of his unfinest. He got so pissed, he didn't even smell this lug behind him while he took a piss. 

Now the lug had him in a headlock, and Nicky hadn't managed to drain his entire bladder. Some of it managed to get on the lug's leg, but he clearly didn't care. 

“Yessir, ol' Seany Beane outsmarts 'em every time. Never had to work a day in me life. That's fer barms who gots no imagination. I finds me fortune when I needs it. Now I needs that fortune ye keep in yer pot, my ole son!” The man's breath smelled no better than Nicky's urine. 

“All right, all right, ye got me square and fair...uh, fair and fair, somethin' anyway. I beg ye, lemme go, for if'n I'm dead from bein' chickened like a choke, I kinnae tell ye where me crock be.” 

Seany loosed his grip, but still held on to Nicky's collar, ready to strangle him if he got out of line. 

“Lead on, leprechaun. Don't ye try anythin' sneaky! I got yer life in my hands.” Normally, Nicky would have a trick already planned, but his hangover, made worse by having his head squeezed and smeared with Seany's body odor, impaired his thinking. 

Nicky stumbled to a nearby meadow as Seany maintained his grip. Seany told him, “Don't be tellin' me nuthin' about no red ribbons er bees, yeh wee sprat! I heard all the tales. I got me twinkly blues bearnin' 

holes in yer bum!” 

“Okay, just be horsin' yer holds. We're at me crock,” Nicky said as gestured forward with his wee hand. 

“What're ye tryin', me squat one? I don't see nuthin' there, an' I ain't lettin' ye go.” 

“An' here ye was braggin' aboot all the tales ye heard aboot us wee folk,” said Nicky. “We gots ter wait till the rains come and the sun smiles upon the eart. And then...” he gestured, indicating that Seany should take a really easy guess. Then the sky grew dark and the rumble of approaching storm clouds echoed. 

“Then the rainbow appears,” replied Seany, flashing a semitoothy grin. “Told ye I was lucky.” 

A few minutes later, soft rains covered the meadow. The darkness lifted, allowing the sun to reappear. 

A bridge of colors touched the meadow, and Seany saw glints of gold appear at the spot. He saw a stout pot with gold coins spilling over the top, forming coin mountains alongside it. “Saints be praised,” he breathed. “But I still won't be trustin' ye, elf. This could be anuvver of yer tricks.” Seany dragged Nicky over to the gold, then told the leprechaun to touch it. Nicky did so, then told him “There ye go. 

Rock as a hard.” 

Seany gripped the coins with his free hand. They felt genuine. He took one and bit into it. He felt a slight electric shock, and no taste of lead. “Gold,” he muttered. “I'm rich! Bless me, I'm really rich!” He let Nicky go with his other hand, and the leprechaun tumbled a few steps away as he straightened his frock coat. 

As Seany was picking up handfulls of gold coins and letting them fall through his fingers, the rainbow seemed to cast a slight shadow on him that quickly grew bigger and darker. Then a giant landed on top of him with a loud  clink. The giant had long beastlike hair and no clothing. He seemed dazed for a few moments, then looked at Nicky and asked, “This isn't Africa, is it?” 

“So be ye Formorian or Fir Bolg?” asked Nicky as Eurytion pulled gold coins and pieces of Seany off his carcass. “Neither,” replied the giant. “Greek.” 

“Well then, I'll be sure not tae soap the drop while yer around,” said Nicky. Eurytion stared at him, confused. “Just an expression, me lad. Say, ye donn mind if I call ye Eure, do yeh? Sounds moar local.” 

Nicky took out his pipe and lit up. He did this by snapping his fingers and making a spark appear on the tobacco. He cupped the actual ignition with his hand, ostensibly to shield against the wind, but in reality his intention was to subtly impress the giant with his magic. He liked doing it in front of mortals on occasion to keep the leprechaun mystique thriving. 

Just as Eurytion finished removing all the collateral damage from his body, the rainbow and Nicky's gold faded away. The  Reader may ask why Eurytion didn't snatch the leprechaun's gold; he had seen enough literary device to know that such things weren't meant to happen. If he had managed to take the gold, he would have lost it later because Irony demands it. 

Eurytion felt civility return to his mind, like rain refilling a pond that had been emptied by drought. 

Otherwise, he had nothing. He couldn't make his big fortune with nothing. He had tried scams, flagrant abuse of power, and extortion, and had nothing to show for it. He decided he needed to go back to honest work. For now. “You need a bodyguard?” 

“I'll admit, havin' you around would keep me delicate features from bein' molested by the scutal and brurrilous,” spoonered Nicky, “but ye wouldn't be around fer too long, as Balor's been conscriptin' any fella tall enough tae hold a claymore for his army.” 

“Who's Balor?” 

“Only the biggest, meanest and ugliest bugger around. He's the war chief of the Formorians, and ex-king Bres seeks tae declare war on the Tuatha Dé and King Nuada and his general Lug, who happens tae be Balor's aun grandson. 'Tis said that Balor's got the Ayul Eve and can kill ya just by lookin' at ye.” 

“Ayul Eve?” 

“Great morn in the dayin', I mean Evil Eye. 'Tis said the thing is so big an' manky, it takes four strong men tae lift the eyelid.” 

“You think Balor stands a good chance of winning then?” asked Eurytion, thinking of plunder. 

“Dunno, lad. Nuada and the Tuatha Dé beat the Fir Bolg tae the wind fours in the Battle of Magh Tuiredh, an' they wuz giants like you. But these Formorans are a nasty lot. They eat nails an' shit iron.” 

“You mean eat iron and shit nails?” 

“No, this time I really mean eat nails an' shit iron. Skip the shave and bath, and I bet ye can fit in, rain as right.” 

It had been some time since Eurytion had been with his own kind, but these giants were as far removed from him as any monster or mortal he encountered. Only a few of them were bipedal as he. Some of them hopped around on one leg; some of them either had one more or one less arm; some of them had one eye, but unlike the cyclops, they weren't centered on their faces. Some eyes would be in  regular positions, as if the other eye were taken away or didn't exist. Some had eyes nowhere near where they were supposed to be. 

Some of these Formorians were so deformed, it was as if two or more bodies were born fused together, or more accurately, mashed together by a child deity of cruel ignorance. Some had vestigal arms growing out their heads; some had vestigal heads growing out their arms. 

“An unseemly lot, are they not?” said Nicky from his shoulder. Nicky thought it'd be fun to go in disguised as Eurytion's extra head, so he'd fit in better. “It's like these fellas fell off the ugly limb and hit every tree.” 

The giants were all gathered in a great hall, on Tory Island, off the coast of the northern part of Ireland. 

The early arrivals had already been outfitted for war, as much as could be done by chopping down ash trees and dipping their ends in molten iron. A few of Balor's elite warriors were testing the clubs' 

quality on each other's heads. They found them quite capable of reducing the number of Balor's elite warriors. 

Eurytion expected the hall to stink of pungent body odors, but instead it smelled of strong drink. The fumes alone could intoxicate one to wrecklessness. 

A Formorian at the front lifted a great horn up to his rubbery lips and blew a resounding moose call. An honor guard of more or less bipedal giants escorted the former king Bres and General Balor to a solid oak platform flanked with massive torches blazing with molten fire. Bres was actually smaller than most of the giants present, as he was half Formorian and half Tuatha De. However, he certainly looked majestic and royally handsome as a king, and there was no doubt the Formorans would defer to him. 

“He may look as bonny as a chester roan,” whispered Nicky, “but that lad's got a nasty disposition. He replaced Nuada as king cuz Nuada lost his arm in the Battle of Magh Tuiredh, and there's some manky law sayin' the king's gotta have a whole body to rule. An' here I thoot English royalty havin' tah be born of incest was daft. Bres ruled for seven years, an' he turned oot tah be so ornery and obnoxious hisself, he get his merry arse abdicated and Nuada came back into rule. ” 

“What did he do to get deposed,” wondered Eurytion. Nicky replied, “He made the Tuatha Dé his slaves an' subjected 'em tae the worst horror an' torture imaginable.” Nicky's voice dropped to a whisper and genuinely seemed to shudder. “He wouldna let 'em have any ale. Oh yes me lad, it's true! 

Ken ye imagine? Those poor folk, how they must have anguished in lagony! Just remember, donn ever deny an Irishman his drink. Ye will  lose yer throne in a skeeter's heartbeat, no matter how big an' mean yeh be.” 

Balor looked as majestic and powerful as Bres, being full Formaran himself, but for the right half of his face. He kept it cloaked in black cloth, but Eurytion noticed a bulge, as if he indeed had an eye so large, it comprised half his head. His shield arm, also cloaked in black, had various ropes, chains and pulleys affixed to it. A network of this primordial machinery ran from his fingertips, up his arm, and back behind his shoulder. Perhaps this was how he controlled his eye. 

“Prophecy sez that Balor will be slain by his aun grandson,” said Nicky as Eurytion's second head. “So he imprisoned his dotter in a glass tower, that bein' a euphanisticum fer an iceberg, so's she won't get herself knocked up. But then Balor stole this magic cow, and the cow's owner, a fella named Cian, snuck inta her tower an' they became the back with two beasts, if ya get my meanin'. She gave birth tae triplets after that. Balor drowned 'em all like kittens, but one of 'em survived. That would be Lug himself, the fella that's leadin' the Tuatha Dé.” 

The horn blower let loose another moose howl. Bres stepped forward and raised his arms. “Brave warriors, I have called you all together, because we are to take back what is rightfully 

ours...IRELAND!” The Formorans all cheered, sounding like climaxing bulls. 

“Our enemies are foreigners. They came to our bonny isle from heathen lands, with their pointy ears and fruity spring to their step. They're so fey, they used pigs to rape our women! They give birth to snakes and cockroaches, and pollute our brooks with their black piss! We must drive these monsters from our lands before they sink us to the ocean with their filth!” Bred was obviously as crazy as a loon, but the crowd bought it and bellowed their bloodlust. They didn't much justification to shed blood. 

Bres ranted further, moving the subject of his diatribe to his own personal suffering at the hands of the villainous Tuatha De. Just as Eurytion thought Bres was going to lose the crowd to all this whining, Balor stepped forward and put a massive hand on the former king's shoulder. Bres shyly stepped back and let Balor take over. 

“Brave warriors,” rumbled Balor, “you are being called to arms. Many of you have dwelt in hiding and in fear. The enemy considers you weak and wants you to cower and hide. They want to retreat to your caves and bolt holes. It is because they fear you and your strength. They fear your might. 

“Now we all stand together. We all fight together. This is the greatest thing the enemy fears. They do not want us to unite. They know they can never hope to stand against such force. Brave warriors, we sail to the mainland tomorrow at dawn. We take back Ireland!” The Formorans bellowed and beat their clubs on the floor. Eurytion could see why Balor was their general. Bres was nothing more than a tool. 

Still, Eurytion knew from personal experience that just because the opponents were smaller, that didn't make them weak. The Formorans would be slow and lumbering, The Tuatha Dé would be quick and 

evasive. They would surely have ranged weaponry, such as arrows and slings. Maybe even poisoned darts. 

“This is a suicide mission,” muttered Eurytion. “I need to talk to this Balor.” 

“Eure me lad,” said Nicky, “talking to this Balor is a suicide mission.” 

Balor had set up a war tent outside the great hall. Currently he was meeting with Bres and his captains. 

He left two of the biggest Formorians present to guard the entrance flap. What they lacked in brains they made up for in extra limbs. Eurytion intended to approach and ask for an audience, but when he drew near, they grunted like wild pigs and brought out their massive iron-tipped clubs. Eurytion backed away. 

“I could use a trick if you got one,” he told Nicky. “Say no moar,” replied the leprechaun. A rainbow appeared about ten yards away. Instead of gold, the crock held something red, disgusting, and barely alive. The guards slurped their tongues and galloped to their prize. “Ain't always gold they want,” said Nicky. 

Eurytion pulled aside the flap and entered. Balor and his captain were gathered around a massive oak table with a map and pieces of rock on top. Bres sat nearby, looking bored. “Ah, finally, service,” said Bres. “Get us another cask will you?” 

“My lord,” said Eurytion as he bent to one knee. “I am Eure of Eurythies. I have come to offer my services to your war council.” Balor glared at him with his good eye. The general had his black arm positioned as if ready to operate the mechanism to open his other eye. “What is this service you offer,” 

he rumbled. “You mean he's not here to refill my glass?” said Bres. 

“My lord, with all due respect,” said Eurytion humbly, “I fear we head for disaster. The Tuatha Dé are not to be underestimated. They are numerous and swift. They use ranged weaponry and can cripple us before we close ranks with them. They defeated the Fir Bolg with such tactics and will surely do the same to us.” 

“Who is this scoundrel?” screeched Bres. “Get him out of here!” 

“Hold,” said Balor. “Our meeting is at an end. Captains, escort his highness to his quarters. I will see to this one.” Bres protested, but a glare from Balor silenced him. Soon, Eurytion was alone with Balor. He stayed on his knee as Balor slowly paced around him. 

“I can see you are not of these lands,” said Balor, as his booted heels punched the ground with each step. “You could be a spy, but what manner of spy would be as crazed to approach me in my own tent? 

And with a leprechaun on his shoulder at that.” 

Nicky squealed, and his illusion dropped. He was no longer an extra head, but his regular self. “Oh dear, b-b-b-beggin' yer great pardon, milord! He forced me to do it! He—“

“Silence!” rumbled Balor, like boulders grinding together. “As it stands Eure, your observations are correct. It would indeed be suicide to attack Nuada's forces. But my goal is not to restore Bres to the throne. 

“As you can see, I haven't got the smartest crew to work with. They know nothing of tactics, and they're impossible to train. The only thing they're good at is flattening houses underfoot and eating villagers. That's what I want 'em to do on a grand scale.” 

Eurytion and Nicky both gaped. Balor stopped pacing in front of them and looked directly at them with his good eye, which seemed capable of penetrating their souls. 

“The Formorans were once a proud and mighty race,” said Balor as he resumed pacing. “We preceded the gods themselves. We were the first people of Ireland. We were grand, beautiful creatures, tall and strong. Then came the great flood. Most of our folk drowned and perished. 

“Then, the Partholons came and tried to take Ireland from us. Then, the Nemedians. Then the Fir Bolg. 

Finally, the Tuatha Dé Danaan. We defeated all the invaders and enslaved them. But our numbers were small, and Formorians began to cross breed with these foreigners. That's when they began to lose their strength. Soon, inferior half-Formorians populated our green lands, and the original superior giants faded from history. Now look at us. We're all grotesque walking mounds of flesh. The Formorans will never again claim Ireland, not truly. So I mean to destroy it.” 

Balor bent down to look at Eurytion directly in the eye. “My army isn't going out there to recapture Ireland, Eure of Eurythies. We aren't going to meet Nuada's armies. We're going to raze the entire country instead. I'm going to get the Formorian troops soused on all the strong Irish whiskey I've got stockpiled in these halls. Then I'm going to shout them into a righteous, bloody fury and have them run rampant all over Eire and leave it in a bloody ruin. If the Formorians can't have Ireland anymore, nobody can! 

“So Eure, my lad, you're the only one I've told of my true plans,” said Balor. “I've been dying to gloat to somebody, and Providence sends a complete stranger to my doorstep to be my audience. But now, this performance is at an end, so I bid you good night.” Balor tucked in his thumb, and the black cloth covering his face drew back. His concealed eye was indeed half his face, and resembled a giant bulbous seeping pustule. Balor then drew his fingers into a fist, and the eyelid began to rise. Murky green eldritch light started to flow out like gas. 

At the same time, Eurytion opened the door to his stove stomach, and shot out a cloud of black smoke. 

Balor involuntarily tried to wave the smoke away, and Eurytion used the moment to spring up and run out of the war tent. The guards were still interacting obscenely with the carrion the leprechaun provided them earlier, so Eurytion managed to bypass them and make his escape, with Nicky gripping his hair and trailing behind him like a kite. 

The Formorians gave chase, but were too slow to match Eurytion's speed. He ran until he reached the island's coast, then dove in. He surfaced and swam south, hearing Nicky gasp for air. “Eure, me boyo,” 

said the leprechaun, “ye didn't happen tae nab one of them kegs o'whiskey, did ye? I could use a shot aboot now.” 

“So we goin' ter Tara then? To warn the king?” They had been travelling on dry land for some time now, and Nicky still clung to Eurytion's shoulder like a second head. 

“You can if you want,” replied Eurytion. as he strode across one of Ireland's lush green grasslands. “I'm taking the first boat off this dung heap before it gets flattened.” 

“But Balor means tae blaze the entire country to back and hell!” 

“You mean 'hell and back', and it's not my problem.” 

“Well, since I obviously cannae talk ye into it, might I recommend the fine city of Menapii as a port o'call? Tara just happens tae be along the way.” 

“Just magic me up a rainbow, and I'll leave that way.” 

“Eure me friend, ye know I cannae do that! We need tae warn Nuada! He'll stop Balor for sure!” 

“They'll shoot me dead before I get close enough to say anything, Nicholas. I'm a giant. They'll think I'm an enemy Formorian.” 

“Oh pshaw. I'll just shrink ye tae person size.” 

Eurytion stopped in his tracks. “You can do that?” 

“Eure, me fine boyo, ye captured me, effectively speakin'. That means I owe yez a wish. Or a pot o'gold. Most folks wish fer a pot o'gold, but I ken shrink ye just as well.” 

Eurytion thought about it. When he was human sized, he didn't scare people, and could buy and sell with them. He actually made riches from such transactions. Reverting to giant size got him nothing but trouble. Human size was definitely preferable. But there would be a catch. There would always be a catch. 

“Assuming I agree to this,” said the giant, “how do I know you won't play a trick? Like shrink my head or my dick, or make me six feet tall but still as wide? There always has to be an ironic twist to wishes. 

It always backfires somehow.” 

“Eure me lad, of course there's consequences, just like ennething ye do. Whenever ye wanna make a change, there's always a ripple of followin' changes, like when ye throw a pond intae a pebble.  Ye buy a new horse, yer no longer walkin'. Yer movin' faster, so maybe ye get to town quicker and buy medicine that some other poor sod needs before he can get there walkin'. Maybe ye ride smack inta a tree limb which kills ye, but ye would've avoided if ye walked instead.” 

“I still don't trust fate. I can live with normal consequences. Just not abnormal.” 

“Well old son, Tara's the capital city. It's bound to have some lawyers. They can word the wish fer ye. 

They should be able to cross the i's and dot the t's correctly.” 

The next day, the two crossed into Connacht, and the quiet comfort of the forests gave way to flat open plains. The grounds were bare at some areas, with grass barely starting to grow. Eurytion saw stone pillars standing alone off in the distance, several leagues apart. He also saw larger standing stones grouped in a circle. 

“What is this place?” he asked. “This, my friend, is Magh Tuiredh,” replied Nicky, “where the Tuatha Dé and the Fir Bolg fought for supremacy o'er Ireland. These standing stones are monuments to the Tuatha Dé who fell in battle. Yon circle is the burial place of their chieftains.” 

Eurytion thought he could hear the shouts and cries of the warriors who fought here many years before. 

He had a feeling it would be happening again. 

One lawyer, one rainbow with a pot of semireal gold for fees, and one 237 page document complete with clauses, subclauses and substratacodicils later, Eurytion found himself to be properly human sized. 

He checked every feature of his body just to be sure, especially the one feature that counted. 

This time, Nicky disguised himself as a chicken. He didn't want to go straight into the heart of the city looking like a leprechaun, knowing he would be kidnapped at first sight. Eurytion put him in a wooden cage and went into the gates of Tara, posing as a farmhand. 

Tara could be considered a collection of circles, as it comprised several ring forts with an outer circular wall. Being the spiritual center of Ireland, it contained standing stone monuments on circular platforms. 

Eurytion and Nicky approached the chief monument, known as the Stone of Destiny. The stone stood proud and tall, with a tapered top. “So does this stand for the virility of Irish kings?” asked Eurytion. 

“'Tis said that it screams when the true king of Ireland touches it,” said the chicken. 

“I would think the queen would be doing the screaming,” said Eurytion. “So how do I go about getting in to see Nuada?” 

“Ye wait in line,” replied Nicky, “an' hope he ain't off on a weeklong hunt somewheres.” 

As it turned out, Eurytion did have to wait for other petitioners to make their case in Nuada's court. A couple of landholders were in the waiting room arguing with each other, wailing with passionate words and oaths that reminded Eurytion of some of the longwinded Arabs he encountered in the past. If he had to follow these two blowhards, he could be waiting for weeks. 

A scribe entered, reading two names off a list. After hearing no response, he read their names again. He looked across the waiting area and saw the two landholders laying on the floor, out cold. “They're having a nap,” said Eurytion. He got to go next. 

Like most of Tara's architecture, Nuada's throne room was circular. A large brazier burned in the middle,  and banners hung from the rafters representing many of Ireland's clans. It then occurred to Eurytion how ridiculous he must appear, warning the king of impending danger while carrying a chicken, but upon seeing Nuada, realized the king was not one to put stake in appearances. He wore a simple woven tunic and plaid kilt with kneelength boots made of deerhide. In posture, he was like a jungle cat ready to pounce. His left hand, which he kept alongside his thigh and rarely moved, was indeed cast of silver, as legend held. His bearded face bore a couple of battle scars, but his eyes were bright and knowing. 

To Nuada's side stood a younger taller man. The two were conversing when Eurytion entered. The younger man reminded him of Bres, who was half Formorian and half Tuatha Dé. Then he remembered Balor's words about Formorian blood being mixed with inferior races, and realized this had to be Balor's grandson, Lug. Dressed similarly to Nuada, he looked as nimble and speedy as a cyclone. If these two were any indication, Eurytion felt justified for thinking the Tuatha Dé warriors could run circles around the slow and lumbering Formorians. But that wasn't the issue. 

Nuada held forth a scroll. “My scribe tells me you are Eure of Eurythies, and that you come to warn me of an oncoming danger,” he said. “Step forth and state your case.” Eurytion thought it unusual that this monarch would run his kingdom like a business. 

“Great king Nuada, I have been to Tory Island,” said Eurytion. “There, I saw that Bres and Balor have assembled an army of Formorian giants. Balor does not look to meet you in battle. They intend to trample all of Ireland and raze it to ashes instead. Even now they start their scourge.” 

“Distressing news, Eure of Eurytion. I've known for some time that Bres wants the throne back and threw in his lot with Balor, but you say Balor would rather conduct a campaign of terror. What think you, friend Lug?” 

Lug looked at Eurytion with sharp eyes. “I say this man could be a spy, sent here to deceive us. But then what kind of spy would directly appear in your court, carrying a cage containing a leprechaun disguised as a chicken?” Blast! The man had the same ability to see through illusions as his 

grandfather! 

Nicky squawked, changing back to his old self. “Beggin' yer great pardon, milord, milords! He forced me to do it! He—“

“Silence,” said Nuada, waving his flesh hand dismissively. “This confirms the rumors we heard. A messenger appeared this morn from the northwest, claiming giants were running rampant in Ulaidh. 

We are gathering forces enow as we await more intelligence reports. 

“It does interest me, good Eure of Eurythies, how you were able to gain entry to Tory unseen and learn of Balor's plans. Any one of the monstrous Formarians could have snatched you and swallowed you in one gulp. Balor's enchanted eye would have detected you, even if you were magicly cloaked from sight.” 

Eurytion absolutely did not want to admit to being a giant himself. “With all due respect, great king, I would not give up my secrets. I vow I speak truth. Be assured that I do this in service to you.” 

“In service to me? But you are not even from these lands, are you good Eure? Eurythies, as I recall, is an island off the southern coast of Ispania, in the Mediterranean sea, am I correct Lug?” 

“Yes, milord,” replied Lug. “It is one of the Hesperides, called Erytheia by the Greek. This gentleman does have Mediterranean appearance, with olive skin instead of our lighter, fair skin.” Blast! When did humans get so educated all of the sudden? 

“Ah yes. One of Hercules' Twelve Labors as I recall, was to fight a great monster at Erytheia. You don't by any chance know him, do you good Eure?” Nuada and Lug chuckled. Eurhtion did too, then so did Nicky. 

“I surmise you must then be a soldier of fortune,” said Nuada. “You are drawn to the glory of battle, no matter how far you have to travel. I will therefore not insist you tell me your secrets, good Eure. I do however, request you perform one more service. I cannot imagine Bres supports Balor's strategies of terror, but he probably has no choice in the matter. The Formorians will follow Balor completely and pay little heed to Bres's demands. 

“However, Bres is an important factor in their unity, and he still has great knowledge and arts that could benefit us. We would want to capture him alive. If you were to find him for us, then have your leprechaun signal us with one of his glorious rainbows, we could accomplish this goal. The Formorians would then lose cause and scatter. What say you?” 

Eurytion froze. The last thing he wanted to do was go back to the Formorians. He just wanted to repay Nicky for making him man-sized, then find a boat out of Ireland. But down in his gut, he realized Nuada and Lug were bound to confront Bres and Balor in battle. It was a certainty he would take part, even if none of the tales would remember him. If he was going to do this, he wanted recompense. He wanted to quit gallavanting and go back into the ranching business, he realized. 

“I will do it for your father's magic cow,” he said to Lug. 

“A cow? A COW??? Ye took this dangerous mission fer a COW? How feckin' daft ken ya be?” Nicky had assumed the form of a horse this time. Since Eurytion was no longer giant-sized, he couldn't move as fast, so Nicky had to become his mount. 

“It/it/it's/muh/my/lie/lie/life/ca/ca/calling,” replied Eurytion, who was unused to riding horses. He had Nicky's mane entangled in a death grip, much like the way Nicky did on him before. 

“Shrinkin' yer body made yer brain wee as an ant's. I cannit believe I'm aboot to get mangled by a herd o'manky giants for a feckin' cow!” 

“I/I/I/le/left/ho/ho/home/to/to/ma/ma/make/my/for/for/fortune/ih/in/ca/cattle,” rattled Eurytion, “ah/ah/

and/I/I/I'm/go/go/going/to/do/it.” 

“At least keep yer gob shut,” said the horse. “I dinnae wanna hear the dreams of a milkmaid as I gallop tae certain death!” 

Despite the riding conditions, Eurytion managed to communicate to Nicky where he believed Bres and Balor would be. 

“You were right, ya manky pudpuller. Now kin we away? We'll be cold meat pies if we stay enny longer!” Nicky and Eurytion had barely crested the first hill upon entering Magh Tuiredh. Giants were pulling the standing stones out of the ground and slamming them back down, crumbling them into rubble and causing the earth to tremble. Numerous fires streaked the plains. 

“Not yet. We haven't found Bres yet. We'll have to move closer,” said Eurytion. 

“The devil we will!” said Nicky. “I say we ride back like a hell out of bat!” 

“You mean bat out of—“ suddenly the area around them grew dark. They found themselves in the 

shadow of a Formorian who came upon them at the speed of irony. The gruesome giant raised his massive iron-tipped club and gave out a whiskey-induced bellow. He smashed the club into the ground, but Nicky and Eurytion managed to jump out of the way in time. As the giant was about to raise his weapon again, Eurytion ran up the club like a ramp and sprung at the giant's face. He performed a spinning dervish kick to the brute's jaw and solidly connected with it. The giant fell back and struck the ground with Richter Scale force. Eurytion was glad to see that shrinking his body didn't take away his giant strength. 

“Eure of Erythies, as I live and breathe,” rumbled a voice behind him. “Though it looks like ye've lost a bit of weight.” There stood Balor, with a haggard looking Bres standing behind him, along with a few score other giants. “How did...” muttered Eurytion. 

“Your leprechaun is not the only one capable of illusion,” replied Balor. “Where is the little bugger anyway? One of my arsehairs has a dingleberry for his culinary pleasure.” Eurytion did a quick look around. Nicky was nowhere to be seen. 

“So it looks like you were a spy after all. Moreover, you seem to have entreated my bastard grandson to make you human sized. All the more effective to sneak up on me, eh? Well, these eyes see everything, you shit-blooded foreigner. Just like they'll see you die!” Balor flexed his black gauntlet fingers, parting the black covering of his left eye. Eurytion opened the door to his stove stomach, but Balor gestured with his other hand and a sudden wind blew away the smoke. The lid of Balor's Evil Eye started to lift, and suppurating green gas leaked out like serpents slithering. Eurytion covered his face with his hands, hoping to avoid the horrible sight as he perished. 

Suddenly, rainbows appeared and touched the plains, brightening away the gloomy darkness and 

murky smoke of the fires. Nicky had gotten off his beacons. Nuada, Lug and their forces charged down the rainbow arcs and into the Second Battle of Magh Tuiredh. 

The sudden Tuatha Dé attack caught many Formorans off guard. Already clumsy with drunkenness, their wild swings missed their targets as Tuatha Dé archers pierced their hides with barbed arrow tips. 

As the giants tried to shield themselves from the aerial assault with their arms, Tuathe Dé spearmen closed in and slashed at their heels and tendons, causing many of the Formarians to fall and meet their demise at the hands of ground forces. 

Balor however, managed to repel the initial assault singlehandedly. His rope and chain mechanism pulled up the lid of his Evil Eye like a castle gate, and deadly eldritch force issued out and froze the hearts of all he looked upon. The entire first wave of Tuathe Dé troops collapsed in agony, spewing blood from their mouths as their hearts shriveled. This enabled the remaining Formorians to recover from the ambush and gird for attack. 

However, Nuada and Lug did not bring just warriors and archers to the battle. They also recruited troops of magicians of various power. Sorcerers willed massive rocks and boulders to strike the giants, and druids called fire and lightning from the skies to burn their foes. Nevertheless, the Formorians were tough to bring down, and their far-reaching clubs could sweep away a dozen or so Tuathe Dé at a time. 

Bres trailed behind the Formorians, unsure of what to do. He thought Balor would leave his honor guard to protect him, but the general had called them forth to battle alongside him instead, and advanced to the fighting. Bres reluctantly drew forth his royal blade, then heard a voice behind him say, 

“You're coming with me.” Then a spinning foot connected to his jaw, and he blacked out. 

The fighting was ferocious, and losses were terrible for both sides. The giants had nothing but destruction to live for, and would fight till their last breath. The Tuatha Dé fought for pride, furious for being enslaved under the reign of Bres, and battled for the honor of Ireland. 

Lug and his loyal followers spotted Balor and his guard, and fought in their direction. As the two opposing fronts converged, Balor said, "Lug, my beloved grandson. So nice to  see you again.” Balor gestured with his black clad hand, and the arm mechanism parted his eye covering. The pulleys and chains attached to his eyelid began to pull it up, and sickly vapors began to seep out. 

Nuada saw this happening from a distance and cried  Noooooo! He ran to Balor at blinding speed and jumped in front of the Formorian's face just as the Evil Eye opened fully. Nuada's entire body turned into a necrotic black as he absorbed the full force of the eye's infernal power, then fell to earth. Lug then whipped a sling stone that connected squarely with the deadly orb, knocking it out from Balor's skull. 

The eye rolled around and spun, casting its gaze in all directions. As it did so, Formorians collapsed as the eye captured them in its deadly view. Balor turned around to search for the eye, and found himself looking directly at it. His scream gurgled as the eye crushed his black heart. He fell to the ground and perished, and the Evil Eye lost life as well. 

With Balor's passing, the remaining giants lost their will. They offered little resistance to the Tuatha Dé forces, and those surviving fled to the oceans to the west, never to be seen again. The Second Battle of Magh Tuiredh went to the Tuatha Dé Danaan. 

That night, Lug and his people gathered the dead and buried them in the fields, making new 

monuments to their fallen comrades. For Nuada, they constructed a grand funeral pyre, and drank to his bravery and great deeds. Lug then lit the fire and wept as they prayed to the gods to welcome their departed king. 

After the funeral, a lone horse approached Lug, and said “Eure has Bres. He'll give him over to ye, but ye gotta get him that bloody cow first.” 

Eurytion was given land outside of Tara for his ranch. He married a Selee, and they farmed cattle for a couple of centuries. Then some prat in England pulled a sword out of a rock and everything changed. 



Chapter 10

In the years that followed, more and more mythical creatures retreated to cloaked realms barely touching Earth. Though their legends would survive for centuries, they no longer had any interest in mortal matters. They were replaced by Christian missionaries, who sought to proselytize the populace. 

After Lug's passing, Ireland fell back to provincial rule, no longer united by a central king. Britain however, found strength in unity when they got tired of being invaded by Saxons. Uther Pendragon enlisted the aid of other Briton kings to repel the Germanic intruders. After repelling the Saxons, Britain went on to cover Ireland, Wales and Scotland under their protective umbrella by invading them as well. 

With British rule came a new system of governance. The Pendragon regime granted local kings and their cronies autonomy over natives who lived nearby. These citizens were now called peasants, and their possessions were no longer considered their own. Rather, their property now belonged to the royalty, who were now considered to be landowners. The peasants' homes were now considered as storage lockers. 

Those few peasants who actually had an aptitude for making money and paying bribes were now called serfs, which stands for, but doesn't sound as bad as, servants. Such a fate befell Eurytion, who begrudgingly had to pay tribute to his king, Colmán Már mac Coirpre. King Coirpre in turn, was expected to bow to the Pendragons, a prospect he did not relish. He did regain some pride upon hearing years later of Uther Pendragon's death, with no heir. 

His celebration was short-lived however, when Uther was discovered to have fathered a bastard named Arthur. They announced news of his ascension to the throne with some bullocks about the git pulling a sword from a rock. 

Arthur proved to be a greater ass than his father. He was convinced that he acted on God's behalf for everything he did. Arthur's sound defeat of the last Saxon invasion proved to be both a blessing and a curse. It gave the boy king stronger convictions of his holy righteousness. Moreover, his chief adviser Merlin was the real power behind the throne, as he filled the young king's head with paranoid delusions, ensnaring him with thoughts of hidden plots and evil schemes his enemies were concocting. 

Coirpre heard rumors that Merlin had kept Arthur in hiding after he was born, then poisoned Uther when Arthur was proper age to take the throne. 

One day, a man named Huiel sailed from Wales and asked Coirpre for asylum. He said the boy king accused him of treason. Coirpre sympathized with his plight and granted him protection. A few days later, Arthur himself appeared with his honor guard before Coirpre and demanded he hand over Huiel, saying he killed three of Arthur's men. Coirpre refused, but after some discussion with Arthur, reluctantly agreed to pay wergeld, which amounted to three cows. Saving what face he had left, Coirpre instructed a lieutenant to obtain the cattle from his serf Eure's ranch. 

Eurytion shared his ranch with his Selee wife Blaithin. Unlike her tree-dwelling sisters, Blaithin chose to live among mortals as one of them, rather than withdraw to eternal sleep. Like Eurytion, she lived for working her craft, which was gardening. Also like Eurytion, she didn't care for accepting the role of serf, but it was either that or fight mortals continually for her love of plantlife. Despite Ireland's harsh climates, her crops grew full and plentiful. 

From the reward of Cian's magic cow earned years ago for his service to King Lug, Eurytion was able to breed numerous cattle that produced the sweetest milk and the finest cut of meat. Such assets helped keep too many people from asking why the Eures never seemed to grow old and die. 

Eurytion and Blaithin had children, but they rarely came out human. Being giant/dryad hybrids, they could either be walking trees or multiheaded chimerae. They could hardly be expected to thrive in the nervous human world. Eurytion had enough of flaming torch brigades in his lifetime, so the children were taught to lurk just outside the human field of vision. They could also appear to human eyes as the most likely being to fit the circumstance. A pack of dogs fighting over a bone might actually be a Eure clan of scaly beasties. 

One day, King Coirpre's men came to visit, informing Eurytion of the acquiscation of the three of his cows. Normally, the king's men resorted to bullying their lord's serfs and peasantry, but Blaithin was a charmer and knew how to get on somebody's good side with fresh baked bread and a nice hot stew. 

Within minutes, the king's men revealed this cattle would be used to pay Coirpre's wergeld to King Arthur. This news stuck in Eurytion's craw, as he saw this as having to kowtow to the Romans all over again. As the king's men were supping, he drew his wife aside. 

“How's about I get the wagon ready as you gather some delights from your fern garden for these gentlemen. I'll gladly pay my share to Coirpre, but this boy king is getting too uppity.” They contrived a quick scheme then went to work. 

Eurytion told the king's men the cows were ready and that he would drive the wagon to port. King Arthur could keep the wagon. 

Arthur's men took the cattle wagon and other acquired goods with them across the Irish Sea back to Camelot. Royal attendants drove the wagon to Arthur's fields and gave it over to his ranchers. Later, the property master took an inventory of goods. He asked the ranch master why he had three less head of cattle than reported and why there was a patch of cow colored ferns standing out in the field. 

A few years later, Coirpre received an invitation to attend the wedding of King Arthur and Lady Guinevere. Protocol demanded he attend, so he gathered his retinue of cronies and servants, which included the Eures, and they made their way to Camelot. 

Indeed, it was a grand occasion that drew thousands. It was the largest gathering Eurytion had ever seen. In these trying times, people were gladdened to forget their troubles for a few days and take part in a storybook romance. The feasts were magnificent and the drink plentiful. Camelot's occupants were to glad to accommodate, since they were essentially recycling conscripted goods from their guests back to them. 

For the wedding, Arthur lined the halls and aisles with knights of his Round Table. Each knight wore suits of brightly shining armor, demonstrating his martial prowess. The pagans present felt a little unsettled with all the crosses and stained glass angels and saints adorning the place, and the priests' 

sermons mentioning discreetly how they were going to hell didn't add help. 

The trumpets blared, and the royal couple made their respective entrances. Arthur entered wearing his galvanized suit of court armor, flanked by his chief advisor, Merlin. As opposed to all the brightly colored dress and decorations, Merlin wore a robe of foreboding night sky, making him look as a black scar in the sea of majesty. Guinevere then made her entrance with her numerous ladies in waiting, looking like a brilliant white flower of silk petals. The head priest made a short speech, then Arthur and Guinevere kissed, and there was much rejoicing. 

During the ceremony, Blaithin turned to Eurytion and whispered to him, “If I didn't know better, I'd swear one of those knights can't take his eyes off the bride.” 

At the reception afterwards, each provincial king made their respective entrance with their retinues. 

The guests milled about, making introductions to each other and indiscreetly mentioning boasts about their family histories and  prowess in battle. The serfs did likewise, proclaiming their servitude to their lords with pride and dignity. The Eures found themselves in discussions with serfs from Essex, and they talked of their trades. 

“You are the Eures? 'Tis said that Eure cattle are the finest of all the Isles,” said a wizened old man with sparkling eyes. “And they've been that way for ages. I remember my grandfather cherishing the taste of one of their prime cuts.” 

“We try to keep the family traditions alive,” said Eurytion. 

“Why yes, it is also said that you are the spirit and image of your ancestor, who founded the farms centuries ago. In fact, every succeeding son bears a perfect resemblance. The daughters blossom into flawless simulacre of their mothers as well.” 

Eurytion started to seethe with rage, wondering who this presumptuous old crank was, when the fool launched into more bluster with “I wonder if the Eures here could actually be the man and woman who originally put post to ground, and that they've somehow survived all these centuries and retained their youthful looks? I should like to ask them how to rid myself of these ghastly wrinkles. Perhaps then I could attract the ladies!” The others laughed, quite sure the old man was addled with age and unaware of his poor manners. The old man however, had a steely look in his eyes and a predatory grin. It then occurred to Eurytion that this was Merlin himself. 

“I heard a rather amusing anecdote about the Eures the other day. King Coirpre of Laigin owed our beloved King wergeld for harboring a murdering fugitive, and made a generous gift of Eure cattle for his atonement. Only when his highness settled down for a sumptuous steak dinner, he got salad instead. 

Some enterprising rogue switched cattle for cabbage while the bovines grazed in the fields.” The other serfs chuckled, and Merlin kept sporting his wolfish smile. Eurytion and Blaithin said they had to attend their lord and left in haste. 

“I'm going to snap that vulture's neck when this is over,” muttered Eurytion. “Patience, good husband,” 

said Blaithin. “I think the old spider meddles because no one's jostled his sickly web in ages. I know of a certain lake nearby where some of my nereid sisters dwell. We should visit them on the way back and see if any of them would be willing to tug on the old bastard's strand.” 

“Ooh ha ha ha, oh my spry little lamb, that was fun! I haven't felt this alive in ages,” cackled the old man. “Let's do it again! There is spark still left in my staff yet!” 

“My lord, you are like a randy and relentless young colt! I shall have to put you on ice to calm you down,” said Nimue as she gently pushed aside Merlin's baggy-skinned groping hands. She could hardly wait to get back to her lake to wash away the scent of old coot. 

 Munda cor meum ac labia mea, omnipotens Deus, qui labia Isaiae Prophetae calculo mundasti ignito: ita me tua grata miseratione dignare mundare, ut sanctum Evangelium tuum digne valeam nuntiare. 

 Per Christum Dominum nostrum. Amen. Jube, Domine benedicere. 

Eurytion and Blaithin watched as their king Coirpre reluctantly dropped to his knees, scowling the entire time. The white-robed priest of the carpenter god placed a bowl on top of a short stand in front of the Laigin king's face. The priest dipped his fingers in the bowl and sprinkled droplets on Coirpre's pate. 

 Dominus sit in corde meo et in labiis meis. ut digne et competenter annuntiem evangelium suum. 

 Amen. 

Eurytion remembered enough Latin to know that the priest was purifying Coirpre, so that he could legally proclaim the holy writings of the Christians. After Arthur took the throne, there was more motivation than ever to convert the Isles to worship his god. Coirpre was one of the last holdouts. 

After him, his family and then his charges would undergo the Rite of Baptism. 

“The Christians place much stock in droning,” said Eurytion. “The Greeks had it simpler. Worship me or I'll char you into cinders.” 

“They've already been borrowing our Winter Solstice traditions,” said Blaithin. “They've been telling us that candlelit trees now commemorate the birth of their Christ. My dryad sisters do like the warmth during their winter nap.” 

“Looks like we're next on the chopping block.” Eurytion proceeded to the altar, dropped to his knees and bowed his head slightly as the others did before him. The priest repeated the baptism litany and dipped his fingers in the waterbowl. He then closed out the prayer as he flicked the water droplets on Eurytion's head. 

Eurytion suddenly felt hot burning coals eating through his skull. He couldn't understand the source of his pain and started to scream. He pawed at the top of his head to try to displace whatever was burning him, then felt his hands burn. He held them in front of him and saw liquid fire coming from his fingertips. He screamed again, then realized he had grown back to giant size. 

The priest who had been administering the baptism recoiled in shock, hardly believing his eyes. He made the sign of the cross across his chest without thinking. Others in the church started screaming when they witnessed Eurytion's transformation, and many stampeded out of the church, some falling and getting themselves pounded by fleeing feet. Eurytion took a running leap and crashed through a stained glass window, sending colored shards outside. He screamed again and ran in panic. How could this be happening again? There were no pygmies and impotent storm clouds around this time. 

Eurytion ran south. He found a pond a jumped in, but the water would not douse the fire. He ran further and found a river. He jumped in, let the water flow over him, but the fire still would not go out. He tried again and again to douse himself in water, but each time, the flames would not go out. 

He made it all the way to the southern coast of England and dived into the English Channel, ducking and thrashing his way through the turbulent waters. He swam for days until he washed up on a small island, just off the coast of France. He pulled himself out of the water, still feeling pain, but too exhausted to care. 



Eventually, Eurytion woke from his slumber, hearing waves crashing on the giant rocks along the shore. He could hear a few gulls chirping as they flew overhead. He looked at his hands. The flames were no longer there, but they had left scars on his hands that looked like acid burns. His head no longer burned, but he still felt tingling and aches where the fires had been. 

He lost everything. Again. He had no idea of his location either. 

Taking stock of his surroundings, he saw that the island had two mountains. He made his way towards the smaller mountain, and discovered a path leading to it. Perhaps people lived here and could tell him where he was, provided they didn't run from him screaming in fear. 

As he approached the mountaintop, he saw a single stream of smoke pluming to the sky and thought he heard a woman singing. The voice sounded toadlike, as if the singer were clearing her throat before intoning each syllable. The melody was strange to him, assuming it was an actual tune. He crested the mountaintop and saw a clearing. He saw the fire with some kind of animal roasting on a makeshift spit above it. A tattered blanket was tied to a shrub, forming a crude tent, which partially enclosed various pieces of refuse. Finally, he saw an old woman from behind. She wore a shawl and a burlap sack with her bare, craggy legs sticking out. She continued her honking and singing, oblivious to Eurytion's presence behind her. 

Eurytion. hoping not to startle her, said “Hello the lady.” She turned around and he nearly yelped. She had black boils on her saggy face, and only a few spindly teeth. One of her eyes seemed set higher than the others. She started to speak, but her words were blocked by gobs of phlegm. She cleared her throat, and spat out the phlegm, but a string of it wouldn't separate from her bumpy mouth. She lifted up a bony hand and wiped her lips, then shook it in an attempt to get the string to fly off. It finally did after several tries. 

“Well, hello luv,” she said in a sort of gargle. “Moi, yer a big un. Moi name's Agnes. Wot brings you here to moi humble shelter?” 

At least she didn't scream at the sight of him, but it was all he could do not to vomit in her presence. He could smell her breath, polluted by dead teeth and rotted food. “I am Eurytion, and I'm lost. Can you tell me where we are?” 

“Well, fancy that. Oi haven't had a visitowr in aiges. Don't see how you can be lost, luv. There's not much of an island 'ere to get lost in.” 

“I don't mean I'm lost on the island. I was in England before, and now I'm here, and I don't know where here is.” 

“Just 'avin' a lih uhl fun with ya, luv. This 'ere's called the Mont of St. Michel. Oi got relocated 'ere from Nomundy oi did, on account of me boils. They think oi cause diseases, they do. Wha' about choo then, luv? You got diseases too? Yor hands got burns on 'em, and your hair is all patchy and burned up loik.” Agnes picked up a stick and poked the charred rodent carcass with it, sending grease drips into the fire and causing it to hiss and fume. 

“Baptism gone wrong,” said Eurytion. “I guess I'm exiled too.” 

Agnes offered him a leg of rat. It tasted like ashes mixed with gelled grease. Eurytion munched slowly, contemplating his situation. The mulched juices slipping down to his gullet almost made him gag, but he didn't care. He realized he could no longer be part of the mortal world. He couldn't masquerade as one of them, because he didn't have their short lifespans, and it attracted their attention. Their god rejected him. No wonder so many of his fellow monsters and supernatural beings faded away into obscurity. 

Agnes was talking, meandering from one vacuous topic to another. She was obviously glad to have somebody to talk to, no matter how abnormal they appeared. She had been dealt a bad hand, but seemed to have accepted her fate and made the most of it. She accepted his company when no one else would, and even offered him what little she had to eat. 

Eurytion stood up, and marched back down to the beach. He swam out, mugged a few cods, and 

brought them back to the mountaintop. He filleted the cod with his fingernails, then impaled them on the spit and cooked them. 

“Oh moi,” said Agnes. “Oi'm going to feast loik a queen tonight, oi am!” Agnes munched the fried fish happily, crumbs of cod flying everywhere. “Oh, Yureeshun, you been so good to me, you 'ave. Oi feel just loik oi'm being courted. How about it, dearie? Do you fancy me?” Eurytion froze in midbite, saying nothing. 

“Oi used to turn quoit a few heads when oi was a young chit, you know. Oh, it's been so long since I had a proper shagging. Oi been havin' ta satisfy myself, it's been so long. That spit's got a proper reach, it does.” Eurytion spit out the fish in his mouth. 

“How about it dearie? Fahncie a tumble?” Agnes slipped out of her burlap sack, then spread her arms as if presenting a masterpiece of feminine beauty. She had clumpy armpit hair, hanging several inches below her droopy arm flesh. Her flaccid dugs hung nearly down to her navel, and her stomach sagged with at least three layers of withered fat that covered her vagina. 

Eurytion raced from the mountaintop, holding his mouth shut until he could find a suitable drop to vomit over. “Where ya goin'?” cried Agnes. Eurytion puked, then stumbled down the mountain. “Come back, ya shit! Give us a poke, ya bloody bastard! What, yer gonna flirt and get me titties flaring, then flake auf?” Agnes bawled, as if she suffered the worst heartbreak of her life. 

Eurytion raced all the way down the mountain, then ran up the other one. When he reached the top, he sat down and sulked like a gargoyle. 

A boat rowed on to the island's coast, rocking on the choppy waters. The crew anchored the boat ashore, and three knights and two scribes disembarked. King Arthur looked to the two mountains and asked Sir Bedevere to scout the smaller one. Sir Kay and the scribes stayed with Arthur. 

Agnes could see the boat from her mountaintop, and saw one of the shiny armored men coming her way. She decided sympathy would be a better tactic for this one. She bound a couple of sticks together to make a cross, then twisted it into the ground. She then piled as many rocks as she could find in front of the cross to construct an ersatz grave. She then knelt in front of the grave and practiced sobbing. 

As Bedevere approached the mountaintop, he grew weary and drew his sword. Merlin's divinations predicted that the giant who destroyed the church in Liagin and vandalized a temple of God would be here. He didn't see the giant, but instead heard the sobs and sighs of an old woman. 

He saw the old woman in front of a grave and asked her, “Milady, what is the matter?” 

Agnes turned to Bedevere, who winced at the sight of her facial boils and runny nose. “Oh! Gentleman, who are you? What misfortune has brought you to this place? For with great sorrow you will end your life if the giant finds you here! Flee from here hastily, as fast as you can, for it will end badly if you wait until this devil returns; he has no pity for anyone! Flee as far from here as you can, if you want to save your life!" 

"Good Woman, cease your weeping and tell me who you are and why you mourn,” said Bedevere, touched by her grieving. “How is it that you are here at this grave? Please, tell me the reason for your sorrow, and who lies here, in this place of rest." 

"I am" said Agnes, pouring on the waterworks, "a sorrowful old woman that weeps and makes lamentation for a maiden that was niece to Hoell of Nauntes, that I myself nursed as a baby, and she lies under these gravestones.” She hoped Bedevere didn't know who Hoell was, having just made up that name. 

"Now there is a devil there, that took her away and brought her here, and would have lain by the child that was young and tender. But she could not bear him for he was loathsome and hideous; and he caused her soul to depart from the body, and thus he took away my daughter with falsehood and treason. And there I have buried her, and weep for her night and day." 

" And why," asked Bedevere, "do you not leave, since you are now alone and have lost her and can never recover her?" 

"Sir," she said, "I know well there is no way I can recover her; but since I see that you are a gentleman, and so courteous, I will keep nothing from your knowing and will tell you the truth. After my daughter was buried, for whose love I have nearly lost my wits and died of sorrow, the giant made me stay here still and he forces his desires on me." Agnes affected a dramatic pose by touching the back of her wrist to her forehead. 

"And you will die and in no way escape for he will be coming here soon; he is there on the other peak where you see that fire. So, therefore, please go now on your way and leave me here to mourn for my daughter." There, some selfless sacrifice should do it. 

Bedevere put his hands on her shoulders, attempting to comfort her but finding it hard to do when he got a full whiff of her unclean muskiness. “Good woman, be at ease, for I will end your suffering.” 

Agnes parted her lips, then said “Take me my lord, I'm yours.” She then opened her eyes and saw Bedevere heading back down the mountain. “Sod it, ya bleedin' pooftah,” she muttered. 

Bedevere made his way back to his companions and informed Arthur that the giant was on the other peak. They made their way to the top, then Arthur called for a halt. “Pray, stay here, good fellows,” he said. “I will go alone to face this monster. If I need you, I will call.” 

Arthur crept over the crest with his sword drawn and shield held. He saw the giant sitting in front of a fire, staring into the flames and frowning. Arthur took a tentative step forward, then snapped a twig. 

Eurytion turned his head around and saw Arthur approaching him. “It's  YOU,” he hissed. 

Eurytion reached and took a log from the fire, which had been a fifteen foot tree. All the anger and frustration he kept bottled inside came spewing like volcanic lava. “Because of  YOU I lost everything!” 

He smashed the flaming part of the tree to the ground where Arthur had stood an instant before. 

“Because of your fucking Christ and his godsdamned limp body hanging like cancerous tumors from that godsdamned cross I lost my wife, I lost my ranch, I lost everything!” He smashed the fiery tree at every place Arthur landed from jumping, missing the monarch by inches each time. Even though 

Arthur avoided Eurytion's massive club, he could not close in with his own sword. 

“I went along with your fucking feudalism! I paid my taxes. I paid my lord's godsdamned wergeld for him. I even went along with him to get fucking baptized! But that wasn't good enough for your boy Jesus, was it? I don't get invited to his pity party of slashed wrists and crown of thorns, even though I stood in line to wish him well five hundred years ago. 'Oh poor me, nobody likes me! Oh poor me, everybody hates me!' Well guess what??? I'm not going to listen to your bloody whining any more! 

Grow up you little cocksucker, and get laid every once in while! Stop thinking your purity and suffering matters a rat's turd when it's all said and done and give these people something to be fucking proud of!” Eurytion's swings and attacks kept missing Arthur, but it didn't matter anymore because Arthur was no longer who he was mad at. 

Arthur finally closed in enough to slash Eurytion's forehead. The giant screamed as blood flowed down over his eyes, blinding him. Eurytion smashed the fiery tree to the ground again and again. Arthur avoided the blows, but began to tire as Eurytion showed no signs of letting up. Arthur had never confronted such rage before, and despaired of hearing such brutal blasphemy. 

Suddenly, Arthur saw an opening in the giant's barrage, and stepped in next to his leg as the monster took a wild swing. Arthur bellowed praise to God as he slashed and connected with Eurytion's Achilles tendon. Eurytion felt his leg give out, and collapsed to the ground, dropping the tree. All his rage disappeared, and he no longer desired to fight. 

Eurytion saw Arthur approach him, with sword drawn back, ready to pierce the giant's heart. Arthur seemed to be looking at him with a mixture of fear and pity. “Just get it over with,” he grumbled. 

Just then, a hand gripping a rock swung and smashed Arthur on the back of his head. The king's eyes rolled inside his skull and he fell to the ground, dropping his sword. Eurytion saw a familiar woman's face appear before him. “Blaithin?” he muttered. 

“Yes, good husband. You can't get rid of me that easy.” 

“But how did you find me? Wait, don't tell me...your mermaid sisters in the ocean.” 

She gave him a playful slap on his shoulder. “Come, let us leave before the king's yesmen get curious.” 

“Oh what's the use, Blaithin? We can't go back to the farm. Our cover's blown. We can't be part of their world anymore.” 

“Don't give me that, ya big ninny. You're the one who left his homeland all those years ago to travel the world. We'll just go to someplace different and start over.” 

“It won't work. It'll just be wasted effort. It always is.” 

“But it'll be fun! I listened for years you telling me all those stories about your time in China, India, the Dark Continent, and there's even more lands to discover after that! Besides, you were getting bored in Liagin. I could tell.” 

“But dearest wife, I thought you wanted to have a nice, stable life. You told me you'd rather have a life with the living than fade back into shadow.” 

“That didn't mean I wanted you to sit around like a knot if you didn't want to! Let's swim over to Normandy, at least. We can work our way west and see what comes over the horizon. Pick up one of those logs and use it for a crutch for now. Let's do some travel!” 

“Humph, all right you stubborn wench. Hey, what about him?” Eurytion asked pointing to Arthur. 

“I'll just weave some of these plants together right quick and make a likeness of your head. That way, he can show his mates he beheaded you and have something to show the folks back home.” Blaithin quickly knitted Eurytion's likeness out of the grasses and shrubs growing on the peak, and two left down the other side. Arthur's companions then came over to check on their king and found the giant's bloody head laying nearby. When His Highness finally awakened, they told him he had slain the giant, and his reign of evil had ended. “Oh,” said Arthur. 

Afterwards, Arthur returned to Camelot and found out Guinevere and Lancelot had been stinking up the sheets in his absence. When he confronted her about it, Guinevere asserted him that she had needs, and with him constantly being gone fighting dragons and whatnot, she turned to “the Lance.” Arthur had her tied up to the stake to be burned, but Lancelot crashed the occasion and rescued her. 

After they galloped off to the sunset, Arthur grew really despondent and turned to his older half sister Morgan for solace. She got him to play doctor with her like they used to do when they were kids, and nine months later she gave birth to Mordred. Later, Arthur got Guinevere back and then left her AGAIN to find the Holy Grail, and left Mordred in charge. Mordred wound up marrying her, and by the time Arthur got back, Camelot was in ruins because Mordred was evil. Arthur and Mordred 

impaled each other in the ensuing dustup. 

In the meantime, Nimue finally had enough of Merlin's lecherous advances and imprisoned the old goat in a big block of ice. The Round Table got sold on Ebay and that was that. 



Chapter 11

Eurytion and Blaithin wanted to avoid overly Christian lands, so they used their abilities to avoid appearing as their true selves, and to all mortal eyes looked like nondescript travelers. As they stopped at various towns and villas, they heard the locals occasionally cursing the Godless paganism of the people of the North Sea, such as the Danes and Swedes. So naturally, Eurytion and Blaithin developed interest in those lands. 

They voyaged to Denmark, then settled in a town called Lejre. They discovered caverns with an underground lake nearby, and Blaithin thought it would be ideal for making a new garden. Despite the lack of sunlight, the temperature was warmer as the caverns were situated over a geothermal fissure. 

They build a cabin  nearby and made their home there. Whenever they needed supplies, they journeyed to Lejre in their guises of normalcy. Just because the natives were pagans didn't mean they would be conducive to interacting with a giant and a faerie. 

With the colder weather and shorter days, Eurytion found himself with an increased desire to rampage on Lejre and eat the villagers. Blaithin suggested he take up hunting instead. He found it somewhat therapeutic, as he had to wait patiently and rely on subterfuge to succeed. He eventually got his first deer by remaining still as a mountain and casting a spear through the deer's chest before it realized what was happening. After deer, came elk, moose and then his first woolly mammoth. He dragged the entire carcass back to the cave and displayed it to Blaihtin proudly. 

A week later, she gave him a coat she made from the mammoth's hide. He loved the coat and wore it constantly. Blaithin smiled. Her husband was coming out of his funk and getting a spring back in his step. 

It came to pass that the Danish King Hroðgar thought Lejre would be a good place for a second home, so he contracted a palatial mead hall to be built there. When construction completed, he established a garrison and invited friends to drop by. He named the mead hall Heorot, and it soon became the hot spot of Nordic Europe. Revelers came from miles around to drink and sing songs about drinking. 

With the increased number of mead drinkers gathering in Heorot came an increase in the volume of their drinking songs, along with a grand shout of “SKÅÅÅÅÅL!” at the end of each song. “The Blood Red Eagle,” generally thought to be a song commemorating carnal relations with a woman during her moon period, was one of their favorites. Their constant barrage of slurred songs kept Eurytion and Blaithin awake at nights. 

One night, Eurytion finally had enough. He put on his mammoth hide coat and trod down to Heorot. He appeared as normal sized when he entered the hall, and walked over to Hroðgar's table. The crowd finished another drinking song with “SKÅÅÅÅÅL,” and Eurytion tapped the Danish king on the 

shoulder.  Hroðgar didn't seem to notice him as Eurytion asked him to keep the noise down. Instead, the king called for “The Blood Red Eagle,” and the crowd launched into it. 

Eurytion again tapped him on the shoulder and implored, “Excuse me, can you keep the noise down? 

The wife and I are trying to sleep.” The drunken Danes still ignored him. Eurytion forgot that his human guise made him nondescript as to be of little notice, and got angry. He grabbed the end of the table and flipped it over, sending pitchers of mead flying overhead and crashing to the floor. His human guise disappeared and his giant form came into view. 

“I said,  the wife and I are trying to sleep,” he shouted, then smashed his fist into another table, breaking it asunder. He picked up another table and threw it against the wall as revelers screamed in panic and ran for their lives. Eurytion then kicked over a couple more tables, then stomped out of Heorot back to his cabin. 

The next night, Eurytion and Blaithin prepared for bed, dreadfully expecting the peace to be disturbed by the bellowing of drunken Danes, but they only heard the noise of snow settling. They did hear a 

“SKÅÅÅÅÅL,” but it was a very soft and subdued “SKÅÅÅÅÅL,” as if whispered by children who 

feared their parents' wrath. They slept peacefully that night. 

For the next week, Eurytion and Blaithin slept with no interruption. The next night, the two curled up underneath their heavy blankets, kissed each other goodnight, closed their eyes and drifted off to slumber. Suddenly, they were jolted awake with a hale and hearty “SKÅÅÅÅÅL!” 

 Oh let's go down to the pier

 and get us a beer

 toss mullets to the seagulls

 Get a mug of ale

 and I'll tell you a tale

 of the man called Blood Red Eagle

Eurytion flung aside the covers and put on his mammoth hide coat, muttering and cursing the whole time. He stomped out of the cavern and lumbered down to Heorot, his rage increasing with every step. 

 Oh Lars was hot

 for some nice tight twat

 from a lass who's barely legal

 He found a young bird

 named Hildegurd

 and said “I'm the Blood Red Eagle” 

Stomping down the hill from their cabin, Eurytion caused the trees to jostle and leaves to shake. 

Nearby animals scurried away to safety. 

 He said it looks like a storm

 but my castle is warm

 I'll treat you nice and regal

 You'll cry and you'll cheer

 when I show you the spear

 of the mighty Blood Red Eagle

Eurytion stomped through the middle of Lejre, steam flaring from his nostrils, and caused the nearby huts to vibrate and gutters to rattle. 

 Oh they off and fled

 to a feather down bed

 and their bodies got to wriggle

 Then he bit her cunt

 at that time of the month

 and now he's the Blood Red Eagle

Eurytion kicked the doors open as the crowd yelled their customary “SKÅÅÅÅÅL!” The doors 

slammed against the walls as he shouted “QUIET!” with the strength of a thousand howling bull mooses. 

This time however, the king and his comrades weren't in a mood to be cowed. They had gotten back from a successful rape and pillage excursion earlier, and needed little excuse for a good fight. The next sound in the mead hall was the collective drawing of their swords. Then they hollered “SKÅÅÅÅÅL!” 

and charged. 

Giants usually have trouble fighting one opponent, but instinctively know how to fight crowds. As they closed in, Eurytion sent them flying back with a dervish spin. Then he picked up a nearby oak table and flung it at the next wave of would-be dogpilers. Grabbing a nearby viking, he swung him by the ankles like a meat club and knocked another one into the fireplace and sent the cyder pot crashing into the flames. 

Hroðgar hid behind an overturned table and stayed out of the way as he snatched a mug from a 

charging bezerker. Then the bezerker came flying back and knocked the mug out of his hand. 

Within minutes, every piece of furniture in Heorot was smashed to bits, and so were the vikings. 

Eurytion went back to his cabin, and Hroðgar got out a quill and wrote up an ad for  The Daily Rune. 

In the cavern, Blaithin had her underground gardens plotted and the dirt tilled. She had assembled a set of gardening tools, including a piledriver for breaking apart stubborn stone formations and a long set of pruning shears for taller fungus saplings. She made the lake the centerpiece for her underground eden. 

The fungus and cold temperatures made Blaithin's hair look scraggly and stiff. She kept it pinned back to keep it from getting in her face as she worked her garden. She hadn't cut it in ages, so it sprouted like wild shrubbery from the back of head. Eurytion made a couple of snide remarks about her resemblance to certain medusas he knew. She curled her fingers into claws and hissed at him. 

They snuggled into bed that night, having enjoyed a week of uninterrupted sleep. But it was not to last. 

They were jolted awake with a raucous cheer from the direction of Heorot. Eurytion struggled to his feet, put on his woolly mammoth hide coat, and shambled to Lejre. 

As he did before, he kicked open the massive doors of Heorot with a loud clamor and entered the mead hall, bellowing for quiet. Only this time, there were no drunken revelers sprawled about and singing bawdy songs.  Hroðgar's men had pushed the tables aside and stood behind them like bulwarks, armed with spear and shield.  Hroðgar himself stood armed at the end of the great hall, along with a few of his guards. Standing by them was a man who stood taller than the rest, with a bull's neck and a wider set to his shoulders. He sported blond hair and beard, and he was armed with a shield and a shining sword. 

Another man stood to the side, not quite as tall and impressive looking as the blond man, but trying to look that way. 

“I am Beowulf. I have answered King Hroðgar's call for aid (the ons he posted in  The Daily Rune). You will no longer harm these people.” The other man said “I an Unferth. I answered the ad too.” Beowulf looked over to Unferth, silently telling him to shut up, then handed his sword to him. “As the giant is not armed, so will I not be.” Unferth felt some wind coming out of his sails. 

Eurytion couldn't believe the gumption of this fool. He cradled his hands before him, made summoning gestures, and said “Bring it, bitch.” 

Next thing he knew, Eurytion was on his back outside in the snow. His eyes were slightly out of focus and he felt like he got hit by lightning. “Oh hells,” he muttered. “It's another cocksucking hero!” 

He got back up and saw Beowulf in the hall, brandishing fists like a prize fighter. He decided the best way to tale on this clown would be to involve his friends in the melee. That way, he could fight a mob and splash into them like water, instead of fight one single combatant. The giant charged back into the mead hall, but instead of going for Beowulf, he lunged for the vikings on the right. 

Eurytion clashed with them and sent them sprawling like bowling pins. Like he did before, he picked up a table and swung, knocking a few more vikings to the walls. Beowulf however, jumped over the table and then on Eurytion's back. He put his massive arms around Eurytion's neck and started to strangle him. Unferth charged forward with his sword drawn. 

Eurytion grabbed Beowulf's ankles, then threw himself on his back. Beowulf released his grip as his breath was knocked out of him. Eurytion then kicked the charging Unferth in the stomach and and sent him flying. Eurytion started to get up, then got attacked by vikings jabbing him with their spears. If not for the mammoth hide cloak, they would have struck flesh. Eurytion steadied his palm on the floor, then spun on it as his outstretched leg swept them away like dust balls. 

Beowulf however, had recovered and grabbed Eurytion's leg. Even though the giant's leg carried Beowulf off his feet, he hung on. Eurytion stood up, but couldn't maintain a steady stance with Beowulf clutching his leg. The other vikings climbed on Eurytion and tried to topple him over with their combined weight. 

Eurytion twisted his body and sprang into a dervish spin, scattering the vikings in all directions. 

Beowulf however, caught the bottom ring of the great wooden chandelier overhead with his hands, causing the structure to swing back like a giant pendulum. Then the chandelier came back and Beowulf kicked like a bullfrog and struck the giant on the jaw with both his booted feet together. Eurytion crashed through the wall behind him and landed outside, again on his back. He got coldcocked by a classic swashbuckling hero move. He spit out a few brick-sized teeth as his mouth bled on the snow. 

Realizing it was a lost cause, Eurytion started to climb Heorot's walls to the roof. As his hand gripped the top of the mead hall, he swung his feet up to the roof, then felt a force pulling on his hand. Beowulf again! Eurytion tried to pull his hand from the bothersome Swede's grip, but Beowulf had his legs braced underneath the roof. Eurytion laid down and planted the bottom of his massive boot right in Beowulf's face. Then he heard a ripping sound as Beowulf fell to the ground. 

The giant heard Beowulf proclaim “I have the creature's arm!” He looked to his arm and saw that it was still there, and that Beowulf had torn away his coat sleeve instead. “Blaithiiiiin” he cried, as he vaulted over the center roof beam to the other side of the mead hall and ran off. 

“Blaithin, look what they did to my coat! They had this hero there and he tore off the sleeve! It's my favorite coat and they ruined it!” Eurytion kept pointing towards his bare arm and lamenting the coat's damaged state. 

Blaithin sighed, tied back her unkempt long hair, and put on her slippers. “Come dear husband, let's see if there's any leftover mammoth hide in the cavern. Let me wipe that blood off your face first.” 

After she saw to his injuries, the two left their cabin and sloughed through the snow down to the caverns. The underground garden bloomed in faint luminescence, causing the lake to sparkle. Blaithin took stock of her raw materials and told her husband she didn't have enough woolly mammal hide to repair his coat. He would have to hunt for another one. 

“Looks like he went to this cabin, then left, judging from the footprints,” said Unferth. “There's a cavern nearby,” said Hroðgar. “They must have fled to there.” 

“There's a smaller set of footprints that looks like a woman's slippers,” said Beowulf. “Where?” said Unferth. “I don't see any.” 

“She stepped very lightly, and only barely contacted the snow,” replied Beowulf. “She can tread the earth as light as a gentle breeze.” Unferth bristled, wondering how Beowulf could have developed such keen eyesight. 

“Such an unnatural ability must mean she is capable of dark powers. Perhaps she is the witch who gave birth to the monster,” continued Beowulf. “Mayhap they go to this cavern so she can draw upon the powers of dark gods to regrow his arm.” 

“Then we must stop them before she performs this foul sorcery,” said  Hroðgar. The three followed the footprints to the caverns. Unferth brought up the rear. 

Blaithin had changed into her work clothes to till in her garden. She was glad to be out of sight from the surface world; she looked hideous. Once she was through with the fungus topiary, she would give her hair a thorough washing for about a week. 

She heard footsteps as she was planting tundra cacti. “Back so soon?” she asked, before turning her head and seeing a man who wasn't her husband. 

“Such a vile looking hag,” said Beowulf, drawing his sword. “This can only be the creature's mother.” 

He charged her, screaming a war cry. 

Blaithin knew better than to go toe-to-toe with an armed crazy man. She dove into the lake before he closed in. Beowulf dove in after her. Being a fairy, Blaithin had less trouble moving in impeding environments than mortals, so she could swim faster than Beowulf and hold her breath longer. The Swede however, was in a bezerk state, and swam with superhuman force. He swung his sword at her, but the water slowed his attack, and he could not connect with her. 

Beowulf resurfaced in front of Hroðgar and Unferth. “She has bewitched me so that I cannot touch her. 

This sword is useless.” He threw his weapon aside in disgust. 

Unferth thought of going in himself, but decided he would rather see Beowulf languish in failure some more. “My lord, I wield the legendary sword Hrunting,” he said, drawing the weapon from his 

scabbard. It lacked any kind of luster, as it was cast from black iron and not steel, and bore ominous looking etched runes. “This blade has been tempered in blood. It has never failed the hand of anyone who hefted it in battle, anyone who had fought and faced the worst in the gap of danger.” Actually, Unferth had picked it up in a garage sale and it could barely slice butter. 

Beowulf held Hrunting, looking at Unferth with unbridled respect. “Hroðgar, you are my witness. 

Should I fall in this battle, I decree that Unferth gets my sword.” Unferth gaped at Beowulf. One warrior willing his weapon to another was a tremendous honor. He was about to say something when Beowulf dove back into the lake with Hrunting. 

Blaithin saw the waters churn as Beowulf swam toward her like a moose caught in a clothes line. Again he attacked her with a sword, which she easily dodged. She kicked away from him but he kept up with his determined swimming. Any mortal would have run out of energy by now, but his rage was 

relentless. He continued his attacks, but she was still too elusive for him, and the bogus Hrunting didn't help one whit. 

Beowulf resurfaced, shouting “This sword sucks!” Beowulf threw it away with greater frustration than he had his own. Unferth had retrieved Beowulf's own sword during the second waterfight, and had been examining it with growing affection. Unferth felt like a child caught masturbating by his parents, but Beowulf paid him no attention. “Mayhap the witch has something in her unholy armory.”  Beowulf saw the shed where Blaithin kept her gardening tools and strode over to it.  Hroðgar and Unferth followed. 

While they were gone, Blaithin reached out of the lake to one of the tundra cacti plants in her garden. 

This particular plant had a red colored bloom on top, and could pass for a severed throat quite well. She also grabbed the clippers she had been using previously. This worked on a hero before, she thought. 

They see what they want to see. 

Beowulf emerged from the shed with Blaithin's giant pruning shears. “This weapon will be strong enough to cleave the fetid hag's demonic carcass,” he proclaimed.  Hroðgar noticed Beowulf's eyes were glazed over as if he were possessed. He doubted Beowulf's craziness was the good kind. 

Beowulf dived into the lake for a third time. Hroðgar watched the water churn once more as Beowulf swam to underwater battle. Unferth stroked Beowulf's sword with almost loving caresses.  After a few ferocious minutes, Beowulf resurfaced one final time, clutching a prickly pale blue head in his hand that streamed with water down stringy strands of hair. “I have the witch's head,” he shouted with joy. 

The trio returned to Heorot to celebrate. 

Later that day when it was almost sundown, Eurytion returned, dragging a woolly mammoth carcass behind him. “Blaithin?” he called. “Blaithin!” He ran to the garden, calling her name once again. 

His wife came out of the garden shed, having just hung up the giant pruning shears. Her long hair was almost completely gone. Only a few inches remained in what looked to be a very hasty barberism. 

“What the hells happened to you?” asked Eurytion. 

“New style,” she explained. “Like it?” 



Chapter 12

Angilbert pleaded with his young friend Pepin. “Jeune homme, it is your thirteenth birthday. Please come out. Your friends are here and they wish to celebrate.” Angilbert was a longtime friend of the family as well as their priest. He knew the reason for Pepin's melancholy, and was powerless to do anything about it. He did his best to bring cheer to the young man and personally arranged this birthday celebration, but Pepin's father could not be there, as he was currently quelling another Saxon uprising. 

His father was the Emperor Charlemagne. 

“Please, Palati, I wish to be left alone. I do not feel well. Please send the guests my regrets.” Pepin looked over his shoulder, and saw a grotesque misshapen changeling staring back at him. The wretched hunchbacked creature was unloved, unwanted, and merely tolerated. It was his reflection in the mirror. 

“Pepin, you cannot shut yourself inside forever. I'm coming in. I must attend to you if you are ill.” 

Angilbert entered Pepin's room and saw him turn away from his mirror. Pepin's upper back was bent below the shoulders, due to a misshapen spine, but the boy didn't despair over it until recently. That was when Charlemagne had formally disowned him and bestowed the ancestral name of Pepin to 

another son. The Emperor couldn't see his crippled eldest inheriting the Iron Crown. 

Pepin rose from his bureau and bowed to Angilbert and offered him a seat. Despite his moods, Pepin was unfailingly polite and civil to everyone he met. He was still popular with the nobility because of his impeccable manners. Even though his father effectively neutered Pepin of any rank or influence, Charlemagne still loved his son and would not see him suffer for any reason. Angilbert placed his hands on Pepin's shoulders and said, “Please, jeune homme. Your friends have come far and wide to be here with you today. I have personally hired a traveling circus for your entertainment. Everyone wishes to share comradery with you and make merry.” 

“Palati, I do not wish to disappoint them, but I simply would not be good company. They have come to rejoice, and I fear I would spoil the occasion because of my wretched mood.” 

Angilbert didn't want to resort to this, but despite Pepin losing his title, he was still a prince of the empire, and refusing to attend his own birthday celebration would be seen as a sign of weakness, and Charlemagne would never tolerate that. “If you will not do it for courtesy's sake Pepin, then you must do it for the sake of honor. Like it or not, you are a powerful figure for Christianity, and we need that strength in these troublesome times. Were you to lurk in the shadows of your own tomb, what would that say for the resolve of those of us who proclaim our love and obedience to Almighty God?” 

Pepin looked back to Angilbert with a flash of anger, but then recomposed himself. Of all things, Pepin was not one to lose his composure under any circumstances. It was what would make him a brilliant statesman in the future. “Friend Angilbert, your challenge to my duty has once again met with success. 

Of the few strengths I have left to me, pride still lingers.” 

“That, and the unremitting love of family and friends. Never forget that. Now get ready. The celebrants await the guest of honor.” Angilbert called in the servants to help Pepin dress. Pepin looked back to the mirror, as if hoping it had some answers. 

Once Pepin arrived, there was a great cheer, and the guests chanted his name and sang a traditional birthday song. Angilbert escorted him to the head of the banquet table, and thereafter he was lavished with food, wine and gifts. Visitors from Aquitaine gave him a parrot, which squawked “Happy 

Birthday.” Pepin appreciated the gesture, but knew the novelty of this noisesome bird would wear thin after mere hours. Nobles from Burgundy gave him a horse and saddle, which Pepin accepted gratefully, not mentioning that he seldom rode because of back pain. Longtime friends had minstrels sing songs to him of his bravery and heroism, but he knew such homage was shallow, as he was too lame to take weaponry and fight in battle. 

Nevertheless, he did not shirk from being the dutiful host. He thanked each and every one of his guests personally, and asked of their own affairs, offering short counsels and affirmations where appropriate. 

Amid the revelry, jugglers, magicians and fire eaters entertained the crowd, while servants cleared away the dining area after the feast. Then Angilbert stood atop a podium and pinged a glass with a spoon. “Ladies and gentleman, may I have your attention please. On this very special occasion of Pepin's thirteenth birthday, I have invited a traveling troupe of world reknown to perform for us. They have journeyed from the icy lands of Norway to the far east coast of Cathay and back, bringing laughter and amazement to all. Ladies and gentlemen, I present to you, The Armitage Schanke Circus!” 

A band started playing a marching tune. Honking accordions and peeping flutes took the place of trumpets and kettle drums, making the martial music sound comical instead of majestic. The 

performers marched to stage, dressed in wild colors and plumes, some wearing jingling motley and others wearing immodest costumes that made Angilbert cringe somewhat. Clowns marched out of step, frequently colliding with each other. They fought with mock fighting using brooms and mutton legs. 

Animal handlers brought out savage jungle creatures such as lions and tigers. Acrobats performed somersaults and cartwheels in time to the music, and then the circus performers cleared away to make room for the master of ceremonies, Armitage Schanke himself. 

Armitage towered over the rest, sporting a top hat as long as Pepin's forearm. He wore a single suit of vertical red and white stripes, extending down long legs that looked as if he were walking on stilts. He also wore oversized white gloves, which Pepin guessed were used to draw the audience's attention. 

Black greasepaint covered his eyebrows, mustache and chin beard, and he carried a staff tied off at the ends with brightly colored tassles. 

“Ladies and gentlemen, welcome to our show. I am Armitage Schanke, your Master of Ceremonies. 

For our opening act, I would like to present to you, all the way from the mysterious island of Madagascar, off the shores of deepest darkest Africa,  Mubucktu, Master of Fire!” 

The band played stirring musical themes, as if something dangerous were about to happen. A black-skinned man with painted symbols of moons, stars and other mystic symbols on his face and torso walked into the staging area bearing a a collection of firebrands. He touched one to a nearby pyre, and it burst into flame. He then brought the torch above his head as the band played more ominous tunes. 

Then he tilted his head back, lowered the flame to his mouth, and raised the torch back up. He did this a couple more times, teasing the audience with suspense, then ingested the entire flame in his mouth and slowly drew the torch from his closed lips. It was no longer burning. He took a bow and the audience applauded. Then he stood erect again, opened his mouth, and the flame exploded from his mouth like dragon's breath. The audience gasped and renewed their clapping with vigor. 

More acts followed Mubucktu, each one introduced by Armitage with a flowery story of their mythical life before now. The more Pepin watched, the more he realized that each performer had some physical flaw that did not seem to affect their stagecraft. The lion tamer's knees bent backward instead of forward. Several clowns and acrobats were dwarves: adult features on child sized bodies. A purported wildman from the jungle really did seem to be part animal, like the satyrs and nymphs of Greek myth. 

Armitage himself looked as if he had actual long legs instead of stilts, and his hands looked to be large enough to fit those oversized white gloves. 

For the final act, Armitage introduced Maab, the fairy princess, who could defy the elements and fly through the air with the greatest of ease. She walked on a single rope stretched between two poles, and performed acrobatic stunts on the rope without falling, landing on her dainty toes each time. For her last act, the lions and tigers were brought out underneath her, growling and roaring. Again, she performed flawlessly, reaching the safety of the high platform and extending her arm to the audience while smiling graciously. Armitage implored the onlookers to give her a nice round of applause, which they did with much cheering and whistling. Pepin found that he really did enjoy the circus, but couldn't stop thinking in the back of his mind that there was more to these performers than meets the eye. 

That night, after most of the guests had left, Pepin lay in his bad, thinking about the circus and the amazing physical feats of the performers. However, he felt there was something he was overlooking, like when a magician uses sleight of hand to conceal tokens and props he later reveals with a flourish, as if they appeared from thin air. His curiosity kept him awake, and it finally got the better of him. He got out of bed and put on his outdoor clothes. His room was guarded at night, but he knew how to sneak away without notice. He had done so for years, despite his handicap. 

When he found his way outside, he saw the troupe's caravan in the distance. Their wagons were circled around a blazing fire, and he could make out the shadows of several bodies seated next to it. He drew a hood over his head, and made way for the camp. 

As Pepin got past the wagons, he saw the circus performers out of costume, chatting and handing bits of cooked meats to each other. They looked to be perfectly normal people, but their appearances flickered and changed. He didn't know if it were a trick of the waving firelight, but without their outfits, the circus performers looked nonhuman. Their bodies were misshapen and abnormally proportioned. 

He thought he might have been dreaming. 

“Look who's here, everyone,” said a voice Pepin identified as Armitage Schanke's. “The birthday boy himself, Prince Pepin.” The performers turned his way, smiling and oohing, beckoning him to sit with them. Armitage himself gestured to an empty spot beside him. Pepin saw that Armitage, without his long suit, top hat, and oversized gloves, really was a giant. 

At first, he thought he should run back to the castle, but realized he would learn nothing if he did. He thought he must surely be dreaming, but he felt the fire's warmth, and choked slightly on smoke that blew his way. That couldn't happen in dreams. If this were some mad delusion, he must endure it. “I came to thank you for your performance. Truly, the lot of you are amazing. I thought at times I was witnessing actual magic and supernatural phenomena.” Pepin paused for a moment. “ Like I do now.” 

The performers looked at each other furtively, wondering if some unforeseen ill  was about to befall them. Armitage then said, “My friends, do not despair. I do not think our host means us any harm. If he can see us as he claims, then perhaps he is one of us.” 

Pepin froze in fear. One of us? What did he mean by that? Was Armitage saying that Pepin was 

nonhuman? A monster? 

“My lord, it would seem your mind is out of sorts. Perhaps if you were to break the ice and perform for us as we have for you, you would  be more at ease,” said Armitage, his giant face hovering over the others. 

“But I cannot,” said Pepin. “I am unable to perform any acrobatics or feats of legerdemain. My body is weak and impaired, and I lack skill.” 

“Not so,” said a honeyed voice. It was Maab, the fairy princess ropewalker. “'Tis said you are an accomplished poet, and your golden voice puts the best minstrels to shame.” Pepin became fascinated by her appearance. Her skin tone matched the night's colors, and her eyes shone like stars. She could be an otherworldly spirit, appearing as almost transparent and unsolid. The other performers echoed her request with encouraging murmurs and growls. Pepin felt he could be trapped in a court of hell, being prodded by satan and his minions. His only recourse was to accede to their demand. 

He nervously began a song of his own composition, that he had never performed before. He titled it 

'Magic to Do,' as it expressed his search for fulfillment. He sang of magnificent dreams and lofty goals, depicting a grand vision in each body of verse. In spite of each hopeful buildup, the closing line of each stanza dashed these hopes because of some unavoidable hardship. 

By the time he finished, all the performers had left except for Armitage and Maab. Armitage shook his head and said, “Boy, you really know how to suck the life out of a room, don't you?” 

“My boy, when I said you were one of us, I meant that you were a story character, not a freak of nature,” said the giant as loaded a large chest of props into one of the caravan wagons. “You are the quirky challenge the hero encounters.  You are an obstacle for him to overcome. You are an 

impediment to his success. My fellows and I have fought the same battles.” 

“But my father is not my enemy. I am surely not his. He defanged me before I could even conceive of posing as a threat to him.” Pepin wringed his hands, fearing suppressed thoughts of patricide would surface. 

“Oh you are very much a threat, my boy. He is virtually a stranger to his house. His servants and nobles are more loyal to you. That must stick in his craw every time he returns from a campaign. You may not conceive yourself as a danger to him now, but trust me, you will be later. Such is the stuff of epics. The rejected family member, such as an errant brother or discarded spouse, sulks in the shadows, plotting the hero's demise. Greek drama is full of that.” 

“Please good sir, I cannot condone such thoughts of treachery. It goes against every fiber of my being, and my Christian beliefs. I beg you not to speak of it any longer.” 

“Apologies, young sire. I did not mean to upset you.” The giant dusted his hands and reached for another crate. “I was about to advise you to avoid such situations, since even if the hero dies, the villain never benefits, and often meets a worse fate than the hero. That is how the stories are written. You would do best to avoid the plot altogether and write your own story.” 

“But how can I do that? I am severely limited in what I can do.” 

“I don't have the answer. Neither does the fairy princess. Nor do any of these performers. I will tell you that none of us consider ourselves victims. We are not heroes either. None of us can plan our futures, but we can influence the present by refusing to play the game.” 

“Pepin, I myself am no stronger than you,” said Maab. Pepin had not noticed her approach and was momentarily unsettled. “Yet I escaped death at the hands of Beowulf himself by diving in a pool. The water's weight severely limited his strength and movement, while I faced less resistance due to my smaller size and lithe build. I knew his intention was to slay me, and I managed to deceive him into thinking he had.” 

“History is written by the victors, my lad,” said Armitage. “They will talk of victorious battles and brilliant tactics, as well as the spirited determination of their heroes. But they will leave out the petty arguments and insecurities, the personal problems and issues, and any indication the hero suffers of mere human anxieties. The story of which Maab speaks goes on to say that Beowulf slew two vicious monsters and returned as a hero and king to his people. It doesn't say anything about how those monsters actually avoided death and left town to join a traveling circus.” 

Pepin gaped. Despite their bizarre appearance, Maab and Armitage looked as usual and approachable as any of his friends and acquaintances. He also knew that some people were more capable of 

committing mass acts of death and destruction than any rampaging monster, his father included. He realized he could not wait for his father or anyone to hand him fame and victory. But, perhaps he could do as Maab did, and use his weakness to carve his own reputation. Even if it wouldn't be as glorious as Charlemagne's. 

The caravan started off, wheels creaking and ropes groaning as it left for the next performance. Pepin stayed behind as the circus departed, waving farewell. He returned home to write of more dreams. 

For the next few months, Pepin was often approached in secret by discontented nobles who spoke to him of his father's unfair treatment. Pepin would make a better emperor, they told him, for he was a man of the people and didn't consider them tools for his own success as Charlemagne did. Pepin bristled at such talk at first, adhering to his principles. But then he grew to realize the extent of support for him. People were willing to die for him, even though he had done nothing to encourage their zeal. 

He remembered the words of Armitage and Maab, and realized the story was being written for him. It was not the type of story he would have preferred, but realized it would be his only ticket to fame. The conspirators planned to eliminate Charlemagne, his wife Hildegarde, and their three sons, so that Pepin could wear the Iron Crown. Pepin felt hopelessly swept up in all this seditious plotting, as he couldn't control the situation. He knew that these nobles considered him easier to manipulate than his father. He did however, feel gratified that all this was being done on his behalf. 

On the planned day of the assassination, Pepin feigned illness to go meet with the plotters. One of them however, got cold feet and warned Charlemagne. The conspirators were then caught and detained. 

They would go on to be tried in high court, and they were sentenced to be executed. Charlemagne spared his son however, answering to the demands of his people and his own heart. He exiled Pepin to the monastery in Prüm for the rest of his days. 

Pepin stayed there for twenty years until he died. He continued to write of his unfulfilled dreams, which would be read and cherished by future audiences. He never had cause to regret his betrayal. For once in his life, he took a tremendous risk despite his handicaps, and lived to tell about it. 



Chapter 13

Masonry crumbled and bits of stone ground together, sending out dust clouds. The defenders attempted to shield their eyes from the debris, but that was the least of their problems. Crusaders were currently pounding the wall with siege rams. They managed to make a crack, and within moments it would be wide enough for armored Frank knights to enter. Constantinople would change ownership again, 

having been occupied by the Byzantines the past 100 years. 

It was easy for Eurytion to masquerade as a Greek pikeman, appearing to everyone around him as normal sized, since that was what human eyes expected. So long as he didn't topple a minaret 

singlehandedly, say “Fee Fi Fo Fum,” or do anything a giant would do, he would remain human 

looking. He also also passed for being convincingly incompetent. Constantinople's troops were poorly trained for the most part, as they were used to doing nothing more strenuous than guarding orgies. 

This particular Crusade would be the fourth attempt to capture Jerusalem, although they missed their mark by about 800 miles. The Third Crusade failed miserably, because of too much infighting and double dealing. This time, vindictive clergy led the Crusade instead of greedy and shortsighted heads of state. This time around, the clergy were actually angrier with the Greek Orthodox Church than the Muslims, but thought they could get more crusaders if they proclaimed they were liberating the Holy City. They could also capture Constantinople along the way and kill two birds with one stone. 

Problem was, cries for holy retribution didn't have as much sizzle as they did ten years ago. The Pope made the call, and few answered. Wars were expensive, and the last one didn't pay squat. 

So the papacy changed their tune and announced they were sacking Egypt instead. While making 

overtures that the Muslims would fall because Egypt was their true stronghold, Crusaders also knew that Egypt had a lot of loot to plunder. This got better response, so the papacy went on to commission Venice to make lots of ships and war engines to transport the new influx of troops. 

Meanwhile, the Pope came to realize that Coptics lived in Egypt, who were technically Christian. He wrote a letter explaining it wouldn't be a good idea to kill Christians while crusading, but his papal lieutenants conveniently forgot to show that letter to the troops. 

Supply and demand reared its ugly head, however. Venice ran out of money making ships for the invasion of Egypt, and refused to make any more unless they got paid. The Papacy didn't have the cash, or so they claimed. Their offer of Indulgences didn't go so well with the Venitians either. The Venitians did say however, that if the Crusaders sacked Zara and paid them from the plunder, they would settle for that. 

The Crusaders needed a practice run anyway, so they sailed the Venetian ships directly into the heart of Zara and took it in mere moments. Venice was happy with this arrangement, since Zara had rebelled against them earlier and cut off their cash flow. Problem was, Zara was Catholic, and the Papacy was supposed to protect it. This enraged the Pope big time, but all he could do was wipe the egg off his face and denounce the Crusaders in speeches nobody listened to. 

Since Venice was providing the navy, they were now calling the shots, so the Crusaders shrugged their shoulders and went along with their plans. Venice had an axe to grind with the Greeks in 

Constantinople. The Greeks frequently disrupted their sea trade, and Venice lusted after their island of Corfu, a nice port for R-&-R. The papal lieutenants were just fine with this, since they wanted to see Constantinople burn in the first place. In addition, the deposed Byzantine prince Alexius IV offered a fortune to restore him to rule. The Crusade was now heading to Constantinople. 

The Venetian fleet and the Crusader knights successfully took the guard towers around Constantinople, and found a spot where they could scale the outer walls. Three thousand knights slipped through and made their way to the main gate. Alexius III, current Prince of the city, met the crusaders there with triple their number of his own troops, then turned chicken and ran back inside. The citizens of Constantinople were understandably enraged at his cowardice, and found themselves less willing to defend the inner walls the knights were currently besieging. The ensuing chaos was the ideal time for Eurytion and Blaithin to find what they were looking for: the Key of Solomon. 

With a final resounding boom, the siege ram's iron head found its way through the wall. The cracked section above the ram head proved to be loose enough for the Crusaders to push aside. The Greek pikemen attempted to drive them back, but the crusaders were too heavily armored and could not be stopped. The pikemen retreated, and so did Eurytion, making his way to the Emperor's Palace. 

While Eurytion was pretending to be a pikeman, Blaithin was pretending to be a chambermaid. Alexius III apparently had a preference for waifish girls, and she fit the bill. She helped bathe the emperor, fan him with palm leaves, and drop grapes in his mouth, all for an opportunity to find where he hid the Key of Solomon. 

At night, she would seek the book while the emperor slept, and after weeks of searching, determined that it had to be in the treasury vault. However, it was too heavily guarded for her and Eurytion to break into. With Constantinople about to be invaded however, the time to strike would be now, especially before the Crusaders got to it. 

As Eurytion entered the palace, numerous guards and servants were running around aimlessly, unsure of what to do. The emperor's wife Euphrozyne was shouting “Where is Alexius? Take me to my 

husband,” but he was nowhere to be found. Eurytion finally found Blaithin, who led him to the inner bulwark that contained the treasury. The guards were absent, as they had been called out to defend the city. Eurytion grabbed the underside of the vault door and heaved it overhead with his giant strength. 

He and Blaithin then saw the emperor Alexius and one of his daughters standing in the midst of sacks of gold. Alexius was holding a scroll as he chanted words of an alien language. Then he, his daughter and the gold faded from view, leaving nothing in the vault. 

“You were right,” said Eurytion to Blaithin. “That was the Key of Solomon, and the fat bastard used it to escape.” 

As Eurytion and Blaithin made their escape from doomed Constantinople, Alexius IV made his 

triumphant return. His elation was short-lived however, as he beheld the empty treasury vault while armored crusaders waited outside for their promised payment. The papists got another letter from the Pope, forbidding them to let the Crusaders loot and pillage the city. Somehow they misplaced it. 

Perhaps they left it on the mantle of one of the Greek Orthodox Churches they were putting to the torch. At any rate, the crusaders went on to collect their pay with extreme prejudice. They took whatever wasn't nailed down, then unnailed the rest and took that too. 

Alexius III expected to be conferring with Tsar Kaloyan in the comforts of the the Bulgarian monarch's own palatial estates. Instead, he spent every minute with the tsar outside, either during hunting expeditions or some kind of horsemanship exercise with his troops. Alexius was unaccustomed to outdoor life, as he scratched himself frequently from insect bites and squealed whenever Kaloyan field dressed game he captured. 

“I grieve for your loss, my friend,” Kaloyan told him as they sat on logs next to a campfire. “It is a terrible thing to be denied your prestige. I myself felt the Pope's consternation when he refused to recognize me as Emperor and wanted me to settle for being called Rex instead.” 

Alexius winced, wishing all these tinpot dictators would stop wanting to be called Emperor just because they managed to raid a few villages on the other side of the stream. Nevertheless, he approached Kaloyan because he knew the Tsar looked for any pretense to expand his empire, especially against he Latins. He claimed to be Christian, but Alexius suspected he was as devoted to God as a Mongol sheep raider. 

“I thank you for your concern, good Tsar,” said Alexius. “I come to warn you that the Crusaders will not stop at Constantinople. They will extend their holy crusade northwest instead of south, since their Venetian masters now manipulate them to their own selfish ends.” 

“I welcome their arrival,” said Kayolan as he spat into the fire. “They encase themselves in cast iron furnaces and stumble around like fat dairy cows. My Cumans will riddle their fat hides with arrows and ride away before they can take one step. It will be such a rout, they will think we had help from infernal powers. Speaking of which, it is said you must have used some trick of sorcery to escape both the crusaders and your own people.” 

“What? I have never been so insulted. You dare accuse me of deviltry and treason?” 

“I merely speak of rumor, as gossiping midwives do as they attend laundry. Instead, I should be complimenting you on your ingenuity. Your escape is surely on par with one of God's miracles, as you slipped unseen from marauding crusaders, angry citizenry, and hundreds of Venetian warships while carrying a thousand pounds of gold.” 

“Please Tsar Kayolan, I did not come here to be so harshly interrogated. I mean to reclaim my throne and ask for your aid. I can duly compensate you for your help. I'm prepared to offer you my daughter's hand in marriage as well.” 

Kayolan guffawed. “Alexius, while it would be glorious to capture Constantinople, I would prefer to lead the charge when the tree bears fruit. Your city now burns in flames, and anything worth taking is being used for Vatican blood money. I already have enough wives, but your daughter can clean my horse stalls if she wishes.” Alexius bristled, but Kayolan motioned him to silence. 

“That just leaves the secret of your mysterious escape. If I were to learn how you did it, that might be incentive to help you.” 

“I have no idea what you're talking about. If you won't help me, I will inquire elsewhere. I now take my leave of you, good sir.” 

“Your wagon is surrounded by legions of my horsemen, good Alexius. I should make your journey easier by lightening your load. Those gold sacks and magic talismans must surely weigh you down.” 

True to Alexius's warning, the Crusaders thought it'd be cool to make a Latin Empire, like the Romans of old. They elected a new Emperor, Baldwin I. The Latins wanted to kick more Greek ass, but decided it was better to do it by land than by sea. That would mean they'd have to go through Bulgaria, which was also part of the old Roman empire, so it'd be ducky to have that feather in their cap. From Constantinople, they rode northwest, seeking to take Adrianople. Tsar Kayolan met them there in battle with his own troops, Cumans, and Greek allies. 

As the Crusaders set up camp, the Cumans rode on them as if to attack. Some of the Crusaders geared themselves and rode out to meet them. The Cumans fired some arrows from horseback and rode away. 

The Crusaders gave chase, but the Cumans were lightly armored and better horsemen, and easily outdistanced them. 

The Crusaders returned to their camp and planned their next course of action. They would stay at this spot until the next time they were attacked, then ride out in full force to engage the enemy. The Cumans returned the next day, and the Crusaders came out in full force. Again, the Cumans retreated, and the Crusaders gave chase, determined to follow them all the way to their home base. 

The knights followed the Cumans into a valley, then their horses began to slow. They had ridden into marshland, and the added weight of their armor and gear reduced the knights' forward motion to a crawl. That was the time that Kayolan's forces attacked their flanks. The Crusaders had ridden full force into an ambush. 

Baldwin I felt cold water splash into his face, and woke to the smell of human waste and rotten straw. 

His wrist and shoulders ached, and he realized it was because he was hanging from the wall in manacles. A single torchlight illuminated the room, and he realized he was in a prison cell. Someone stood in front of the torch's flame, but his face was in shadow, and Baldwin could not recognize him. 

“Welcome, my fellow Emperor,” said a gloating voice. “It seems your reign is short-lived.” 

Baldwin felt groggy, as if he were waking from a decades long sleep. “Who...” 

“It is I, Tsar Kayolan, the one who has so soundly defeated you.” The Bulgarian overlord stepped to the side so that Baldwin could see his grinning face. “Your every move was anticipated. You played right into my waiting hands. I would take full credit, but I must admit I had a little help. I told my people that I consulted the positions of the stars and spread the entrails of a chicken, but that is humbuggery. Do you recognize this?” Kayolan held a scroll before Baldwin. It bore an image of a seven-pointed star inside a circle, with strange writings and symbols coiling around the edges. Baldwin gasped, wishing he could cross himself. 

“Yes, Flanderan. This the Key of Solomon. Alexius III was kind enough to give it to me. I used it to summon demons of augury, and they predicted your actions. Your vaunted armor and heavy infantry were useless. You lost the battle before it even began. 

“I enjoyed slaughtering your crusaders so much, I want to do it again. With these scrolls, I will carve an empire even more vast then Alexander the Great's, and even greater than the Romans you so envy. 

Little Alexius wanted me to help him take back Constantinople. I think I will, but keep it for myself.” 

Fresh off the victory at Adrianople, Kayolan directed his forces southwest to Serres. where the Latin Crusaders moved to defend. Again, the knights got peppered by Kayolan's archers out on the field, so they retreated inside Serres. So did the Bulgarians. 

Kayolan didn't need to consult the Key of Solomon for this battle. The Crusaders were already demoralized from their defeat at Adrianople. 

Finding themselves outnumbered, the Latins holed themselves inside the citadel. After some time, they realized they could not withstand a siege for long, so they negotiated for terms of surrender. Kayloan agreed. After he released them, he commanded his troops to spare the commoners, but kill the knights. 

Provdiv was the next city to fall, and Kayolan's forces moved south to Rusion afterwards. By then, the Crusaders learned their lesson about meeting the faster and more missile intensive Bulgarians out in the open field, so they occupied Rusion's fortress and awaited their enemies. 

Kayolan realized he needed to draw the Latins out somehow, but they would probably be wise to Cuman feints by now. Not wanting to waste a lot of time pondering over this turn of events, he consulted Solomon's scrolls again. A demon named Pazuzu looked interesting. 

Thierry de Termont led the Latin garrison in Rusion, waiting for the Bulgarians to arrive. Termont was known for his bravery and willingness to take risks, so taking a defensive position and sitting in place was galling for him. He and his Latin defenders shortly became antsy, hearing howling winds that raised their hackles. 

One day they received news that Cumans took over a castle a few miles away, but no other enemy forces had been seen. Termont consulted with his commanders, who cautioned him that this was 

another trap. The winds continued to howl, and the Crusaders heard subtle voices in the winds encouraging them to take the castle back. They heard the voices in their dreams that night as well. 

After two weeks, Termont could stand it no more. The winds had charged the Latin forces to the point of recklessness, so they stormed out of the gates of Rusion to take back the castle. The winds hummed battle cries as the Crusaders rode. 

After riding all night, the Crusaders reached the castle, but it had been deserted. The howling winds stopped as Pazuzu ceased his beguilings, and the Latin forces slowly returned to sobriety. Realizing they were tricked again, they turned back to Rusion. By this time however, they found themselves completely surrounded by Kayolan's men, who again took advantage of the knights' slowness. The Bulgarians repeated their shoot-and-run tactics, and slowly bled the Crusaders to near death by the time they returned to Rusion. Only ten knights survived. 

Baldwin found he had a new cellmate afterwards, who wasn't one for conversation. Kayolan had 

chained the corpse of Termont next to him. 

The Bulgarians rode their bloodlust over into Greece and took several more cities, which resulted in losing their alliance with the Greeks. So they moved east, back in the direction of Adrianople, which the Crusaders, now under the direction of Baldwin's brother Henry, recaptured during the Bulgarians' 

marauding. By the time Kayolan arrived, the Cumans had deserted, because they were getting tired of being used as lures. Kayolan managed to alienate all his other anti-Latin allies as well, so he only had his Bulgarians left to siege Adrianople. The siege ran out of steam in short order. 

Exasperated, Kayolan turned to the scrolls of Solomon. This time Tallaja the Trampler caught his eye. 

This demon could shake the skittish Latin dogs out of the city. 

That night, Kayolan etched a magic circle into the ground and began summoning Tallaja. After several hours of chanting, black smoke covered the area. Kayolan could made out a gigantic shadowy figure in the smoke and beckoned to it. “I have summoned you, Tallaja the Trampler. I am your master and you will do my bidding this night. I command you to advance on yon city and shake it to its foundations, so that all that remains is dust. Do this now and crush the inhabitants to jelly!” 

The giant took a step in Kayolan's direction, then reached down and clobbered him on top of the head, knocking him senseless. Eurytion pulled the scrolls out of Kayolan's hands and said “Got them! 

Finally!” Blaithin ceased desecrating the magic circle and joined her husband as they fled. Tallaja never heard the summons. 

Eurytion and Blaithin handed the scrolls over to their benefactor. He looked the pages over and told them, “Yes. These are genuine. We will honor the agreed-upon payment. You are officially absolved in the Eyes of Almighty God, you will receive income the rest of your days, and land in Lombardi has been deeded to you. We thank you for your services to the holy papacy.” 

The Pope went on to archive the scrolls in the deepest vaults of Vatican City, hoping their contents would never pass in front of malicious eyes again. 



Chapter 14

Dogs yelped in the distance. “Quickly lads, the game's afoot,” said the king. He attempted to climb on his horse, but could not lift himself on the stirrup. “Damn it all, my gout is acting up again. Somebody help me get on this confounded saddle. They don't make these things out of pliable leather like they used to, wot? Quickly, quickly, you laggards. The fox shall be miles away.” 

Henry's servants tried not to grunt under the strain of pushing the royal ass to saddle. They knew gout had nothing to do with his lack of agility. The fact that his waist was the same circumference as his numerous wine barrels had more to do with it. 

King Henry VIII chose to canter to the hounds instead of gallop. Lord Cromwell rode next to the king and resumed the conversation they had before the dogs' interruption. “As I was saying, Wilhelm is the new Duke of Jülich-Cleves-Berg, and he is known to be wary of Charles looking his way.” 

“That bloody dago swine,” grunted Henry. “I hope that monstrous jaw drops off that goblin's head.” 

“Wilhelm's sister Anne would make a very suitable wife for your highness. That would cement a vital alliance.” 

“Please, Thomas, my beloved Jane has barely had time to rot. Besides, I've never been to Julietsberg or whatever it's called. I don't even know what this woman looks like. Ah, I see the hounds ahead. Hist! 

Hist!” 

“I can arrange to have Holbein travel to the Duke's residence and paint her portrait, then you can see for yourself.” 

“Oh, very well then. At least I'll get to look at this one at my leisure, instead of enduring the simpering pimps of my court trying to fob their dottering brood on me. Ah, the hounds have treed their quarry! 

My blunderbuss, lads! Why have you not loaded it yet? Hurry, you sloths! I say, somebody help me down. Oh, this damnable gout!” 

The servants helped the king down from his horse, then handed him his blunderbuss as he adjusted his hat. He lumbered over to the tree, where the hounds were still barking and attempting to climb. “Ah, good boys, very good boys! Where is this elusive little beast? Show yourself, fox! Let's see that orange head...Oh my word!” 

The head he saw was not orange, but green instead. It was not a fox's head, but that of a young girl. She huddled to herself in fear, and turned her back slightly. Henry thought he saw transparent wings sprouting from her shoulderblades, like those of a dragonfly's. 

“My God, Thomas! It's a fairy!” 

The king had his men smuggle the fairy to one of his secret chambers, where he used to bed his mistresses during his marriage to Anne Boleyn. Then he swore them to secrecy upon penalty of painful, excruciating death. 

“Your majesty, this is truly a miraculous find! We should thoroughly examine this creature, record her measurements, like wing span, number of teeth...” 

“No, Thomas! I will not allow it! We will not subject her to your ghastly probings! I hereby place her under my personal protection. She is representative of the realm of Faerie, and as monarch, only I will speak with her. And you are commanded to remain silent on this!” 

“Yes, sire. What does your majesty plan to do with her?” 

“Why, console her, of course. The poor thing must be frightened out of her wits! Now away with you, good sir. I have work to do.” Henry pulled a candlestick on his bookcase, and it opened inward as a door to a secret passage. Henry turned sideways to enter, then worked his way in. 

He entered the little bedroom, and lit the lamp by the door easel. “Hello? Are you there?” He saw no one on the bed, and almost thought the fairy had escaped. Then he looked under the bed and saw her huddled and quivering. 

“There there, my dear, no need to be frightened. I am a friend. See? Frieeeend.” He touched his hand to his breast and tried to look congenial. “Please, do not be frightened. I mean you no harm. My name is Henry. Hen Ree. Can you say that? Hennnn Reeeee.” 

The fairy didn't move and kept her eyes hidden. Henry said, “Do you speak English? Uh, Habla Usted Español? No? Oh please, don't be bloody French...Parlez Vous Frances? Oh, say something, damn you... 

“Now see here. I am Henry the Eighth, by the Grace of God, King of England and France, Defender of the Faith, Lord of Ireland and of the Church of England in Earth Supreme Head. To whom do I have the pleasure of speaking?” The fairy said nothing, and Henry balled his hands in fury. 

“Oh the devil with it! Stay there and rot for all I care! Bah!” Henry left in a huff. The fairy could hear the sides of his belly scrape along the sides of the secret passage as he slid his way back out. 

“Now if you will just sign here, sire. This document incorporates the county of Swansea into English autonomy, all liens in perpetuity, very good. Now if you will just initial here...” Cromwell was having Henry sign papers for the Laws in Wales Acts, which would officially unify England and Wales. 

Henry's fingers were getting tired from scratching his signature repeatedly. “She won't speak to me, Thomas.” 

“I'm sorry, your highness?” said Cromwell as he stacked the papers evenly. 

“The eff ay eye ar ee,” Henry whispered. “I tried to speak to her, but she wouldn't say a word. She just stayed under the bed like a frightened kitten.” 

“She must still be afraid, sire. Your men were possibly a little rough with her. Perhaps she thinks she is being jailed, or held hostage by hostile forces.” 

“Oh pshaw, how could she think that? I've been nothing but kind and gentle with her.” 

“With all due respect your highness, you are a rather imposing figure. Why, you tower over her by several feet, I imagine. You do adopt a certain mannerism when you meet with foreign dignitaries, as you rightly assert yourself. You must have used your ironclad face without realizing it.” 

“Hmmm...I do admit I can be rather intimidating at times.” 

“And you were also wearing your hunting attire. Perhaps if you approached her wearing less 

threatening colors, such as white. Oh, she must be starving. Bring her some repast, and I gather she will be more predisposed towards you.” 

“Splendid idea! Glad I thought of it. Say, what would fairies eat, anyway?” 

“Helloooo, I'm baaaack,” Henry cooed. He was now wearing his white nightrobe, and had a servant brush his hair till it glistened like a horse's mane. He brought a silver dish covered with a white silk cloth. He looked under the bed and saw that the fairy was still present. 

“Hello, still under the bed I see. I must ask you to forgive me. I forgot my manners and neglected my duties as a proper host. Are you hungry? I brought food.” The fairy turned her face toward him, and for the first time, he saw her eyes. They shone like nighttime stars  in the bed's shadow. 

“Ah, you do understand me! Excellent!” He pulled the cover off the dish with a flourish. “See? I've brought honey cakes and some delightful cream tea.” 

She still wouldn't come out. Henry was determined to be patient. “Oh, take your time, miss. Here, I'll just set this on the bed, all right? Come out when you're ready. I'll just have a seat.” He sat on the bed, and the boards creaked and groaned. “Oh Balls, this wood has grown old and weak.” He stood back up, huffing a bit. “I shall have to get this death trap replaced.” Henry sighed. 

“I'll just leave you with this delightful meal, shall I? Oh, it looks simply scrumptuous! Well, here it is, on top of the bed. Eat before it gets cold, my dear. I'll just be back later to retrieve the ah, dishes. Ta.” 

“It's working Thomas, it's really working!” Henry shook his hands in celebration like an infant learning how to applaud. “She actually came out from under the bed today! Oh, I'm so excited!” 

“Excellent news, sire. Has she spoken yet?” Cromwell gathered some papers and dipped a fresh quill in Henry's ink well. 

“No, she is still as silent as a fragile china doll. But it's only a matter of time. You know Thomas, this kindness and courtesy kabibble is actually a quite viable form of diplomacy! I must consider using it more often.” 

“Very good, sire. Now if you will kindly sign here, this document incorporates the county of Swansea into English autonomy, all liens in perpetuity, and...” 

“Didn't I sign this bloody document yesterday?” 

“Yes sire, that was the English version. This is the Welsh version. As you know, they still use their native tongue, and they have a written form of it too. Now if you will just...” 

“To hell with this!” Henry violently brushed all the documents off the table, as well as the ink pot. “If they're going to live in our country, they can bloody well learn how to speak the bloody language! 

Look at this! They don't even have any vowels! I'll skin their ungrateful sheep buggering hides, I will! 

Where's my wine? Get on it, you layabouts, or you'll get a proper lashing!” The servants jostled around like breeding salmon.  So much for kindness and courtesy, thought Cromwell. 

Several nights later, Henry finally got the fairy to speak. She meekly thanked him for bringing her dinner. He wore the white nightrobe still, thinking it made him look angelic. 

“You're most welcome, my dear. You know, we still have not been properly introduced. As you know, my name is Henry. What is your name, my child?” 

“Fuh...Faylin, sir,” she said, barely above a whisper. 

“That's a very pretty name, Faylin. You're very pretty too.” Faylin turned her head, covering her face with her hand. Henry saw her cheek was pulled back, as if she were smiling.  Henry, you stallion you! 

 You can always charm the ladies, he thought to himself. 

“So my child, how did you come to be in that tree a few days ago? It's all right. You're not in any trouble.” 

Faylin slowly turned back around to face Henry. “I...I was lost, sir. Then, those horrible beasts came running for me, and I...” She covered her face again and sobbed. 

“There, there my dear.” Henry put his hand lightly on her shoulder. “Those were just my loyal hounds. 

I wouldn't have let them harm you, I assure you. Oh, that must have been so dreadfully frightening.” 

She leaned on his massive chest, still choking back sobs. He placed his other hand on her back and pat it gently, muttering “there, there,” and feeling considerably less than manly. He had nursemaids comfort his children for him before, and was unused to doing it himself. 

“You mentioned you were lost, my sweet? Where is your home?” 

“It is called Tír na nÓg, sir.” 

 Tír na nÓg? Does she speak truth? Can she actually have come from the forgotten realm of faerie? 

“How did you come to be here, gentle Faylin?” 

“I cannot say, sir” she sobbed. “I am too ashamed.” 

Henry chuckled. “Oh please, little one, how can you be ashamed of anything? You are such a light, delicate flower. Don't be so remorseful. Tell me, what happened?” 

“I...I was once a lady in waiting in the court of King Oberon and Queen Titania. I made silks from gossamer caterpillars and diaphanous spiders for her drapes, which she wore daily. I was always in her company, along with six of my sisters, as whiskers of a dandelion, fluttering gently in the winds. 

“But one day, King Oberon did appear alongside the Queen, and a single sycamore leaf fell from his crown. I suppose I may have acted out of protocol, but I did my duty as an attendant to the King and Queen, and went to retrieve the fallen sycamore leaf. Then I flew to fix the leaf back to his majesty's crown, and the Queen gave me ill reproach.” 

“For restoring your monarch's crown? How could she find fault with that?” 

“She accused King Oberon of infidelity, and said I was his doxy! Oh, it was such a cruel and vicious thing to say, and I never even laid a finger on his highness until that moment! The Queen is known for being capricious, but never did I dream she would make such poisonous accusations! My sisters and I started crying and pleading for my innocence, but her highness was relentless! When I think of those silk drapes adorning her graceful shoulders cascading about in rage, I fall into deep despair!” 

“Why this is horrible,” said Henry. “The pain and anguish you must have suffered.” Henry 

conveniently forgot that he made those same accusations himself when he sought annulment from Catherine. 

“She called me before her throne the next day, and had her steward read a proclamation before the court, announcing that I was hereby banished from the Realm of Faerie! Queen Titania would not look at me, or even acknowledge my presence. I was as vermin to her. Her guards seized me by my hair and wings and brutally tossed me to the mortal realms. I then found myself in your forest, lost and afraid.” 

“This is incredible. Incredible news indeed! Can you not return to Tír na nÓg?” 

“No, sir. An unseen force prevents  my entry. It is as if I fly into glass, and my poor nose gets a thrubbing.” 

“But you say this portal exists in my forest?” Henry started thinking if he could gain entry to the Realm of Faerie, it could lead to a highly profitable expansion of his rule. 

“Yes good sir, but mortals cannot enter. They cannot even see it, even though the King and Queen are on the other side and can view the mortal world for their amusement.” 

“So they can, can they? Can they also hear sounds from our world as well?” 

“Indeed, sir. They sometimes listen to the calling of nightingales and the whisperings of the winds.” 

Henry stood up, and put his fist to his chest. “Then I shall speak for you. I shall plead your case and ask clemency. Your queen shall reconsider her rash decision and and take you back into her service.” 

“Oh no sir, please! You cannot. I cannot ask this of you! It is beyond a lowly servant such as I.” 

“Nonsense! It is but a pittance of effort on my part. I face down treacherous kings and bloody emperors on a daily basis and send them away quivering!” 

“But they will not take you seriously, sir! As mighty as you are, you are just a mortal to them, and they will dismiss you as you would a slave.” 

Henry stamped his feet and howled in rage, frightening Faylin into submission. “They would dismiss me? Ridiculous! I am Henry the Eighth, by the Grace of God, King of England and France, Defender of the Faith, Lord of Ireland and of the Church of England in Earth Supreme Head! They will listen to me!” 

Henry was in another one of his raging moods again, howling at the servants for any imagined 

indiscretion and overturning furniture. All Cromwell could do was stand by and wait patiently for the royal tantrum to end. 

When he and Henry were finally alone, Cromwell asked him, “What troubles your majesty?” 

“She won't speak to me, Thomas. It is just as before. She retreats from me and cowers. All I wanted to do was help.” 

“You speak of...” 

“Yes.” 

Cromwell took a breath, realizing the futility of offering his majesty advice on dealing with the fairer sex. He reasoned that King Henry was probably one step away from having the fairy beheaded, and could not chance the king publicly parading what the Catholics would consider consorting with demonkind. He also knew Henry would hardly consent to exercising restraint. His vast ego would not allow it. 

“My lord, I would dare say your situation with the ah, young lady, amounts to a clash of cultures.” 

“What?” 

“She is from a distant land, like an Oriental princess, and as such, has been brought up under entirely different circumstances. It is often an ordeal we face when we deal with dignitaries from other countries. A mere handshake can be interpreted as a challenge to them. Through absolutely no fault of your own, you miscommunicated with her.” 

“My word Thomas, do you really think so? That she somehow interpreted my good intentions as 

hostile?” 

“It is quite possible, your majesty. But she is a young woman, despite her alien appearance. You've seen how your daughters react when they think you are angry with them. Perhaps she sees you as a father figure, and thinks she has disappointed you. She may have been taught to defer properly to a man, and fears she failed you in that task.” 

“By God, you must be right! She must have thought my anger was directed at her, and flagellated herself as a woman should! Oh Thomas, I have been in the company of power hungry females for too long. They're always trying to manipulate me with their self-induced miscarriages and false, dishonest cries. I forgot that women could be genuinely supplicant!” 

“A most splendid epiphany, sire. Would that everyone could benefit from your wise counsel.” 

“Indeed, Thomas. Make sure that gets written up and distributed. I have a fair maiden to rescue!” 

“My dear, I forgive you,” King Henry proclaimed proudly. “I realize you were taking your proper place as a woman should, and that you thought you disappointed me when you spurned my offer of help. It's all water under the bridge. Now, let's get down to business. How best to approach your King and Queen?” 

Faylin looked at Henry with trepidation. “Come, come, out with it,” he prodded. 

“I, I think you should come alone, your majesty. If you arrived with your men, they would think your intentions were hostile.” 

“Very well, I shall. What else?” 

“Come in your finest raiment, and your scepter and crown, or they will not believe you are truly the king.” 

“Bah, do you take me for a common piker, girl? Of course I shall dress my finest. I would not have it any other way. What else?” 

“Er, wear something green?” 

It was a logistical nightmare to order guards away from their stations at certain times, so that no one would see the king leaving the castle. Cromwell alone knew the fairy would accompany Henry, but did not inquire of their purpose. King Henry assured him he would only be gone for a few hours, and not to worry. Cromwell recalled the many times his majesty would go off half-cocked, heedless of the consequences, but always having lady luck by his side. 

The king and Faylin set out at night on horseback, both wearing dark cloaks, concealing their identities. 

She kept her wings folded down as well, leaving nothing to chance. They rode for a while and 

eventually reached the spot where they first encountered. 

“How will we know the portal,” Henry asked? 

“It is a pair of crossed trees, my lord. They lean to each other like a giant pair of ivied legs.” 

They searched the forest as Henry illuminated their surroundings with a lantern. Faylin pointed ahead to crossed trees, and said, “There.” 

Henry stepped up to the trees, in front of the triangular space between the trees and ground, and threw off his cloak. He had on his crown, his mantle, his scepter, and any other jewelry and effect he thought would impress even the staunchest judge of royal fashion. He cleared his throat, ready to introduce himself, and then the trees clobbered him, sending him sprawling to the ground unconscious. 

“About time you got here,” said Eurytion. “I've been standing still for days in this bark suit.” 

“Consider yourself lucky,” replied Blaithin, looking considerably less demure than before. “You didn't have to enjoy the odious company of his majesty for the past week.” 

“But it all went according to plan. These trinkets should be worth a fortune in the future.” The giant and the fairy removed all of Henry's valuables, leaving him in his underclothes, and left like thieves in the night. 

“Thomas, I should like to have a new crown and sceptre commissioned,” said Henry. He had been shown the portrait of Anne of Cleves that the artist Holbein painted, and decided he would take her as his fourth wife. 

“But why, your highness? The royal crown and sceptre have been used by English royalty for 

centuries! What is wrong with them?” 

“Oh, I disposed of those gaudy gewgaws. It is a new age of Renaissance, my friend. Out with the old thinking, in with the new. Wouldn't want our new queen to think we were behind the times, would we? 

Now get to it, chop chop!” 

Cromwell sighed and wrote up the commission.  He probably lost them in a game of dice, he reasoned. 



Chapter 15

Christopher Newport arrived at the shipyards, smelling the familiar scent of milled lumber. As he left his coach, he saw shipbuilders of all nationalities lifting planks by ropes, pulleys and scaffolds to ship frames positioned adjacent to the docks. Interest in the New World across the Atlantic was a growing enterprise. He was partly responsible for that because of his gift of two baby crocodiles and a wild boar to King James I. No one was better for generating business than a monarch who liked to show off collections of exotics. 

Despite his somewhat checkered past as a privateer, Christopher Newport did all his raiding in service to England and the King. While the Spanish were discovering gold by the ton in the New World, the English found they could diminish a lot of their economic woes by granting pardons to pirates who raided Spanish freighters. Newport’s reputation became so sparkled, he was about to be offered his first legitimate job. 

The Virginia Company of London established themselves for New World expeditions when King 

James granted them charters. In order to find properly motivated crew for these journeys, the VCoL 

approached indentured servants and offered them deals they couldn’t refuse: in exchange for seven years labor, they could, with free passage, food, protection and land grants, sail to the first settlements in what would later be called Virginia. 

Newport entered their office and met with a representative, who discussed the terms of his contract and provided him his manifests and other official documentation. Possibly most important of these documents were sealed orders from the crown, opened only upon establishment of their first colony. 

“You will act as admiral and captain the  Susan Constant, largest of the three ships,” explained the representative. “You will also oversee  Godspeed, and  Discovery.” 

Newport examined the crew lists of all the ships, and one name stood out: Captain John Smith. 

“John Smith?” asked Newport. “Surely not the same John Smith who fought for the Hapsburgs and received knighthood from the Prince of Wallachia?” 

“The very same,” said the representative. 

“I heard the Prince gave him a coat of arms that bore three severed Turkish heads. He should be one interesting chap to have along for the journey indeed!” 



As the indentureds were loading their supplies and crates onto the  Godspeed from the docks, Captains Bartholomew Gosnold and John Smith were observing from deck. Gosnold turned to his cousin and asked, “Excited, John?” 

“Oh, definitely. We sail for streets of gold, trees bearing gemstones, and exotic bare-breasted maidens by the score,” replied Smith. 

Gosnold laughed, taking a white kerchief from his sleeve and dabbing sawdust from his eyes. “Yes, and if we don’t find such treasures in Virginia, our beloved admiral may have us retreat to one of his favorite ambush spots in the Caribbean.” 

“Truth to tell, that does sound more exciting than cutting down trees and building cabins. I’m surprised Edward Wingfield’s coming on this voyage. He doesn’t strike me as the pioneering type.” Smith spat over the side of the  Godspeed, barely missing a dockworker pushing a palette underneath. 

“Don’t let his aristocratic airs fool you,” replied Gosnold. “He is a visionary, and if anybody can turn this new colony into a profitable enterprise, he can.” 

“As long as he does all the paperwork, we’ll get along famously,” said Smith. “I think I’ll introduce myself to our passengers. We’re going to be in cramped quarters for the next few months, after all.” He put on his hat and walked down to the docks. 

Of all the indentureds going on this expedition, the  Godspeed seemed to attract the most foreign-born. 

He saw his share of Nordics, Slavs, and Mediterraneans. He wondered if any had origins in Wallachia, where he fought for mercenary pay. He was about to ask when one of the indentureds was about to lift a large crate from the end by himself. “I say there fellow, you will surely strain yourself lifting such a heavy load.” Then Smith thought he saw the man was twice normal size. He gasped, and the indentured quickly pulled his hands back, then wandered off to perform some other labor. Smith thought the man looked normal sized again. 

 I haven’t even hit the grog yet, and I’m already seeing things, he thought. 



As the fleet sailed for their first stop at the Canary Islands, Smith was regaling the crew in the mess with tales of his various adventures. They hemmed and hawed agreeably whenever he delivered his punch lines, but he felt they weren’t as responsive as his usual crowds. Wingfield seemed to be the least impressed, reacting with slight snarls and rolled eyes at Smith’s gems, but the indentureds smiled blandly for the most part. 

As passionate as he was, one of the things he considered worse than opposition was indifference. He decided some horseplay was in order. He looked toward the dockworker he saw earlier who was trying to pick up a heavy crate singlehandedly. “Good fellows, one of you pretends to be Hercules, but I say we refer to him as Herniales. I saw him about to throw out his back and sunder his testes by attempting to lift a crate of anvils.” Smith pointed to the dockworker and waved. 

No one commented, save for Wingfield’s sniff. The dockworker looked a little cross, but otherwise staid. Smith felt exasperated. Why were all these people so sullen? “How about a wager, everyone? 

Fifty crowns says I can beat this galoot at the wrist game. Any takers?” 

The crowd started murmuring, and the dockworker crossed his hands back and forth, trying to wave Smith off. Smith didn’t acknowledge the man’s reluctance. “What’s the matter, my friend? Afraid I’ll give you that hernia that you thought you avoided?” Smith got up and walked over to the dockworker’s table. The dockworker looked to be of Greek ancestry, as he had curly hair and a pointed beard like their warriors of old. 

Smith sat opposite of the Greek and braced his arm on the table, bending his wrist. “Face me, Herniales. Or do you prefer to flee as your loinclothed ancestors did from the Trojans?” 

The dockworker turned to face his companion, a slim youngster with fair skin and dark hair, who looked to be Irish, and shrugged. It was then that Smith saw what he thought were wings on the young man’s back, transparent like ice. The dockworker appeared to be twice normal size, as he was before the first time he saw him. 

Smith blinked his eyes, thinking fumes from the lamps were causing his vision to cloud. He turned around and surveyed the others. Except for Wingfield, Captain Grosnold and his crew, every one else seemed to shimmer between reality and the realms of dreams. Some of these people had horns on their heads, like antlers on deer. Some seemed to actually be women, in a crew that was supposed to be all men, with hair colored like flowers and plants. He thought some had hooven feet, and others had tails sprouting from their breeches. Some appeared to be covered in fur instead of skin, and others had more than two arms. 

“John, is something wrong?” asked Captain Grosnold. “Have you taken ill?” 

Smith raced from the mess up to the deck and vomited over the side. 



After they made their stop at the Canary Islands, Smith took Grosnold aside and asked him, “Bart, please don’t think me addled, but have you noticed anything unusual about the indentureds?” 

“Unusual? What do you mean? They seem fine to me,” said Grosnold. 

“Nothing unusual about their appearance? No indication that they seem anything other than…normal?” 

“No, John. You seem to be somewhat rattled of late. This is your first Atlantic voyage, is it not? It is not uncommon to imagine sea monsters and beasts lurking on the horizon. It will pass, I can assure you.” 

“It’s not like that, Bart. I have seen things that cannot be explained by tricks of the sea and sky. I suspect these indentureds are not as they appear.” 

“John, please hold yourself together. You are poised to be a ruling council member when we reach our destination, and it would not do for you to stir up trouble now! Please get some rest while we are here and gather your strength for the rest of the voyage.” 

“I’m telling you Bartholomew, something strange is afoot, and I intend to get to the bottom of it!” 

Smith walked off in a huff, and Grosnold decided he would need to tell Admiral Newport of Smith’s possible mischief. 



After they left the Canaries, Admiral Newport’s fleet seemed to encounter nothing but problems. They encountered frequent storms and gales which blew them off course. As they struggled to reorient themselves, a new storm would follow them and make navigation extremely taxing. 

In addition to the adverse weather and sailing conditions, the crew could hardly rest before some new disaster struck, so their nerves stretched to the point of fraying. Then some passengers fell ill to scurvy, and a few of them died. 

After the weather had finally calmed, Smith took cause to berate Captain Grosnold in front of his crew and passengers. “Don’t you see what’s going on, you blind fool? You transport devils and fell creatures to the New World. God plagues us for our transgressions. Get rid of these vermin! Toss them 

overboard, so that we no longer attract God’s ire!” 

“Captain Smith, you will compose yourself!” said Grosnold. “Bother us not with these insane 

accusations. Haven’t we suffered enough without your endless consternation? I have a ship to run! 

Retire to your quarters immediately!” 

“Open your eyes, you colossal horse’s ass! Or am I the only sane man on board? I shall take control of your ship, I will. We are in danger, and you ignore it at our peril!” 

“Enough,” shouted Edward Wingfield. “John Smith, I hereby charge you with mutiny. Captain 

Grosnold, signal to the Admiral that we need to hold conference. Order your men to place this scoundrel in the brig. We cannot tolerate his behavior any longer.” 

Smith drew his sword and threatened any who accosted him with death. It was some time before 

Captain Grosnold talked him down from his rage and a sailor knocked him out from behind. 



Smith sat brooding in the brig, sullen that he had to endure the rest of the voyage in this cramped space. 

No one would speak to him, not even his cousin Grosnold. Given time to cool off, he upbraided himself silently for overreacting. He faced certain death in fighting the Turks, and didn’t even despair when they captured him. They put him on the auction block and sold him into slavery, but he charmed his new master’s wife and escaped to Poland. He could handle any diversity, but allowed himself to lose control on this journey. 

Could this situation truly be explained by delusions? He was certain he saw what he saw. No one but the indentureds looked abnormal. Was this some secret plot against him, to drive him insane? Why would they go through such elaborate lengths, and on a months-long expedition such as this? 

As he was brooding, Smith came to be aware of a face in the small window of the brig’s door. It was the Greek dockworker. Smith thought his face could possibly be bigger than normal, but he wasn’t sure. 

“I’ve got good news and bad news,” said the Greek. It was the first time Smith heard him speak. “The good news, you will be famous, and tales will be told of your exploits for time immemorial. The bad news, it will be nothing like what you could possibly foresee.” 

“What? What are you talking about?” said Smith. 

“The story of you is being written. You are involved too deep in events to change the outcome. 

Somebody up there, whether it be one God or many gods, finds you amusing. I hoped this wouldn’t happen when my friends and I embarked on this voyage, but so it goes.” 

“What are you? Demons? Phantasms? Who are you really?” 

“We are as you see us,” said the dockworker. “We are also as the others see us.” The Greek left, and didn’t speak to Smith again. 



Smith stayed in lockup for the rest of the voyage, which took nearly five months in all. The new worlders hit landfall in what they called “The First Landing.” They had finally arrived to Virginia. 

Admiral Newport and his captains and crew investigated the new lands and found a good spot for establishing a settlement which they later called Jamestown, in honor of the king. 

The first matter of business was trial for John Smith on the charges of mutiny. Admiral Nelson favored executing him, but Edward Wingfield pointed out they had to take care of their sealed order from the homeland first, before making any government decision on their own. 

Wingfield opened the orders, read the first few pages, and muttered, “Oh, balls.” 

“What is it?” asked Newport. 

“John Smith is to lead the new colony.” 



John Smith came to be the leader the new colonists needed. They faced adverse conditions in their new home. The land was virtually a swamp, and the colonists were constantly plagued with mosquitoes. 

They were also frequently attacked by redskinned natives, and some colonists went missing, mainly passengers from the  Godspeed. But Smith refused to let their spirits die and encouraged them to retain their morale. 

Smith’s penchant for adventure came to the fore again, as he led a search for food along the bay and wound up getting captured by the Algonquins. However, similar to what he did when he was in custody of the Turks, he charmed the chieftain’s daughter Pocahontas. She begged her father not to kill him, and Smith eventually found release. 

Smith’s romance with Pocahontas went on to become the stuff of legend. Under his leadership, 

Jamestown established friendly relations with the Algonquins, and the colonists reached the point where they could sustain and protect themselves. Smith later returned to England, then made more excursions to the New World, where he fell into enemy hands once more and escaped. 

The missing passengers of the  Godspeed, including Eurytion and Balithin, went on to make new lives for themselves, and gave America new legends and tales of monsters and extraordinary creatures. 



Thus ends the first volume of the travels of Eurytion. 
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