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First: Something’s Up
Lord E Lordy wanted the Wiz. That’s where the Last Little War got started.
You see, Lord E Lordy — he’s alcaldé of the next-door kingdom of Potrero-Taraval — was of a mind to conquer. This was not unusual. Lord E was always of that mind. Potrero has been spreading all the time, bit by bit, south and east toward Excelsior and Merced.
It started doing this when Lord E’s daddy was alcaldé of Potrero. He was an expansive bastard. He pushed Potrero-Taraval down against tiny Bernal in the southeast and up against Embarcadero all the way to the Farm. He even gobbled up the Buena Vista, whereupon the Embarcaderans beat him back, but not before some folks died.
Folks like mi madre y padre.
Lord E’d like to be an expansive bastard, too, but he’s fortunately not as good at it as his daddy. Once in a while he sends his knighties against the Border between Embar and Potrero, but they always turn back — usually about the time they see our knighties with their body-armor and AKs, and decide knives and crowbars won’t cut it.
But this time, Lord E determined that he would leave his knighties at home and send only smeagols over the Border. ‘Cause Lord E had a new merlin and Lord E’s new merlin had a plan.
It is my eternal shame that I didn’t know this. It was Deadend, smeagol extraordinaire, who brought the smell to Hismajesty’s attention.
We are hanging in the Throneroom of the Regency Palace when he comes in and makes this pronouncement.
“What’s up?” asks Squire, ‘cause that’s his job. Hismajesty don’t talk to smeagols.
“It’s an ill wind from Potrero-Taraval,” says Deadend, “Lubejob’s been skulking around the Farm.”
“Says who?” asks Squire, scathing-like. “Or are you fabricatin'?”
“Kaymart and Bags put me onto the rumble. I saw the smeagol myself. It was Lubejob. I put a tail on him. Followed him all the way back to the Slot.”
“Ask the smeagol, ‘then what?’” orders Hismajesty.
“Then what?” asks Squire.
“Then he huddles with his gang. Mark me, Squire, there’s evil afoot — we’re being scoped.”
Hismajesty looks to me. “Had you an inkling of this perfidy, merlin?” he asks me.
“The branches of the Tree of Destiny did quiver,” I say and cross my fingers, ‘cause the TOD was sitting on the balcony in a stiff breeze at the time. “I perceived no cause.”
Hismajesty’s brows go all gnarly. “Summon Scrawl,” he tells Squire and Squire turns to the gofer next to him and says, “Gofer Scrawl.”
Hismajesty’s brows are still looking like smooshed black caterpillars. “Prepare to read the runes,” he says to me.
I do, and damn quick. Hismajesty’s an ace dude if you’re square with him, but if he thinks you let him down — wham! — you could be deadjim in no appreciable time. I don’t wish to be deadjim, so I get my rune can and hustle back to the Throneroom.
Scrawl is there when I get back, and Firescape and Cinderblock, too, ‘cause this looks like it could be a job for the military.
She’s a piece of work. Firescape, I mean. Number one jade — all rigged out in black leather and red spandies and redder hair, with her Magic Weapon slung at her hip.
My pants get uncomfortable. I shake my rune can to announce myself and get my hormones' attention off Firescape.
Hismajesty waves a hand at me. He’s not scowly now — mostly, I think, ‘cause of Hermajesty, who is sitting in his lap. Hermajesty’s name is really Ampam and she was born in the produce bin of a mini-mart on Columbus, but His M doesn’t care, though he is of higher origin, having come into this world in the back seat of a Mercedes-Benz.
There is a circular pit in Hismajesty’s Throneroom. We call it the Pit. Here, we gather to read runes and jam on Saturday nights. This is where Scrawl and I go now.
While the Majesties and the others sit in the soft cushions around the shallow edge, Scrawl and I move down onto the stone floor and begin to circle each other. She shakes her rune bag at me; I shake my can at her. It is a bright red can and says “Hills Bros” on it. There is a picture of a merlin drinking a cup of coffee on the front, and it is this I direct at her so she will remember that I am a merlin and she is only Scrawl.
She yields, of course, ‘cause that’s protocol, and I am the first to spill my runes on the center of the great Mandala in the floor of the Pit. We both hunker down to ponder them.
Scrawl makes humming noises and nods as if she sees auspicious stuff. I see nothing but broken chips of glass and bottle caps. There is even a matchstick or two and a button from the fly of my jeans. There is also a rotten old peach pit; someone’s used my rune can for a garbage receptacle. I snag the pit and chuck it over my shoulder.
Scrawl "ahems" at me, then waves her hand over the stuff like she is stirring a pot. I look at her face but her big, watery eyes are mum. I wonder if she is wondering what I see.
I squint at the runes, then my eyes go wonky like they do. I see a shape. Looks like a giraffe, but that doesn’t make sense. I look at it some more and it gets to be a crane — the kind there is near some of the big skyscraper carcasses downtown.
“A crane,” I say and nod, then see something else. “And a scales.”
Scrawl comes to peer over my shoulder. “Yeah,” she says. “Could be.”
I move to another angle. My wonky eyes see a mountain...or a pyramid...or maybe it’s the Regency Palace.
I say, “Mountain,” and Scrawl mumbles, “My turn, Taco-face.” She moves, too, giving me the hairy eyeball. Then she screeches, “Danger! Danger! They’s after something!”
“Sooth!” says Firescape. “Of course, they’s after something. Lord E’s always after something.”
I begin to suspect that Scrawl sees less in the runes than I do, but while I am trying to make sense out of “crane,” “scales” and “mountain,” she stands up straight as a lamp post, clutches her head and says in her best Voice-O-Doom, “They’s after Hermajesty!”
The Majesties don’t like this pronouncement. They look at each other and get all scowly again.
I check my higher consciousness, trying to sense out what this has to do with cranes and scales and mountains. When I think of mountains, I think of trees. Mountains have lots of trees — more than the Farm, even. And they are much bigger than the Fabled Tree of Destiny — Giants. This makes me think I am supposed to be thinking of the Fabled TOD.
I say as much. “I think of the Tree of Destiny. Runes are not enough. The Tree must be consulted.”
Scrawl sees that Hismajesty likes this pronouncement better than hers, so she gives me the hairy eyeball again. I am the only one who can talk to the Tree. Still, she pretends to be agreeable.
“Taco’s right,” she says, “meanwhile, I shall consult the wall runes.”
We are dismissed and I make my way up the Great Crystal Elevator to my chambers on the top floor of the Palace. The Palace is much narrower at the top than it is at the bottom. On my floor there are only eight big rooms, joined two and two. Four are the Majesty’s; four are mine, although I’ve considered asking Firescape to share them with me. Two of the four have beds so I have my choice of sleeping places. Naturally, I have in mind that she should share the beds, too.
I go to the room I use as a workshop. There, out on the balcony, is the Fabled Tree. He is enjoying the sun, and the tips of his branches reach upward, waving. I am sorry to disturb him, but I must, taking my seat beside him at the balcony.
He’s a Douglas Fir. I know this ‘cause of the Wiz. I also know that Trees have sexes just like people and animals. It just so happens that Doug is a boy, which is good, ‘cause the name fits better.
“O Tree of Destiny,” I say. Normally, I call him Doug, but this is ritual stuff. “O Tree of Destiny, we have a problem. Lord E Lordy has spies upon us. His head smeagol’s been seen in Embar. All the little smeagols’ve been seen too. So says Kaymart, Bags and Deadend. O Tree of Destiny, we fear the kingdom of Embarcadero is jeopardized by these skulkings. Scrawl says Lord E wants Hermajesty. I need to know is this so and how he means to get her.”
I bend my face to the little Tree. The boughs brush my cheek. I close my eyes and breathe in the firry smell. It reminds me of the Farm that now is all that divides southwestern Embarcadero from Potrero-Taraval, and where I spent many child-days.
Nothing happens, except I can almost see the Farm with its giant Trees and flowers and strange buildings. Which lack of something makes me wonder — like I always wonder — how I got to be a merlin. I know it’s ‘cause I got the Tree. I say a thanks prayer that Doug chose me and not somebody else (like Scrawl, for instance).
When I open my eyes again, I see something odd. I see a knightie looking up at me from the plaza outside. This is not unusual except that she is half-hiding behind an old trolleycar and she is not wearing Firescape’s colors. She is wearing the yellow and black of the Virgin Guard, the knighties who patrol the Richmond near the Farm.
She sees me just as I see her and disappears behind the trolleycar. A chill goes down my spine. I pick up Doug — pot and all — and head back to the Throneroom. The Majesties are surprised to see me lugging the TOD out of the Great Crystal Elevator.
“What the hell?” says His M and salutes the Tree. Hermajesty throws him a kiss.
I ask Firescape if she knows any reason one of Sweetie’s Virgin Guard would be wharfside instead of on her normal beat around the Richmond Virgin. She can’t think of any, and when I tell her the Tree inspired me to know there was a yellow knightie in the courtyard, skulking, she and her sidekick, Cinderblock, unsafety their magic AKs and head for the street.
“Well, merlin?” Hismajesty is looking kingly at me. “Well? What has the Tree of Destiny revealed?”
“The Tree says,” I say, though I am clueless, “there are smeagols all about us.”
I set Doug’s pot down and dust off my hands, catching a whiff of his nice firry smell and trying to think of something more to say. I do.
“The Farm must be watched night and day. This knightie the Tree saw is ersatz. Which means that, most likely, one of Sweetie’s gang is deadjim. Maybe more than one. First, smeagols around the Farm, now smeagols in disguise, at the heart of it all. Think of it, sire. If you wanted something close to Lord E, what better way than to disguise yourself as someone who could get real close?”
His M is nodding. “Yeah. Like a knightie. But why a Yellow Knightie from the Virgin Guard? Lord E’s gotta know the Palace is guarded by Red Knighties.”
I shrug. “She had to get past all kinds of eyes, Majesty. I suspect she cacked the first knightie she came across.”
His M is still nodding. “But is she after my queen?”
I don’t know the answer to this, but I’m not about to say that. Scrawl saves me from having to open my mouth. She comes in wailing like a house on fire. “Oi!” she’s saying. “Oi! They’ve left signs! Th’arrogance of ‘em!”
They left signs, alright. LORD E RULES! was the sign. Plastered all over the side of the old trolleycar. I didn’t have to guess who did it. Only question is, why so bold?
Hismajesty doesn’t ask me again if Lord E is after Hermajesty. He has Firescape set a guard on her and puts all the knighties in Embarcadero on alert.
Rumbles start flying. All kinds of scuttlebutt. I hear all of it, of course, ‘cause I’m listening. A good merlin has ‘ears’ all over the place. A better merlin is pro-active. I go down to the Gee Gah to hang around the steamy stalls and shops that smell of fish and herbs and incense. That’s where I hear that Lord E’s shopping queens. According to the rumble along the Du Pon Gai, he’s lost another lady-lord to the dolores. Childbirth, says the rumble.
The old ladies and gents in their shops and stalls chatter like pigeons, blaming it on the water, the food, the air in Potrero.
On the outside, I think they’re right. It could be any of those things. Potrero got its problems, that’s a surely, foremost of which is a King who don’t give a fig about what he can’t stick in his treasure house. And there’s a lot of sicklies, too. But I know there’s always something inside the outside — something that makes the outside work bad. In the case of Potrero-Taraval, that thing is the dolores.
A long time ago, see, way before the Getting Out — hell, before there was even a city here — this whole place belonged to a people called Ohlone. They named it Awaa-te and lived close to the water. One day, they woke up to find aliens — my own ancestors — staring at them from inside these silly tin hats.
My ancestors put them all into a dios house called Dolores, which means “sad.” In this dios house, the Ohlone caught the alien's diseases and died. There are thousands of them buried around the Dolores dios house. I learned this from the Wiz.
By the time the folks who called themselves Americans sent a government agent to check up on the Ohlone, there was only one left — an old man named Pedro Alcantara. Pedro told the agent that he had lost his son and asked if the agent couldn’t help to find him. And then he said, “I am all that is left of my people — I am alone.”
The Dolores dios house lies smack inside the boundaries of the northern-most Potreran barrio. You can see the top of it from Embar. That, I thought, was why Potrero was so sickly and so sad — those spirits were still there — the Ohlone dolores.
I am pondering this when I bump into my good buddy, Creepy Lou.
“Thay!” he says to me. “Thay Taco!” (Which is ‘cause he’s missing a few teeth.) “Thay, Taco! You be scopin’ the rumble? Lord E lost hithelf another lordette.”
“I be hearing that,” I say. “Third one.”
He nods, looking sad. “Third one. Young, too.... Thecond trimethter.”
This pokes my Alice bone. “Where’d you hear that?”
Creepy Lou scratches around in his scraggy hair, making dust and leaves rain onto his shoulders. “Shmeagols.”
Interesting. “Deadend?”
“Naw, little shmeagol,” he says, and jerks his head three times to the right. “One of his hangabouts. Shmeagol says, uh, Lord E thinks we got some kinda magic. ‘Cause Hermatchsty has three babies, already, no hitches, no glitches.”
The last word comes out in a shower of saliva. I blink and shake my head.
“No, really. Th’ Alcaldé thinks our women are magic.” His face lights up; big holey grin, a little wicked. He pumps his left knee up and down and jerks his head three times to the right. “I think tho too.”
Makes sense, I s’pose. Odd sense. Lord E didn’t have such good family luck. He hadn’t produced an heir yet. His M has three — two girls and a boy. So, Lord E might think if he has the right queen — a magic queen — he can have heirs too. And slit Hismajesty’s throat to the bargain.
I shake my head, this time meaning it. “Our women aren’t magic,” I say, “just healthy.”
Lou nods, stamps his right foot, and grabs at something I can’t see. “It’s the water. Damn bad water in Potrero.”
“Damn bad attitude,” I answer, knowing it’s the Dolores.
Second: His Diminutive Self
Cicerone. That’s what the other kids called me. Means ‘chickpea.’ You got any idea how small a chickpea is? Pretty damned small. Got called ‘Peanut’ a lot, too. And some other stuff not as complimentary.
Mi madre said there was a chance I’d get bigger as I got older, but it never happened. Didn’t really expect it to. It’s got a lot to do with diet and that mi madre didn’t eat too well when I was a babe. There was food and all, but they were new here and didn’t know the what-how. You get the best veggies in the Sang Yee Gah, but we lived at the other end of the kingdom. I think I saw my first broccoli when I was five. Thought somebody’d shrunk up a shrubbery.
You don’t notice stuff when you’re little ‘cause you think life just goes on and on, and that whatever life’s like, it’ll always be just like that. My kid life was pretty bueno, you know? Mi padre got a job at a beanery in the neighborhood and mi madre learned how to grow green stuff in a garden on the roof. They got integrated, I guess you’d call it. Which was more than they'd done all the other places they'd been.
It might've been a foggy old dead city to the folks from Outside, but to mi madre y padre it was the Gam Saan — the Golden Mountain — which I guess to them, was sort of like Eldorado.
It was the Economy that killed the cities, Kaymart says. What with one thing and another (like the fact that some Economic Centers were an earthquake, volcano, or hurricane away from Complete Ruin) people just started Getting Out. They went to Rural Places — Planned Communities, Kaymart calls them, where there were no dumpsters or indigents, no rats the size of hub caps, no syringes in the gutters, and where nobody planted their backside on your front porch and called it homesteading.
According to History, folks just sort of drained out of The Cities like corn meal through a slit bag — first trickle-trickle, and then a steady pour and then let’s-get-the-hell-out-o-here. It took a while, but finally everybody who could Got Out. What Kaymart calls the Economic Base went with them.
That left people like mi madre y padre, who did a lot of wandering before they found a place that wanted them. And people like Creepy Lou, who isn't much wanted either, ‘cause no one likes to be around a dude that makes them twitch. And people like Firescape’s madre who just got born in the wrong barrio. And people like Lord E who saw the Getting Out as a Golden Opportunity. (Oh, I'm not saying Lord E is that old, ‘cause he isn’t. But there's always been guys just like him, even before the Getting Out, according to Kaymart.)
Anyway, mi madre y padre fit in here, so I just sort of fit in with them and I thought fitting in was something you just did and that just was.
I remember Cinco de Mayo festivals that’d go on early into the next spring morning; the streets all clogged up with folks and torches; the air so stuffed with music and laughter I didn’t see how anybody could move.
After I was s’posed to be in bed, I’d lean out over the fire escape and listen and watch and think that maybe I could just float right out the window, and that all that noise and heat and life would let me down to the alley as light as a feather.
I was ten when mi madre y padre were killed.
We lived real close to the Border between Potrero and Embarcadero — just north of the Mission Dolores, I found out later on. Lord E’s daddy was especially expansive that summer so the strip right along the Border wasn’t the safest place to be. I don’t think mi madre y padre knew this, or that it wasn’t the best place to go treasure hunting. But there they were, poking through the empty buildings when the Alcaldé’s knighties put in an appearance.
Mi madre had wanted some little bit of furniture to festive up the room we ate in and stayed warm in when the temp dropped — that’s why they were there. A stick of furniture seems like such an oddball thing to die for.
I still don’t know how it happened really. Just that I was playing in the alley with Fredo and Pigeon when all of a sudden Mrs. Lopez-Alvero, whose husband called her Acorn, was standing in front of me with all her big self trembling and her eyes wetting her rust-colored cheeks. She put her arms around me, too, I remember. And I remember thinking, that here I was, two years short of my Coming of Age Rite, and now there would be no one to do it with me.
There was more than that inside me, but I couldn’t let it out just then — only later on Mrs. Lopez-Alvero’s big, soft shoulder.
I think that was the first time I heard the Whispers — while I was grieving all over Mrs. Lopez-Alvero. I thought it was Mrs. Lopez-Alvero at first, saying Ave Marias in my ear. But it wasn’t her; her mouth had closed up shop and gone all grim and sad.
The Whispers didn’t mean anything to me ‘cause I didn’t understand what they were saying, but I heard them as if they were air being sucked through the Lopez-Alvero’s actually working window fan. But the window fan wasn’t on that day ‘cause of the fog and fog doesn’t whisper. I thought it might be rain and that the sky was crying for mi madre y padre — but there wasn’t any rain, either. Just fog — a wu pesado so thick and still no sound could move in it.
So, I lay in Mrs. Lopez-Alvero’s overly padded lap and listened to Whispers I didn’t understand or even really hear all that well. I decided to believe it was mi madre y padre whispering to me from the Abhá Kingdom, and that somehow made me feel a little put back together.
Well, there was someone to do my Coming of Age rite with me, after all; there was Mrs. Lopez-Alvero, who sat with me at the table when I had turned twelve, and gave me my first coffee in a hand-thrown cup, and spoke to me about the Grown Up Things — choosing mates and raising families and finding Something To Do in the world.
I had my coffee with cream and no sugar. And then I packed my stuff and moved north, away from the neighborhood and away from anyplace where I could look up and perhaps see the sad old building where mi madre y padre had died for a stick of furniture.
I stayed for the Day of the Dead that year — my twelfth year — and I painted my face like a skull and I carried a torch and I prayed for the Departed Ones. I sat up late and listened to Whisperers say nothing to me. Then I moved on up into the Hollow.
Now, let me tell you that I was a sorry citizen at that time. I had officially Come of Age, which meant two Big Things. One: I was now responsible for furthering my education because Two: In three years I’d be looked at to choose my Calling and I didn’t have the veriest glimmer of one.
Maybe this doesn’t seem like such a problem. I s’pose wherever you’re from it might not be. But here, where there are so many jobs that need to get done just to keep Decay from taking over the kingdom, its the Most Important Thing you do before you’re grown up. It’s what you’re growing up for. I knew this as well as anybody. But here I was, heading toward the big ONE FIVE with no Calling in sight. At least none that I figured I could pull off. I was no kind of cook, so following in mi padre’s footsteps was out of the question, and I couldn’t grow a thing to save my sorry life. So there it was.
At twelve, in the Hollow, I was a lonely solo with nobody but the street kids to rub up against.
Oh, and I had this cat...well, I can’t exactly say I had the cat, but we shared my cozy. He was a cat of many colors and bad attitudes and smells. We were not what I would call friends, but we got along okay. I called him Bunuelo ‘cause he looked like one of those fat little buns that come out of bakery ovens around Christmastime. He sure as hell ate better than I did, mostly ‘cause I always brought dinner. He hardly ever returned the favor.
I could talk to Bunuelo about the Whisperers. I still couldn’t hear them clear enough to make out one word of what they were saying, but they were there on and off, kinda like a bowu mist. Sometimes I thought I saw them, too, the way you think you see Something out of the tail of your eye, and the Something jerks your head around, but there’s nothing there.
One thing about cats I can surely appreciate. This is that they are good listeners. You can learn much about the art of listening from a cat.
Bunuelo never laughed at me when I spoke of the Whisperers. He never gave me pitiful looks like Mrs. Lopez-Alvero, or swatted my behind like Mr. Lopez Alvero, or called me "that jingbing ghost boy" like my so-called friends and acquaintances. My teachers at the Wiz consulted the Fiche and took my questions about Whisperers into the Holy of Holies, but I never got more from them than the same sort of pitiful looks I got from Mrs. Lopez-Alvero.
Bunuelo even purred when I spoke to him about the Whisperers. Sometimes he also gave himself a bath, but I knew he was still listening. I suspect we were friends after all, and just too macho to admit it.
Eh, stupid idea, now that I think of it. Bunuelo may have had the genes for macho, but I sure didn’t.
Bunuelo disappeared the year Hismajesty became King. I s’pose I should’ve seen a sign in this, but I didn’t. I just saw that I was really alone this time. When I got tired of being alone, I had two options: I could go into the street, where other kids would call me names to remind me of how little I was, or I could go to the Wiz where I could hear all sorts of Important Stuff that might further my education and put me in mind of a Calling.
Nine out of ten, I went to the Wiz. Problem was, I had to go into the street to get there, which meant I’d arrive late for my classes with a sorry attitude and a few new cuts and bruises to show for it.
One night, after coming home from the Wiz with even more bruises than usual, I decided I was sick of it. I addressed God and the Whisperers, saying, “O Lord...and you Whispering guys, whoever you are. Know that I, Taco Del, am mighty tired of suffering abuse day in and day out from people who think it is somehow their right and responsibility to cream me every time I budge outside my cozy. If there is anything you can do about this state of affairs, together or independent, I should surely be much obliged. Thank you, amen and insh’allah.”
The next morning I met Hoot.
He’s sitting up on top of a bunch of packing crates that are choking the open end of the alley below my cozy. Red hair — duck-back slick — levis, black boots with those nasty little chains around the ankles that mean, I’m bad. And he’s wearing this jacket — this black, leather jacket — but it’s like 80 degrees in this stinking alley which is steaming like a crab pot, and this dude’s not even breaking a sweat.
I gotta admire that, even while I’m thinking, This jake’s gonna kick my sorry little chickpea butt from here to the Wharf.
“Well,” he says, and pulls these shiny shades down from out of his hair as if to see me better. “Well, if it ain’t His Diminutive Self. What’s shakin' Taco Face?”
Okay, could’ve been worse. I mean, there’s a lot worse stuff he could’ve called me, and he could’ve called me nothing at all but just commenced to kicking my butt down the alley. I figure, this is not so inauspicious, and I say, “I’m shakin’.”
“No kidding?” he says. “Why’s that? D’I scare you?”
“Voices from the sky kind of, you know, weird me out.”
He tilts his head sidewise like one of those window-sill-shitting pigeons and says, “That’s not what I hear. I hear voices from the sky’s pretty vanilla to yourself.”
Damned if I know what to say to that, ‘cause I surely expected to be getting kicked by now, so I just squint up at him for a few and then I start up the alley like I’m bored with the whole business.
“Hey!” he shouts and starts to climb down off his crate.
I know I’m in for a kicking now, and I try to hurry, but this jake’s fast, and he comes down in front of me before I can make the street. He’s twice my size, easy...well, okay, so I exaggerate a little. But he’s big and he’s got his hands on his hips and he’s staring at me outta these shiny, scratched up shades and I’m really shaking now, ‘cause I can’t read his eyes and I just suddenly realize how important that has been to my survival up to now.
“So what do they say?” he asks me.
Since I expected to be flat on my back, perusing sky by now, this question comes as a great relief. I ask back at him, “Who?”
His head waggles and I swear I see his eyes roll behind the shades. “The voices from the sky, Chickpea-brain. What’ve we been chewin' on here?”
I been chewin' on the inside of my left cheek, but I wax all sassy anyway and say, “Who says they come from the sky? I never said they come from the sky. I don’t know where they come from.”
“Well, what do they say, anyway?”
“Stuff,” I say, and before he can ask the inevitable, I add, “Real secret stuff. If I tell anybody what it is, there’ll be hell to pay.” (Well, I’m not about to tell him I don’t know what they say.)
“Okay. But what kind of stuff do they say? I mean, do they do mah jongg tournaments so you win a lot of swag, they tell the weather — what?”
I make something up on the fly. “Well, they told me I’d be meeting you this morning.”
He seems real interested now. “Yeah? What else they tell you about me?”
To hell with secrets, I figure. “They said you’d be a real neon dude. Number one jade. Too cool for words.”
I am lying like I got no conscience. Which is not true — I got plenty of conscience. But I also got an appreciable survival instinct. Anyway, this works. This jake is smiling at me — grinning at me. He likes this stuff.
“Where you going — the Wiz?” he asks, to which I nod. “Okay.” And he turns around and starts to walk with me.
“So,” he asks as we stroll, “these voices from wherever they’re from — they guy voices or girl voices?”
I fabricate that they are girl voices as I suspect this will hit big with Hoot. (He is called this, he informs me, as his padre let out a whoop or two at his birthing.) The girl voices are a very big hit, and Hoot walks me all the way to the Wiz. The net effect of which is that I arrive with no more bruises and abrasions than I started out with that morning.
Hoot is outside my cozy every morning for over a week and then on and off after that. Got so it didn’t matter whether he was there or not. My bruises and abrasions healed right up and were not added unto. Needless to say, I was sincerely grateful for this and thanked both God and Whisperers accordingly.
Third: Something Goes Down
I am asleep in my favorite room when I hear the ruckus. Out in the hallway, voices are ricocheting off the walls. As I reach the door I hear Hismajesty roaring, “Get ‘em, for cry-aye! Get ‘em!” and the thunder of feet. I pop out my head and I see knighties galore, heading for the secret elevator. That’s the first thing I see. The second thing I see is His M standing out in the hallway in his boxers with Her M sucked up to him like a limpet.
He spies me out of the corner of his eye and says, “How come you didn’t see this, merlin? Where were you while all this was going down?”
I was asleep, Majesty, doesn’t sound too good, so I don’t say this. I say something equally dumb: “See what, Majesty?”
He splutters and waves his arms. “This attempt on my queen! Dastardly!”
He sees I’m not tracking him and lets go of Hermajesty to come and drag me into their rooms. He drags me all the way to the balcony where he points down the long, sloping wall with its little rectangle pocket gardens and windows. A doubled cable dangles through a piton sunk in the flank of the palace. I know it’s a piton ‘cause of the Wiz, where I learned about mountain-climbers and Sherpas.
“Wall-crawlers!” snarls Hismajesty, his finger shaking. “Wall-crawlers after my queen! What do you have to say for yourself, merlin?”
His brows crushed together like fighting kittens, he glares at me. The breeze is chill and I realize I am shivering and he is not, though he is wearing mostly skin. I am about to say that the Alcaldé’s merlin must have some serious magic at his disposal, but the thought of Scrawl inheriting Doug sends me on another tack altogether.
I draw myself up smartly. “I knew of this, Majesty,” I say and raise my finger skyward. “I saw a crane in the runes, and a scale.” I don’t mention the mountain, which it seems was the Regency Palace after all.
The kittens wriggle mightily. “So?”
“Normally, a crane would be needed to reach this height,” I explain. “And the scale....” I point to the rope, threaded through the clip on the piton. “A counter balance.”
“Why didn’t you warn me?”
“Because I also saw that the attempt would fail. If I told you, you might’ve done something to change that. At the very least you’d have worried yourself sleepless. I saw no need to disturb you or frighten Hermajesty.”
Hermajesty is sweetly pleased. She smiles at me.
“Thanks, Taco.”
Hismajesty’s face struggles. Finally, he says, “Well done, merlin,” and dismisses me.
By the skin of my teeth, I think, and slink back to my rooms.
By dawn, we know that the wall-crawlers were Noe Valley Ninjas — the Alcaldé’s crack troops — the only ones, I figure, who could’ve gotten past our best defenses without being seen. By mid-morning we know exactly how they did it. They came by sea.
“Up from China Basin most likely,” says Firescape. “Under the wharf at the Point. Stowed their boats under the docks and came up the back way from Fish Alley. Left one of their dinghies behind as a calling card.”
Firescape is angry and offended and her skin is all flushed rose-gold. This makes her eyes extra dark, which makes her extra beautiful. Firescape is the only red-headed Chinese girl I know. Her mother’s name was Flannigan, she told me once, and she’ll name her firstborn that.
I hope to be the father of her firstborn. "Flannigan" is fine with me.
Hismajesty is also angry. He looks to Squire and Firescape and me. “Advise me,” he says.
“Bring in more knighties from downtown,” Squire says. “Put Wharfside on heavy alert.”
Firescape shakes her head, making all that red hair gleam in the light from the morning streets. “Leaves our southwest flank exposed. I say we move Hermajesty to a more defensible position. The Summer Palace or the Grace.”
Squire spocks an eyebrow. “I say we do both.”
I am nodding when His M gets to me.
“You agree, merlin?”
I keep nodding. “A deft move.”
“Which one? The Summer Palace or the Grace?”
I consider this, watching Firescape’s face, which is no hardship. The Summer Palace is in a walled compound near the Marina — a wildy sort of place called the Presidio, ringed by the farms that produce about two-thirds of our food. Problem is, it’s close to the water. Water, we now know, is hard to defend. The Grace is a dios house, but it’s built like a fortress — reinforced concrete. Problem is, it’s as close to the Border as the Regency Palace. I decide this is a decision I must take to the Wiz and say as much.
Hismajesty respects my words, but warns me: “Make it quick, merlin. Lord E Lordy is scoping the mother of my children. If anything happens to her....”
I don’t need to hear the end of that. I cut for the Wiz direct. Firescape goes along — as my military adviser, she says.
The Wiz is quiet as a dios house this morning — full of chatter and the sound of pages turning. There’s no singing or chanting here, though. Firescape and I move on through the main chamber and into the private places in the back. Here, there are maps of the city's five kingdoms. Here, I can strategize.
“What first?” asks Firescape when we reach the sanctum of the map room. It’s very quiet here and her voice is hushed.
“The Fiche,” I say and approach that Relic with reverence, genuflecting before her. “Fiche,” I say, “maps and aerials. North of the Slot.”
“Specify,” Fiche responds in her tinny voice, “Define ‘slot.’”
I forget sometimes how literal The Fiche is. “Embarcadero. North of the Bayshore. Include the Richmond, north of the Farm.”
“Specify ‘farm.’”
Fiche, being an antiquity, tends to think like one except where the Knowledge Maintenance Team has changed her programming. She uses the pre-Getting Out names for just about everything. A good merlin has to be steeped in local history.
“Golden Gate Park,” I say.
Fiche’s flat faceplate displays a map. On it, I locate the Regency Palace, the Summer Palace and the Grace. Firescape stands at my shoulder though Fiche’s screen is broad and could be seen from further back. I take this as a sign that my love incantations are working.
“Outline these locations,” I say, trying not to tremble. I poke my finger at the screen, touching the two palaces and the dios house. After a moment of thought, I add the Virgin, another huge place of worship buried in the Richmond, and the Tin Hau, a dios house behind the Gee Gah. The spots are circled in five bright colors.
I study the avenues of access, feeling Firescape’s breath soft on my cheek. This makes it hard to concentrate, but I see what I need to see. I clear my throat.
“It seems to me that the Regency Palace is already the safest place for Hermajesty. I see no reason to move her.”
“But it’s so close to the Border.”
“And the Border is fortified and guarded.”
Firescape is unsure. “The Tin Hau would be hardest to get to. No wilds, no down-looks, no tunnels... But, the Virgin is built like a keep. I vote for the Virgin.”
I glance at her, chill. “May I remind you that it was a Potrero knightie in Virgin’s clothing that the Tree revealed to me this morning?”
She is abashed and I feel guilty for pulling rank.
“Summer Palace, then," she suggests.
I look at the whole picture again. Part of me wants to agree with Firescape. Forge a bond. Be on the same uplink. But deep down in my soul I feel it is wrong to move Hermajesty at all, though I’m not sure why.
“I must cast the runes,” I say and back we go to the Palace, pausing just outside the doors of the Wiz to genuflect.
It isn’t far from the Wiz to the Palace — a bunch of blocks on Columbus is all. We are back again in notime to find the Majesties waiting for us.
Scrawl waits too, Face-O-Doom. I wonder if the Wiz has a spell to get rid of Scrawl. Then I pinch myself for this unworthy thought.
“Well, merlin,” says Hismajesty, “where do we relocate?”
“I must cast the runes,” I say.
Scrawl snorts.
“You must cast the runes,” repeats Squire. “You always gotta do something. You consult the Wiz, you gotta to cast the runes; you cast the runes, you gotta talk to the Tree.”
His M is nodding in agreement. “This is my queen's fate we’re chewin' on, merlin. Don’t you have any revelations?”
“I do,” I say, wondering what they are. I realize something new has happened. Something that’s got Scrawl all smug and Squire and Hismajesty all twigged.
“Tell me,” His M demands. “Tell me your revelations.”
“It is revealed to me by the Wiz that the Regency Palace is the most defensible place for Hermajesty to be kept. I feel it would be unwise to relocate.”
Hermajesty, juggling her youngest princess on her knee, is pleased. “Good. I don’t wanna move. I like it here. The beds are soft.”
Firescape gives me a strange glance, then steps forward. “Majesty, I must disagree with the noble merlin. I believe we should move the Royal Family to the Summer Palace.”
Hermajesty’s face screws up prettily. “But it’s not summer! There’s fog every morning and the Summer Palace is so friggin' cold. And the beds are hard and the rooms are too big and echoey.”
I forget sometimes that for all Ampam has been Hermajesty for three years (with a prince and two princesses to show for it), she is no more than a child, herself — even at sixteen. This outburst reminds me. I think of her in the hands of the Alcaldé of Potrero-Taraval — a man with a bad rep when it comes to his ladies’ lifespans — and my hot Hispanic blood runs deepfreeze. She’d be joining his other lordettes singing with the Ohlone dolores in no appreciable time.
My face must show fear, for Scrawl looks smugger’n ever.
“So,” she says, cackle-voiced. “So, you think this is a safe place for Her M, huh? Let me show you the runes I been reading, Taco Face.”
She and Squire take me and Firescape out of the Palace and along the pavement to its southeast flank, where there is a shaded overhang. There, she strikes a grand pose — wrath of God stuff, like a beard-free Moses. I expect lightning to drip from her finger.
There’s no lightning, but might as well be. Our knightie night visitors have left a message beneath the overhang on the haunch of our Majesties’ home. It is a semi-cubist mural showing, in vivid detail, what Lord E Lordy plans for our queen. Up to and including a one way trip into China Basin if she doesn’t plop forth an heir. The artist has a bold sense of color and a flair for the dramatic.
I can almost hear Firescape’s hair standing up on her head. “Has Hermajesty seen this?”
“Are you kidding?” snorts Squire. “We’d have to peel her off the sidewalk. His M wanted you to see it before we paint it out. Thought it might help to clarify the situation.”
I hackle. Squire is a spiky so-and-so at the best of times. Now, he’s just plain offensive.
“The situation is clear, thank you. But I feel moving the Royal Family is...well, not a good move,” I finish, lame. “I am the King’s merlin, after all. Gut calls are what I do. They’re the tools of my trade.”
Scrawl snorts again and pokes a crooky thumb at the mural. “When those damn smeagols got the time to paint a whole friggin' peep show on the backside of Hismajesty’s roost, your gut calls ain’t worth squiddle. Firescape’s got the idea. Move the royal family to the Presidio. And quick, before our artists strike again. Maybe paint a love note on Her M’s door while they’s dragging her to doom city.”
Squire is nodding and Firescape is looking at me, sad-eyes. I’m going to lose this one. Firescape’s mind is made up and His M listens to Firescape more than just about anybody.
That night I cast the runes in my workshop. I’ve just emptied the can when Firescape shows up at my door. For once, the Magic Weapon is nowhere in sight.
She doesn’t say anything, at first, just looks at me, and I get nervous.
“I’m casting runes,” I say, as if that isn’t clear as bluesky, and when she hesitates, I crook my finger at her.
She comes in, and my merlin robe is suddenly too warm. I strip down to my shirt and jeans and feel no cooler. I clear my throat.
“I’m sorry, Del,” she says, before I can say something dumb and nervous.
I’m surprised. “For what?”
“For siding with Scrawl and Squire.”
“You didn’t side with them. It was your idea to move Her M. They sided with you.”
My intention is to make her feel better. I have the opposite effect; her pretty mouth droops further at its perfect corners.
“I’m very sorry, Del. I...I really thought it was a better place...tactically, I mean. It’s a ways from the Border....” Her voice gives up.
“I was just tagging a hunch,” I say. “I got nothing to back it up, really.”
She glances over my shoulder. “What do the runes say?”
“Not a whole lot....” I begin, looking at them — buttons and bottle caps and chips of glass. There’s even a sea shell or two and a seagull beak. Looks like a little orange pincers. The peach pit is back again. And now there are some little tacks or nails in there too.
This makes me a little testy — I would surely like to know who keeps tossing trash into my rune can. A merlin’s rune can is sacred — no place to be depositing junk. I pick out the tacks, chuck the pit, and give my full attention to the runes.
My eyes go suddenly wonky.
Pincers. What the hell does that mean?
They’re clamped around a splinter of driftwood. The Whisperers are screaming at me to get it. I shake my head. I don’t get it. Some merlin I am.
“I gotta talk to the Tree,” I say, and start to turn, but Firescape’s hand is on my arm — on my bare arm — and lava is bubbling somewhere down below. I can feel it.
“Do you really think it’s not good to move Her M? You feel that, deep?” Her eyes are like chocolates sprinkled with gold dust.
I feel something deep. I nod.
“Then I’ll back you with Hismajesty. We can defend the Regency... I trust you,” she adds.
“How old are you, Firescape?” I ask.
She frowns. “Old enough,” she says, and pulls herself up as tall as she can and gives me this LOOK. "I’m sixteen — according to Wiz time.”
Sixteen. Sixteen and not married and no children. A career woman.
“So,” I say, “you figure to quit the Service someday and settle down to have Flannigans?”
Her tilted eyes slip sidewise to the windows and she toes the carpet and shrugs. “Why settle down? Sure, I’d have to take leave while I was...you know.” She puts her hands out around an invisible belly. “But I could do both...with the right dude...” She shrugs again and her eyes slide back over and kind of bump into mine.
I have no idea, at this point, what my face is doing, so I compose my features and nod sagely.
“Don’t you think?” she adds.
“Sounds good to me,” I improvise. “I’d want you to be careful, though. If it was me. If the dude was me, I mean.”
Lame, Taco. Really lame.
She takes a step closer, the frown coming back. I can smell her shampoo — jasmine.
“Yeah? How careful?”
I lick my lips, which are suddenly muy dry. “Well, no hazardous duty. You gotta think of all the little Flannigans, right?”
She’s right in my face now — her head tilted back so her chin almost meets mine. The frown sort of melts, but she looks sort of...puzzled. “All the little Flannigans,” she repeats, and I think those are the sexiest words I’ve ever heard in my life.
Our lips are nearly touching and I’m counting Flannigans when someone pounds on the door. We part company. Someone turns out to be Cinderblock, looking for her General, Firescape’s magic AK in hand. Duty calls, and all I end up with is a sad chocolate gold glance as Firescape slips out of my room.
I return to the runes. Bird beaks and driftwood. What the hell does that mean?
I talk to the Tree. I try being all formal, at first, but soon, Doug gets to me, and I’m caressing his boughs and pouring out my feelings for Firescape.
Doug understands. He gives me the idea that I need to make a love potion for Firescape. Like most of my ideas, this one comes to me in his perfume. By morning, with his blessing, I have made an attar of fir for Firescape, which I hope will do more than just smell good on her.
Fourth: Firescape
The sun was shining the day I first saw Firescape.
It was chun jie. I think this is significant if for no other reason than, at that time of year, Embarcadero gets less sun than the North Pole. I never been to the North Pole, but I got the Wiz’s word on it. Where I been, lo, these many years, is here, and I can count on one hand the Spring Festivals in which I haven’t just about chattered the teeth right out of my head.
The big event of chun jie is the parade. It’s a long parade that winds all along the Wharf and the Sang Yee Gah for hours, then ends up in the Gee Gah around sunset, where it sort of crumbles into a big block party. Then there are fireworks and bonfires and dancing and mountains of food.
Pandemonium. Chaos. That’s the chun jie. Doug likes it — the noise, the people milling, the smells. When he was just a shrub, we’d watch from this second floor flat over the Gee Gah where I sometimes overnighted when I didn’t feel up to dragging my tail back to the Farm after a day downtown. I’d sit in the window casing and Doug’d perch out on the fire escape in his little clay pot while the sun went down and the fireworks went up and the whole universe paraded by underneath.
Later on, he liked to be right down in it, which is hao with me — just fine, you know — ’cause Doug’d gotten bigger and that new brass pot Kaymart got him was nothing I’d be yearning to haul up a flight of busted stairs and out a window.
So this particular year, we’re mingling with the universe and tailing the parade through the Sang Yee Gah when I feel this sort of tugging at my immortal soul.
I look to Doug, naturally, ‘cause usually this means he has a message of import for me. But he’s just soaking up chun jie with his boughs waving and his needles all quivering in the thrill of it all. (Which, since I asked, he’s intimated to me he enjoys because it reminds him of the frisky winds that blow up the slopes of Mount Diablo. How he knows this, I don’t savvy, since I am not Tree.)
Anyway, I get, right off, that this tugging at my immortal soul is not of Doug and I glance around to see where it might originate. And that is when I see Firescape for the first time. She is standing next to a baozi wagon along the parade route waiting for a taste of the wares. I suspect her stare — which, as I glance at her, goes someplace else — was the source of the tugging at my immortal soul.
And why should she stare at me? I’m no great shakes to look at, let me tell you, unless you happen to like small, dark and stringy. But I am in company with a venerable Radio Flyer and Doug, and I am aware that any guy dragging a red wagon with a Tree in it attracts attention, even here.
She-who-is-no-longer-staring-at-me is a vision in black and red. Black silk quilted jacket with red collar and cuffs, black silk quilted leggings with red leather hi-tops. An assault weapon hangs jauntily from one shoulder.
The vendor hands her a paper-wrapped bao into which she bites delicately, then wipes her chin on the back of one dainty hand. This gives her the opportunity to glance at us again without seeming to.
She is a China-doll, her flower-face golden, her eyes like tear-drop chips of obsidian — like the Apache tears mi madre brought from her homeland. But unlike any of the hundreds of Chinese girls I’ve seen along the Sang Yee Gah, her hair is the color of October trees — a shade of red you see only once a year.
I am smitten. So smitten, Kipling pops into my head, courtesy of Archaic Literature 101, Professor Lombard Street instructing: San Francisco, Kipling said, is a mad city — inhabited for the most part by perfectly insane people whose women are of a remarkable beauty.
My heart sighs. Mr. Kipling said a mouthful.
A breeze stirs and Doug brushes my hand with a scented bough. I am urged to cross the street and meet this vision. I look for an opportunity and see one — there, between the dragon boat and the Dog of Heaven.
I manage to get me, my wagon and my Tree through the parade and across the street. I get yelled at, and some firecrackers go off right under the wagon, but we make it.
Too late. The red-haired Chinese girl is gone, red hi-tops, assault rifle and all.
I feel like a deflated balloon. Then I have the hopeful thought that the vendor might know the girl.
“What girl?” he says.
“Ninja-girl in black and red. Red hair. You just now sold her a bao.”
The vendor shrugs. “I sell lots of baos.
“Not to red-haired Chinese girls carrying AKs, I’ll bet not.”
“Why you wanna know, chico?” the vendor asks, suspicious-like.
Honesty, I decide, is the best policy. “I’m smitten,” I say.
“What the hell's that — smitten?”
I blush. “I think she’s neon. Number one jade.”
He laughs. “You jingbing, chico. She’s King’s Guard. Colonel, by the pips on her uni.”
My heart beats a little faster. I have tumbled at first gander for a Colonel of the King’s elite knighties. What a ditz. I might as well have fallen for a goddess. It’s hopeless.
I ask the vendor if he saw which way the knightie Colonel went.
He jerks his head up the street toward where the parade will end in a wild melee. “After the King’s float, where else?”
I follow the parade, tugging Doug after me in the Flyer, trying to catch the head of the beast. The Sun is setting, torches are flaring, and the shadows in the street are taking on a life of their own. It is hard to see things that are black and red. I pray to find the King’s float before it reaches the end of its route, but my prayers don’t make it to the Big Ear and I find myself swept into the courtyard where the parade melts into chaos.
This is where the Sang Yee Gah and several narrow cross alleys meet in a long, cobbled yard. Right now it is a sea of floats and dancing dragons and stilt walkers and music. People flow past me, around me. An old Chinese guy smiles at me as he shuffles by, a couple of young women look at me slyly, some kids jostle my wagon and pat at Doug’s boughs.
Then I can no longer make out individuals. I am awash in the crowd and lose all hope of finding the red-haired ninja knightie, when Doug brushes the hand that holds the wagon tongue. Simultaneously, I feel the tugs — his, which I recognize, hers, which is new. Then hers is gone.
I glance at Doug. He is waving me to the right along the wall of a brick building. I go, but even here, the crush of bodies is intense. Fireworks are beginning to go off, painting the crowd and the buildings and the far-off sky with rainbows, and I head toward the balcony where the King’s float will stop.
By tradition, Hismajesty climbs off the float onto the balcony, where he will watch from a throne as his subjects entertain him through the night and into the next morning — a lot like Cinco de Mayo in my old barrio, but a lot chillier. Beijing’s just gotta be warmer in February than Embarcadero or this festival would’ve never gotten off the ground.
I can see the balcony and the throne when the crowd gets so dense I can’t move forward. I give up and step up into a doorway and there she is.
We just stare at each other for a moment and then Doug gives me this fir-scented nudge.
“Hello,” I say intelligently, “I’ve never shared a doorway with a Colonel before. I never even met a Colonel before.”
She looks at me with these big, obsidian eyes and I can see fireworks and torch light reflected in them.
“Firescape,” she says. “Colonel Firescape. King’s knightie. Who’re you?”
“Taco,” I say, and then decide to go for the whole enchilada. “Taco Del. And this is Doug.”
Her eyes widen, then go to my Tree. “You named a tree?”
“He’s not just a tree,” I explain. “He’s a close personal friend.”
She nods, shifting her AK in her arms, which reminds me to be circumspect. Then she bends down and shakes one of Doug’s boughs.
“You got some interesting friends, Doug,” she tells him. “They say only loco people give up their real and secret names to total strangers. Is your friend loco?”
If Doug answers her, I don’t hear it, so I say, “I don’t think I’m loco. But I do hear voices sometimes. Whispers, really.”
She looks impressed. “Yeah? What do they say?”
I shrug. “Wish I knew. I get words sometimes now...at least, I think they’re words. Well, of course they’re words, I’m just not sure what language they’re in.”
Her mouth makes a little ‘o.’
“So you’re guarding Hismajesty?”
Now, her mouth twists a little. “Not right now. Right now, I’m talking to a possibly jingbing dude who names trees and hauls them around in little red wagons.”
She is gazing up over my shoulder, and I turn my head so I can see what she sees. It’s Hismajesty, King of Embarcadero, and he and his float are approaching the Royal balcony.
This is when I feel another tug at my immortal soul — third one tonight. Only this one isn’t so much a tug as it is a yank — a cold, shivering yank. This is not Doug, of that I am certain. And it’s not Colonel Firescape ‘cause she’s standing right in front of me and this is coming from somewhere else.
Doug’s branches are waving like crazy all of a sudden, and I know something bad is shakin'. Then, I hear the whisper, “Wiwe,” it says, which is something I don’t know, then, “bu hao,” which I do know.
“Bu hao,” I repeat.
“What?” says Colonel Firescape. “What’s no good?”
Across the courtyard in a window is a shadow. It’s Someone. I don’t know who, but then I look at the window and Doug’s boughs are brushing my hand and I see fire leaping up the wall and taking hold of the balcony where, in two minutes, Hismajesty will be roosting.
“Don’t let him get on the balcony,” I tell the Colonel. “Don’t let him get anywhere near the balcony. Get him off the float!” I say this very low and earnest, so she won’t think I’m loco.
“Esta loco?” she says, and her hands tighten on her AK.
“Fire,” I say, “I see fire. If he gets to the balcony — ”
“How d’you know? You a merlin or something?”
“Yeah. Or something.” I’ll say anything, I’m so sure about this.
She gives me this look, then jumps down off the doorstep, using her AK like a battering ram.
“Make a hole!” she yells, and I can hear her voice clear as a seagull’s cry over the crowd noise.
But the place is jam-packed and Hismajesty’s float is moving faster than she is. I get down there with her, hoping Doug and I can help.
We’re maybe two yards from the float, from which His M is waving and grinning at his subjects, when Firescape gets wild and fires her AK into the air. This makes us a hole.
We reach the float just as it draws up to the balcony. It’s all adrenaline, I s’pose, but I don’t think I’ve ever leapt as far in a single bound as I did to get up on that float. She made it look easy, like she could fly — sub-machine gun and all. We land amid the flowers (from Kaymart’s glass gardens, I suspect) and grab Hismajesty and drag him off the float.
When we hit the cobbles, we have to drag him a few feet on this backside so he is not a happy monarch. He fights himself upright, sees that his float has docked without him and roars, “What the hell was that?” and “Who’s this scum?” (Meaning me.)
We all blink at each other, then Firescape says, “He said — he said there’d be a fire.”
”You think so? Maybe he meant someone’d get fired!” snarls the surly sovereign.
And then his float explodes.
Well, it doesn’t so much explode as the front of it, which is docked under the balcony, just goes whoosh in this pillar of fire. The fire takes the balcony, the fire escape that leads to it and the throne that sits on it.
About 10,000 things happen all at once. Fireworks continue to go off and everybody stops whatever they’re doing and finds themselves doing something else they hadn’t even thought of doing two seconds ago: screaming, maybe — mostly the ones with singed eyebrows — oooh-ing and ahhhh-ing, running for cover.
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