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 CHAPTER ONE: PROLOGUE 
 
      
 
      
 
    Submit, said the sky. I submit. I will quake, shudder, and obey. But why do you move me? the heavens asked me. 
 
    This is forbidden, the old ones argued. Stop him! 
 
    Submit, said the earth. I will submit, and crumble down to the very depths. But why must I fall before you? 
 
    Do no such thing! the old ones said again. This is forbidden! 
 
    I ignored them all. There was no time for confusion and fear. If I held back now, all would be lost. 
 
    But All is Not Lost. 
 
    Forward, I said to the vast emptiness. Forward. Rise. Step. Push. 
 
    No, the void said back to me. It resisted. This is forbidden. You have gone too far. 
 
    I had done no such thing. Forward, I commanded again. Rise. Step. Push. 
 
    Stop him, the frightened voices whispered from the emptiness. He must go no further. 
 
    But I had not gone far enough. 
 
    My words alone would not move this empty world. So I drove into the earth below with my feet, and grasped two handfuls of sky with my fists. 
 
    No! the frightened old voices shouted. You cannot win! You cannot help them! You cannot save her! It is forbidden! 
 
    The earth and sky pushed back at me. 
 
    This is as far as you go, the old ones declared. 
 
    No it is not, I answered back. 
 
    I did not know these frightened old men. 
 
    But I knew, somehow, that I had listened to them for far too many years. 
 
    Enough, I commanded, and this time I brooked no dissent. The earth and sky trembled in my grip and foothold. 
 
    I will protect. 
 
    I will prevail. 
 
    I will be king. 
 
    And as the world gave way, I stretched out and pushed.


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER TWO: COUNTERATTACK 
 
      
 
      
 
    I had a headache today. 
 
    I usually did, when I thought of Wes fucking Malcolm. 
 
    “That’s your own fault, Chris Rhodes,” some self-righteous asshole might say to me. “If you hadn’t agreed to help orphan and cripple him all those years ago, you might not even be in this situation right now.” 
 
    “Yeah well, bite me,” I’d say back. “Have Warren Rhodes for a father, and then come back and talk to me about how doing the right thing was ever worthwhile.” 
 
    If anyone still did, they’d be an idiot. 
 
    But that didn’t matter right now. 
 
    What mattered was that if I let someone Wes Malcolm cared about get hurt again, he would find a way to make me pay. And in a way not even I could afford, judging by the hospitalization records of Dad’s secret team. 
 
    So here I was, in the school cafeteria, walking over to Davelon and Rachel’s table like an idiot, despite the fact that they were persona non grata and I was the freaking most popular boy in school. But whatever. I had to make this quick. 
 
    I made my way over to a table with four people that had every reason to hate me. The closest were two exchange students: Himari Saito, a short, goth girl from Japan; and Andre Ramos, a short, goth guy from Mexico. Edgy clothes, edgy haircuts, edgy expressions. They reminded me of two small woodland creatures who were always trying to look tough instead of adorable. Maybe that made Wes pity them. 
 
    The other two were going to be much harder to deal with, but they were the ones that mattered the most. Wes’ sister and best friend. Rachel’s red-haired bangs whipped around as she turned her head to glare incredulously at me. I could understand that, but I needed to get my message out before she lashed out at me, not after. 
 
    Davelon saved me from that worry, by getting up from the table and walking up to me directly. 
 
    “Hi Chris,” the burly, dark-skinned ex-linebacker said as he crossed his arms. “What can I do for you?” 
 
    He used that same frosty tone he had been using ever since he found out I wasn’t the flawless golden boy everyone else thought I was. In a better world I might have cared about that. But this wasn’t one, and I was running out of time as it was. 
 
    “I just wanted to pass you a message from the rest of the team,” I said carefully. “We know this time is tough on you. Everyone still misses and cares about you, in spite of everything.” 
 
    Now yes, I knew this was a stupid fucking risk. In my defense, the team actually had written Davelon a note of support because he had kept the reasons for his departure quiet and because he had managed to be a nice guy without pissing everyone off, unlike Wes. So as long as he did what I thought he would do, I’d have a modicum of protection, and maybe I could avoid getting killed by either Wes or my dad. 
 
    “That’s nice,” my large ex-friend said neutrally, not moving to take the note I was offering. “But you can tell them not to worry about me.” 
 
    Fuck it, I decided. I was taking a bigger risk by drawing this out instead of getting straight to the point. 
 
    “Read the damn note, and tear it up afterwards,” I whispered, going ahead and spelling it out. “Then make sure Christina finds out too.” 
 
    “About that,” Davelon replied in a neutral, but firm tone. “I think you should stay away from her from now on.” 
 
    Just take the damn note, idiot, I wanted to say, but in fairness I wouldn’t act any different in his shoes. So I snorted and answered him. 
 
    “Don’t worry about that. Wes has already had it with me. He’ll kill me if I cross him again.” 
 
    Davelon’s eyes widened. But he didn’t say anything. That was good. I was still counting on him being much smarter than everyone gave him credit for. And besides, I was out of time. 
 
    “Read the damn note, tear it up afterwards, then look after everyone Wes cares about. And the team’s here for you if you need it,” I added loudly at the end, to try and save both of our lives. 
 
    Contingency complete, I walked away from Davelon and just hoped the message was enough to keep them all alive for the time being. 
 
    Because now I had to get back to work on saving my own ass. 
 
    # 
 
    The vision of Chris was gone. The frightened old men were gone. 
 
    “You okay, Wes?” Breena asked me as she hovered near my shoulder. 
 
    “Yeah,” I answered as I shook away the last bit of disorientation from linking with the weird device in my head. “Just doing a bit of counter-espionage.” 
 
    “Oh,” she said carefully. “Umm, okay. Did it work?” 
 
    “I have no idea,” I admitted. “I hope so. At least I know what Chris is doing and have a handful of things lined up in case my family gets targeted.” 
 
    “Good,” the pink-haired little fairy said dubiously, as she wasn’t really sure how to take my news. “So um, is now still a good time? For that thing you wanted to do?” 
 
    “Yeah, sorry,” I replied. “I’m ready.”  
 
    My connection to the Malus organization’s old network was still very sporadic, so I had to take advantage of it whenever it came up, unless I was already in the middle of something just as important. Thankfully it had come up now, and not five minutes later, so my plans were only delayed. 
 
    “Avalon,” I said aloud. “Repeat all remaining requests directed to the Lord of Avalon.” 
 
    “The Nascent Lord of Avalon has dealt with all requests save one,” the mists below my feet intoned in its deep, robotic voice. We were outdoors, in front of a dark, old cave, still stranded on what used to be a misty ruined world that was now slowly coming alive. 
 
    The cave before me was the same cave I had led a prison break out of all those weeks ago. But what was weeks for me had been less than a full day on Avalon’s connected worlds. 
 
    “The remaining request is from a group of planar travelers wishing to return to Avalon’s surface. They are directing their response to the former rulers of Avalon, naming them as Warren Rhodes, Robert Barnes, and Joseph Shepherd. They claim to be returning from a successful raid on a village in the Woadlands and are now bringing back tribute. The tribute includes a number of physical goods as well as some thirty people to be shared between the Horde and a service designated as ‘Earth Revenue.’ As control of the planet Avalon has changed, their request has been redirected to the new Lord of Avalon, the Earthborn Challenger, Wes Malcolm. They are awaiting the Lord’s reply. Per the Lord’s standing order, the travelers have not been notified of the change of authority on Avalon.” 
 
    Which meant Rhodes’ people had no idea that I was now in charge of the portal system on Avalon, no idea that several weeks had passed on Avalon while they had been waiting for about a day on their current world, and no idea that their local base had been destroyed. They also had no idea that I had spent all day ‘processing’ their portal requests, now that I had finally secured the planet and gotten everyone situated. 
 
    Time management became a beautiful thing when supernatural resources were involved. 
 
    “Avalon, accept the remaining request, and give them the same parameters other travelers have been given all day. Planar travelers are to enter in one large group carrying the non-living spoils, followed by a large group containing living tribute with no more than two guards total accompanying them, followed finally by all Horde escorts. Make sure the living tribute is moved to a safe distance away from the arriving Horde and is untouched by them. State previously damaged goods as the reason for new protocol, and that any deviance from said protocol will be dealt with harshly.” 
 
    Thanks to some well-articulated threats involving the dungeon’s surviving gibber-beasts, we had learned both how Rhodes’ people arrived and how to have Avalon duplicate the process. We hadn’t had any problems all day, but I waited to see if this last group would be the one to wise up and realize that their former base had been compromised. 
 
    Because if they did, then this would probably be a bad end to an otherwise very good day. 
 
    The portal opened. It was a purple swirling disk, like all of the other Malus portals had been. Three large and powerful men stepped out of it. 
 
    “About damned time,” the one in front grumbled. “Stupid new protocol.” 
 
    I wanted to sigh loudly in relief. But I was smart enough not to. 
 
    “Where are the other guards,” the man on the right said, noting the complete lack of a reception out front. “Shouldn’t Jon and Max be out front?” 
 
    Like the other two men, he was clad in a mix of chain mail with padding over and under it. They were wielding clubs, axes, and round shields, along with some whips that dangled from their waists. And this particular man had black distinct veins crawling up his right cheek all the way from his neck—a result of him Descending multiple times. The Descents had likely given him a great amount of power, all while taking something else from him, and probably without him even realizing it. 
 
    His question was shrugged off by the man in the middle. 
 
    “Probably in the back being lazy, since this planet sucks to be on anyway. Let’s just be grateful they didn’t make us wait even longer and get everyone moving. I don’t feel like being bitched at today by management.” 
 
    They walked forward, turning to shout at the beings arriving behind them. A large mass of huddled, shivering figures stepped through next, flinching away from the whip-cracks of two other Malus members. The two men accompanying them shouted and corralled them to a large patch directly to the left of the cave entrance, muttering about the new stupid protocol. Finally, an unruly mass of three-to-four-feet-tall bipeds wearing nothing but filthy loincloths—and sometimes not even that—streamed out of the portal, hooting and leering at the frightened mass of prisoners. Ilklings and Wretches, the smallest, weakest species of Horde. Another guard cracked a whip at them, and the disgusting, oil-skinned monsters leaped away, still cackling and leering at the potential ‘prey.’ 
 
    “You know the god-damned rules!” the front-most man shouted back at them. “You don’t get anyone until they’ve been processed!” 
 
    Avalon, I said in my mind, choosing to communicate mentally this time. Send the signal. 
 
    Affirmative, the planet replied. 
 
    A moment later, all of the prisoners were covered with a three-inch coating of surprisingly durable mist, courtesy of the Guardian of Avalon. Guineve had finally recovered all or most of her power. 
 
    The two Malus Men next to the suddenly shrouded prisoners shouted in alarm, but before they could act further they were blasted by arrows, blue arcane darts, and finally arm-thick bolts of lightning. They went down, perforated and fried to a crisp before they could even blink. The three men in front turned to react, and I stepped out of a shadowy patch of the cave to stab one in the neck. 
 
    He gurgled at me in surprise, understandably because the dagger my magic hilt had become masked me in an invisible shroud before I attacked. As his vital guard engaged to try and cancel out the wound to his jugular, I brought the mace in my other hand down on his head, swinging again and again until I had smashed my way through his bowl helmet and into his cranium. 
 
    As he went down, I turned to see the others. Eadric had stepped out of his own misty concealment, courtesy of Guineve’s magic. The dwarf slammed his shield into his opponent’s side, knocking the man off-balance, then followed up the push with a hammer-strike to the man’s kneecap. As the man’s vital guard struggled to save the function of his leg, Eadric batted away his opponent’s axe with his shield, stepped around him and slammed the pointed end of his warhammer into the back of the man’s other knee. He screamed and went down. Then Eadric swung what looked like a careful, glancing blow to the man’s temple, and then the Malus member stopped screaming and went limp. 
 
    The last of the three Malus Men was jerking back from an assault of a variety of missiles, both magical and mundane. A small pink light was fluttering all around him, blasting him with tiny fiery darts whenever he moved his shield to block the fire from Weylin and Karim. He was already smoking and bleeding from a half-dozen spots on his body. I gave his vital guard another ten seconds max before he went down, and felt confident about Breena handling him on her own. 
 
    That left the Hordebeasts. They had brought three dozen of them here. Two-thirds were the oily, shriveled Ilklings and one-third were the slightly larger, horned, and armed Wretches. None of them would be anywhere near as strong as the men we just took down by surprise, but as a group they’d be more than enough for me to worry about gaining a casualty or two. Especially considering the next part of the plan. 
 
    I gave the quiet mental command to the last member of our group, and it was Virtus’ turn, along with the twelve ex-refugees with him, to exit Guineve’s concealment. 
 
    The tall, skeletal warrior and the dozen rescued locals with him charged forward, lined up in a phalanx resembling what the ancient Greeks used, a wall of shields with spears pointing over them. The deathless hoplite had been training them for two weeks, and so far today they hadn’t disappointed. Moving as two rows, with Virtus anchoring the middle, they slammed into the unorganized mob of tiny monsters, stabbing and crushing almost half of them right off the bat. As the surviving Wretches and Ilklings tried to maneuver around the incoming shieldwall of death, the second row peeled off to either side, stabbing down into oily flesh and piercing through already-weak vital guards. They stabbed and pushed, and a few of the monsters got close enough to scratch back or swing their clubs, but the shields and padded armor kept everyone from getting any more than a few scratches and bruises. As the combat quickly wound down I breathed a sigh of relief and turned to Breena’s sole remaining opponent, even though my mental connection with her told me she was unhurt and had the battle well in hand. 
 
    I still should have paid more attention. 
 
    She had been fighting the man with the veiny cheek, and said cheek was pulsing, as if it were trying to activate some kind of power, but it wasn’t working. Probably because the man was lying on the ground, smoking and bleeding from all four of his limbs. He was also gurgling, because Breena was using a spell from the Ideal of Water to direct a stream of fluid straight into his nostrils. He was gurgling and trying to twist away from the lethal liquid, but it wasn’t working, because he was too injured and Breena would just reposition to keep up the attack. 
 
    She had done this once before, when my life was on the line and she was the only thing between me and my last opponent. But this time was different. The man was already down. All of our people were still up. And Breena’s face was set in a tiny rictus of hate. 
 
    Breena! I yelled at her through our mental link. He’s down! The fight’s over! 
 
    Did you drown him like this too? she thought back, baffling me. Did you cut him too? Answer me! 
 
    The next moment, her intent and emotions came washing over me through our link, and I realized she wasn’t talking to me. 
 
    The Malus soldier gurgled on the ground. It would have sounded pitiful, but for Breena’s intense rage. 
 
    “Stop trying to tell me it hurts!” the little fairy screamed. “You already knew it hurt, or you wouldn’t have done it to Wes! You wouldn’t have done it to the people you took!” 
 
    “Breena!” I shouted. “The fight’s over!” 
 
    She didn’t listen. She was too wrapped up in the emotions cycling through her. I sighed, stepped over, and jammed a palm full of lightning into the prone man’s chest. He jerked one final time, then died. 
 
    My little fairy companion blinked, and then looked around. 
 
    “What?” she asked suddenly. “Oh. He’s gone… but why?” She looked up at me. “I had him, Wes.” 
 
    “I know,” I replied. “But I had to step in.” 
 
    “Why?” she demanded, flying in front of my face, her small woman’s body shaking with adrenaline. “Why couldn’t I handle him?” 
 
    “Because you were starting to become like me,” I said back quietly. 
 
    Her eyes widened, and I felt her reach in through our link to read my intent, my emotions. It was a new thing, or at least a thing that was new to me. Fairies, or sprite-folk, as they called themselves, had an easy time reading the surface thoughts and moods of other races. They could tell what people were feeling, or afraid of, even if they couldn’t always understand, or care, why. It was why Stell had made a sprite-folk Satellite of herself to attach to Challengers, so that they could better read the condition of the extraplanar hero that had come to battle whatever world-ending Tumult had arisen. But somehow the bond had developed even further, to where Breena could read some of the surface thoughts of her Challengers, even when she lost most of her power and reset by linking with a new Challenger. I had found this last part out only recently. Breena had been getting concerned about how I had been acting after all of my torture and deaths. One time I tried to brush away her concerns and she blew up on me, and explained how she could tell what I was thinking sometimes and so she knew that I still wasn’t okay even if I pretended I was. 
 
    Today, as we had been ambushing all of the Malus Members trying to return to Avalon through their portals, she had found that she could read the surface thoughts and feelings of other Earthborn as well, not just me, her bonded Challenger companion. I had taken it to be an invaluable interrogation tool and it was part of the reason all of the ambushes today had gone so smoothly. 
 
    But I hadn’t taken into account just how many atrocities and war crimes she had become aware of. And now she was drowning prisoners alive. 
 
    I sighed, and then did my best to project all of the empathy and compassion I felt through our bond. This situation wasn’t her fault. I knew firsthand just how easy it was to do what she had just done. We had to help hold each other together, or we’d spend all of our spare moments making sure these bastards got what they deserved, and there just wasn’t enough time for that right now, even on Avalon. 
 
    “We’ll talk afterwards,” I said kindly, but firmly. “For now, we’ve got to interrogate the man Eadric knocked out, and check on the new group of prisoners we’ve rescued.” 
 
    “Okay, Wes,” Breena said in a small voice, hanging her head. “And I’m sorry.” 
 
    “I know,” I said back, and I reached forward to carefully give the one-foot tall fairy a careful hug. “I’m sorry too. But we’ll talk after everyone’s safe.”


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER THREE: PLANTING ROOTS 
 
      
 
      
 
    Putting Breena’s moment on hold, and trusting Eadric to make sure the surviving, unconscious enemy was secured, I turned to check on the people we had just rescued. Guineve’s shell of protective covering had finally faded from them, revealing them to be completely unharmed from our fight. Hailing from the Woadlands, they were a beautiful people, with black, brown or red hair, and skin ranging from pale to slightly tan. None of them were as tall as I was but a few of them were just at six feet, and their ears slanted to slight points. Blue whirls of Woad paint, the namesake of their world, adorned various places of their bodies, usually a cheek, wrist, or shoulder.  
 
    They were also all bruised, dirty, and disheveled. I wasn’t completely fluent on reading the ages of their race but I could tell that no elderly were with them, and they were mostly women and children. 
 
    They were also, very, very afraid. 
 
    “What happened?” a woman in a torn dress stammered.  
 
    One of the few men, a shirtless fellow with braided brown hair, stood in front of the group.  
 
    “Who are you?” he demanded, though his tone was a careful balance between caution and deference. “What do you want?” 
 
    “To free you and save your lives,” I replied simply. “I’m Challenger Wes Malcolm and you’re on Avalon now. If you come with us, you’ll be taken care of. The other ex-prisoners can vouch for me if you need. But you all need to be fed and have your wounds looked at.” 
 
    “The Challenger is dead,” the man replied carefully. “He died fifty years ago. Everyone claiming to be him has been an imposter sent by the Earthmen to deceive us.” 
 
    The last group had told me something similar. It had been an aggravating bit of news. Especially since Rhodes’ people had started off their conquests by saying I had already died for good. 
 
    “I just heard about that,” I replied. “It’s already been added to my list of things to be angry about. Since we’re on Avalon, though, I can show you my Deeds and Renown, and the Satellites of the Starsown can help serve as proof.” 
 
    “Every imposter so far has come with a captured sprite professing to be the Holy Fairy,” the man countered. 
 
    “Good to know,” I replied. “I’ll have to figure out how that’s happening. But I need to point out that you all were already captured, and already stranded on a foreign planet, so it’s pretty unnecessary for me to trick you. If you want, we can look at your wounds now, and hopefully I can get you back to the Shelter and get you some food and clothing. It’s that, or you guys can stay out here.” 
 
    It was harsh, but I needed to drive home their predicament. There wasn’t anyone else who could look after them out here and if Rhodes, or the Horde, or God forbid, Cavus, found a way to invade Avalon again I really was their only hope. Being afraid of me wouldn’t change that. 
 
    The bare-chested man finally nodded, and the group shuffled forward. Breena flew over to look at them, and they marveled at her as she cast healing spell after healing spell. I guess they were able to recognize the real thing after all. Virtus hung back and threw on another cloak, but the other former prisoners stepped forward to help any way they could, usually by providing spare cloaks of their own. 
 
    I turned forward to engage our last prisoner, drawing the dagger I had put away at the end of the battle. Shadow had begun to travel over my body, blurring my form slightly. It reminded me of Stell when her body was in between changes. I didn’t know why the dagger could do that or the limits of its power, but it had been an excellent complement to Guineve’s veiling magic, so I had been putting it to use all day. 
 
    Right now I was going to use it to hide myself while I used a newly discovered spell from the Ideal of Blood to charm and interrogate the surviving Malus man. Eadric had explained that he would wake up after a minute of two of being knocked out. Then, because of the way he had hit him, he would go into a full-blown coma and probably die, unless his vital guard held off the damage somehow. 
 
    Except I couldn’t, because he was already dead. 
 
    He had been bound by coils of mist that had looped around his limbs, courtesy of Guineve’s magic. But his neck was also bound, and twisted at an angle about ninety degrees different from what it should normally be. 
 
    “Guineve?” I asked carefully. 
 
    “Yes, dear Wes?” 
 
    Stell’s oldest Satellite walked out of the mist to answer me. Like every aspect of Stell so far, she was a beautiful woman. Tall, graceful, dignified, imperious, and somehow playful all at once. Raven-dark hair crowned her head and draped down her shoulders, framing a pale face with deeply red lips. She wore a dress made of mist that sometimes resembled a gown, sometimes resembled a toga, but always displayed more of her admittedly impressive figure than my broken, prudish psyche was comfortable processing. 
 
    Right now, though, that last bit wasn’t as much of a problem, because she had just fucking murdered a guy behind my back. 
 
    Language, the new, draconic part of my psyche admonished from out of nowhere. 
 
    I’ll work on it, I snapped back. Now shut the hell up. And don’t you curse more than me anyway? 
 
    Oh, I know, the New Guy answered, I just wanted to be that guy for a couple seconds. 
 
    I shoved the rest of his words aside. I needed to get back to the whole Geneva Convention violation that just happened. 
 
    “Guineve,” I repeated as I regathered my thoughts. “Did you just murder a guy? That I was about to question?” 
 
    “I might have, dear,” the stately woman replied simply. “Let me check and make sure… yes. Yes, I did.” 
 
    Well, that was a new side of the woman that liked to bake us all cookies and sugar bars. 
 
    “Um, can I ask why? Because I’m pretty sure we talked about interrogating these guys before killing them.” 
 
    And yes, I was going to kill them anyway. Because not doing so was too stupid on too many levels, the biggest of which being the fact that every one of these guys I didn’t kill was just going to torture or kill someone else, and get power out of it. 
 
    But it felt wrong to have a piece of Stell make that call. Even though I knew it was a hypocritical, probably chauvinistic feeling. But after seeing what was happening to Breena, it was a decision I had doubled down on. 
 
    “I already interrogated him, my dear Wes,” Guineve answered calmly. “His mind was very unguarded, so it was easier to use my magic instead of yours this time.” 
 
    “And then you killed him?” I clarified. 
 
    “Yes, dear.” The beautiful raven-haired woman nodded. “I’ll tell you why when we get back to the Shelter.” 
 
    She showed none of the emotional turmoil Breena was still working through. No guilt, no regret, no lingering hatred or fear of what I’d think about her. She seemed like she had just done what she thought was the best course of action for all parties involved. 
 
    I still wanted to be angry with her. I wanted to argue that she had usurped my authority and went behind my back, and that I didn’t appreciate her making this kind of call without me. Then I realized I was dealing with the same kind of feeling that power-hungry teachers, managers, and politicians everywhere struggled with, and that if I couldn’t trust my most senior teammates to act independently every now and then, I probably wouldn’t have a team left at all one day. 
 
    “Alright, fine,” I said, trying to put my grown-up hat back on. “I’m going to trust you on this and wait until then. Let’s make sure we’re done here and head back.” 
 
    “Of course, dear.” The woman nodded as she looked at me, and for a moment I thought she was going to say something else. But then she walked over to the rescued prisoners and picked up the smallest crying child, whispering comfortingly to her. 
 
    The trip back home was peaceful enough. The entire planet had already been cleared of resistance so there wasn’t anyone left to give us any trouble. And even if there were, the planet itself would have informed me. 
 
    I was still processing how much of an advantage that was. Knowing where the enemy was, and what they were doing, played possibly the largest role in my victories over the Horde and the Raw-Mawed Wolf. It was an advantage I both needed to fully understand, in order to maximize, and also an advantage I had to force myself to not depend on, because the other worlds wouldn’t talk to me like Avalon did. 
 
    But that depended on me thinking clearly, and that was still really hard. Even without the New Guy. 
 
    Teeth, FNG (short for the Freaking New Guy, my other name for the jerk) spoke up during my reflection. My name is Teeth. We agreed on that. 
 
    Sure we did, I responded. Now go play with your dads. 
 
    He swore at me, but I was able to tune him out again, which made today a really good day. 
 
    “Um, Wes?” Breena asked me. “Everything okay?” 
 
    “Huh?” I turned to her. “Yeah. As far as I know, anyway. Why do you ask?” 
 
    “Just thought I’d check,” she said as she fluttered by me. She bit her lip. “Sorry for being paranoid.” 
 
    Oh. She had seen me grinning suddenly. And I had probably made some weird facial expressions while I was talking to Teeth, which she couldn’t figure out because her bond usually didn’t let her sense him. 
 
    “No, you’re good,” I replied. “I was just having an internal conversation.” 
 
    “Oh, okay,” my fairy companion said, accepting that fact without judgment. I was always relieved when she did that. The more I got to know Breena, the more I realized she was slow to label someone as ‘crazy.’ It had taken me some time to get used to that and open up to her, but the fact of the matter was that she was a tiny, spiky-haired woman with wings and sparkles, and so she spent far more of her time convincing Challengers that they weren’t crazy for seeing her. “How is your new friend?” 
 
    “Annoying,” I admitted. “He’s always saying stupid crap whenever I’m trying to concentrate on something important.” 
 
    “Like during a fight?” Breena asked. 
 
    “No,” I admitted. “He’s gotten smart about that, thank God. But every now and then I’ll try and have a quiet moment to myself and process things, and he starts squawking like a needy two-year old. It’s aggravating, especially when there’s still so much to plan.” 
 
    “Um,” Breena said again. “You do realize he’s you, right? Another half of your psyche? Formed to help you process all the trauma and changes you’ve undergone?” 
 
    “Maybe?” I offered. It was a compromise. The truth was I didn’t like to think about that idea, and if Teeth was really part of me then I didn’t like what that said about me. 
 
    The feeling’s mutual, super-virgin, he suddenly quipped, getting through despite my best efforts. 
 
    Didn’t I tell you to— 
 
    Screw off? Yes! BUT YOU WON’T LET US! THAT’S THE PROBLEM! 
 
    He did have a point. And it’s not like he had anywhere else to go. 
 
    “It’ll be fine, Wes,” Breena promised me, hopefully missing every part of my internal shouting match. “All this part of you really wants is to figure out a way to deal with some urges you’re probably repressing. In fact, it’s good that he’s bringing them to your attention.” 
 
    I wanted to vehemently disagree with her, but somehow she was oblivious to that fact, fairy empathy and magic Challenger bond notwithstanding. 
 
    “But this always happens on some level with people who form Soul-bonds and Flesh-bonds with powerful creatures, even without everything else that’s happened to you. He’ll go away in time, but before then he might even help you process things.” 
 
    Fat chance, I wanted to say. 
 
    Jerk, Teeth argued. You should listen to her more. And be grateful a woman like that is even willing to put up with us. 
 
    I told you, I growled in my head. She is too young and way too small. 
 
    She can get bigger, FNG retorted. And she’s older than both of us by an extremely safe margin. 
 
    “He’s talking again, isn’t he?” Breena asked sympathetically. “Poor guy probably just wants to feel heard. If you want I can talk to him—” 
 
    “No,” I said quickly. “That’s okay. More importantly though—” I took a breath—“how are you doing? You kinda scared me back there.” 
 
    “Yeah, I’m sorry.” She deflated a little, even shrank to a smaller size. “This bunch was really loud. In their heads.” 
 
    “Isn’t everybody?” I asked. 
 
    “No,” she answered. “Most people guard their thoughts. All the time. I’m not even sure they realize they do it. It’s really hard to read what’s in your head, for example, even though I have the strongest bond with you.” 
 
    “Yeah, people on my planet are really paranoid about someone knowing what goes on in their heads. My country especially. We really value our privacy.” 
 
    “But your people can’t do magic,” the fairy wondered. “Most of you don’t even believe in it. Why would you guard what’s going on inside so carefully?” 
 
    “I… don’t know,” I answered, pondering the issue myself for the first time. “It’s just something we do.” 
 
    I know, Teeth answered. It’s because Father Aegrim taught us all to hide what was inside. So he could influence it better. He taught all the broken humans. Not just us and our ancestors. 
 
    “Well, that guy didn’t,” Breena said. “He didn’t show it on his face, but he was almost delirious. Drunk on hurting people. Hungry for the power he’d gain from making sure they failed the challenge of staying alive. He was going to drown them, Wes.” Breena shuddered. “He was going to find a way to drown one or two of them. Because he remembered the rush he got back when he drowned you, and had been obsessing over it.” 
 
    I nodded. I had thought the guy looked familiar. Most of the guards that had killed me in the past kind of blended together now in my memory, so I was never one hundred percent sure. 
 
    “I had to make him know,” Breena insisted. Her tone had become pained and defensive, and she seemed nervous. She’s afraid of what I might think of her, I realized. “I had to make him know just how much it hurt. So I snapped. I’m sorry,” she repeated, her head drooping as she hovered next to me. “I don’t think he knew anything important, because all he thought about was how good it felt to kill and who to kill next. But I can’t say for sure, and I didn’t give you the opportunity to find out. And I probably scared you,” she added in a small voice. 
 
    I wanted to laugh, because the last comment was so ridiculous. Scare me? Really? Her issues should scare me? But I had just enough maturity to know just how badly Breena would misunderstand, so I leaned toward her as I talked, making a conscious effort to not guard my thoughts, and to project how I felt about her through our bond. 
 
    “Hey. Breena,” I said. “Use your magic fairy powers and guess how I’m feeling right now.” 
 
    Her spiky hair lifted as she turned her head to look at me, and her eyes narrowed as she concentrated. Then she smiled. 
 
    “Oh,” she giggled, and then my happy silly friend was back. “Thanks, Wes. And I love you too.” 
 
    I smiled back, feeling a little self-conscious, and then realized I had given her a chance to examine Teeth’s feelings about her. 
 
    Hey, he suddenly said. 
 
    What did you show her— 
 
    Take care of her, he cut me off. I mean it. Treat her right. 
 
    I stumbled at that, and Breena giggled again. 
 
    “Sorry,” she said. “But he talked again, didn’t he? It’s kind of cute watching you two figure each other out.” 
 
    I sighed. Thankfully, though, Teeth was done talking. 
 
    We arrived back at the Shelter, and I had to reflect how it had changed. 
 
    Before the Dark Icon Raw-Maw’s attack, the shelter had simply been one massive dome, reaching up to the heavens and across the horizon. A handful of tiny basement doors had been the only entry. But when Raw-Maw had shattered his way inside, the magic broke somehow. It wasn’t much, at first. Just some stones becoming loose and falling from the walls every now and then. Then I saw some dust fall from the ceiling in the basement, and rejected the proposal that people should live down below, or even go inside. Which was inconvenient, because the underground tunnels had an inexplicably efficient transportation matrix down below. 
 
    Then, when Guineve handed me the magic scabbard for my special sword handle, which may or may not have been the hilt to Excalibur, the whole thing collapsed. The entire, infinitely tall and wide sheet of solid rock, each stone weighing probably a ton, just melted into the ground. 
 
    It should have caused a colossal earthquake. Should have probably created its own fault line and reconfigured the landscape. At the very least, it should have made more than a quiet series of thuds. 
 
    But that’s what happened. The stones just struck the grass below and crumbled into dust upon impact. Avalon informed me—after I had finished screaming—that it had absorbed the first layer of defense per ancient protocol, now that the Lord of Avalon had regained sufficient Right to Rule. This would eventually free up a considerable amount of power for other rituals, even though it would take Avalon time to redistribute all the energy. 
 
    I still protested. The giant wall had proven to be a phenomenal defense against both the Raw-Mawed Wolf and his army of Hordebeasts. Even if those were the last invaders, that still didn’t check the fact that there were a number of ancient evils, the chief of which possibly being an Umbra of Cavus’ caliber, still below us held back by nothing but a seal that, for all I knew, was dangerously close to its expiration date. I really, really wanted my giant magic rock wall back, so that I could use the traps on it to blow something else up if we needed to. 
 
    But Avalon insisted that it was unable to comply. Now that a Lord of Avalon was back, it said, it was my job to defend against Tumult-class monsters. If I wanted that massive rock wall back, I would just have to recreate the magic ritual that summoned it. One that Avalon inexplicably no longer had in its logs, despite its recent repairs. 
 
    In the end I gave up screaming about it and just focused on the fact that I’d soon have more power for my other ideas.  
 
    Weirdly enough, though, the underground tunnels somehow survived with no damage whatsoever. They even became more stable. They also led to a new area, one above ground. It was a massive clearing in the middle of a group of sheer cliffs I had never seen before. The ground gently sloped upward into large fields of grass, dotted here and there with small crude huts made of thatch, mud, and straw. There was enough for all of the refugees and newly resurrected Avalonians to move into, and they had done so immediately. I was worried about the condition the huts were in, but the people all assured me that these buildings were still preferable to the ruins outside, as they had roofs. They also pointed out that this spot had the best weather so far, and after a couple of days I had to agree. There was just a very light level of mist and almost no cloud cover, which meant I could actually see Avalon’s white sun here. If I didn’t know better, I would have assumed I had just walked into a painting depicting an idealistic vision of an old peasant village. 
 
    Beyond that, there was a large building that was actually made of wood and stone. It had high walls, with windows only on the second floor and above, and looked just big enough to let me squeeze my entire community into it if I had to. There was a large front opening consisting of two doors that was wide enough to admit a fair number of people at once, but still narrow enough to barricade from the other side if one had to. The feudal defensive nature of the structure baffled me. It still wasn’t anything close to the defensive value the old tunnel wall provided, and I couldn’t understand why I would bother to have defenses at all this deep into my world. Anything that had gotten this far into Avalon wasn’t going to be turned back by a Dark Age manor knock-off. Breena and Guineve were just as baffled by the structure as I was, and the resurrected Avalonians just said it was my lordly seat. They didn’t know, or wouldn’t say, why I had a lordly seat, but they all confirmed that it was the sort of thing they knew a Lord of Avalon would have. 
 
    I had been frustrated and angry about the whole business right up until I realized that the manor had come with the most comfortable bed I had ever slept on, home back on Earth included. One well-rested night later, I decided to write the whole problem off as Avalon giving me its own version of ‘bling’—specifically real estate. 
 
    The structure seemed to have three main rooms of note: a hall for dining and meeting, a room with a chair I could apparently sit in and hold court, and a place for me to sleep. Right now I was in the hall, getting a report from Breena concerning the overall status of Avalon. 
 
    “Okay,” Breena sighed, then took a deep breath. “First of all, Guineve can confirm that we’re not lagging behind any of the other worlds time-wise anymore. We’re gaining a week at least, maybe even a month, for every day that passes on all the other worlds, not just Earth. I know you already figured that, what with the ambush and everything today, but we wanted to confirm that sort of advantage isn’t going anywhere. For now, at least.” 
 
    “Fantastic,” I replied genuinely. The one thing I had been lacking the most in trying to stop at least six apocalypses was time. It was nice to know my breathing room wasn’t going anywhere, even if I still had to make full use of it. 
 
    “Second, all of those people we somehow managed to bring back to life, which is… kind of a new one, even for you?” she asked herself, sighed again, then kept talking. “They’re integrating pretty well. Most of the people we rescued from the Horde Pit turned out to be the fathers, husbands, and brothers of the other prisoners, so they’re fitting right in, with an extra dose of happy shouts.” 
 
    I smiled at that. After all of the madness and pain everyone had been through, it was good to recover something thought to be lost for good. 
 
    All is not lost, the quiet voice said suddenly in my mind, before vanishing again. 
 
    I blinked away the distraction and turned my attention back to my bonded companion. 
 
    “Okay, that’s more good news. How are people dealing with the resurrected Avalonians?” 
 
    “Best is answer is ‘they don’t know themselves,’” Breena replied. “They’ve accepted them for now, but no one really knows what to make of having another member from an extinct race show up on your doorstep every week or so. By the way, we’re still gaining about one of them a week and I have no idea how long that will last. But everyone’s just taking that fact in stride for now.” 
 
    “As long as everyone’s getting along, I’ll take it,” I answered. “Are they bringing anything new with them?” 
 
    “Not yet.” The tiny sprite shook her head. “Most of their memories are still gone. Guineve and I are working with a couple when we have time to see what we can bring back. Best guess is that they’ll gradually make a full or mostly full recovery as long as they get enough time. But no, no one has any lost tech or magical secrets to share with us yet. But the phasing trick they can all do is still really neat.” 
 
    “Okay.” I nodded. “Do we still have enough food to handle the new people?” 
 
    “Yeah.” Breena nodded back. “And a lot of the people we rescued had experience in farming and cooking. Furthermore, now that the whole planet’s secure, we have no problem getting any plants we want. Especially with the new seeds you created. Those are working out great.” 
 
    “Good,” I said, although we wouldn’t get the full use of the seeds Avalon created until we started visiting other worlds. Right now the five different types of super-grain were kind of redundant. I should probably work on beans or protein plants next if I get a chance, I thought. But for now, that took care of all the immediate concerns. 
 
    “So what you’re telling me is that everyone’s still safe, getting fed and clothed, and that we’re not in any immediate danger time-wise?” 
 
    “I forgot to talk about clothes, but yep, everyone’s all good.” My little friend nodded. “We have food, clothing, and time. Which is why Guineve is making me put up with all of the other stuff you wanna do.” Her head and shoulders sagged, and she gave me her saddest puppy-dog look yet. 
 
    She looked like she was expecting me to figure out exactly why she was sad. I waited all of a half-second before answering, which was apparently too long, because she got frustrated. 
 
    “She’s withholding cookies!” Breena suddenly shouted. “And non-cookies too! Even the stuff I won in the bets with Stell!” 
 
    So that was why her attention span had been so great these days. 
 
    “Well, we had better get to it, then, so that you can get your hopes and dreams back,” I said while trying to keep the irony out of my voice. Somehow it worked, because the little fairy brightened immediately. 
 
    “I knew you’d get it, Wes!” she said while clapping her hands. “You’re my favorite for a reason! Again! Anyway,” she continued, ignoring my confusion over the ‘again’ part of her compliment. “Master-plan number one: portals. Actually, I shouldn’t make a list because that’s the only one we should focus on right now. Here’s why,” she added hurriedly. “The bad news is we can’t use our old portal network because that’s tied to Stell’s main body, probably because she’s still using it to jump around the different planets and coordinate with her other Satellites and provide disaster relief. We should probably leave it alone completely, because it will just endanger her if we tinker with the network at all.” 
 
    “Alright,” I said, taking it in stride. “We still need a way to get to the other worlds though.” 
 
    “Yeah, totally.” The little fairy nodded. “So Guineve and I were thinking we could try the old Pathways.” 
 
    “Yeah, I’ve been wondering about those,” I said as I leaned forward in my seat. “Those are how the Horde and that Dark Icon came here, right?” 
 
    “Right,” the fairy said with a slow bob of her pink-haired head. “They fell out of use a long time ago. Back when Stell had the portal system up and running and there was no one who was allowed to visit Avalon anyway. And Guineve helped make sure no monsters came from them to attack us. Most of them have sort of collapsed, though, and it’s weird that the Horde knew a way here at all.” 
 
    “It’s also weird that you weren’t attacked sooner,” I answered. “Raw-Maw’s team nearly thrashed us, even with Guineve backing us up.” 
 
    “I seem to remember it just being Raw-Maw, a nascent Dark Icon, that was the real source of the trouble. And that Guineve was still very injured at the time. And most specifically, I remember you turning red into purple again and killing a monster that was just beginning to grasp immortality itself. Instead of dying horribly on its claws and fangs, like you should have.” 
 
    “Wasn’t that why I was able to kill it, though?” I countered. “Because it wasn’t immortal yet?” 
 
    Breena sighed. 
 
    “You’re being dense on purpose, Wes. It isn’t cool anymore. You know perfectly well no one was expecting you to battle Dark Icons yet. Let alone beat them in single combat.” 
 
    “I thought I had help from all of you for that?” I replied. “For starters, Guineve fought him too. And all of you enhanced me in a way that I could tell cost each of you.” 
 
    “It did.” Breena nodded again. She flew down to sit on the table, growing to the size of a small child. That was different too, and no one was explaining why she was able to get so big. “The power released from killing the monster more than made up for it, but even with Guineve helping, a believable win should still be about ten Rises away. And that’s just because the Raw-Mawed Wolf hadn’t finished becoming a Dark Icon yet. A full-fledged Dark Icon should still be at least twenty Rises away for you, even with a retinue of like-minded heroes and myself. A strong Dark Icon, that can draw power from a Pantheon, should be about forty Rises away. At least.” 
 
    I shrugged. 
 
    “Don’t know what to tell you. My odds feel pretty unfair, all things considered. I’m pretty happy I’ve been able to stand up to them so far.” 
 
    “So are we,” Breena said quickly. “It’s just causing us to constantly re-examine everything we thought we knew. Like how you were able to kill an incomplete Dark Icon.” 
 
    Cough, cough, I helped, cough, Teeth said in my mind. 
 
    I ignored him. 
 
    “Yeah, I think the Flesh and Soul Bonds played a large role in it. In fact, a lot of things have come easier to me since then. And I can tell that I’m gaining even more power than I used to when I Rise now.” 
 
    Really? the new guy asked. You’re really not going to give me any credit here? That whole fight was in my form! 
 
    Sorry, I replied. I can’t hear you over the sound of your own self-importance. 
 
    “You do know we can tell when you’re having an internal conversation, right, Wes?” Breena asked. “Guineve and I figured it out. You make this weird face, like you’re mad at someone, but your eyes won’t roll back far enough for you to glare at them.” 
 
    “Sorry about that,” I replied. “The new guy’s kind of needy.” 
 
    Asshole. 
 
    You’re welcome. 
 
    “Aaanyway,” Breena interjected awkwardly. “The fact remains that you have possibly more hidden tricks and powers than all of the previous Challengers combined. We’d like to have more control of the process of awakening those, and I’d actually like to talk about that, after we wrap up our discussion on the Pathways.” 
 
    “Yeah, those,” I said, getting back on track. “Can we use any of them?” 
 
    “Well, no,” Breena admitted. 
 
    I glared at her. 
 
    “That’s not a good way to close a subject, Breena. Why can’t we use any of the Pathways?” 
 
    “In the first place,” Breena began, “because most of them have been destroyed. That actually happened even before Stell arrived here. There were only a handful open, and they didn’t seem to get a lot of traffic to begin with. After a couple millennia of nothing but monsters arriving from them for Guineve to kill, Stell went ahead and used her power as Steward to shut them down permanently. It took Guineve being out of commission for one of them to open back up, and we suspect that’s the result of a whole Pantheon of Dark Icons. One that seems really motivated to come here and hunt you, specifically.” 
 
    “Yeah,” I sighed. “That.” 
 
    Kill the traitor-prince. 
 
    That’s been the chant of almost every Hordebeast I encountered. That concept, that hate, had been the source of power for the Raw-Mawed Wolf to become a Dark Icon candidate. 
 
    “That Pathway is still technically usable, although Guineve has locked it down to prevent further invasions. But I don’t think we can use it for two main reasons: one, it’s got to be firmly under enemy control if they can bring a Dark Icon through it, and two, I don’t think it leads to any of the current worlds.” 
 
    “What do you mean any of the current—oh,” I stopped myself, realizing at the last second. 
 
    “The Lost Deeps,” Breena said with another sad nod. 
 
    The one world Stell had lost before I came. 
 
    And she had lost it to the Horde’s first appearance. 
 
    Which meant the home base of the Horde that hated me, as well as that spectral figure that threatened me in the end, was most likely the same location. 
 
    I recalled the spectral dragon’s commitment to keep throwing demigods at me, and decided I wasn’t ready to take on that turf yet anyway. 
 
    “Fine,” I admitted. “We can leave that Pathway sealed for now. But if Stell and Guineve had been closing the other Pathways, then it stands to reason we can open them again.” 
 
    “Yeah, reason lied,” Breena admitted. “Turns out those suckers are much easier to shut down than get back up.” 
 
    I sighed and ran my hand through my hair. 
 
    “Breena, we have to figure out a way to the other worlds. Or we’ll lose them.” 
 
    “I know!” the fairy said as she smacked the table she was sitting on. “And ow. That’s not normal wood. But we think we have a solution.” She shook her tiny hand, then continued talking. “A lot of Avalon’s old functions are reawakening. We think either you might be able to do it now, or you should be able to do so soon.” 
 
    Avalon, after inexplicably deciding I was the only candidate for lordship of its planet, assigned me a level of authority dependent on the amount of ‘Right to Rule’ I gained over time. As far as we had been able to determine, I gained Right to Rule whenever I got stronger, completed certain tasks, gained or improved certain items like the weird hilt and sheath, and whenever I did basic leader stuff with the refugees. 
 
    “Okay,” I said. “This is just a guess, but something tells me Avalon is going to decide that I don’t have enough authority to unlock the Pathways yet.” 
 
    “Really?” Breena asked as she tilted her head. “Why?” 
 
    “Call it constructive pessimism,” I answered. “I’ll check anyway, but I’m pretty sure Avalon would have told me by now if I could open the Pathways on my own now.” 
 
    “Affirmative,” the familiar voice suddenly spoke through the floor. “Confirming that Challenger-Lord Wes Malcolm lacks sufficient Right to Rule to project authority to Avalon’s daughter-worlds.” 
 
    “See?” I answered. “It’s probably going to make me get stronger, then undergo another Trial deep inside the passages. Like I did when I cleared out that first group of tunnels down below.” 
 
    “Confirming the Challenger’s predictions. More power and Trials are necessary to gain further Right to Rule.” 
 
    “Yay,” I said sarcastically. “But at least we have a game plan now.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Breena said in a toneless voice, suddenly gaining a thousand-yard stare. “I get to train you some more. And now you’ve discovered three new types of magic you wanna learn about now, too.” 
 
    It said something that with everything else going on, Breena’s training time with me still counted as traumatizing for her. 
 
    “About that,” I began. “I was thinking that maybe you should delegate some of those lessons?” 
 
    The little fairy blinked at that. 
 
    “Wait, what?” she asked. There was almost a hopeful note to her voice. Almost. 
 
    “I mean, I know I kept pushing my limits during training…” 
 
    “Our limits,” Breena corrected. “You kept pushing my limits too, Wes.” 
 
    “Yeah, and I’m sorry about that,” I admitted. “It probably saved my life though, given how I’ve won a number of battles by the skin of my teeth. But now that we have other experts here, maybe we should spread out the portions of training to different people. Like Virtus, for instance,” I said, bringing up the skeletal warrior that had been training the new citizens of Avalon. “I’ve actually sparred with him a couple more times, and judging by the bruises he’s given me there’s still a lot he can teach me. Let’s just leave the weapon and conditioning portion of training to him from now on.” 
 
    More blinking. 
 
    “Really?” Breena asked, and this time there was definitely a hopeful tone to her voice. “You’d be okay with that? ‘Cause that used to be the biggest chunk of training. Are you sure about that?” 
 
    “I don’t know if it should stay the biggest chunk,” I said, rubbing the back of my neck. “Since I’m not trying to fix a disability anymore. But it will still be important and I think it would be easier trying to learn sword and axe-work from someone closer to my size anyway.” 
 
    “That’s a perfect idea!” Breena screamed, flying off the dining table. “I love it!” 
 
    “Great,” I said, unable to stop smiling. “And while I don’t think there’s a better expert on magic than you, I’m thinking Weylin, Eadric, and Karim can at least get me started in learning their respective magics. And if they turn out to be unnecessary, we can drop that part of my training anyway.” 
 
    “I love it!” Breena shouted, flying around my shoulders. “That’s like the most reasonable idea you’ve had ever. Yaaay!” 
 
    She hugged my neck, and her larger size actually made me stagger. 
 
    Good job, FNG said in my mind. You made her happy. Keep treating her right. 
 
    Yeah, I know, I thought back firmly, getting my balance back as my bonded familiar kept hanging off my neck. That’s important to me too. Speaking of which, it’s time to check on our other woman.


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER FOUR: HERO’S DUE 
 
      
 
      
 
    I left the dining room/great hall/whatever the hell I was going to call it and went to find Guineve. I found her in the kitchen portion of my two-story feudal mansion. It was probably the most advanced portion of the manor, given that Guineve had imported all of her cooking implements and cooking magic. It had marble-tiled floors, for crying out loud. As well as all manner of lovingly maintained cutlery, some kind of magic cool box where Guineve probably froze ingredients, and several fireplaces that had devices that were probably magical oven-cauldron hybrids. I had no idea what half of the objects were in this room and the one time I had dared to ask about them, Guineve had smiled and rattled off an explanation that went clear over my head, newly enhanced mind notwithstanding. 
 
    Guineve was currently standing next to what I felt confident guessing to be an actual oven. Other than wearing an apron over her low-cut mist dress, she looked exactly the same, not even sweating in the warm room, with a wide smile on her face. 
 
    “Hey Guineve,” I said as I walked in. “Are you busy right now?” 
 
    “Not very, dear Wes,” the beautiful woman replied, stepping away from the dull red glow of her oven. “The cookies are baking, so I have a moment.” 
 
    “Cookies?” I asked. “At this time?” 
 
    “A few of the little ones keep waking up early with the same nightmare. So I’m going to have a batch of cookies ready this time in case they wake up crying again.” 
 
    “Huh. I never thought of that idea,” I admitted, wincing as the dumb-guy portion of my brain spoke up. “I hope it helps.” 
 
    “Cookies always help with little ones, dear Wes. But how can I help you?” 
 
    “Well, I wanted to talk to you about a couple things. Can we start with discussing what went down today?” 
 
    “Yes, dear,” Guineve answered, muttering an incantation and pointing at the oven. The red glow decreased very slightly. I saw the act, realized there was such a thing as honest-to-God baking magic, and then got back on track. 
 
    I took a breath, and decided to be blunt. 
 
    “Guineve, why did you kill a captive on your own initiative?” 
 
    “I’m sorry, dear,” the woman calmly replied. “I wanted to save you some time by interrogating him for you, and I assumed you were going to give the order to execute him anyway.” 
 
    “That much is true,” I admitted. Again, there was no way I could justify letting these guys live. I didn’t really have a prison to put them in. Not one that I’d trust. “But I wanted to be the one to make the call. It surprised me that you took the initiative yourself, and it left me a little worried.” 
 
    “I am sorry, dear Wes,” Guineve repeated, and she seemed genuine. “I don’t want you to feel disrespected or undermined. I will be more careful in the future.” 
 
    “Apology accepted,” I said, relieved that she was being supportive, and that her earlier actions stemmed from a desire to be supportive to begin with. I was also relieved that she didn’t seem to be doing it out of the same trauma Breena was struggling with. “I just need to have a lot of control over this process. I’m having a hard time killing these guys as is.” 
 
    “Really?” the tall woman asked. “You don’t seem to hesitate in combat with them.” 
 
    “No—” I shook my head—“combat is perfect. They have a weapon in their hands. They’re a threat to me and to others. I can be as brutal as I want and it’s completely justified. It’s when they’re helpless that I have trouble finishing them off.” 
 
    That was true now. It hadn’t bothered me with Mr. Shepherd, until I actually killed him. That was when I realized that torturing the Malus Men didn’t give me closure at all. It just made me relive my own tortures all over again. I had mostly moved past that, but when they were helpless, something still nagged at me when I killed them, especially when I had to interrogate them first. 
 
    “But you haven’t let that stop you,” Guineve noted, motioning for me to sit on a nearby stool. I had no idea where it came from. “You’ve been as efficient, or thorough, as you’ve needed to be.” 
 
    “Only because I know what will happen if I let them live. They’re war criminals that have committed all sorts of atrocities, and since I’m in charge it’s my duty to make the call. And to be honest, part of me knows that I’m probably not killing them for good. But even with all that, even though they’re murdering scum, killing them as captives still bothers me.” 
 
    “Why, dear Wes? Why should it bother you?” 
 
    The question surprised me. I expected some sort of sympathetic affirmation from the mature woman. I wasn’t expecting her to probe my reluctance to slaughter an unarmed man. 
 
    “It just should,” I insisted. “That’s a big rule on Earth. Don’t kill prisoners. Don’t kill the unarmed. There’s all sorts of conventions around this issue. It even dates back to medieval chivalry.” 
 
    “I see,” Guineve said quietly. But I couldn’t read the expression on her face. “But tell me, Wes. Did they follow the same rule? Or did they murder you, and probably other prisoners they captured?” 
 
    “They… probably murdered others,” I admitted slowly. “My time in captivity is a little blurry, but I’m certain they’ve killed people they captured elsewhere, even if they didn’t do that at the dungeon I was staying at.” 
 
    I didn’t need to bring up their killing of me. 
 
    “How many of their victims were war criminals, dear Wes?” Guineve asked, somewhat sharply. “How many of the prisoners that they executed had committed any sort of crime? What about you, Wes? Did they hold court and sentence you first? Did they say you were guilty of any kind of crime that deserved death?” 
 
    I snorted at that. 
 
    “No. It’s ridiculous that any of their captives would already be war criminals. And they were just killing me for research on their own powers.” 
 
    “Yes,” Guineve answered, and this time I could hear flint in her voice. “So why should you have any problem killing them?” 
 
    That was a good question. But I still shook my head. 
 
    “That’s different. If I adopt their ways, I’ll become them. And I’m having a hard enough time processing my rage as it is.” 
 
    “So you feel just one step away from losing yourself,” Guineve said softly. Her gaze was still hard, however. 
 
    “Maybe?” I admitted. “I don’t know what would push me over the edge. So I try not to be like them.” 
 
    “So you are allowed to be treated worse than they are, dear Wes?” The flint was back in her voice. 
 
    “What?” I asked. 
 
    “Because you wish to be better than them, you suffer worse treatment, take more risks, and risk having even more trauma dumped upon you? Because of a handicap you are expected to maintain? That will somehow make you better than them?” 
 
    The heck? I thought as I heard the tone in her voice. Am I actually having a fight right now with Guineve? 
 
    Maybe you should just shut up and let her talk? Teeth butted in unhelpfully. 
 
    “I don’t know what to tell you, Guineve,” I said instead. “But I have to figure out how to take the high road, or I don’t know what I’ll turn into. I just—” 
 
    “Who taught you?” the tall woman interrupted me. 
 
    “What do you mean?” I asked, still not keeping up. 
 
    “Who taught you to think like this?” the raven-haired woman continued. “It couldn’t have been John. He was too wise and kind and good. Who told you about this ‘high road?’ The one where you are constantly suffering and the only one with expectations laid on you? The only one who gets punished for breaking a special set of rules, and taken for granted when you follow them?” 
 
    I shrugged. 
 
    “It’s just the way we’re taught on Earth. Heroes sacrifice. They fight with an unfair disadvantage—personally, I mean. It’s stupid to let others be endangered, and I try to keep that from happening.” 
 
    “Of course.” Guineve nodded. “Go on.” 
 
    “But the best heroes have it hard on purpose, because they know they’re just one slip away from becoming evil themselves.” 
 
    It felt uncomfortable talking about this out loud. Partly because I had never really thought all of these beliefs through. 
 
    “And there’s no reward for being a hero either, is there?” Guineve asked flatly. “After the hero has undergone all of that sacrifice? All of that trauma?” 
 
    “It’s not supposed to be about the reward,” I added, still trying to think these subconscious impressions through. “I mean, in the stories, they used to find love and live happily ever after at the end, but now that’s been judged kind of chauvinist.” 
 
    “Because no one on your world should fall in love with someone just because they’re a hero,” the stately woman asked, adding a raised eyebrow into the mix. “Why? Is that somehow a shallow reason?” 
 
    “It gets derided as that by the critics of those stories,” I admitted. “So yeah.” 
 
    “So heroes on your planet are expected to fight all kinds of unfair fights and make great personal sacrifices, all while being judged harshly for their slips, even being labeled as one step, just one slip away, from descending into darkness themselves?” 
 
    Huh, FNG spoke up again. Sounds like she’s thought this theory through way more than you have. 
 
    “…Yeah,” I finally said, ignoring the peanut gallery in the back of my head. “I’ve never really worked it out that far, but that sounds about right.” 
 
    “I see,” Guineve answered. “Wes, dear Wes, do you realize what this means?” 
 
    “Um,” I answered awkwardly. So far my Risen-enhanced mind and charisma really weren’t living up to expectations right now. “I guess my world has really high standards for its heroes?” 
 
    “No, dear Wes,” the tall woman answered firmly. “It doesn’t mean that. It means your world has low expectations for those who are saved by heroes.” 
 
    “Huh?” I asked. “Expectations?” 
 
    “Yes, dear Wes,” Guineve answered. “Responsibilities that the world and people owe to the hero who saved them. The one who sacrificed and risked for them, and is apparently now only one step away from darkness themselves, and inexplicably no longer allowed to find love at the end.” 
 
    “Oh,” I said, kind of impressed by just how stupid I had wound up sounding in this talk. “We actually don’t have any expectations for them. They’re not the hero.” 
 
    “And if I’m not mistaken, good Wes, the heroes of your world are looked down upon for even having any expectations to the people they saved?” 
 
    “Yeah, actually,” I answered, still uncomfortable. Dad had talked about that. ‘Don’t expect gratitude’ he taught me. But that had been a warning. 
 
    “Tell me, dear, tired Wes,” Guineve continued. “After thinking it through, what do you think of your world’s view of heroes? Because it sounds like your planet views them as vessels to be used, and then discarded at the first convenience.” 
 
    “That’s…” I shuddered, and then growled. “That’s right.” 
 
    I had known that in the back of my head. I remembered Stell’s shock at seeing the names I was called. I remembered how quickly people had embraced the lies about my father. But for some stupid reason, I had felt like I never had the permission to actually verbalize that knowledge. 
 
    “Worthy Wes,” Guineve continued, sounding much gentler now. “I will support whatever judgment you make. But do you truly believe that the act of heaping more impractical burdens on yourself will be the thing that saves you?” 
 
    I had no answer for her, and this time I was smart enough not to try to give her one out loud. But my face must have told her that I didn’t have any better ideas. 
 
    “Darling Wes, it is not up to you to save yourself,” Guineve said softly. “If that was truly the way, there would be no such thing as a hero. Real heroes let others save them, reward them, heal them. You making your own life harder; adding more rules you do not truly need will not be the thing that saves you.” 
 
    “We’re taking a weird route in this conversation,” I insisted. “We were supposed to be talking about executing prisoners.” 
 
    “We were.” Guineve nodded. “But now we’re talking about the obligations you feel you owe your former murderers. While not accepting that you are owed far greater obligations.” I felt her stare into me. “And that you need those obligations, hero Wes. They are not privileges you are expected to deny.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” I asked. 
 
    “I mean if you saw and understood just how angry the people of Avalon are on your behalf, you would have a far better sense of your own worth.” The tall woman turned from me, looked back at her glowing oven, then moved over to what I thought was the icebox. 
 
    “They’ve all suffered too, though,” I replied. 
 
    Why are we still arguing with her? Teeth demanded suddenly. I started to answer him, then realized I couldn’t. 
 
    I… don’t know. 
 
    “Young Wes, I am not talking about your torture and murders. I am not even talking about the disrespect you were given in the last two years of your adolescence. I am talking about the lack of recognition you received back when you were on Earth. The pitiful amount of gratitude your world gave you would have horrified any local from the Woadlands, the Sun-jeweled Sea, even savage Pangea. The way they mocked your injury and family’s grief would have outraged anyone on Avalon’s daughter-worlds. Good Wes, people here would have driven your mockers out of town. They would have shamed them for abandoning your family in their time of need. The way you were treated on Earth was not normal. You are not one step away from darkness just because you have been disrespected, harmed, and ignored. You are merely someone in need of help and mercy. Just as you treat everyone here. And that is how you will survive, dear Wes. The care from those who value you. Not from merely heaping more burdens on yourself.” 
 
    I shook at her words. I tried not to, but it happened anyway. As she stepped next to me, I realized I had been trying to do things on my own again. Like living on Earth had taught me to, because all but my closest friends had abandoned me, and even they couldn’t do everything for me. 
 
    “I will say this again, my valued Challenger. You are not only fighting for us. We are fighting for you. As our hero and lord, and those two are the same, because heroes are always kings, whether or not they admit it. I am for you. The people you have rescued are also for you. Those you rescue on other worlds will be for you as well, because this is not Earth. You will not be taken for granted by entire planets. Not anymore. I have tried to help you know that you are not alone in this massive struggle. I will keep trying, until I finally get through to you. And so will the rest of Stell. Because you are our Challenger, good Wes. We cannot let you be taken for granted. You are too valuable.” 
 
    As I kept shaking, she put her hand on my shoulder, and slid a mug into my hand. 
 
    “The cookies are done,” the wonderful, beautiful woman said with a smile. “So I need to take them out of the oven now. If the children leave any, you can have some. But I think I need to let you reflect on what you have just heard right now. So I will give you a little bit of space. I am here for you if you need me, dear Wes. That will always be true.” 
 
    She walked away to take care of her other responsibilities. I struggled with accepting what she had just told me. I realized that I had been struggling with her message long before today, with the fact that I desperately needed help, and just as desperately had no idea how to ask for it. I had even been taught not to ask for it, despite everything that my parents had gotten right. 
 
    And I realized that it mattered whether or not this part of me got fixed. I had been putting too many burdens on myself. I shouldn’t have to feel bad for killing someone that was hellbent on hurting others as much as possible. Especially since their own deaths were not nearly as final as that of their victims. I didn’t need to make a process out of that sort of thing and I didn’t have time to try. My job was rescuing their victims, not ensuring I abided by a bunch of stupid rules that the enemy wasn’t following and weren’t even helping me. 
 
    Instead, I had to find a way to let others get near me again. I didn’t know what that would look like, but I didn’t have time to do anything but try to open my heart up a little, clear out the nagging thoughts that insisted I was one step away from falling completely apart, and that it was my job to fix myself. 
 
    It would probably take a number of tries, I realized. But that was still better than not trying at all. So I reached for all of the worries hovering over my heart, the ones telling me that I was failing, and that I needed to try all sorts of hopeless, burdensome methods to fix them or I was doomed, and that I was doomed anyway. 
 
    Some slipped through my phantom fingers, but I grabbed as many as I could, lifted… 
 
    And pushed. 
 
    # 
 
    My inner world quaked again. 
 
    “Again? So soon?” a voice asked in fear. “This is outrageous! He has no right to this!” 
 
    “There’s more,” another old one muttered. “Look at what hides inside of him. He has dangerous dreams.” 
 
    Lightning flashed. Shapes gathered around me, staring, judging. 
 
    “He would not dare,” a third voice finally scoffed. “He cannot. None would dare for her now. Not with this much doom ordained for her.” 
 
    “He could dare,” the first voice hedged. “He is proud. Arrogant. Hungry for victory.” 
 
    “All the hunger in a hundred souls would still not be enough,” the third voice scoffed again. “For how can the starving know success?” 
 
    A growl came from my core, and this colorless world rumbled in response. 
 
    “And yet he Rises again,” the second voice muttered. “So soon after the last. Without respect for the ordained limits.” 
 
    “He invites judgment!” the third voice declared. “The heavens are low for a reason! He must be taught to crawl under them, as is proper for his race!” 
 
    “Indeed,” the first said. “He dares have so many improper cravings. For doomed worlds. For doomed people. For the doomed star-lass.” 
 
    “He seeks those which others have already bought, damned, and paid for,” the second shape said with a tsking sound and a shake of its head. “Truly lecherous of him.” 
 
    “Shall we kill him now?” the first old voice asked. “So that he may offend us no more?” 
 
    My shape grew teeth, and as I looked up I bared them. 
 
    “Disgusting!” the third voice said, and I heard frightful revulsion in his words. “I will not touch such filth as this!” 
 
    “Nor will I,” the second voice declared. “Crushing this vermin is beneath us. Let other shoes step on him.” 
 
    “He is doomed himself,” the third voice affirmed. “We need not act in any fashion. Hungry, wretched things like him always meet their own end, without help. Just let him lust all he wants for doomed worlds and the doomed maiden. It shall change nothing.” 
 
    The sky darkened at the old thing’s words. Their shapes became even blurrier. The cloudy black sky became even heavier. My feet began to sink downward. 
 
    It angered me. 
 
    “Enough,” I declared, and the boom of my voice hushed all others. “These are not my heavens. This is not my sky. You are not my gods. Begone from my heart.” 
 
    I raised a mighty right arm that I had never known I had. With an angry slash of my fingers I tore apart this worthless lie of a world.


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER FIVE: RESTORATION 
 
      
 
      
 
    Request for monitoring detected. Checking authorization now. Recognizing Draconic-Level Imprint. Authorization granted for Wes Malcolm. Access granted to current monitoring log regarding Chris Rhodes. 
 
      
 
    Chris’ Perspective 
 
    “Young master Rhodes!” the man in the white lab coat exclaimed as I walked in. “I wasn’t expecting you! What can I do for you today?” 
 
    “Sorry to just drop in,” I said with a small smile, one that probably didn’t reach my eyes. “Dad says surprise inspections are good for morale. I figured I’d do one of my own, since I’m still trying to learn that side of the business.” 
 
    “Of… course,” the scientist said, blinking slowly. I didn’t blame him, because morale is a fucking stupid excuse for surprise inspections. They don’t raise morale at all, they just scare the hell out of your employees who are probably breaking rules you need them to break so they can actually do their jobs. But what Dad really meant is that fear is a better tool than good morale, because even happy people will keep wanting more and more things. But those scared of losing what little they have will just stay in the proper lanes.  
 
    But whether or not that philosophy worked was never going to be important. Not today, at least. The ‘surprise inspection’ was just the best excuse I could work with right now. 
 
    “Why don’t you show me what you’re working on right now, Robert?” 
 
    He blinked at that. 
 
    “Well, uh,” he began nervously. “We’ve made some progress on getting more material from the other worlds back to Earth…” 
 
    “Actually, Robert, I wanted to revisit an older project you were working on,” I said casually. “Just to get another look at the final logs.” 
 
    His white face paled even more at that, and his eyes darted toward the door. 
 
    “We’re not under surveillance,” I said bluntly. “Dad’s too busy losing his shit over the ‘complications’ that came up from trying to terminate Wes Malcolm.” 
 
    “You still said for me to keep what I was doing under wraps,” Dr. Robert Blake whispered. 
 
    “Which you’ve clearly done well,” I said cheerfully. “Because you are still alive. Remember that, Robert? Remember getting caught trying to make your own portal? By me? Who could tell anyone whenever I felt like it?” 
 
    “Yes, you don’t have to remind me. Sir,” the scientist added quickly. “What do you need to know? I’m still working on it.” 
 
    “That’s good, Robert,” I said, using my best cheerfully asinine middle-manager tone. “Because you selflessly changing the parameters on that project to work on my personal portal was the best long-term decision you ever made. But now’s a good time to update me on that project. So why don’t you share what you’ve managed so far. No pressure though,” I added flatly. So that he would know that there was actually a hell of a lot of pressure on him right now. 
 
    “I think,” he whispered, then looked around, in spite of the fact that there were no windows and I had already closed the door. I didn’t blame him. “I think I’m close to having it done. In fact, I think I can finish it before the end of the month.” 
 
    “That’s good,” I nodded, searching his face for honesty. I found it hiding in the fear. “That’s very good, Robert. You’ve done well. But I need to know about the side effects. You’re working on those too, right?” 
 
    Part of the construction of the portals depended on techniques Dad’s creepy fucking nightmare alien gave to us. Even for those fully initiated into Malus’ mysteries, they caused side effects that were hard for our doctors to monitor. Those not initiated at all, like Wes, they put into a coma that took months to come out of, Earth time. 
 
    “That,” Robert started to say, then he looked at the closed door again, and ducked his head as he talked. “I’ve started to figure those out too. Sort of.” 
 
    “What does ‘sort of’ mean, Robert?” I asked casually, crossing my arms and staring at him. 
 
    “I mean I don’t know why my method works,” the scientist hissed quietly. “I don’t have any solid theories as to whatever’s really going on in those holes. But giving—” He took a deep breath. Robert was ambitious, but he had a hard time with the metaphysical aspects of our research. It was one of the reasons I was able to catch him working on his own experiments. “Giving a sacrifice before the portal opens, lessens the effect of the voices inside.” 
 
    That was potentially the most useful news yet. 
 
    “What kind of sacrifice?” I asked carefully, even forgetting to make another display of dominance out of my question. Dad would get onto me for that if he ever found out. 
 
    “Blood seems to work the best,” Dr. Blake answered, eyes still roaming the room nervously. “Hair helps a little. And oddly enough, something of personal value is almost as good as blood. I think it depends on just how valuable the person perceives their cost, even though I can’t figure out why.” 
 
    “But blood always works well?” I pressed. “And how much of it?” 
 
    “Not enough to go to the hospital over, but enough to sting. 10 ml is the amount I prefer to draw. And oddly enough—” the paranoid doctor glanced around again—“it matters what you use. A serrated knife gives the best results so far. But a finger-syringe requires twice as much to dampen the voices. I still don’t understand why.” 
 
    Because you’ve joined a demonic cult, dumbass, I thought but didn’t say. Dad’s chapter of the Malus Order insisted on having a wide range of members going from completely science-oriented all the way over to full-blown pagan wizards. Dr. Dalfrey leaned toward the first while Pastor Barnes was close to the other end. Dad saw the need for both perspectives and remained in the middle. 
 
    But a handful of ‘outlier’ members like the good Dr. Robert Blake were chosen exclusively for their skills and kept largely in the dark until one day they were suddenly in too deep to escape with their lives. And even then they kept trying to rationalize half the things they saw. 
 
    “That’s good to know. So far you’re doing well, Dr. Blake,” I nodded, and the man relaxed just a little. My ‘you’re going to live after all’ comments provided a good mix of relieving his crippling fears while still reminding him just how much power I had over him. 
 
    “Thank you, master Rhodes,” the man said with a hunched nod. “Can… can I answer anything else?” 
 
    I need to get back to work, but please don’t kill me, he meant. 
 
    “Yeah, one more thing.” I grew serious. “How many people can use this portal at once?” 
 
    “People?” he blanched. “I thought you just wanted it big enough for one or two travelers?” 
 
    “I did,” I answered. “And now I don’t. Actually, I’m just curious. How big was your portal probably going to get?” 
 
    “Um—” he leaned back, sweating again—“I was focusing on keeping it small, but you could probably fit four, maybe five people at a time? I should be able to get it bigger though,” he added quickly. “A little bigger shouldn’t change much. Unless you need ten people or more.” 
 
    “Good,” I said. “Because I don’t. I’ll let you get back to work, Robert,” I said, turning. “Have a great day.” 
 
    # 
 
    I shuddered as the visions of Chris and the strange old figures left my eyes. As I recovered my balance I felt my muscles shake instead, quivering on my arms and legs. I reminded myself that this was normal, that my last few Rises had contained explosive growth, but this time was especially terrifying. I took a deep breath, closed my eyes, and just rode out the remaining jitters, drawing on my previous experience of dealing with a body that behaved erratically. They finally passed, and I took a step forward, looking around. Guineve had gone somewhere, either to put away the cookies or to deal with some other errand. I shrugged and pulled up my mind-screen. 
 
    The list began to load, and this time I stopped it. 
 
    “Avalon,” I asked. “You can help update my mind-screen, right?” 
 
    “Affirmative,” the planetary supercomputer confirmed. 
 
    “Can I make my status screen more readable? Maybe change it to table-form?” 
 
    “Confirmed that request is possible. Changing the Challenger’s status screen now.” 
 
    I sighed out a thanks, and then repeated my earlier command. 
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Wes Malcolm 
  
      	  Origin: Earthborn (Dusk Era), Avalonian (Challenger) Other bloodlines unknown 
  
      	  Rise Level: 13th Rise (Candle) 
  
      	  Saga: Unconquered Hero 
  Act 2: Unbowed Bones. +5 Con, Will, Str. General resistance to crushing damage and pressure-based attacks 
  
     
 
      
      	  Strength:172 
  
      	  Dexterity:155 
  
      	  Constitution:172 
  
      	  Intelligence:155 
  
     
 
      
      	  Wisdom:150 
  
      	  Charisma:172 
  
      	  Speed:184 
  
      	  Deftness:180 
  
     
 
      
      	  Wits:150 
  
      	  Will:208 
  
      	  Paths: War, Kings, Archmage 
  
      	  Skills (averaged): Weapons (14), Ideals (14), Misc (5) 
  
     
 
      
      	  Profession: Leader (Rank: Low Noble) 
  
      	  Art: War (Newly Gained) 
  
      	  Science: Forming 
  
      	  Craft: Forming 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
      
 
    That worked out being easier to read, though I was probably still going to tinker with it from time to time. And other than noting their increased sizes I dismissed the information about my vital, mana, and stamina pools. 
 
    All in all though, I was pretty shocked. I had known that I had started to gain power faster, but I hadn’t expected most of my Traits to increase by half of their original total before I even assigned any points. With more Ideals and more bloodlines and Bonds activated, along with the transition to the next stage of Risen heroes, Candle, I was now well above my weight class in just about every category. Even my skills, which had grown too numerous and detailed to list, had grown to where I could probably combat someone else five, maybe even ten Rises above me, without relying on the power I had used to kill Raw-Maw. That reminded me. 
 
    “Avalon,” I said out loud, scrolling deeper into the data to read about each individual bonus gained to my Traits. “What is this consumptive bonus I’m reading about? It’s responsible for at least two points of every Trait increase I’ve gained.” 
 
    “Data not found,” Avalon answered. 
 
    Before I could throw another fit about not getting the information I wanted, Teeth spoke up. 
 
    Oh yeah, that. We did that, remember? 
 
    Um, no? I answered. 
 
    We straight-up ate a guy. 
 
    WHAT? I demanded. 
 
    Raw-Maw’s essence, Teeth explained. Plus a little bit of that prick that tried to taunt us after he merged with him. Remember? You bitched about us doing that. Said it would turn us into some kind of freaky monster. 
 
    Yeah I remember being upset about that, I growled in my mind. I only did it because you said it would save us. 
 
    It did, FNG insisted. Replaced a lot of the stuff you burned out with our double transformation. And there was enough left over to increase our personal power a bit. Would have been a much bigger increase if Raw-Maw hadn’t been such a discount knockoff of a demigod. 
 
    I’m still trying to process the fact that I digested something I killed in mortal combat, I replied. Hasn’t really been my thing until now. 
 
    Well get used to it, Dragon-Me retorted. We’re a dragon. Eating idiots that mess with us is a big part of what we do. 
 
    I shook my head again and stopped answering. I wasn’t ready for this argument yet. 
 
    There were more changes to process. My Ideal magic had kept up easily with my Rises, thanks to my new Bonds and bloodlines. I had also kept all of my weapon skills close to the same rank as well, partly with the aid of the bonuses given from the Path of War. 
 
    All in all, I was so well-rounded and overpowered that any video game tester would have destroyed me on sight, or at least cried out “hax!” 
 
    And if I were in a video game, and not one of the few people standing against half a dozen worlds full of monsters and tyrants, I might have cared about their complaints. 
 
    I spent my Risen points to raise my Wisdom, Intelligence, and Dexterity, since those Traits received the lowest inherent bonuses per Rise. I spent a few of my skill points to raise my skill with Blood and Lightning magic up to where my other Ideals were, and then I saved the rest for any new skills I might need, such as learning the magics of the Testifiers. 
 
    I took one more quick look to make sure I was satisfied with the changes. 
 
    Yep. That worked. 
 
    After using my mind-screen to check the time, I realized it was well into the evening, and that Guineve had been baking very late. 
 
    When I stepped outside of my manor and into my village, I saw her through one of the village huts’ windows, sitting on a rickety old chair, rocking a sniffling child that was nibbling on a fresh cookie. 
 
    This… Teeth began in my mind, and then stopped. This is what we have? 
 
    I guess so, I answered calmly, as I watched the child in Guineve’s arms stop her sniffling and gobble up the cookie Guineve had given her. We’re in charge of it, at least. 
 
    Why… 
 
    My dragon-side was having trouble articulating, but he tried again. 
 
    Why do I feel rich? 
 
    What do you mean? I asked, but as I looked at the child snuggling into Guineve’s lap as she fell back asleep, it suddenly hit me too. 
 
    I really did feel rich. 
 
    Trauma, war, and suffering notwithstanding. 
 
    I seek wealth, Dragon-Me explained. I can’t help it. That’s just part of our nature. But neither of my Fathers said this could be wealth. But I see them thrive. See them put things behind them. And then I feel rich. 
 
    I didn’t have an answer for him, because with all of the ambushes and Challenges and nightmares and other business, I hadn’t realized this feeling either. 
 
    We’ve got to protect this, Teeth insisted. How can we do that? 
 
    We have to keep growing stronger, I answered. And… 
 
    I still struggled with what Guineve told me earlier. I swallowed, and tried to push past what I was taught to believe on Earth. 
 
    Sometimes, if we want to really protect them, we have to let them protect us as well. 
 
    We both wrestled with that thought for a moment.  
 
    Tomorrow, I announced. We’ll get more training. That way we can work on doing both. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER SIX: COMING OF AGE 
 
      
 
      
 
    I blamed my tiredness. 
 
    Even with my enhanced brain, trying to learn three new types of magic was hard. I probably should have spread the lessons out over the week. But I had wanted to try and get a basic handle on all three of them, and my wonderful new teachers all agreed. 
 
    But they snickered as they did so, and I didn’t pay enough attention to that fact. 
 
    “Alright,” I said after I wiped the ash from my face. Not quite sure how it got there. I was supposed to be making a shirt, not a medieval pipe bomb. “I think I’ve got the basic concept down.” 
 
    “Really?” Eadric asked, his expression hidden behind his rust-brown beard. “What have you learned?” the dwarf asked neutrally. 
 
    “You bastards are going to keep hazing me for about five more minutes, and then I’m going to get angry and make all kinds of violent threats. You’re all going to laugh and egg me on until I burn my anger completely out, betting that you can avoid my attempts to injure you until I’m completely spent of adrenaline. Then you’re all going to laugh a little longer, congratulate each other, mutter some nonsense about how I’m a ‘real student now,’ and then finally start teaching me what I need to know.” 
 
    So help me, they kept their faces straight for another ten infuriating seconds. Then Weylin started snickering, Eadric let out a deep chuckle, and Karim wore that shit-eating grin he probably picked up from some forgotten corner of hell. 
 
    I had caught onto their plans, and they immediately improvised a way to continue ticking me off. 
 
    “What gave it away?” Karim asked, still smiling. 
 
    “My current history with you bastards, the fact that you got me to write Wes Malcolm is incontinent while claiming I was scribing a shield spell, the fact that Weylin tricked me into spending five minutes singing a little nursery rhyme about being a flower pot instead of a speed song, and how Eadric has spent the last hour giving me detailed steps to make things that would either blow up in my face or turn out to just be a giant penis when I finished crafting it.” 
 
    “Still trying to figure out why you got so hands-on with those, by the way,” the dwarf rumbled between chuckles. 
 
    I took a deep breath and reminded myself that sometimes it’s okay to hate your friends. 
 
    “In our defense,” Karim interjected, sensing I was at my limits and also remembering that I could throw lightning and fire without learning any of their nonsense, “our college is a firm believer in humbling a practitioner before real teaching begins, so that they can be built back up under a proper foundation. Your prior accomplishments are much greater than the average neophyte, and so we had to work much harder to make sure pride would not hinder your future learning.” 
 
    “I’d accept that explanation more easily if this had been the first time you guys pulled asshole pranks on me.” 
 
    “It really is a tradition at our college, but I can’t deny your suspicions are completely valid,” Karim said with a grin. “At any rate, we can start teaching you now. For what it’s worth, you’re already showing signs of being a quick study.” 
 
    “I thought you just said you wanted to keep me humble?” I asked skeptically. 
 
    “Oh, we still have a number of plans for that,” Weylin said cheerfully. “Now let’s go ahead and talk about the differences between our three magics.” 
 
    “Shouldn’t I learn one at a time?” I asked. 
 
    “Yes.” Karim nodded his dark, bald head. “And you will. But your comprehension now, along with your Challenger’s ability to learn new skills quickly, should let us drill in the basics for now.” 
 
    “Got it,” I replied, telling myself to stop being angry and to focus. “Shutting up now so you all can teach.” 
 
    “Good,” Karim said. “I’ll go first, since my magic will give the best starting point.” The scribe-mage took a deep breath and began talking. “Unlike your Ideal magic, which grows stronger as you grasp a better understanding of nebulous concepts such as fire or lightning, our magics, commonly known as Art Magics, depend on varying degrees of two things: Depiction, and Intent. Their names are largely self-explanatory, but know that Intent depends on how complex your goals are for the magic, and Depiction is how well you express said goals. 
 
    “For Script Magic, Intent and Depiction have to almost be equal. Just as when you’re writing a letter, you have to say what you mean, and any misunderstandings impact the magic. Question?” 
 
    “Yes,” I answered, grateful he could tell as much by my expression. “What about those blue bolts and fire I sometimes see you hurl? Your opponents don’t exactly get time to read your message before you kill them.” 
 
    “Good question—” Karim smiled—“and it gives me a good transition. Regarding Depiction, script magic can be fairly flexible. As long as someone other than the caster can understand the writing, and I mean someone anywhere in the Expanse, the spell will go into effect. So instead of using some ancient nonsense language like you’ve probably heard about in Earth stories, script magic is actually performed with a variety of written languages, both modern and ancient. The more languages a script-mage knows, the more effective he is. This is because different languages have different expressions of a concept. For example, in your planet’s English there is a very general word ‘love’ that can mean almost anything. If you wanted to specify which kind of love—brotherly, romantic, love of a friend—you’d have to write more script. Or you could use another language that has a very specific type of love, such as your planet’s Greek.” 
 
    “How do you know so many of my world’s languages?” I asked. “I thought Earth was isolated from you guys.” 
 
    “The Testifiers specialize in creating interplanetary records,” Karim replied. “Our Guardian Icon has routinely petitioned the Steward of Avalon for access to Earth’s records and the ability to interview Challengers. Because of that we have more knowledge of your world than most. Now, back to the lesson. Performing script magic requires literacy in at least one written language and a mana pool, as well as a teacher to induct you into the art of spell-scribing. Unlike Ideal magic, innate talent does not matter nearly as much, just as anyone can learn to read or write. But like reading and writing, it still requires plenty of time, effort, and expensive material. Which is why, to predict your next question, everyone isn’t a script mage. That’s the same reason everyone doesn’t learn the other two magics as well. That said, script magic is perhaps the most flexible of the three Art Magics because it can be performed on the fly, if you can scribe fast enough, or in advance, if you have already written a spell the situation calls for. But if you lose concentration or mis-scribe something, the results can be very bad. Picture writing the wrong word in a note to a friend, and then giving that word the power to hypnotize, turn someone to stone, or create fire.” 
 
    “That does sound very bad,” I agreed. 
 
    “Again, script magic is perhaps the most flexible, yet it probably has the least amount of room for error.” Karim nodded again. “That should be enough of the basics to allow you to officially learn script magic. Now this time I want you to try again. Create illumination, using a word you know for ‘light.’” 
 
    “How much light do you want me to create?” I asked carefully. “And how many words am I allowed to use to create it?” 
 
    “Excellent questions and I’m pleased to hear you ask them. Don’t create enough light to blind anyone, and use less than five words.” 
 
    With that in mind, and not fully confident that they were done pranking me, I tried again. I pictured a candle-level light coming from my finger, and wrote the Spanish words vela encendida, channeling my mana into the air to create the script like Karim had shown me earlier. The words scrawled out in front of me, and then I touched my finger to them again. I felt a sudden, but small, drop in my mana pool, and suddenly there was a pale flicker of light from my finger. 
 
    “Excellent,” Karim said with a nod. “Good control, and you kept your script brief which saves time and mana. But isn’t English your primary language?” 
 
    “Yes.” I nodded. “And I take it for granted. It’s also a very vague and imprecise language. With the rules you gave me I needed to use a language I knew somewhat well but still had to think about what I really meant.” 
 
    The scribe mage actually raised his eyebrows at that. He seemed impressed. 
 
    “That’s exactly the kind of thinking you need to do this art. Well done.” 
 
    My mind-screen triggered, and a message scrawled in front of my mind. 
 
    The Challenger has learned the first rank of script magic, or spell scribing. Further ranks will improve casting speed, improve spell power, and decrease mana cost. 
 
    That had been my other clue that they had been pranking me. Outside of Earth, the Expanse actually bothers to tell you when you’re doing something right, actually making gains in your body, or learning. After being frustrated with my lack of success in stopping my disability from ruining my life on Earth, getting positive messages that something was actually working had set my hopes on fire. It was probably the greatest reason for the work ethic I showed everyone here. 
 
    Karim looked to his left. 
 
    “Now that you’ve gotten a reasonable handle on the basics, I will let Weylin talk about spell-singing. And hope he does not spend forever speaking of it.” 
 
    “Thank you, Karim.” The elf nodded with a toss of his long white hair. “Just know that I treasure the sound of your voice as much as you treasure the sound of mine.” 
 
    “The chalk my fingernails scrape appreciates the favorable comparison,” the mage chuckled dryly. 
 
    It was that moment that I realized just how much, and how long, these three ribbed each other. I probably would have noticed it sooner if I hadn’t been their target for so long. In their own way, they were doing their best to make me part of their group. I tried to take that fact as a compliment. But it didn’t work. Because my face still stung too much from the explosion prank. 
 
    “Now, my lord Challenger, I will do my best to instruct you into the oldest, most complex, and certainly the most cultured of the three Saga magics.” A couple of snorts interrupted the elf. He ignored them. “That of spell-singing.” 
 
    “It’s hard to think any of your magics are cultured after all of the graffiti, teapot songs, and penis jokes.” 
 
    “Barbarian,” Weylin sniffed. “But let us begin anyway. Song magic has much in common with script magic, but Intent matters much more than Depiction. The actual words matter much less than your desire for expression. Just as you do not always need to understand the language of a song to gather the meaning behind it, or to let it stir your emotions.” 
 
    I nodded. That made a lot of sense. Even though there were a number of songs that became a different experience for me after I learned what they were about. 
 
    “In fact, your emotional state can completely change the same song’s effect, often dampening it. An example would be to sing a song of calming peace when your mind is full of violent thoughts. You will get a diluted rage spell out of your efforts instead.” 
 
    That I had more trouble with. 
 
    “Wait,” I interrupted. “If my emotional state can influence things that much, how do I get the magic to work at all? Because even calming myself down before I sing should change the song’s effect, right?” 
 
    “It would,” the pale-haired elf affirmed, “which is why there is another component involved: pitch. Singing the song in a certain pitch can cause your voice to sound angry, or calm, or sad, thereby controlling the amount your emotional state can warp your spell. In fact, sometimes it can even change your emotional state. Do you understand that idea?” 
 
    “I think I do,” I replied. Pitch was one of the ways we express our emotions anyway. And there were times when singing a certain song would change my mood, usually for the better. Worship in church used to be like that, in fact. But that very line of thought would change my emotional state for the worse, so I dropped it and focused back on Weylin’s lesson. 
 
    “Because it exclusively relies on your voice, spell-singing has its own degree of flexibility, because the rest of your body and focus can be spent on something else. In fact, one of the best uses of spell-singing is to make doing something else more effective or easier.” 
 
    “Like with your speed spells,” I noted. “Or that word you speak that somehow enhances your arrows.” 
 
    “More or less,” the elf replied. “Now I’m going to train you through a series of pitches, probably similar to what you learned on Earth, to modify your emotions and make guiding the magic easier.” 
 
    It turned out to not be similar to what I had learned on Earth, because I had never really learned to sing. I suspected my voice wasn’t going to attract any record labels, but Weylin didn’t seem too tortured by it. I took that as a win. 
 
    This time, Weylin taught me the actual song, in elvish, for enhancing a listener’s speed, and I felt the difference in adrenaline when I pulled it off. My mind-screen informed me that I had succeeded in learning the first rank of song magic. 
 
    “Wait,” I said, processing the effect. “Most of this seems to impact whoever listens. Can I use it to affect my surroundings when no one else is around to listen?” 
 
    “That’s the hardest application of song magic,” Weylin said with a shake of his head. “There are a few songs that can shatter or damage certain objects, but their effects are very limited. Truthfully, only the strongest spell-singers can affect the inanimate. Yet there are ancient stories of making plants sprout up with your voice, or making fire answer your call from the ground. But your Ideal magic can accomplish such things as well.” 
 
    “Can song magic help me enhance other magic?” 
 
    Everyone turned their heads and stared at me for several moments without saying anything. 
 
    “That’s usually a bad idea,” Eadric said slowly. 
 
    “Okay, why?” I asked patiently. 
 
    “It’s rarely been done, as most people only have access to one form of magic at the most,” Weylin said carefully. “Challengers and archmages are the two exceptions, and they are both extremely rare. So the idea is almost never tested.” 
 
    “But you all have at least two magics now,” I pointed out. “You each learned at least one of my Ideals.” 
 
    That was part of why I felt justified in getting them to teach me their magics. 
 
    “Yes,” Karim replied, also carefully. “And Ideals mixing with different magic has the most encouraging data. But part of the reason the three of us have not learned each other’s magic is because records show that mixing two Saga magics creates at least as many catastrophic failures it does enlightening successes. The act is risky, and often without benefit.” 
 
    “It’s also very, very hard,” Eadric added. 
 
    I wasn’t satisfied with that explanation. Sword-fighting was often time-consuming, dangerous, and fatally unproductive for at least half of the people involved in it, but that hadn’t stopped plenty of people from learning the art. Myself included. 
 
    “Let’s just hold off on that idea, and start you on shaping magic,” Karim offered. 
 
    “Agreed,” Weylin said, backing away. “Eadric, you’re up.” 
 
    The dwarf grunted, put away the pipe he had started smoking at some point, and walked over to me. 
 
    “Before we begin,” I said. “If you trick me into making another exploding penis, I am going to throw every stored lightning spell and fireball I have on me right at your beard. It will hopefully damage you enough to never grow hair again.” 
 
    “Noted,” Eadric replied, sounding unconcerned. “Wasn’t expecting you to think about those sculptures that much. Probably going to make that friend of yours unhappy if she ever finds out.” 
 
    “Friend?” I asked. “What friend? What the hell are you talking about?” 
 
    More unhelpful snickering. I raised a hand that began to crackle threateningly. 
 
    “Don’t worry about it. We’re just ribbing ya again. Now,” Eadric said, rubbing his hand together. “Shaping magic. Not as fancy or special as the other two. Because it’s for people who actually work for a living.” Two sighs came from behind him. He ignored them. “Weylin spoke of using song magic while doing something else. Shaping magic is like that, except that you actually can’t cast it at all without doing something else. The sole function of shaping magic is to enchant or enhance something you’re making or altering. It’s not as easy or flashy as making fire out of letters or hypnotizing a hundred people with the sound of your voice, but if you want a kind of magic that will endure for years or centuries, shaping magic is the way to go. It’s the same with history. Statues, structures, and carvings have all lasted longer than books or songs of the same cultures.” 
 
    As far as I knew, that was true enough. I let him continue. 
 
    “With shaping magic, Depiction matters a hundred times more than Intent. It doesn’t matter how well-thought-out the sword in your mind is, if you try and make it out of cloth it’s going to be hilariously ineffective and you’re going to be famously stupid.” 
 
    “But my understanding of how that sword is supposed to be made matters a lot, right?” 
 
    “Exactly.” The dwarf nodded. “You have to understand the physics of what you’re making or changing, and then you have to execute those physics as perfectly as possible. It takes a lot of work, and it’s almost impossible to shape something in the middle of combat, but Shapers are some of the best craftsmen and engineers. They make a big impact on their communities because both their magic and their mundane skills last.” 
 
    “That actually sounds really useful,” I replied. “But I’ve seen you use shaping magic in combat. Those carved statues that you threw, that exploded. How did that work? Statues aren’t usually supposed to explode.” 
 
    “On that,” the dwarf grunted. “Two points. One, I wasn’t using shaping magic in combat. I had already shaped the magic into those figurines. Two, you’re right, carvings aren’t supposed to explode, unless you screw up on purpose. I shaped flaws into each of those carvings as I made them, and in a way for their construction to come apart explosively. If you’re good, you can do that while shaping another effect into the carving to add fire, or extra shrapnel, or some other very bad thing to the now-broken carving. 
 
    “But that takes a lot of time and materials, so it’s not something you want to use for every fight. It’s much better to shape something you use all the time. Like a weapon or a piece of clothing.” 
 
    “Can I use shaping magic to help me repair something?” I asked, remembering my track record with armor so far. 
 
    “Now you’re getting it.” The dwarf grinned from behind his thick beard. “For practice, I want you to take that sorry excuse for a spear out and work on its edge a little. Try and shape an effect into it.” 
 
    I had learned the basics of gear maintenance by now. I tried to get Breena to teach crafting to me at one point, but that was when she threw up her hands and started screaming at me about being an overachiever and her not having any time off. It was one of the other reasons I kept spare skill points, because I couldn’t shake just how important crafting had been in the last five online games I had played, and just how annoying it had gotten when I wasn’t able to make at least some of my own stuff. 
 
    But enough of that. I pulled out the militia spear some mysterious entity had awarded me for killing other projected Earthborn as well as a basic whetstone. As I ran the spear blade over the rock, I projected my mana into it in the way Eadric had shown me earlier, mixing my intent to have a sharper spear along with my knowledge of the metal sharpening process. Keep this new edge, I mentally imparted to the lifeless object. 
 
    The metal gleamed brightly for a moment, then returned to its normal state. But Eadric nodded and grunted in affirmation, and a moment later my mindscreen informed me that I had gained the skill of shaping magic. 
 
    This magic excited me the most. Script magic had a lot of useful tricks and song magic could be great in many situations, but if I had enough time and knowledge to do shaping magic, the possibilities were theoretically endless. In fact… 
 
    “Hey, hold on for a second,” I said, pulling a spare leather strap and wrapping it around a crack I could see in the wood, projecting my intent for the wood to not warp or break upon violent contact. A moment later the wood shimmered briefly as well. My mindscreen informed me that the item had been reinforced as well as sharpened. “Hah! It worked! This is really useful!” I looked back up at the three Testifiers. “No offense, but why doesn’t everyone learn this kind of magic?” 
 
    “Because not everyone likes to make things,” Weylin said with a shrug. 
 
    “Because others do not wish to be constantly asked to make magic tools by everyone they know,” Karim added dryly. 
 
    “Because it takes a lot of work, time, and money,” Eadric rumbled at the end. “And it’s disappointing when you realized the shaping effect you first figured out on your own isn’t that powerful.” 
 
    “Wait, what?” I asked, looking at my spear. 
 
    “For a good bit of mana and stamina that grows back at a much slower rate, you’ve empowered your spear to handle maybe one more violent blow before it breaks.” The dwarf pointed at the band I had tightened around the crack. 
 
    “That one attack could be the difference between life and death,” I countered. “And what do you mean it cost me stamina as well?” 
 
    “I mean the three Saga magics also cost a bit of stamina to perform, since they’re not as innate as Ideal magic and because they all require a physical exercise of some kind. Wearing heavy armor or carrying a heavy load makes the drain even greater. That stamina might be the difference between life and death as well.” 
 
    “That just means I shouldn’t shape anything right before a fight,” I pointed out. 
 
    “Yup. That’s one of the basic rules.” Eadric nodded. “But it’s part of the reason people consider shaping magic to be a pain in the ass instead of an exciting skill. Especially at the beginning when you can’t do that much.” 
 
    Fortunately, thanks to the video-game-esque nature of reality here, I could now spend part of the power I had gained from Rising to advance my knowledge of these three skills almost instantly. 
 
    “But back to not combining magics,” I said. “It still seems to me like I could enhance myself with singing while I was trying to work shaping magic, and then scribe some script into the item for extra effect.” 
 
    The three of them all sighed at once. A musical titter suddenly sounded out from behind and above me. Then, from out of a tree I had never paid attention to, Breena flew out and down to us in a streak of pink light. 
 
    “I told you he’d come up with his own plan!” the spiky-haired woman shouted triumphantly. “Pay up!” 
 
    “Sorry, what’s going on?” I asked, confused. 
 
    “They didn’t believe me when I told them about your labor-based masochism,” Breena said with a smug sniff. “They figured you’d pace yourself when you learned how hard it was to perform all three magics in one day. They didn’t think you’d want to make the training unreasonably harder by experimenting with forbidden alterations.” 
 
    “But they said all it would cost was materials, mana, and stamina,” I argued. “And I’m trying to save the world anyway—sorry, worlds, plural—so why wouldn’t I risk discovering every sneaky advantage I could find?” 
 
    “Because sometimes it’s just good to focus on two or three things so that you can actually get good at something?” Eadric asked sarcastically. 
 
    “I tried that!” I said, exasperated. “But this isn’t Earth. These worlds reward you so much for just the tiniest bit of effort, and they even help you track your gains! And me being a Challenger means I learn skills even faster, so I hit my limits even sooner! Why would I waste all that extra free time?” 
 
    “I told you he was crazy,” Breena said with an even smugger tone. “But did anyone believe me? Nooooo. ‘You’re exaggerating, Breena! Wes doesn’t have any kind of complex, Breena! It can’t possibly be as bad as you’re saying, Breena!’” 
 
    She went through at least three different voice impressions, making me wonder about just how many people she had complained about me to. 
 
    I was about to ask about that, as well as about how the three Testifiers were expected to pay a girl that didn’t need to spend money on anything but processed sugar. Then I reminded myself that I had a kingdom now and I might need to look up on the whole currency issue. 
 
    Then I heard a high-pitched feminine shout, and a clang of metal. 
 
    “Breena!” I said sharply. “Is Virtus training the militia right now? Because if he isn’t, we’re under attack!” 
 
    She turned slowly, instead of quickly, which meant that she knew what was going on and that it wasn’t an emergency. Then I caught the guilty look on my fairy’s face. 
 
    “Breena,” I repeated slowly. “Is there something I should know about?” 
 
    “Um,” she fidgeted. 
 
    I heard another clang and shout, and this time I recognized the voice. 
 
    My emotions took over. I immediately blasted myself with Air magic, activated the speed chant Weylin had just taught me, and bounded toward the direction of the voice. 
 
      
 
    # 
 
    I reached the training grounds, the source of the sound. It was also a place where I knew that no one was supposed to be training right now. I knew that because I felt it was my job as a leader to pay attention to exactly when my citizens were scheduled to learn about killing and fighting for their lives. 
 
    The voice I had heard yell out was one I knew had no business having to fight anyone. Because she was far too young. And because she had already suffered through all kinds of trauma and really didn’t need the experience of mortal combat on top of it. 
 
    And finally, because she was my sister, god-damnit. 
 
    Correction: she was my adopted sister. And the courts had canceled the adoption at the last minute because of my Dad’s framing and murder, but I was done letting that count. She was another family member Rhodes’ assholes had tried to take away from me, that I had let get put in harm’s way because I was stupid and trusted the system. 
 
    I had no intention of reinforcing that harm by forcing her to fight, bleed, and kill. 
 
    And inexplicably, she was doing just that. 
 
    Valerie, a short, dark-haired fourteen-year-old girl who was supposedly a third-generation Vietnamese immigrant, had wound up abandoned by her family in my town for reasons I had never gotten the whole story on. She was the oldest of the three girls my family had tried to adopt and all of us had spent time with her, seeing her in church, helping her with her homework at school, and looking out for her whenever we could because my parents were super-passionate about helping the poor and needy and because Val always seemed like the girl who would go places if she was just given half a chance. 
 
    She stood some distance away from Virtus, the giant skeletal hoplite-legionnaire commander and trainer of my people. The same one I had decided I could learn a lot more lessons from. He was in a combat pose, holding one short blade, and Val stood away from him as if they had just broken apart from a clash of blades. 
 
    Speaking of blades, Val happened to be holding them as well. One longer one, still a short blade but long for her size, and a short dagger-sized blade that still looked big in her hands. She was panting, thankfully unharmed, and keeping both blades far enough away from each other to avoid tangling herself up. In fact, she was showing more aptitude than I had for that style of fighting. 
 
    That was as far as my rational brain got before the screaming half took over. 
 
    “VIRTUS!” I screamed, landing near them in a blast of Air magic, Fire magic, and Rise-enhanced strength. “EXPLAIN!” 
 
    That fleshless face stared back at me. If he hadn’t paused, I would have no way of knowing he felt confused and hesitant. 
 
    “Teaching your people how to fight, sir,” the ancient warrior said slowly. “Per your earlier instructions, I was to accommodate anyone wanting advanced lessons into my schedule whenever I felt I had time. The young woman has been asking me for lessons since before the last attack.” 
 
    “SHE’S FOURTEEN!” I screamed, not having any of this. 
 
    “Yes sir,” the soldier said slowly. “Four years younger than yourself. I’ve adjusted her lessons to take that into account.” 
 
    “WHAT LESSONS?” I shouted, ignoring that part of me that suggested I should maybe switch to my inside voice now for this conversation. “WHO THE HELL IS MAKING HER FIGHT?” 
 
    “I’m sorry,” a small voice behind me said. 
 
    I turned around and winced immediately. 
 
    Val was standing with her head hung low, her black hair covering her face. She seemed to be shrinking into herself, shoulders hunched, weapons hanging low and away but trembling, as if she was about to drop them any minute and start crying. 
 
    A hundred voices inside my head started screaming that I was an asshole, that I had failed her again, that I had never gotten it right and I was only making it worse. And now a girl I had spent years telling myself was going to become my sister, that had spent the last two years being threatened by men who were going to have the most horrible intentions regarding her, was dealing with another man screaming over her. 
 
    “Val,” I said, quietly this time, desperately wishing I had the last few minutes to do over again. “I didn’t mean…” 
 
    “Wanted to help,” she mumbled through her hair. “To not be in the way.” 
 
    “You’re not in the way,” I said quickly and softly. “This isn’t your fault. You don’t need to do anything—” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    Her head suddenly snapped up, making her whole body flinch. Her black eyes made contact with my own for the second time in two years. 
 
    “Yes I do,” she said louder, with a trembling, but defiant, voice. “I need this too.” 
 
    I was at a loss to answer that. I wanted to tell her that killing the people that imprisoned us hadn’t brought me any closure yet and probably wouldn’t work for her either. I didn’t know how, but I tried anyway. “You shouldn’t have to, and I’m sorry if I—” 
 
    “Stop,” she trembled again, keeping her eyes on me. “Stop apologizing. I mean it.” 
 
    She still shook. But her eyes flashed as she talked now. 
 
    “What?” I asked with a cocked head, wondering how I was screwing up now, and wishing I already knew how to fix it. 
 
    “Stop saying that this is all your fault.” Her voice rose, then kept rising. “I was the one that lied, and said your dad did horrible things! I was the one that avoided you all those years, when all you did was try to help! I was the one that heard about you getting crippled, and did nothing!” 
 
    “That’s not fair and you know it,” I said as my brain started working again. “You couldn’t—” 
 
    “I know I couldn’t!” my oldest adopted sister screamed at me. “I’m tired of couldn’t! I’m tired of needing saving! I’m tired of watching bad things happen to the handful of good men that care about me! And I’m tired about remembering that time in the dungeon when something horrible almost happened to me, and then you dragged yourself over to stop it, and then you died even more horribly because of it! Because I couldn’t do anything but stand there and watch!” 
 
    My head shook as I remembered that violent flashback I went through just before Raw-Maw’s attack. I had thought that girl had only looked like Val. The situation started to make a tiny bit more sense. 
 
    I still didn’t know what to say, though. 
 
    “I need this too,” she said, her voice firm even though her shoulders were still shaking. “I need to be able to fight too. I can’t figure anything else out until I can hold my own. To where you don’t have to drop everything and get hurt again, just for me. And if you really want to let me be your sister—” her shoulders stopped shaking—“you’ll let me do this. So that you can turn your back on me without worrying about me and blaming everything that went wrong on yourself. Because that makes me feel helpless too.” 
 
    Her words knocked the wind out of us both. I had no answer for her whatsoever. What was I supposed to say? ‘Sure, Val, you can go ahead and get in sword fights with creatures three to four times your size. I know you just picked up a sword this week, but hopefully you’ll get the hang of it and not die horribly.’ 
 
    Isn’t that what we do, though? Teeth spoke up suddenly in my mind. 
 
    I… 
 
    We’re learning mortal combat and magic much faster than anyone expected. And you just got a handle on like three more types of magic. She’s from Earth too, so there’s a good chance she can duplicate at least some of what we can do. And unlike you, she shouldn’t be down to one life. 
 
    I blinked at that. Val was still staring at me, still shaking, but not backing down. 
 
    I just want her to finally be safe, I said back. 
 
    We both do. And we’ve already screwed up. Won’t she be safer if she can protect herself? 
 
    Damn it. He had a point. 
 
    I took a breath and looked around. Breena had flown over to me and was wearing a very guilty expression on her face. 
 
    “She’s been training for a while, hasn’t she?” I asked calmly. 
 
    My fairy companion gave a guilty nod. 
 
    “She’s been with Virtus for about a week.” 
 
    “And you didn’t tell me,” I added. A statement, not a question. 
 
    “I… didn’t know the right thing to do,” Breena admitted. “You both weren’t ready to talk to each other yet. I’m not sure you’re ready now, either. But Guineve and I both realized she needed a way to move forward, and this worked the best.” 
 
    “Okay,” I said slowly. I turned to look at Virtus. “How is she as a student?” 
 
    “Attentive,” the skeleton admitted. “She’s persistent, but she also adjusts well to her limitations. When she can’t figure out a weapon, she switches to look for one more suited to her. So far small swords and lighter blades work the best for her. She’s learning them very quickly. Faster than you did, in fact.” 
 
    “How does she handle your longer reach?” I asked. 
 
    “She’s fast for her size,” Virtus continued. “She closes distance quickly, and disengages almost as fast. She’s got a lot of upper body strength to work on, and she won’t win an arm-wrestling contest with anyone but Breena—” 
 
    “Hey!” my fairy companion shouted. “No size-shaming!” 
 
    “But as long as she doesn’t freeze up during her first combat, I’d give her very good odds against the weaker Horde we’ve battled.” 
 
    I sighed, gritted my teeth for a moment, and made up my mind. 
 
    “Alright, Val,” I said finally. “I can figure out how to be cool with this on one condition: I get to help train you.” 
 
    “Wes…” Breena began cautiously. 
 
    “No,” I answered. “Virtus can teach her more about weapons than I will ever learn myself, but none of you know what it feels like to suddenly go from magic-less Earth to the magic-filled rest of the universe. Virtus will keep teaching her combat. I’ll teach her how to handle being an Earthborn outside of Earth. And Breena can help teach her about any Ideal magic she can discover. Assuming you haven’t already been doing so and just haven’t told me yet.” 
 
    “Ummmm.” The little fairy started fidgeting again. 
 
    “Nevermind.” I shook my head. “You’re right. There’s a lot I’m not ready to handle with this. We can talk about her magic later, as long as you tell me about anything I really need to know.” 
 
    “Wes,” Val spoke up again. She had stopped shaking, but now her eyes watered. “Thank you. I… thank you.” 
 
    “You’re welcome,” I said, then screwed up my own courage, “sis.” 
 
    She smiled at me then. For the first time in over two years.


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER SEVEN: RAIMENT 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Are you alright, dear Wes?” Guineve asked me, her voice tinted with concern. 
 
    “Yeah,” I said, shaking my head. “Just the after-effects of using pirated software.” 
 
    Avalon had just made a breakthrough in reconfiguring the device in my head, so I had taken a brief moment to review the video feed that had played earlier. I was able to use it more and more often. For some reason though, I had the best luck when using it to monitor Chris, and to my surprise I was occasionally able to contact him directly. I had just reviewed the logs of the actions he performed earlier, but it looked like he was still sticking to our plan. 
 
    It wasn’t my preference, though. I still didn’t trust Chris and I sure as hell hadn’t forgiven him for his role in everything from the past two years. But him being under surveillance as well proved he had the same enemies I did. That was why the hacked termination order didn’t include him. Still, I thought it prudent to get my own message out. So everyone I knew and loved got a text on their phone telling them something only I knew about them 
 
    I had no idea why Rhodes’ people had built that function into the monitoring device in my brain but I intended to make them regret it at every opportunity. I just had to put up with a major headache afterwards. 
 
    Guineve stretched her hand and muttered a few phrases I couldn’t decipher. As soon as she finished talking, my headache left. I blinked in surprise. 
 
    “Did you just…” 
 
    “Yes, dear,” the beautiful woman said simply. “I would have done it sooner if I realized how often you had migraines.” 
 
    “You can fix them every time?” I asked in surprise. “Really? Because I get them all the—” 
 
    “Yes, darling Wes. Don’t worry about it,” she said casually, passing me a plate. “Now have a cookie. You haven’t eaten at all since breakfast, and you were too busy to eat a second one.” 
 
    We were in the dining hall again. I accepted her offered treat and bit down. 
 
    Oh my dragon gods, FNG gushed in my mind. This tastes amazing. Why the hell haven’t we married her again? 
 
    It’s complicated, I admitted. 
 
    Bullshit, Teeth growled back. She’s gorgeous, cooks for you, and cures your headaches. Stop being an idiot. 
 
    And I may be a couple thousand years too young for her, I added. Lamely. 
 
    Also bullshit. Everything you run into here has at least an iridium atom’s half-life on your own age. And time flows differently here anyway. 
 
    Yeah but— 
 
    “Wes, dear?” Guineve said patiently. 
 
    Great. I was caught talking to myself again. 
 
    “Still trying to tame your dragon, darling?” the raven-haired woman said with a smirk. I didn’t appreciate the double-entendre, and she didn’t really care that I didn’t. 
 
    “Ahem,” I coughed, taking another cookie anyway. “We should get back on topic. I appreciate the cookies though, Guineve. I hope the children love them.” 
 
    “They do.” The tall woman smiled brightly at that. “But I think your new friend has been helping them just as much with the nightmares.” 
 
    “Huh?” I asked. “Which new friend?” 
 
    “The one we still need to come up with a name for, darling,” Guineve said with another smile. She pointed at the small shape on the floor. 
 
    “Di-rec-tive!” the little blue ball cheerfully shouted. “Heal! Hug! Di-rec-tive!” It gave a wobbling bounce, and Guineve bent down to sweep it up in a hug of her own. The little jelly hummed happily, then quivered as if it were looking at my direction. “Di-rec-tive?” it asked curiously. “Hurt? Sad? Di-rec-tive?” 
 
    “I’m fine now, thanks,” I answered the little ball. “And Guineve’s right. You need a name and I need to stop procrastinating about giving you one. Even if people never stop calling you Di-rec-tive instead.” 
 
    I tried to be creative, but the truth was that the little jelly reminded me too much of a character from one of Rachel’s favorite movies to think of anything else. 
 
    “Alright… Ball-ee,” I pronounced. “You have a name now.” 
 
    Really? Teeth asked. That’s really what you’re going with? 
 
    Hush. He’s senior to you, so you can’t criticize. Especially since you only showed up because of something I ate. 
 
    “Ball…ee?” the little jelly pronounced slowly. 
 
    “Yup,” I said firmly. “Would have gone with Jell-ee, but you thankfully don’t leave a gelatinous trail. So you’re Ball-ee.” 
 
    “Ball-ee!” the newly named happy fun ball bobbed as it shouted. “Ball-ee! Ball-ee!” 
 
    It quivered in Guineve’s arms, and I got the impression that it was trying to run around in circles while still being hugged. “Ball-ee! Ball-ee! Di-rec-tive!” 
 
    Guineve laughed at the little jelly’s antics. 
 
    “I love the name, Wes. It fits perfectly.” 
 
    Teeth muttered something about me not deserving this woman. I ignored him and turned my gaze to the objects on the far end of the counter. 
 
    “So, before I get side-tracked again, I need to ask you about the scabbard you gave me. You asked me to wait until we finished rescuing and integrating all the prisoners, and that’s done. So I need to ask you about Breaker’s, or Excalibur’s, scabbard. And why the blade is growing in it.” 
 
    “That,” Guineve sighed. She gave Ball-ee a pat before she sat the little jelly back on the floor. The blue ball ran off happily, still shouting out its new name. “That is a story I only have pieces from, out of the genetic material Stell merged herself with to create me. But that blade and the scabbard I gave you are both as old as the most ancient ruins on this planet. In fact, I suspect they are as old as the planet itself. Maybe even older.” 
 
    That didn’t seem possible. Just like everything else that had been happening recently. So it was probably exactly as she expected. 
 
    “Talitha told me a little bit about the sword,” I said. “She called it Breaker, which was where I got the name. But I called it Excalibur because the scabbard seems straight out of Arthurian myth. And from what you and the rest of Stell have told me, Arthur actually existed, and came here.” 
 
    “Yes.” Guineve nodded thoughtfully. “The blade answers to those it considers to be king of the great beasts. The chiefs among the dragons themselves.” 
 
    “The Pendragons,” I said slowly, remembering Talitha’s name for me, and Aegrim’s rage over her giving me the title. 
 
    “Yes. Arthur gained that title as part of his Renown. I am not sure who recognized him as such.” 
 
    “Someone who knew dragons called him that,” I realized. “And they probably didn’t explain any more than Talitha did to me.” 
 
    Talitha had called me that same title, back when she was a ghost. She had laughed at me when I explained how I wasn’t a dragon. I still didn’t quite understand why she thought I was one, even with finding out about the Flesh-bond my ancestors had supposedly made with the Dragon of Pain and Affliction. Something told me that wasn’t the reason why. 
 
    “Arthur had a version of this blade that he used to kill a true Dark Icon. Unlike Raw-Maw, this was one that had completely Descended, and had even formed its own Pantheon. Like you, he shouldn’t have been able to slay it.” 
 
    “How do you know he had a version of this same sword?” I asked. 
 
    “The weapon’s hilt.” Guineve pointed. “The same one you now wield, only it was complete, and formed a long blade. The scabbard appeared on him whenever he came to Avalon and wielded the weapon, and returned to the statue of my half-mother whenever he traveled back to Earth.” 
 
    “But you noticed that I wielded the same weapon? Or the same hilt, at least?” 
 
    I had not really started using Breaker until I had escaped from Rhodes’ dungeon. And even then I had only been using it to store other items. 
 
    “Stell detected a connection to it when she examined you. We didn’t inform you because the weapon was still only in handle form, and we were not sure it was the same weapon.” 
 
    “Why?” I asked, curious. “Even in pieces it feels like this sword is pretty distinct.” 
 
    “Yes. But it is also still in the Lightborn lands, enshrined within a monument to Arthur. Occasionally a worthy king or hero is allowed to remove it, and in time of great need. They call the weapon Clarent.” 
 
    I tilted my head at that. 
 
    “You’re telling me that this same sword is in two places at once, and in my case, is in partial form? Meaning it has two different forms?” 
 
    “We thought they were merely similar at first, and unrelated. But no—” Guineve shook her head—“as the Avalonians resurrect, new memories come to me through my half-mother. The weapon in the Lightborn Lands is part of Breaker. There are pieces in the other worlds as well, though they appear to be complete swords. The white-hilted dagger you now wield is the piece Avalon was granted. It resided in the scabbard itself.” 
 
    “But I didn’t see a dagger in the scabbard when you handed it to me.” 
 
    “You did not,” Guineve confirmed. “Carnwennan, or Little White-Hilt, rarely wishes to be seen. But when it accepts an owner, it grants its power of concealment to the wielder as well. As you have no doubt noticed.” 
 
    I had. In fact, I had used that same power to help me ambush the last of Rhodes’ men. Guineve had made sure to inform me about that particular power, despite her reluctance to talk about the rest of the weapon until now. 
 
    “My half-mother says that each piece of Breaker is a legendary blade in its own right. All have been wielded by great heroes in the past, during times of great need. She revealed all this to me when she gave you permission to take the scabbard. She also told me one more thing, dear Wes.” Guineve stared hard at me. “She said that none of the heroes had been chosen to wield Breaker in its completed form. None had been chosen to assemble the whole blade.” 
 
    “But at least one person in the past had been given the hilt itself,” I answered calmly. “Or my father never would have been able to help me find the blade.” 
 
    It couldn’t have been a coincidence that I first found this hilt inside of a VR game that my father had helped design. Even if I didn’t understand for a minute how he had been able to do it. 
 
    “Half-Mother did not tell me anything about that,” Guineve confirmed sadly. “I have no idea where John got the grip for the blade. But the hilt itself has supposedly been lost since before Avalon was first ruined.” 
 
    “Maybe it wasn’t,” I said, thinking carefully. “Maybe it chose to be found when it did.” 
 
    Talitha, the first resurrected Avalonian, had told me that the weapon showed up at seemingly random parts of her civilization’s history. And there was a tiny tug on my mind that told me Breaker, or Excalibur, or whatever the weapon’s real name was, was sentient. 
 
    “Maybe.” Guineve nodded. “From what I know, not even the ancient Avalonians fully understood the weapon. I do not know what this means for you, dear Wes. I know it means you will have authority, and great responsibility. But I hope this weapon will help you more than it burdens you.” 
 
    Her voice had grown concerned, and she reached over to place a hand on my own. 
 
    I went through another brief hangup about being touched, with my body sending messages that it was doing something wrong by touching a woman, that being touched reminded it of all the other times it had been beaten and abused, and that after all that it still craved more touch from Guineve, and felt guilty about it. The Freaking New Guy stayed blissfully silent while I tried to work all that out, and I did my best to be brave and accept Guineve’s offer of support. 
 
    “Thanks, Guineve,” I said, placing my other hand over hers. “The thing has already helped me, and I’m confident it’s a good thing. But whatever happens, I know I have you, and Breena, and the rest of Stell in my corner. That gives me far more confidence. I know it’s going to work out.” 
 
    She smiled at me, an even richer smile than usual, one that brought out a twinkle in her eye. 
 
    “Thank you, dear Wes. I always knew you were the best of them.” 
 
    I took a moment to rest in the fact that someone believed in me, and felt another small bit of my trauma and phobias melt off. 
 
    “Okay,” I finally said, letting go of Guineve’s hand. “I can possibly assemble a magic sword, if I find enough other magic swords. Probably a good thing. We’ll just have to see how it turns out for us. Can you tell me about the other project you wanted me to show me? The one lying on the table over there?” 
 
    The scabbard wasn’t the only thing she had wanted to talk about when I came in. They had brought in some kind of heavy, padded jacket thing that looked like it would get hot quickly if I wore it. Then my medieval combat lessons kicked back into my head and I realized it was a gambeson, or an aketon. I forgot if there was a real difference between the two. “Guineve, don’t I already wear padding under my armor? Not that it seems to make a difference, given how hard I keep getting hit?” 
 
    “It makes some difference even if the material doesn’t survive one blow,” the tall woman insisted. “Every injury averted, or even lessened is an injury your vital guard doesn’t get distracted with repairing. But this new garment will help your other armor survive.” She reached across the table and pulled the jacket closer. Looking at it more closely, I saw that what I thought to be cotton was actually material that shifted and shimmered ever so slightly. In fact, I could swear the color changed a bit to match the brown on the table beneath it. 
 
    “It can camouflage?” I asked incredulously. “Holy Stell, that’s awesome.” 
 
    “Not fully,” Guineve said with a small chuckle over my use of Stell’s name. “Just a bit when white stands out too much. But it will usually be under your other armor. I’ll describe that in a moment. But the fabric is a stronger version of the same material my garments are made from.” She pointed to her blouse, and I could see the same swirling, misty motion in her own fabric. Then I quickly looked away from her chest before my eighteen-year-old libido lost focus. Again, she was amused by that. 
 
    Why are we looking away agai— 
 
    Hush, I interrupted FNG. Focus. 
 
    “I thought you magically conjured your garments, Guineve?” I asked purposefully. She was still smirking, but she answered my question. 
 
    “Avalon’s mist is special, and those with access to the Ideal of Mist can modify it further. And native Avalonians, or Avalonian Satellites such as myself, can affect it even further. The end result is a material we call mistweave. It’s useful for keeping garments light, at a comfortable temperature, for resisting heavy blows, and finally it serves well to reinforce other garments or even actual armor.” 
 
    “Wow,” I said, impressed. “That beats anything I could buy at an outlet store back home. But is it really going to last longer than those chainmail shirts I went through?” 
 
    “Yes,” Guineve said simply, without taking offense. “The jacket was further enhanced with more of my Mist magic, as well as Wood magic from Breena, and Shaping magic from both of us and Eadric. Not only will it take blows better than any other garment you will find, it will also repair itself, because it already comes with its own vital guard, even if it gets completely shredded. And it’s a durable version at that. But its main purpose is to serve as an initial layer of protection, like the padding on your old armor. That was why Breena and I worked hard on creating this.” She pointed to what looked a piece of hairy leather. A moment later I realized it was a light tabard. A thick protective kind, not the cloth kind you wore to let people know about your allegiance to whatever order or baseball team you were part of. “It’s meant to go right over your gambeson. It’s only partially made out of mistweave. The rest of it is leather, reinforced with a bit of what you might call ‘woolish’ material.” 
 
    “Really?” I asked, confused. “Where did you get wool from on Avalon? I could have sworn we hadn’t domesticated anything yet.” 
 
    I mean I wasn’t a fan of mutton, but I’d take my meats where I could get them. 
 
    Damn right, FNG added. 
 
    “When it comes to food I have a number of resources,” Guineve admitted. “But it’s not actually wool. It’s just thick fur.” 
 
    “Oh.” 
 
    That made more sense. There was actually a fair bit of wildlife on Avalon, deep within the mists. I just hadn’t had time to pay attention to them and the hunters we had for them didn’t need much help. 
 
    “Specifically fur and hide from a giant cosmic wolf.” 
 
    “What?” I asked, until my brain suddenly caught up with my mouth. “Oh… Oh.” 
 
    Raw-Maw. 
 
    “Wait, wait. You’re saying you’ve made me a light protective armor out of the demigod I killed before?” I asked, trying to hide my excitement. Because that sounded awesome. 
 
    “Just a small piece of it, dear Wes.” Guineve nodded. “My magic and Breena’s lets us do without many tools, but we’d need a real tannery to work more than a tiny bit of the material. But wearing it over the gambeson, even if you wear other armor over the tabard as well, should grant you much more protection than what you’ve had to work with in the past.” 
 
    “I’ll take it,” I said quickly, banishing all of my previous reservations to the void. “And both parts of this armor will even Rise with me? And you said I can still wear other armor over it?” 
 
    “Yes, dear.” The beautiful, amazing, genius of a woman nodded. “That was why we decided to make it for you.” 
 
    I was so happy I didn’t know what to say. This was like Christmas, except that someone was actually buying me magic armor instead of pencils or an ugly sweater, which was all Mom had been able to afford these past two years. But this time I was getting actual magic armor made from a demigod. It was just leather and fur, so it probably wouldn’t completely replace my heavier armor, but I could still wear this underneath and it would have to help a whole lot more. Maybe I’d be able to upgrade it, find more magic material to reinforce it with. To my nerd power-gamer mind, the possibilities were endless. 
 
    “Hey Guineve? Thank you,” I finally said. 
 
    “You’re welcome, darling.” The kind, stately woman smiled. “It’s only natural that we do all we can for you, just as you do for us. Especially when you were so willing to let us pick over your trophy for useful parts.” 
 
    She said that last part with a smile, and I suddenly remembered my awkward offer for Breena and Guineve to take whatever they wanted from my kill. 
 
    I told you that was a good idea, Horny-Dragon-Me spoke up. Maybe they’ll even— 
 
    Hush. Or you’ll make this weird. 
 
    “Yeah, I was kind of loopy back then,” I said awkwardly. “I uh, don’t remember exactly what I said after the fight.” 
 
    But the tall woman just laughed, and began to help me fit on my new gambeson. 
 
    “We wouldn’t have you any other way, dear Wes,” she told me with a smile.


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER EIGHT: CHIEFTAIN’S RITES 
 
      
 
      
 
    Two weeks of rest and training passed under a misty sky. Guineve and Breena, and now Ball-ee, did what they could to help everyone get past all the trauma we had suffered. Virtus still trained everyone in combat. No more portals had opened up, probably because the Malus Members figured out Avalon was a death trap for them now, but I refused to believe we’d never get attacked again. Again, constructive pessimism. 
 
    The three Testifiers had begun to help out as well. Eadric had taken the role of main craftsman in our village, working with the men to help construct the tools we’d need to construct other things. Weylin led the hunters and gatherers in getting us more food. Finally, Karim began keeping records of anything our mindscreens wouldn’t automatically update us on. That turned out to be a lot of things, actually. Mindscreens only inform a person when they Rise or improve in some way, or when something horrible has happened and they need to hurry up and pay attention. So Karim had worked directly with Avalon on creating records of virtually everything we’d need, just in case Avalon had another one of its infuriating data errors. 
 
    They also began to train others in their crafts. They said it was both for the community and because they figured they’d need more Testifiers to take note of all of the fantastic events happening. I allowed it, on the condition that they taught their magics to any good candidates among my people. They had a brief argument among themselves about whether or not they were allowed to do that, until Karim cited an old law of their order that commanded them to render any aid asked of them by a Challenger. That solved it, but they made me promise on the spot that I’d never use the same law to make them fetch my slippers or something. 
 
    They didn’t realize my fingers were crossed though. 
 
    At any rate, they continued teaching me as well, and I was able to use the skill points I had been saving from numerous Rises to bring all three of the Saga magics to be close to my skill level in all of my Ideal magics. Which happened to match my Risen level, 13, for now. That was a significant milestone. There was some kind of formula that meant when I hit certain odd ranks, usually twice the old ranks plus one, I received a new title for my skill and got additional benefits. So far, the ranks seemed to be Layman (1-5), Initiate (6-12), Journeyman (13-26), Practitioner (27-54), and Adept (55-110). There were more ranks beyond that but Stell said not to worry about them. When I asked why the ranks were assigned at such a stupid range of numbers, she just shrugged and said she wasn’t the one who determined how the Expanse worked. I supposed it was just a natural phenomenon, which made more sense than believing a person could actually be stupid enough to write up such an asinine number range for the entire Expanse to naturally use. 
 
    Also, most people never really made it past Journeyman unless they went through numerous Rises, and even reaching Adept was very rare. So the ranking titles were actually misleading as well. At any rate, just like how my fighting skills all had a tiny bit of synergy with each other, all of the miscellaneous bonuses from the various magics actually helped me better understand magic as a whole. The final benefit from my semi-ambitious, semi-crazy training regimen came in the form of yet another notice from my mindscreen. 
 
    The Challenger has reached the rank of Journeyman in two completely different schools of magic, specifically Ideal and Saga. The Challenger has taken another step on the Path of the Archmage. Limitations to spell-casting such as encumbrance or fatigue will now be easier to ignore. The level of hindrance ignored will be dependent upon the Challenger’s Will. 
 
    That was possibly a huge benefit. I’d have to find a way to figure out just how much my Will trait would help me with that. Just in case I wound up at the bottom of a lake all tied up, gagged and in heavy armor. 
 
    The biggest surprise of all had turned out to be Val, though. 
 
    She had shown up to every single training exercise Virtus had created for her. She had even shown up to the militia drills, or when Virtus exclusively worked with me or the other three Testifiers. Each time Virtus told her there wasn’t a way to participate she would sit quietly and watch the others fight, and then ask us questions afterwards about nearly every detail of the fight, despite not really having a way to take notes (paper and parchment were still rare right now). Other times, Virtus would have her do calisthenics while we trained. Whenever he gave her a specific number she’d reach it every single time and whenever he didn’t, she’d run or do push-ups until she threw up. She was still small, not even coming up to my shoulder, even after Rising just before her training with Virtus, she still wasn’t strong enough to handle heavy weapons and armor for long combat. 
 
    But she was unbelievably quick. 
 
    Just as Virtus had told me, she closed in and retreated from her enemy easily. When I sparred with her, she kept surprising me, and when I watched her spar with someone else it was like seeing leaves dance in the wind. She shouldn’t have been able to do it, but somehow she was, and she was able to do so while fighting with a weapon in each hand, one of the hardest combat styles to begin with. Her cuts were impressively precise and she kept both blades far enough apart to avoid tangling them up, or to avoid having them both be parried at the same time. Weylin, our other dual-wielder, had been shocked at her speed of progression, and Virtus privately told me that she may be an even more determined student than I was. 
 
    I wanted to disagree, except for another fact. Val never won a single fight with any of us. She never even touched me with her blades. But she never complained once about that fact, never punched the ground in frustration, never stalked off in a temper. She just kept trying to get better. 
 
    It was the final reason I agreed to her request. Even though it felt like the stupidest decision I ever made. 
 
    “So,” the dark-haired girl said as we walked in front of the tunnel. “The four of you all went down here that time? You, Breena, and the three guys?” 
 
    “We used a different entrance, but yeah,” I answered, Breena bobbing in agreement as she hovered over my shoulder. “That was back when there was a massive trap-laden wall around everything.” 
 
    “We remember,” Karim answered from behind. 
 
    “Especially your own role, mighty Challenger,” Weylin added patronizingly. 
 
    “Couldn’t have disarmed it all without your help,” Eadric grunted. 
 
    Val turned to look at them. 
 
    “I get the feeling they’re making fun of you,” the girl noted. 
 
    “You will probably be getting that feeling for the entire time we are with them,” I grumbled. “Remember when we used to play Pathwalker together, with Rachel and Dad?” 
 
    “Yeah,” the young teenager said slowly. 
 
    “Every one of these guys is basically Andre in those campaigns.” 
 
    “Ohhhhhh…” Her eyes widened in comprehension. 
 
    Andre was the foreign exchange student from Mexico, and one of my sister’s friends. He was the only player I had ever met that perfectly walked both sides of the line between ‘useful team player’ and ‘asshole.’ Even when he didn’t play a rogue or bard. 
 
    “I remember seeing that wall when we hid down there before,” Val answered, returning to the earlier topic. “Still didn’t make much sense. Especially when it all came down.” 
 
    “There’s a long list of things about this place that don’t make sense,” I answered. In fact, they might start affecting you too, I didn’t add. 
 
    Full disclosure, I didn’t want Val to come with us. She’s a fourteen-year-old girl that I had come to view as a sister, and had just gotten back. Bringing her with us felt like the most freaking stupid decision ever made. 
 
    Except for the fact that she was determined, the way Breena and everyone else said I was at the beginning. And because, according to Stell, Earthborn always grow explosively when they leave their home world. 
 
    Finally, from Breena’s examinations, Val kept her resurrection ability. The same one I used to have before torture depleted it. 
 
    Moving on from that thought. 
 
    Even though she was here in her original body, she could still resurrect with a projected body. Then, according to Rhodes’ men that I captured, provided she created her projected body in a safe location and survived the next 24 hours, the projection would become her original body and she would be back to normal, with almost no downsides. 
 
    Except for the fact that dying itself is extremely traumatic and almost drove me crazy the first time I did it. 
 
    Scratch that. I started hearing voices in my head not five minutes after my first death. No more using me as an example. 
 
    But Val had already gone through trauma. And she was pulling together as a survivor right before my eyes. 
 
    So in conclusion, my heart hated the idea of Val coming, my head said the idea could possibly work, and my gut said it was the exact call we needed. 2 to 1, my heart lost. 
 
    We walked forward into the tunnel, all seven of us. Myself, Breena, Karim, Eadric, Weylin, Virtus, and Val. I had debated leaving Virtus behind to guard our new settlement out of gamer-ingrained paranoia, but I dropped the idea because it was so obviously stupid considering that the settlement was deep inside an underground complex on a world I had full surveillance on. And because Virtus had insisted on coming with Val. 
 
    “Hey, Val!” a voice called from behind us. I turned to see a young girl Val’s age, pale-skinned, with jet-dark hair and a white dress, running up to us. 
 
    Talitha. The first resurrected Avalonian. The former ghost who had guided me to the Shelter. 
 
    “I heard you were going out on a trip with Mr. Dragon,” the young girl said curiously. 
 
    Val looked surprised to see her. 
 
    “Um, yeah. Yeah, I am,” Val said, her voice growing firm. “I have to keep an eye on him. He’s my brother.” 
 
    “Oh, okay.” Talitha swayed to a stop, then kept swaying in place. “That makes sense. Is he about to complete another Rite?” 
 
    “Umm, maybe?” Val answered carefully. “I’m not a hundred percent clear on what those are. And why do you keep calling him Mr. Dragon?” 
 
    “Because he’s a dragon, silly,” Talitha giggled. “You’re asking the same question he did.” 
 
    Val turned to look at me, squinting carefully and cocking her head in confusion. 
 
    “I have no idea,” I said with a shrug. “She started calling me that before I had that crazy power-up, so I don’t think it’s the reason she gave me the nickname.” The Avalonian seemed to nod in agreement. “But I can promise I’ve never breathed fire and not told you about it.” 
 
    “Hmph,” my little sister said, rolling her eyes. But there was a twinkle there that I recognized. For another minute we were our old selves again, doing homework together or playing video games. 
 
    “Okay, well, have fun,” Talitha said with a shrug. “Remember not to overuse that trick I taught you though, or you’ll get bored really quick.” 
 
    “Talitha!” Val hissed. “You’re gonna ruin the surprise!” 
 
    “Oops.” The other young teen covered her mouth. “I mean, just kidding. Mr. Dragon, your sisters are really smart though. Goodbye!” 
 
    And before I could get a more satisfying explanation the pale girl spun on her heels and vanished into a tiny wisp of mist. She reappeared some thirty feet away, translucent as if she was made out of mist herself. She remained there long enough to stick her tongue out at us, and then she vanished again, this time completely from sight. 
 
    “Show off,” Val grumbled, and I turned to cock an eyebrow at her. “She keeps doing that to show the four of us just how far we have to go until we can mist step that easily too. I’ll catch up to her though.” 
 
    “Wait,” I asked. “Did you just say you can do that same vanishing trick the Avalonians can? And that Sam and Kayla can do it too?” 
 
    “And Gabby.” Val nodded. “She thought all four of us could learn it for some reason.” The young Asian suddenly blinked in realization. “Crap. I uh, I was going to save that as a surprise.” 
 
    “Why?” I demanded. “Val, that’s an awesome power! That could save someone’s life! Why would you feel the need to hide it?” 
 
    Her eyes widened in realization. Then her entire face fell. “I didn’t think of that.” Her head began to hang. “I uh, thought I’d hold onto it until we really needed…” 
 
    For a minute I was upset because I couldn’t think of why she would do something so mind-bogglingly stupid. Save a power you hadn’t finished comprehending until the minute you really needed it, thereby increasing your chance of failure? Because you squandered a bunch of opportunities to practice it, and because your teammates can’t synergize with a power they don’t know you have. Something that stupid only works when you can’t trust your teammates, or when you’re in a movie and you need to make a big flashy entrance… 
 
    And just like that, I realized Val was still trying to impress me. Still trying to convince me she was good enough. 
 
    Still trying to make up for a lie others had forced her to tell. 
 
    “Hey, Val,” I said, bending down a bit because even though she was a teenager now, she was still short. “Remember our Pathwalker games? How everyone got to know up front which class you played?” 
 
    She nodded glumly, not meeting my eyes. 
 
    “Well, this is going to be a little like that,” I continued gently. “I get that you want to show me you have what it takes. But the fear that comes with that feeling? It’s always going to get in the way. It’s never going to give you good advice. I still have to ignore it myself, and I’ve had all kinds of practice.” 
 
    “Really?” she asked, looking back up at me. 
 
    “Yeah.” I nodded. “Handling Challenges is just like anything else back on Earth. You’ve got to figure out how to ignore the part of your brain that keeps giving dumb advice.” 
 
    “Oh,” she said, biting her lip. “I guess I should have told you earlier.” 
 
    “That’s okay.” I grinned at her. “Every day you survive to learn from your mistakes in this business is a day you’ve won.” 
 
    She grinned back. It made me happy. 
 
    And then my own advice washed back over me. 
 
    I survived… 
 
    I wanted to argue, to point out all the crazy voices and other problems I had now. But the truth was that I wasn’t dead, even though I died in the past and often still felt dead. But in spite of all of that, I was still trying to make the best of things and still growing, learning, and Rising. 
 
    The burden over my core, the one I always pushed on to Rise, shuddered, condensed to press back down on me, then shuddered again. 
 
    I had survived, I realized. Therefore, whatever I felt and whatever had actually happened, I had gotten at least one victory every day. 
 
    I survived… I’ve won every day so far. 
 
    Failure is Non-permanent. 
 
    All is not lost. 
 
    “Um, is he okay?” Val asked after a moment. 
 
    “Yeah,” Breena answered. She flew in front of me and looked at my face. “He’s just zoning out again. He does that from time to time, if you leave him alone long enough. You back, Wes?” 
 
    “Yeah, sorry,” I replied with a sheepish grin. “Just processing my own advice. Let’s move out.” 
 
    “Hey Wes,” Breena spoke up again. “Mind if I hang back with the new gal? Make sure she knows the ropes and everything? It’s her first Challenge. With us at least.” 
 
    “Yeah, you can do that. We’re all supposed to look out for each other anyway,” I answered. “But it’s a good idea to coach her like you’ve coached me.” 
 
    “Sure thing. Maybe I can keep her from cheating as much as you do, too,” the fairy grumbled as she flew over to Val. “Hi! I’m Breena! Pretend this is the first time meeting me, and tell me your name.” 
 
    Val grinned at her. 
 
    “Is this because you’re not the only girl in the group anymore?” 
 
    “You have no idea,” Breena sighed. “But yes.” 
 
    I smiled too and turned back around. As I started to walk forward, Val called out one last time. 
 
    “Hey Wes? I think my ‘class’ is ‘rogue.’ Does that help?” 
 
    “Yeah, Val,” I said with another smile. “Thanks. You’re way ahead of me if you’ve already got it narrowed down that far.” Then hating myself for just now remembering, I concentrated and sent a message to her with my mind. 
 
    Battle with me, sister. 
 
    The dark-eyed girl blinked in surprise, then nodded, then blinked again as a new awareness washed between her and me. I got a deeper awareness of her abilities at the exact same time she became aware of what I could do. 
 
    Dang, I thought. She wasn’t kidding about being a rogue. 
 
    “Ahem,” Karim coughed. “If we are ready, now?” 
 
    “Yeah, sorry,” I said. “Let’s go.” 
 
    
  
 
    # 
 
    I looked down the dark tunnel, and realized I was being paranoid. 
 
    There should be nothing down here anymore. Not on any the levels we’ve been to before. There could be all kinds of things behind the sealed doors, although that didn’t seem likely unless those tunnels somehow had their own water supply and ecosystem as well. Everything down here should already be dead. Just like the Detrite had been. Or Virtus’ Immortal Legion had been. So forget that helpful thought. 
 
    Still, though, I had executed the classic gamer strategy of thoroughly looting the dungeon and slaughtering everything we could. There should be no more traps. There should be no more undead skeletons. There should be no more lingering, whimpering ghosts. 
 
    I told myself all that, and then commanded we kept our eyes sharp anyway. Through the mindlink, I felt everyone else’s paranoia agree with that idea. So we walked back down into the tunnels, leaving the safety of the manor’s meadow for the dark, still-probably-safe-but-hey-you-can’t-be-too-careful caverns that reached under so many places in Avalon. 
 
    “Good lesson,” Eadric suddenly spoke up next to me. 
 
    “Huh?” I asked the dwarf, not following what he was talking about. 
 
    “What you told the young one about fear. That was a good observation.” 
 
    “Thank you,” I said, surprised at the rare compliment from my stocky companion. Usually the three of them just teased me. I had gotten okay with it because I figured out it was just how they got along, but somehow that made it more real when they actually did say something nice. “It’s something I gotta learn fast if I don’t want to die. Again,” I finished bitterly as my eyes kept scanning the tunnel we walked. “And I’d rather she not go through half of what I did. It’s bad enough I couldn’t stop what’s already happened.” 
 
    “Spoken like an elder brother.” The dwarf nodded, then pointed to the room ahead. “Gonna have to see how she handles that, though.” 
 
    As he said that, we entered the circular chamber that had led to the Rites. 
 
    It had been cleaned up after the massive battle, so we didn’t have to deal with the stink of a hundred decomposing corpses down here. That was yet another reason to write a thank-you card to Guineve for her fix-everything mist magic. But the oldest bones we had decided to leave here, partly because we weren’t sure we could move them and partly because it seemed like their removal would violate the sanctity of this place somehow. 
 
    And since no one but us had gone down here, Val was about to have the same encounter with her ancestors that I had. 
 
    Her eyes widened as she took in the room. 
 
    “Um, Wes?” she asked. “Why are there still bodies in here?” 
 
    “They’re kinda still guarding this place,” I answered awkwardly. I couldn’t put my finger on why it felt wrong to move them. Even taking their strange armor and weapons felt wrong. I guess it was because I could still hear them talk, and because it just wasn’t their time yet. 
 
    So I stepped over the ancient form by the door and brought my little sister into a room full of corpses. Through my mindlink, I could feel her having the same experience I did the first time I came in. 
 
    They talked to her. They sensed the kinship they had with a fellow Earthborn. So they told the same story again, once more speaking the various different languages on Earth despite the fact that the bodies all predated the respective languages by thousands, if not millions, of years. 
 
    Hold the line, they whispered in tongues from every continent. Let the last of them escape. Guard the little ones as they run. 
 
    “Wes?” Val asked, shivering as the impossible words washed over her. “How… I thought this place was old?” 
 
    “It is,” I answered quietly. “It’s been sealed longer than any recorded history on Earth. These bodies predate the oldest known civilization on Earth by aeons. I don’t know exactly how long but it’s possible they predate the Stone Age or even the dinosaurs.” 
 
    “That doesn’t make any sense.” Val shivered again. Her eyes widened further. “I mean… how? Why? What even…” She stopped sputtering, unable to articulate the giant question we had been both given that contradicted everything we had grown to know. 
 
    “I don’t know,” I replied. “I still don’t have an answer, and neither does Breena or anyone else who’s lived here. But I think a giant lie wrapped around our world at one point, and it snatched away massive parts of our story.” 
 
    We continued walking around the different bodies, to let Val process a little longer. I was probably the only one who knew what she was going through. Just as I was the only one who knew how badly she needed to have this discovery. 
 
    Because everyone from my world needed to know this story. The story of how we were something other than some weak, frail primates that were constantly on the verge of destroying ourselves, and that we had been that way for thousands of years. 
 
    But these dead men and women said we were far greater than that. And maybe we could be greater still, once again. 
 
    Val finally stopped trembling, and then she clenched her fists and looked up. Her eyes locked onto a shape I couldn’t see, and then she spoke, first in Vietnamese, then in English. 
 
    “Honored ancestors,” she said, making a low bow while keeping her eyes on whatever she had seen. “Thank you for your story. I will also help.” 
 
    I couldn’t tell what she was keeping her eyes on, and I couldn’t tell what she was experiencing even through the mindlink. But a moment later, I saw her close her eyes and push. 
 
    Her power shuddered its way through the mindlink. I felt a surge as well, though it wasn’t enough to make me Rise in answer. A glance behind me told me Breena and others felt it as well. 
 
    “Damn,” Eadric grunted in surprise. “Can all of you Earthborn do that?” 
 
    From what I could tell, the increase wasn’t as great as it was the first time we all went down here. Just a handful of points to our Dexterity, in fact. I got a vague, shadowy impression of an Ideal I hadn’t comprehended, but not enough to grant any new benefits. Everyone else seemed the same, although Breena seemed excited for some reason. 
 
    “That’s your new Ideal?” she chattered. “Val, that’s awesome! You are going to have so much fun!” 
 
    “Really?” she said in surprise, blinking and apparently still processing her own changes. “Is it a good one?” 
 
    “It’s a great one! I can’t wait to see how you’ll use it!” 
 
    “Um, use what?” I asked, confused. 
 
    “Check your mindlink, Wes. You can figure it out better that way,” Breena lectured. I shrugged and did what she said, and was impressed. Shadow magic? No wonder she called herself a rogue. 
 
    It was at that moment that a shape materialized in front of us. 
 
    He was ghostly, just like he had been in the last vision. A man tall enough to tower over me, wearing winged plate-armor and Native American features. 
 
    “Son of Earth, and Lord of Avalon,” his deep voice washed out. “Thank you for taking our call. Thank you for not abandoning the least of Avalon.” 
 
    I didn’t know he could tell that I was in charge here now. I had thought him to be a projection and not an actual ghost. 
 
    “The once-dead shout your name when they are delivered. Once again you have upheld the old ways: All is not Lost. Failure is Non-permanent. The great blade on your side, Breaker, hums its agreement. Thank you. And thank you, daughter-Earthborn.” The projection’s head turned, facing my adopted sister and his voice grew gentle. “Thank you for answering the call as well. I grieve to see the wounds written on your soul. I grieve to see the guilt you feel over your brother-Earthborn’s wounds, as if they could be your fault. You have been wronged, you have lost, and like him you have been told that you are less because of what you have suffered. But such lies are blasphemy. Know this: because of your courage, the dead will live again. Let no lie hide the fact that your actions in this place set back both the grave and the oppressor. Hold fast. You are needed. You are mighty. And you will take back treasure of both quantity and caliber far greater than what past fools dared to take from you. Seek the lost in this place, and I swear by Invictus you will reap a hundred times the harvest you dare to expect. For behold: victory is your birthright.” 
 
    The ghostly visage raised his gauntlet, and Val shivered again, her eyes wide once more. I braced myself for another rush of power, but this time I just felt her mind expand, as if she was seeing a whole world of events happen before her eyes. 
 
    “That…” she whispered. “Can I really…” 
 
    “No, daughter-Earthborn,” the visage said gently. “You can do far greater things. Those meager images were just to ignite your hope.” 
 
    “Thank you,” she whispered, her eyes watering as she looked up. “I’ll believe you. I’ll believe I can do it.” 
 
    “This thralled world needs you both,” the visage said. “But go forth. Victory is your birthright.” 
 
    He shimmered again, and disappeared in front of me. Val turned to look at me. 
 
    “Did you hear… was that really…” She trailed off. 
 
    “Yeah, sis,” I said, nodding. “He really talked to you. And he was specifically talking to you. I could tell because his talk with me before was completely different.” 
 
    “So I can…” Her courage was still struggling with the rest of her. But that was okay. 
 
    “Yeah,” I told my sister. “He wasn’t lying. You can do everything he said and more.” I pointed to the other doors. “You’ll see, when we step through those doors and start helping people everyone says we can’t.” 
 
    She shuddered again, then she suddenly hugged me tightly. 
 
    “Thank you,” she sniffled. “For letting me be a part of this.” 
 
    “You’re welcome,” I said, cautiously embracing my prodigal sis. “Now let’s get this party started.” 
 
    # 
 
    I walked to the middle of the room, like I had done the first time. 
 
    “Avalon,” I said loudly. “I come to this place as your Nascent Lord. I seek to gain my remaining lost citizens as well as the rest of my authority so that I may fully conduct my duties. I come here also as an Earthborn warrior answering Avalon’s call to aid.” 
 
    Mist slowly began to rise from the floor. 
 
    “Avalon acknowledges the presence of Nascent Challenger-Lord Wes Malcolm.” 
 
    The planet warbled, and I winced. Here, in this place, we had encountered a piece of the planet’s consciousness that had fractured off from the main body. Its data was corrupted, and we actually needed the device the Malus Men had implanted in my brain to let the rest of Avalon merge with it and repair it. A good portion of it was still damaged, but enough of it remained to give us information about a time period Stell had never known about, the period when there actually was a civilization on Avalon. Down here was where the last of the Avalonians fled, protected by their own wizards and by Earthborn allies, and where the invading horde followed them in. There, a small remnant somehow escaped to Earth while the rest ensured that their conquerors would be sealed with them in this place. 
 
    Somehow, thanks to interference from myself and the rest of Avalon’s consciousness, the seal to this place was broken. Avalon’s Shelter. The place where they both hid from their enemies and chose their kings. 
 
    “Acknowledging that the Challenger-Lord has completed the first Rite, the Rite of Transport. Further acknowledging that the Challenger-Lord has sufficiently grown in power to be eligible for more duties. The Challenger-Lord may embark upon the first Rite of Territory. Completion will grant the Challenger-Lord access to Avalon’s closest daughter-world, the Land of Woad. The Lord and his retinue will be further enhanced upon completion of the Rite.” 
 
    “Further enhanced?” I asked, confused. “Didn’t I have to be strong enough to attempt it in the first place? Meaning I needed to have power, to get power?” 
 
    “Affirmative,” Avalon’s disjointed voice continued. “The power granted via overcoming a Challenge is inherent in nature, and the Rites themselves are Challenges. There is no reason to attempt to circumvent the Lord-Challenger growing stronger upon success. But the primary purpose of the Rite is to grant further authority and ability to perform a Lord’s duties.” 
 
    That made sense. I decided to shut up and let the planet continue. Especially since Breena was giving me a dirty look. 
 
    “The first Rite of Territory requires the Lord to tend to the land itself. The Lord must enter the marked location.” One of the remaining stone doors, the one with a shining sword surrounded by giant trees, slowly began to open. “Upon entering, the Lord will be confronted with both natural and unnatural flora and fauna. The Lord is to use his inherent connection to his territory and determine which creatures belong in his domain and which do not. Avalon will now assign power to creation rituals, enabling the production of phantom creatures and fauna to test the Lord—ERROR—” the planet’s voice changed and warbled for a moment—“hostile being detected in the location of the Rite. ERROR: native inhabitants detected in the location of the Rite. ERROR: In Case of Trouble Protocol is currently enacted. Updating parameters for the Rite…” 
 
    That was fine. I was expecting something like that. Already had one round of it, in fact. 
 
    “The parameters for the Rite have been updated. The Lord is hereby Challenged to drive out the invaders, recover the remaining citizens, and tend to the damaged land. Success will result in completion of the Rite.” 
 
    So pretty much do what I’ve already been doing. 
 
    “Understood.” I nodded, then turned and looked back at my team. “Everyone ready?” I asked behind me. 
 
    Everyone nodded, and began to mutter enhancement spells. As I cast my own I felt my brain, bone, and muscles surge, gaining greater power than they should have. I realized afterwards that it must be due to crossing the skill threshold into the rank of Journeyman. It helped me understand why people were already considered powerful and skilled even though the names of the ranks weren’t impressive. I shouldn’t have needed it. Come to think of it I had already burned, shocked, and sliced over a hundred Hordebeasts back when my magic was only at the Initiate level. 
 
    My muscles and bones finished cracking. To my surprise I even seemed to grow a little taller, without being unbalanced by it. 
 
    Everyone finished casting their enhancement spells on each other, giving us shields made of script magic or extra speed from Breena’s inherent fairy powers. Eadric took point, with Weylin at the back and the rest of us in the middle. The inky blackness of the open door loomed ahead of us. I listened to see if I could hear anything on the other side. Nothing. 
 
    No. Wait. 
 
    Chittering. 
 
    And then it was gone. 
 
    “Light,” I commanded, summoning my round shield and writing the equivalent word in Spanish onto it. It was enough to create a small beam in front of me. “Just enough to see, not enough to blind us.” 
 
    “That will let anything inside know we’re coming,” Karim pointed out, but following my commands and writing the word out anyway. 
 
    “They already know we’re coming,” I replied, summoning my enhanced spear from Breaker’s hilt. “Stay together. And remember to look up.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 CHAPTER NINE: MEN AND MONSTERS 
 
      
 
      
 
    I heard the chittering one more time as we entered, and right after the door behind us rumbled shut. Then I heard silence. 
 
    Which meant the thing had made itself heard. On purpose. 
 
    The previous Rite had just been a journey through the tunnels. It felt like a typical campaign where people in front of us had to deal with dim lighting, listen for ambushes, and constantly check for traps in the stonework. Now, though, we were dealing with trees. 
 
    Giant trees. 
 
    Sequoia-sized monsters that I couldn’t even wrap my arms around. Reaching up higher than any redwood I’d ever seen. I held my head at the impossibility of it all. 
 
    “We,” I sighed. “Are under. The freaking. Ground.” 
 
    “Yup,” Eadric grunted blandly. “Looks like someone forgot to tell the giant Icons-damned trees though.” 
 
    I turned to look at the dwarf. 
 
    “Is this actually a thing? Does this happen on other worlds, and is that why you’re so unimpressed?” 
 
    “Nope.” He shook his head. “Never seen anything like the sight. Just like all the other sights I’ve seen this month with you.” 
 
    “You’re an ass,” I growled. “I’ve told you that, right? That you’re an ass?” 
 
    “Haven’t bothered to notice if you did,” the bearded jerk said with another shrug. “But if you ever get tired of making us go to places like this, let the rest of us know.” 
 
    Burrrnnn, FNG commented backstage. 
 
    Not in the mood, I snapped. Now shut the hell up and help me watch for the stalking chitter-death beasts. 
 
    “I can’t believe it,” Weylin said, stepping to my side, looking all around. “I thought these had gone extinct.” 
 
    “We’re still talking about giant trees, right?” I asked. 
 
    “Yeah, we are,” Breena said sadly. She cautiously fluttered forward, looking all around for danger, and then put her hand on a blackened piece of bark. “They didn’t use to look like this, though.” 
 
    They were all gray-black, as if they had been covered in rock. Even the leaves themselves were giant black-gray slates high over my head. I had heard that the bark on giant trees could petrify, but this was on a whole other level. 
 
    So were the strange symbols dotting parts of the trunk. Instead of being carved, they looked to have been formed naturally into the bark, the wood warping and whirling to create glyph-like shapes. They glowed slightly, but it was a black, sputtering light, the radiance of a thing slowly choking to death after hundreds of thousands of years. 
 
    I winced at the sight. It was pompous of me, but somehow I could still identify with dying like that. 
 
    “These are Woadfathers,” Breena continued sadly. “They gave their world its name.” 
 
    “Really?” Val said, walking up to one and craning her neck upward. “How? And I thought woad didn’t come from trees? It’s a type of paint, right?” 
 
    She shouldn’t have even known that much about woad. But we were a family of nerds, and she probably had learned even stranger facts from us. 
 
    “On your world, it doesn’t come from trees.” Breena nodded. “Woadfathers leak an almost identical version of your woad paint in sap form. So in English the sap and the names of the plants and trees translate into the same name. But Woadfathers actually birth a great host of plants.” Breena circled the tree cautiously. “Somehow, every piece of them, the roots, the branches, even the bark, can birth another plant. We don’t understand how it happens, but when those pieces flake or fall off the tree, a new plant grows in the location. We think parts of the tree somehow serve as seeds for other plants. Stell and I checked, back when they were more common all those many years ago. Every other plant in the Woadlands has traits that suggest it descended somehow from a piece of Woadfather bark, root, or leaf. Nothing like it exists on any of the other worlds.” 
 
    “Except here,” I finished for her. “We somehow have these giant trees here.” 
 
    Breena nodded. 
 
    “I wish I had known,” she said softly. “These trees are all but extinct in the Woadlands. Many of them were destroyed in one of the Tumults. The remaining few are being guarded by Mother Glade and a handful of other Icons. We’re hoping they’ll repopulate one day, but the truth is they reproduce slowly. They make their own seeds rarely, no more than once a century, if that.” 
 
    “That sounds amazing,” I said, watching the dull pulse of the woad-light in the plants. “But do the Woadlands still need them? That place is carpeted with plant life.” 
 
    “Woadfathers help every plant grow,” Breena continued. “In some ways, their roots actually give more nutrients than they take. Every plant I’ve seen on that planet, and probably some on other worlds, benefit from growing near a Woadfather. Even the glow of their sap seems to help nearby life. Stell used to experiment with making potions out of it.” She looked up, trying to see the leaves overhead. But even with my small light source all I could see above our heads was blackness, with branch-like shapes that creaked and swayed ever so slightly above us. “They’re a kind of miracle plant, and many parts of the Woadlands have suffered in their absence.” 
 
    “That’s an incredible story,” I said gently. “But everyone keep looking around while we figure this out.” 
 
    Most of the group just nodded their heads at me and made more of an effort to roam their eyes around. Val ducked her head in embarrassment, and then snapped her head around furiously, trying to make up for her lost concentration. 
 
    Truthfully, I wasn’t much better. The only sight I had really taken in were the trees themselves and the only trouble I had been watching for was anything hiding in the few branches I could have seen. But if I were planning an ambush I probably would have attacked from a different direction while my enemies were looking around at trees, so I did my best to change my focus. 
 
    The rest of the ground didn’t have anything growing in it. Just black, bare soil, with the occasional cobblestone sticking out, suggesting that the trees themselves had once dug their way through the cobblestones to get at the ground below. Why there was any kind of soil at all down here I had no idea. But I could see no other plant or animal life in this half-dead forest. 
 
    “Something’s draining them, isn’t it?” I asked. Breena, who was still hovering over the closest tree, nodded. 
 
    “Yes. They’ve also been poisoned. That’s why they can’t heal, and why their outer bark is petrified.” The little fairy shook her head. “They’re powerful trees. They’ve even been known to survive intense forest fires. But this poison is weakening them enough to allow something else to feed off of their direct essence.” 
 
    “Can you cure the poison?” I asked. 
 
    “Maybe,” the pink-haired fairy said dubiously. “It would take me a very long time and would clean out my mana completely, just for one tree. But even if my cure worked, the poison would come right back. Look here.” The little sprite pointed to a non-petrified patch where the bark had been viciously gouged away. In the center of the patch were two deep puncture marks, side by side. They both were as wide as a number 2 pencil. “My guess is that some kind of creature is poisoning them directly, then draining the sap from the woad-glyphs.” 
 
    “Why bother poisoning it?” I asked. “It’s a tree. It’s not like it needs to be paralyzed or anything.” 
 
    “Some Woadfathers actually can defend themselves,” Breena answered. “In fact, some of them can even move and talk. It depends on their age, and whether or not they’re in hibernation. These must have either been young ones or caught hibernating. Or…” She hesitated. “They were overpowered.” 
 
    “That last one sounds difficult,” I said cautiously, eyes roaming along the ground now. I still saw nothing. Whatever had chittered at us earlier didn’t choose to stick around. 
 
    “A single Woadfather could probably slaughter hundreds of Hordebeasts easily and without tiring. The group of Spawn we battled before wouldn’t be a match for one. And even if the whole grove was in hibernation, there still would have been one or two that would have been on guard. They can even awaken other plant life to assist in the defense.” 
 
    That definitely reminded me of an old book and movie series. But I didn’t say anything. 
 
    “So, we’re talking Dark Icon-level?” 
 
    “Not necessarily.” Breena shook her head. “There are plenty of powerful creatures out there that can actually go toe to toe with some Icons. A few can probably snap up a fledgling Icon like Raw-maw in one bite. In fact—” Breena shuddered—“you’ve… already met a creature that can beat Icons.” 
 
    Right. Cavus. The Umbra. 
 
    Speaking of Umbras, our best guess was that another one was still sealed deep inside Avalon. I hoped we still had a long way to go. Because I knew I still wasn’t a match for a creature like Cavus. 
 
    “Alright,” I said, shifting my thoughts. “We’re not going to assume we’re dealing with an all-powerful monster yet, because if we really were, it wouldn’t be bothering with stealth so much. Not when we can’t escape anyway. The tunnel’s widened, but I want to see if we can circle the forest around the edge before we go in. It’ll be easier to watch anything climbing around on a wall than it will be to watch dozens and dozens of trees all around us. Watch your step for any kind of trap on the floor. On second thought,” I added as I changed my mind, “Eadric, watch for traps on the floor. Weylin, Breena, you two watch over our heads. Val and Karim, watch for anything moving on our level. Virtus, guard our rear, and I’ll keep my eyes forward. Any questions?” 
 
    “There’s a bit more light in here, thanks to the glowing sap,” Eadric grunted. “Do you still want us to have our own light?” 
 
    “They know we’re here anyway, but… wait,” I said suddenly. I dismissed my shield, transferred my spear to my other hand, and summoned Carnwennan, the white-hilted dagger. Breena had already cast magic to soften the sounds we made. And I knew my dagger had concealment properties. After Rising again, I felt a stronger connection to it. A word whispered its way into my mind, and I repeated it out loud. 
 
    “Shroud,” I said softly. 
 
    As before, the shadows cloaked me. But then those same shadows expanded, cloaking the rest of our group. For a moment I saw everyone disappear, then reappear, but with a haze covering us, as if we were in a zone of invisibility. 
 
    Best of all, that same invisibility covered our light sources without removing the light they provided. We were just a dimly lit patch now, in a whole forest full of dimly lit patches. 
 
    I grinned, then whispered to everyone through the mindlink. 
 
    Walk left. And no one talk out loud. 
 
    Val jumped for a minute, then she smiled. 
 
    Can I do it too? she asked. Holy crap, I can! This is so cool! 
 
    I grinned back. Just stick to the plan. Keep watching your assigned areas and use this link to shout any warnings. 
 
    What will we do if we spot any kind of trail? Weylin asked. 
 
    We’re going to assume it’s a trap, mark it in the link and in our mindscreens, and then come back if necessary. By the way, Avalon, can you hear us down here? 
 
    No answer. It figured. 
 
    Move out. 
 
    We circled to the left cautiously. I was surprised at how little noise we were making. But then I remembered that not only were we using stealth magic, we weren’t walking in a real forest. There was no underbrush to stumble through. There weren’t even any leaves or twigs on the ground, because the trees had petrified so much. After a ten-minute walk, we reached the edge of the tunnel and found the wall, about thirty feet away from the closest petrified Woadfather. With that, we traced our way forward, keeping the wall on our left flank and the black-stone forest on our right. 
 
    In the far distance, I heard chittering again. It was at a different pitch than the two times I had heard it before. 
 
    Val’s head snapped toward something far in the distance. 
 
    Wes? she messaged me. I think I can find them. 
 
    How? I messaged back.  
 
    Shadow magic, she replied through the mindlink. One of my signature spells. Shadowcowl. 
 
    How does that work? I asked. 
 
    It helps me see and hear what’s going on in any shadowy places I can already notice. I don’t even have to be in the shadows for it to work. But something just moved down from the trees to the spot we were at before. 
 
    Really? Weylin asked, surprised. Even I couldn’t hear anything. 
 
    It was faint, but I know what I saw, Val insisted. It was just one shape. 
 
    A guard then, I realized. That was good to know. Can you see anything else near us? 
 
    No. I have to concentrate for it to work though. So it’s not perfect. But I think they don’t know where we are anymore. 
 
    That was more good news. The guard hadn’t dared to attack when we were there, and it hadn’t been able to detect us after I activated the shroud. 
 
    Keep moving, I decided, and we returned to our careful journey around the massive forest. 
 
    As we walked, I filed away as much of our trail as I could with my improved memory. Between the shared awareness that the mindlink gave us all, we were able to keep a decent map going in our subconscious. We crept carefully and quietly for another fifteen minutes without seeing anything more than half-dead trees. The tree branches continued to creak faintly over our heads, as if the forest was an old house at night, expanding and contracting in a way that always used to scare me when I was five. Every now and then we heard brief quiet chittering in the distance, but it never came close and it was always gone when Val swung her head in that direction. 
 
    After a few more moments walking, chittering sounded directly ahead of us, and I had to bite back a curse. 
 
    Company, I said needlessly. Stay sharp. 
 
    Whatever had made the noise was gone by the time we had reached its origin. But there was another sight on the walls. 
 
    Two man-sized mounds stuck out, spaced about six feet apart. As I got closer I realized that they were long and narrow, like a recently dug grave. They all had a stony texture, and they seemed stuck to the gray brick wall by a kind of sticky substance on their backs. 
 
    A few moments later I realized that they were not only man-sized, but man-shaped. Shaped like screaming men around my height. 
 
    Stop moving forward, Eadric said next to me. 
 
    I looked down, and saw the same sticky substance gluing the screaming statues to the wall on the floor. Up close, I could tell that it was in strands, or rather, webs. Which cleared up pretty well what kind of creature we were facing down here. 
 
    Val, can you tell where the chittering creature went? 
 
    Wes, Val messaged urgently. But she didn’t elaborate, other than projecting a strong sense of fear that overrode all of the other info I was getting from her. 
 
    What? I asked, looking around. I couldn’t see what was scaring her. 
 
    Wes! she repeated. 
 
    I finally whipped my head to look at her. She was shivering and pointing at the mound I had just started examining. I had just enough time to mentally process that this mound looked different from the other but not enough to realize that folded across its chest were two more pairs of arms and on its face were two more pairs of eyes that just opened. 
 
    I had a split-second to freeze up and stare stupidly into one pair of bulging, blood-shot eyes, one pair of pupil-less, black shiny orbs, and one final pair of fly-like, compound eyes. That gave the creature’s six pairs of arms—one pair containing a five-fingered claw hand, one pair an awkward, three-clawed talon, and the final pair over its shoulders just consisting of a blade-like pincer limb—an opportunity to all stretch out and stab at me. It cleared the five feet of distance too quickly for me to easily use my spear, and I barely had time to leap back and get my arms in the way before the man-spider from hell barreled into me. 
 
    The creature was strong enough to knock me to the ground as it pounced. A shout of surprise escaped my lips as claws, talons, and pincers sliced into the shield spell covering me, stabbed into the leather tabard covering my arm and chest, and, this time, stopped there, thwarted by Icon hide. My forearm caught on the creature’s long throat in time to keep its teeth and snapping mandibles from biting my face off, and I began to slam Carnwennan into the side of its head, shouting repeatedly: 
 
    “Oh-my-god-it’s-a-giant-were-spider-from-hell-get-it-off-get-it-off-and-holy-shit-my-armor-finally-turned-a-blow-for-once!” 
 
    More sharp, angry limbs slashed thin cuts at my face, but by then everyone else had remembered they were my friend, and the black arach-man began jerking from the impact of arrows, axes, and swords. Then I heard Val shriek in rage, and the pincer limb slashing at my face went twisting and bleeding through the air. The creature howled in pain, lifting its head and baring its throat inadvertently. I jammed my white-hilted dagger through chitin and wrinkly flesh, pushing and wiggling the blade as much as I could until the last of the monster’s vital guard gave out and it slumped gurgling onto the floor. 
 
    I shoved the rest of the corpse off of me, and leaped back to my feet, cursing my carelessness earlier. 
 
    Everybody okay? I sent through the mindlink. 
 
    “Yes,” Karim answered, moving to stand over the corpse. “And I am answering you out loud now because it’s too late to be quiet.” 
 
    My eyes had been darting around while we spoke, but I didn’t see anything else rise up to attack us, and through the mindlink I could tell everyone else was the same. 
 
    I also felt a strong sense of shame coming from Val. 
 
    “Sorry,” she said. “I panicked. I’ll try and be better.” 
 
    “It’s okay,” I answered. “That thing was freaking horrifying, sis. I panicked a bit too. And I’ve faced all kinds of scary things so far.” 
 
    “You could have died,” she said, biting her lip. “And this time you wouldn’t have come back.” 
 
    “That kind of danger’s never gonna go away, Val,” I said gently. “Remember what I said earlier? We just keep learning.” 
 
    “This is hard,” she whispered, not looking at me. 
 
    I felt it then, through the mindlink. Frustration at not being strong enough yet, fear that she’d never be strong enough, fear that people would hurt her again, for real this time, and it would be her fault this time because she could have stopped it somehow. Fear that someone else would get hurt because of her. 
 
    It clicked through my brain that in some ways, this was scarier for Val than being a captive was, because of her new ability to fail. 
 
    “Hey Breena,” I said as I knelt over my sister. “You know those hugs you give me when I start freaking out? Val needs one.” 
 
    Already on it, the little fairy sent as she flew a pink trail all around the dark-haired girl. The dust in her wake made Val sneeze, and then Breena grew large enough to hug her chest. Breena glowed brighter, and this time the glow took on a yellow tint, and she began whispering inaudibly to my sister. She held her for a few moments longer, until Val shuddered, relaxed and hugged Breena back. 
 
    “Thanks,” the girl whispered shyly. “I think I’m good now.” 
 
    “No problem,” Breena replied. “Wanna be my sister too?” 
 
    “Sure.” Val grinned. “I’d like that. That’d be great.” 
 
    Ahem, Karim projected to me. The mental cough somehow felt respectful and asinine at the same time. 
 
    Good job on helping her, he added, but we need to talk about the corpse. 
 
    Yeah, sure, I projected, then switched to talking because it was easier for the whole group right now. “Alright. Everybody, thanks for the help. I shouldn’t have let that thing sneak up on me. Any idea what this thing is, and how it caught us by surprise? Since we were supposed to be invisible?” 
 
    Virtus, Eadric, and Weylin had formed a small perimeter and were scanning the darkness for any signs of movement. But Virtus spoke up anyway. 
 
    “It’s one of the Arachmen,” his deep voice rasped out from his helmet and skull. “But they are more commonly called Keepers. Largely because they take forever to consume their prey.” 
 
    I heard chittering far off in the distance. We probably needed to move again. 
 
    Didn’t your own people take forever to consume their own captives? I tried to ask delicately. That was one of the acts that caused the undead warrior to leave his cohort. 
 
    Our captives were already consumed, he answered, sending to the whole group. What we did was abominable, but we weren’t known for it because it was just draining mana from ghosts. But the Keepers slowly drain all substance from the physical bodies of their prey, leaving them in a state between death and life. They ignored ancient laws condemning that act, and so were banished from many worlds. There was an awkward pause, and then the skeleton resumed talking. My company used to accept contracts to battle them. I wasn’t expecting to see a group of them here. Invading Avalon alongside us. 
 
    His disappointment rolled out through the mindlink in large waves, before he managed to clamp down on it. 
 
    Okay, I said, calmly and firmly. How do they fight? How do we fight them? 
 
    Something chittered again, then stopped abruptly, as if it had been hushed. 
 
    Surprise and swarm tactics, Virtus answered. They can breed and command other arachnid monsters. This one was alone because he was feeding. He must have seen the dim light around us, then hid among his prey. He only attacked you because we had discovered him. 
 
    So, basically my fault. Our dim light wasn’t that noticeable near the glowing stone trees, but next to the wall it stood out. I told myself the same thing I just told Val and moved on. 
 
    Wait, I sent. You said this statue was his prey? 
 
    Look at the neck, Virtus answered without turning around. His head swiveled as he kept scanning the dark underground woods. 
 
    It only took a moment to realize that the necks on the statue had stone-free patches similar to the trees. Diseased-gray skin surrounded two deep puncture marks, and I winced at the sight. Those wounds looked like they went all the way to the bone. A little deeper and the monster’s venom wouldn’t have been needed because the victims would all have broken necks. 
 
    Is he already dead? I asked. And why is the monster feeding off of them instead of the trees themselves? 
 
    Plant life is a staple to them, Virtus answered. Flesh is a delicacy. This was probably the monster’s private stash. Victims in this state are still alive, however. Keepers prefer their victims to have strong vital guards, so that they can repair themselves over time, so that they can feed on them longer. The venom also takes care of the prey’s basic biological needs somehow, so that the victim doesn’t die of starvation or thirst. This one must have been a powerful individual to still be in this state. 
 
    I winced at that news. This kind of fate sounded even worse than what I went through. Possibly even worse than what the victims of the Horde Pits went through. Then I realized how many Pit victims we had recovered, and had the reckless hope that this person could be saved as well. But I didn’t dare, I told myself, because—  
 
    Seek what is lost. 
 
    A small, quiet voice interrupted my own mind. 
 
    I growled at it. But in the end it was telling me to go for what I wanted. 
 
    Breena, I projected. Do you think we can save this person? 
 
    No, Wes, the little fairy said sadly. But—her voice grew firm—I didn’t think you could save ghosts or people from the Horde pits either. Go for it. 
 
    More chittering in the distance. Val looked all around, but I could tell she couldn’t find the source. 
 
    We’re going to risk it, I decided. It might not work. Or he might stay weak and be a liability. But maybe he could help us, or at least tell us what happened in this place. Let’s be quick. Val, Virtus, keep watch. Everybody else with any kind of healing magic, let’s use this link to brainstorm and see what we can come up with. 
 
    They can be healed, Virtus interrupted quietly. I turned to look at him. The reason contracts against them were so popular was because their victims could be recovered. I never learned the process, but I’ve taken contracts to rescue victims in states as bad as this one. 
 
    That was all the reinforcement I needed. I sent all the knowledge of the healing magic I knew from the Ideals of Water and Air, as well as the only spell from the Ideal of Blood that I knew. Breena sent out her knowledge of healing spells from the Ideals of Water, Air, and Wood. The three Testifiers pulled healing spells from their Saga magics: a script to cleanse harmful effects from the body, a song to speed a body’s recovery, and a carving ritual to fortify a body that Eadric could perform on the stone coating on the Keeper victim. We worked out an order for our magics to activate, and as we did so we realized we needed a primary spell to serve as the foundation magic. We considered using one from the Ideal of Water or Wood, supposedly the best Ideals for healing, but they still didn’t seem optimal. Wood did encourage growth and recovery, and water was a basic element of all life, but we needed to quickly replace lost blood and tissue, because the same venom that was slowly poisoning them was also keeping them alive. If we weren’t careful, this person would die as soon as we purified him. 
 
    You need a different spell, the draconic part of my conscience whispered to me. Can I help? 
 
    What do you have? I asked suspiciously. Because we weren’t exactly friends yet. 
 
    You need to open up more to your genetic memory, Teeth insisted. You know far more magic than you think you do. 
 
    How? I asked carefully. I hated listening to him but it wasn’t like I had much of a choice. 
 
    Look at the Ideal of Blood again, Teeth insisted. And let me into that part of our brain. 
 
    You mean my brain, I argued. Because I still wasn’t happy with this new roommate of mine. But I realized I was about to start a fight I didn’t have time for so I toned my attitude down. Fine. But if you try and take control of everything again I swear I will inflict the mother of all chronic migraines on you. 
 
    Look, I did that one time—nevermind. Deal. Just give me a minute. 
 
    I felt something strangely familiar wiggle around in my head. It was like moving a limb that had felt numb for so long you had forgotten it was there. I felt it briefly touch the part of me that housed my Blood magic, and then awareness of a new spell rolled into me. 
 
    Vein to Vein: The caster can directly transfer blood and tissue from his own body to another’s, or choose to take an incapacitated target’s blood instead. The amount transferable depends on the caster’s blood magic rank and total vital guard pool of both participants. 
 
    The Challenger can choose this as a signature spell, causing it to evolve as the Challenger reaches certain ranks of Blood Magic. 
 
    That’s actually perfect for what we need, I admitted grudgingly, then added, thank you. 
 
    You’re… welcome, the new guy replied. This is weird. Can we go back to hating each other? 
 
    God yes, I answered, relieved, and then passed on knowledge of my new spell to the rest of the group. Breena was especially excited that I had managed to learn magic on my own. 
 
    You can be your own teacher now! she chattered excitedly. But then her face paled. Oh my lost Icons, Wes can make his own magic now. I’m never going to sleep again. 
 
    Val giggled through the mindlink. 
 
    Breena, I sighed. 
 
    Right, right, we don’t have a lot of time. It looks like Wes will have to use this spell to transfer lost nutrients directly to the victim while we cleanse the poison and keep him alive. We’re gonna need to augment him in addition to the victim. 
 
    That was all that needed to be said. I activated Mighty Pump, my other Blood Magic spell that sped up my own recovery rate. Then, after casting every spell possible to enhance my mana pool and vital guard, Eadric made the fortification carvings into the stone covering the victims, Weylin began singing, and Karim began writing the script for purifying toxin. We had decided to do one patient at a time, with Val and Virtus ready to alert us if we were attacked again. 
 
    Then I performed the gestures and incantation necessary to enact Vein to Vein, pouring my own life liquid directly into the first victim’s wound. 
 
    I heaved in surprise, suddenly feeling weak, and oddly thirsty, all over. Breena’s Water magic washed over me, granting a blissful but all too brief relief, and then the pain, thirst, and fatigue would return. It began to feel like chunks of me inside were being blended up and slurped away by another. But flakes of stone fell from the face in front of me, and I knew I had to continue. 
 
    More magic washed over me and over the person coming into view before me. I gritted my teeth and kept channeling my own life to replace what was lost in the life in front of me. 
 
    My body cried out in pain, and this time the Dragon of Pain and Affliction, the one who had first cursed me, answered it. 
 
    Suffer and fail, traitor-prince, Aegrim whispered through my weeping nerves. You are unclean, and this act is forbidden. Now wallow in the pain you have always deserved. 
 
    Teeth screamed as his father’s voice tore through us. But then the second dragon who marked me rang out in my mind.  
 
    Heed him not, Vinclum, the Dragon of Honor and Bonds commanded. For this is a glorious act. You will both be whole despite your harms. 
 
    My own inner dragon wrestled Aegrim’s voice out of his mind, gritted his mental fangs, and focused along with me.  
 
    My magic suddenly surged, and suddenly all of my pain was swept away by a blinding sensation of raw power. When the white faded from my eyes, I realized my arm was the only thing holding up a heaving, shivering man about my height. I reached out to brace him with my other hand, and he coughed twice, finally looking around with wild eyes. 
 
    “Easy,” I said gently. “Easy. Can you understand me?” 
 
    He answered me in a language that sounded like complete gibberish. If I had to guess, it was something similar to Gaelic or another Celtic language. Translating, my mindscreen told me. Stand by… 
 
    The man’s eyes widened further, and he began thrashing in my grip, trying to shake free. From my mindlink I knew that he had eye-socket contact with Virtus. But his body was still very weak, and it was no trouble holding him down at my Strength level. Before he could shout I clamped a hand over his mouth. 
 
    “Hush,” I said slowly. “Danger. Stay quiet.” 
 
    He struggled a little longer in my grip, and as his eyes darted to the left and right, where the other statue-people were, he began to relax. 
 
    Translation complete, my mindscreen informed me. I sighed in relief. 
 
    I’m about to try and talk to him, I sent out. But first, how long did that spell take? 
 
    You healed him in less than fifteen seconds, Virtus replied, turning his back to us again. I didn’t think that would be possible. 
 
    It’s usually not, Breena confirmed. Not for damage this extensive. He still needs a moment to recover though. 
 
    Nothing’s near us, Val confirmed, still watching the dark. I keep checking the nearby shadows, but either they didn’t hear us earlier or they don’t know what to do about us. 
 
    Right. This place hadn’t opened up in aeons. The creatures had probably forgotten there even was an outside world. 
 
    “Nod if you can understand me,” I said to the man. He did so, still looking shocked. “I’m going to remove my hand now, but if you shout you risk all of our lives. Understand?” Another nod. At this point, I let him go. He took a deep, shoulder-heaving breath, but other than that he remained standing. Now that I wasn’t up in his face it was easier to get a proper look at him. 
 
    A bit over six feet, as I already noticed. Light-brown hair bound up in braids, with light-brown eyes as well. He was muscular, even after being poisoned and malnourished for so long. He wore thick leather pants and was bare-chested, with intricate blue swirls of tattoos covering his entire chest. As I watched, the tattoos started to glow, and his breathing steadied. He looked back up at me. 
 
    “Earthborn,” he said quietly. “One of you survived after all. Two, actually. But you’re both too young… and you’re with him.” The man’s eyes slid over to Virtus, who still had his back turned to us. 
 
    “Change of employment,” I answered quietly. “He works for me now. And we’re here to take back the rest of Avalon. But we need to move.” 
 
    Breena was still staring at the glowing tattoos. 
 
    “Um, Wes?” the fairy said. “He’s supposed to be extinct too. He’s one of the Gaelguard.” 
 
    “The what?” I asked, committing yet another word to memory. 
 
    “We were the Woadfathers’ shields,” the man replied, “We were to protect them as they slept.” His accent faintly reminded me of Merada’s, Stell’s Satellite on the Woadlands. 
 
    “They went the way of the Woadfathers,” Breena replied. “Most of them died out in the same Tumult that took the trees they guarded. There are maybe five total left on the Woadlands, and three of them are near the end of their lifespans.” 
 
    “Tumult.” The man blinked. “What Tumult? What of our fathers back home?” 
 
    More chittering. We were probably out of time. 
 
    “Virtus, help him walk,” I commanded. “Everyone else, we’re moving out. Dim the light this time, and watch for more webbing on the floor.” I turned to look back at the man. “We’re going to have to finish this conversation later. For now though, my name’s Wes Malcolm, of Earth and Avalon.” 
 
    “Alum,” the man panted. “My name’s Alum. And I can walk on my own.” 
 
    More chittering. I sent the Arachman’s corpse into Breaker’s storage space to avoid leaving a trail, and then we moved. I wasn’t willing to give Alum a weapon or bring him into the mindlink just yet. And I wasn’t even sure I could link with him at the moment. I got the same sense of disconnect I got from trying to link with Guineve. But I was able to expand Carnwennan’s shroud to cover him as well.  
 
    I had us march for about fifteen minutes, narrowly avoiding several strands of black webbing on the ground. But I imagined they hadn’t really had to catch anything for the past hundred thousand years or so. That thought made me wonder if I was dealing with OG Arachmen or just their descendants. 
 
    Movement behind us, Val informed me. A lot of movement. But it’s just surrounding where we were before. 
 
    “So they’re still trying to close us off, and they don’t know we’ve escaped,” I said out loud, for Alum’s benefit. Then I deactivated the shroud, because it had begun to put a strain on my mana. 
 
    “It’s how they hunt,” the Gaelguard answered with a nod. “They surround, then they spread webs, then they attack. But they are unused to foes that vanish into thin air.” 
 
    “Yeah, that ruins everyone’s day,” I agreed. “But I can’t keep us invisible forever and combat breaks the effect anyway. And anything that gets close enough will be able to see or hear me normally. But…” 
 
    I tried to think quickly. There was a group of enemies at my back still trying to trap me in a location that they thought I left. They apparently had trouble sensing us. Maybe it was because of all the stimuli we used coming in—light, noise, movement. Now that all of that was gone, they were having trouble figuring out how to detect us. 
 
    That meant we needed to alternate between being loud, flashy, and violent for short bursts and then go back to being quiet and still. 
 
    Val, do you think they’re finished setting up the ambush? I asked. 
 
    Yeah… she sent back cautiously. Yeah, I think so. They just stopped moving, but I can still see a few twitch. Some look like actual giant spiders. 
 
    I turned to our rescued prisoner. “How are you feeling? Do you think you can fight?” 
 
    His eyes widened in offense to my question. That would have to be good enough. I pulled out my silvery short-bladed sword and my shield, handing both to him. He took them both and gave me a quiet, confident nod. I saw his tattoos glow briefly for a half-second. 
 
    We turned and headed back to the spot as I shrouded everyone again, making as little noise as possible. 
 
    Okay, Val said as we were a couple dozen meters away. I think I’ve got a firm count on their numbers now. Over a dozen giant spiders above us in the trees, and two more of the scary man-spider things down below. They just finished webbing the area and they’re looking around, trying to figure out where we went. 
 
    She’s right, Weylin sent. I can see them now too. 
 
    Great, I answered. And good job.  Now sit tight and gain your mana back for a bit if you need to. Virtus, did these things know about your people being down here? 
 
    If the Polemarchus or other command knew, he didn’t tell me. 
 
    “Alum,” I whispered quickly. “You recognized Virtus.” 
 
    “A few of them fought with the Arachmen in the beginning,” he whispered back. “Those that survived went further below with the Hungry Thing.” 
 
    “Then the Arachmen should be familiar with the skeletal warriors. Virtus, go talk to them and distract them. Everyone else will attack from a different angle. I can help you figure out what to say over in the mindlink but try to get them to group up near you.” 
 
    Understood, he said. 
 
    “Alum, when I give the signal to attack you need to cover your eyes and ears, or you’ll go deaf and blind.” He nodded. With that, we began. 
 
    Virtus left the protective stealth-sphere of my magic dagger and began shouting for an audience, something about damages for a broken contract. One of the Arachmen tuned his horrible head toward him and hissed, then began chittering at him. 
 
    Translating, my mind-screen said to me. I ignored it. I’d already had enough conversations with nightmare monsters. 
 
    The second Arachman walked over and began chittering as well. I tried not to pay attention to all the fangs and mandibles clacking around in his mouth and chose to watch the trees instead. More bulbous, multi-legged shapes crept forward, and when the count reached over fourteen I gave Alum the signal to shield his eyes and ears. Then I cast an old, rarely used Lightning spell that Breena had helped me modify. 
 
    Light Screen. 
 
    A storm of electric light ripped into being directly in front of the Keepers and their spider pets, and this time an angry boom accompanied it. My team had prepared for it and Carnwennan’s shroud actually helped mitigate the effect, but for creatures that hadn’t had such stimulation in thousands upon thousands of years, the effect was nearly enough to end the battle right there. 
 
    Carnwennan’s shroud collapsed completely under my aggressive action, and as our enemies chittered and screeched in agony, the rest of my allies began their attack. 
 
    The mindlink made our coordination close to perfect. Karim and Breena unleashed the Lightning magic they had somehow gained from me along with a storm of their own magic. I saw three multi-legged blobs fall tumbling to the ground in curled-up clumps. Weylin’s enchanted arrows accounted for another two. I unleashed my own storm of small lightning bolts courtesy of my old Shocking Digits spell and then left the rest of the trees to our three ranged combatants. 
 
    Virtus immediately whipped out one of the javelins on his back and hurled it at one of the Arachmen leaning against a tree, pinning one of the monster’s hands to the petrified wood. Eadric was already charging over to that monster, launching a javelin of his own. 
 
    I turned to Alum, who was still blinking from the effects of my magic, despite all he had done to be ready for it. 
 
    “Follow me, and we’ll handle the last one,” I said as I summoned the Horde cleaver out of Breaker. It was an awkward weapon, just a long, oddly shaped blade at the end of a handle, but it was enchanted with green-glowing glyphs, and I was now much stronger than its original owner. The Gaelguard nodded and fell in behind me. 
 
    I cleared over a dozen feet with a single bound, thanks to my Air Magic and now-inhuman speed. Another leap brought me in range and I swung the cleaver down in an overhead swing that forced the stunned Arachman to defend with his right three limbs. He barely got his arms in the way and screamed when my massive chopper cut clean through his scythe arm. My blow continued downward, slamming into his middle limb with a loud crack. By that point my weapon had also begun to cleave into his torso. Carapace crumpled and wrinkled leathery hide split to reveal a mess of black blood and innards. The Arachman let out a high-pitched scream, still mostly blind from my earlier spell. The next moment Alum was by my side and he slammed his short blade into the monster’s mouth, twisting it until the Keeper went completely silent. 
 
    A quick glance told me the rest of the battle was over. Virtus and Eadric were standing over the corpses of the other Arachmen and Val nodded at me to let me know that all of the giant spiders hiding in the trees were dead. 
 
    “Alright,” I said. “Let’s move a few feet away and go quiet again. Alum, pick a good spot for us to rest.” 
 
    The woad-marked man nodded, and led us a good distance away as I reactivated the shroud. 
 
    There was a problem with my strategy. My dagger’s shroud required mana to maintain, and looking at my current mana pool I realized I couldn’t keep it up indefinitely. If I wanted to whittle away the spider-army’s patrols, I’d need to come up with another plan.  
 
    I shouldn’t have been complaining. It was still an awesome power. But I really didn’t like being trapped underground with an army of spider monsters that could hear, see, or smell me. Focus, I told myself as I deactivated the shroud. As far as Val and Alum could tell there weren’t any freaky spider monsters within at least a hundred meters. Get more info, then figure out a plan. I turned to our newly rescued Gaelguard. 
 
    “I need any information you have on what’s down here. How big is this underground forest? How many monsters did you originally battle? How many do you think are left?” 
 
    “That last one’s going to be tricky,” Virtus spoke up. “They would have bred since then.” 
 
    “Only to replace their losses.” Alum shook his head. “We battled their kind on the Woadlands long ago, even drove a nest of theirs out. The young they are unable to feed would have been consumed themselves.” 
 
    Gross. But it was in line with all of the other crap I’d had to kill so far. 
 
    “But there should be no more than a few hundred Arachmen, several times that many spider-slaves, a handful of Arachknights, and their honor guards.” 
 
    “Fantastic,” Virtus muttered. “This will be difficult.” 
 
    “We’ve dealt with high numbers before,” I pointed out, worried about morale. 
 
    “And you did well. But Keepers set traps themselves. They won’t swarm out and die to your own traps like the Horde and our cohort’s fodder warriors did.” 
 
    “We’ll have to figure it out,” I insisted, then something clicked. “Wait, do they primarily use webbing in their traps?” Both ancient warriors nodded. “How long does the webbing last? And do they bother replacing it when they know there’s no more remaining prey?” 
 
    “If there’s prey, or if they’re expecting an attack, they rebuild it daily,” Alum answered. 
 
    “But if they don’t, in a place like this, it would probably last several thousand years,” Virtus confirmed. “I was part of two contracts that dealt with reclaiming a Keeper-infested world. If there was no nearby prey, then they only webbed their dens and larders.” 
 
    “Then they would be constructing traps behind us or where they predict we’d go,” I whispered. “Which means we either need to hit their dens or their larders. Come to think of it, with spiders, those two things are usually in the same place.” 
 
    I couldn’t count on taking out random patrols, because they were just as good at stealth as we were and I had no idea what their routes would be. But Alum should have an inkling or two regarding their permanent locations. I hoped. 
 
    “That reminds me,” I continued, turning to look at him. “How are you recovering so fast? Our healing wasn’t enough to make you immediately bounce back.” 
 
    “I still haven’t.” The celtic-styled warrior shook his head. “I’m so weak I’d barely be a match for yon hollow-man.” He pointed at Virtus, who somehow snorted in contempt. “But the Woadblood pulses in tune with my heart, letting me be a little more alive every moment. It may well be a decade before I’m my old self again.” 
 
    “It’s the tattoos, Wes,” Breena whispered. “Unlike normal Woadfolk tattoos, they’re a form of magic. They give the Gaelguard some of the Woadfathers’ strength and vitality.” 
 
    Alum nodded, and his tattoos glowed as if in answer. Then he closed his eyes, as if he was concentrating, and the glow dimmed completely. “I was one of the last claimed, so I have an idea of where the others were taken. If we can save them too,” he said desperately, then took a breath and calmed himself. 
 
    “I’d like to try,” I replied, grimacing. “But even if we can cure more people, I’m not sure we can protect them in a fight. The main reason we risked rescuing you was because we needed more information.” 
 
    “You won’t have to protect us in a fight,” the woad-man snorted. “My people will be a match for these things even fresh out of the cocoons.” 
 
    “How did you lose, then?” Virtus asked bluntly. 
 
    “Same way the Earthborn lost to your people,” Alum retorted. “The Thing Below. Its magic turned the tide of every battle. So did the great beasts that hid in its shadow.” 
 
    “Great beasts?” I asked, looking at Virtus. “Thing Below? You got any info on that, Virtus?” 
 
    “He may be referring to our employer,” the skeleton hedged. “I never encountered him, so I can’t swear that’s what he’s referencing, but my understanding is that he was the reason we were able to outnumber the Earthborn warriors so badly.” 
 
    “We were worse off,” Alum said bitterly. “We had to hide in the thing’s wake, and its tamed beasts were a match for entire teams of Gaelguard and awakened Woadfathers. That gave the Keepers too much advantage. We killed many, but they picked us off one by one, before we could reform our warbands.” 
 
    “Alright,” I said. “We’ll decide what exactly to do based on the opportunities we see. Take us to a location you think we can hurt them at.” 
 
    # 
 
    Alum recommended that he lead us to where a small handful of Gaelguard were likely kept, and I agreed because there wasn’t much of a better option. This would increase our numbers and decrease the enemy’s fighting strength. That would have to be enough. 
 
    To save my mana, we focused on traveling to a location that wasn’t too far away. Tied directly between two massive Woadfathers were two more statues, suspended in a massive black web. Five multi-eyed Arachmen were chittering quietly and angrily, while several scores of dog-sized spiders loomed over their heads. 
 
    Alum stopped us from moving closer by pointing to all the lines of barely visible black silk running along the floor. That meant we either needed to fight them at range, cutting our attack power by half and giving more time for reinforcements to arrive, or I needed to change the terrain to where we could rush in more easily. 
 
    Can the captives and Woadfathers burn? I asked in the mindlink, annoyed that Alum wouldn’t be able to answer me. 
 
    Not easily, Virtus answered. The stone coating protects them somewhat, but I wouldn’t create a fire right next to them, or leave one in the vicinity going for a long time. 
 
    The Woadfathers will burn if you try really, really hard, Breena answered. They would take about half an hour of effort just to catch fire. 
 
    Got it, I answered. I’ll hit the floor. Everyone else hit spiders in the trees. 
 
    I patted Alum and told him to go on my mark. He nodded. 
 
    Then we opened up. 
 
    Lightning, arcane bolts, and arrows coated with a vortex of sharp air fired into the trees. When the Arachmen shielded their eyes in surprise, I cut loose with another Fire spell Breena and I and been working on. Fire Curtain created a tall trail of flames that snaked toward two Arachmen standing next to each other. They screeched and leaped away from the new fire-curtain, ducking at the same time as they tried to figure out where all of the fire and lightning and death was coming from. 
 
    It was a reminder that no one down here had been in a real fight for millennia. 
 
    I knew I had to work harder to exploit that, so when my curtain of fire was no longer a threat I dropped it and charged down its web-free trail. Eadric, Alum, Virtus, and even Val followed in my wake. We sent two javelins and a bolt of lightning into the head of the burned Keeper on the right, and he crumpled to the floor in a smoking heap. To my further surprise, my bolt of lightning jumped from its now-dead target and burned its way into the next Arachman. His body suddenly went rigid with paralysis. Two more javelins followed, and then the total number of freaky man-spiders dropped to three. 
 
    Your Lightning Magic has advanced again, Karim sent to me as he fired another cluster of bolts into the trees. Well done. 
 
    I didn’t really have time to thank him. Instead I bounded toward the nearest Arachman and directed Eadric and Virtus to close with the other two, and Val to assist where she could. I went with a horizontal slash this time, cutting across the monster’s right arm and chest as it leaped backwards. The thing hissed at me and slashed down with its top scythes. The sharp appendages skipped off my hastily-raised parry and I slashed out again. The creature leaped backward, but as it did so, a small, dark-haired figure darted by, and its left leg buckled. Its vital guard stabilized the damage a moment later but that was enough time for me to put my full weight behind my next swing and slam my glowing cleaver directly into the monster’s face. As my weapon parted the thing’s face, my Lightning magic triggered, and the Arachman went down, twitching and cooking. I stabbed the curved point into its neck one more time for good measure and looked around. 
 
    To her credit, Val hadn’t lingered after helping me down the Keeper. She had immediately rushed to Virtus, staying low to the ground and projecting her intent through the mindlink. Virtus nodded and began stepping backward as the six-armed creature in front of him whirled its sharp appendages. Through my own mindlink I could see my adopted sister flash by the monster’s rear flank just as it was stepping forward, slashing quickly through the joints on both of the Arachman’s knees. My giant skeletal commander immediately reversed his momentum and drove shield-first into his crippled opponent, bearing the smaller creature to the ground while stabbing into it repeatedly. 
 
    Eadric and Alum had finished their own Keeper before I could close in to assist. The dwarf had simply borne the monster’s attacks on his shield and bronze platemail while breaking three of the monster’s limbs with his hammer. Before its vital guard could help with the damage, Alum had stepped forward and driven my silvery short sword into the monster’s mouth. 
 
    Once again, we cleared out all the humanoid enemies, and far faster than I was expecting. But their arachnid pets had begun streaming down the trees in dangerous clumps. By my guess at least twenty of them were still alive. Too many to take on without somebody getting swarmed and poisoned. 
 
    There was no choice. I mouthed an apology to Smokey the Bear and hurled a fireblast at the largest cluster still coming down one of the trees. 
 
    Wes! Breena snapped in my mind. 
 
    Sorry! I retorted. Out of good ideas! 
 
    To my surprise, this time my fiery blast sent several small balls of fire splashing outward after it detonated. Nearly a dozen arachnids hissed, bubbled, and fell to the floor in curled-up heaps. Also, there was a large scorch mark on the side of the extremely rare petrified god-tree that Breena would be bringing up for the rest of my life. 
 
    They were covered in stone! I protested as I fired off my electric finger bolts into the other large cluster of giant spiders. And you said they were fire-resistant! 
 
    I also said not to use fire directly against them! Breena hissed. We’ll talk about this later! 
 
    Half of the surviving pet-sized spiders were picked off by our missile fire. The remaining four realized we outnumbered them by the time they reached us, but it was too late for them to run away. We picked them off quickly and took a moment to recover energy. 
 
    “Two-minute rest,” I called out. “Then we recover the people and move.” 
 
    “That was really, really easy,” Val spoke up. “Shouldn’t these things be stronger?” 
 
    “The ancient ones probably still are,” Alum said as he walked toward the two cocooned statues. He looked down, and pointed to a clump of objects wrapped in silk. “These were new Arachmen. Young, untested. They didn’t even know how to use our old weapons.” 
 
    I could make out several small, short-hafted weapons in the pile. There was some kind of one-handed, single-bladed axe; another short-bladed sword, similar to what I had lent Alum; and what looked to be another round wooden shield at the bottom. But the Gaelguard had barely given them more than a glance before he kept walking over to the two statues hanging in the web. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” the man said softly. “I meant for them to come after me instead.” 
 
    “You knew these two,” I stated as the rest got into position for removing the poison. I used more fire magic to carefully burn them clear of the web one by one, giving Virtus time to carefully lower the bodies to the floor. 
 
    “My wife,” the man said quietly, pointing at the woman’s statue, and then at the male statue. “And my firstborn son. The Woadfathers found them worthy, and I let them follow my example. I was wrong.” 
 
    “Maybe, maybe not,” I answered, shaking my own family issues from my mind. “We need to move quickly, so we’re going to cure them, grab the weapons, and move out. I’m assuming that those are their own weapons in that pile there.” 
 
    “Aye,” he answered. “My own had long broken before I was taken. I had no spoils left to claim.” 
 
    That was all I needed to know for the moment. We began the ritual to expel the poison from their bodies and to restore what had been lost from their bodies. Once again, powerful Blood Magic wracked through my body and once again, Teeth added his power to mine to expel Aegrim’s voice. This time we were able to purify both bodies in a burst of power, though the act left me panting for half a minute. 
 
    When I recovered, I noticed Alum embracing his tattooed son and wife. His wife was a woman with dark brown braids, wearing hide pants and a chest band, while the son looked and dressed almost identically like his father, and was just a tad leaner. All of them had the scrawling woad tattoos glowing dimly on their bodies. 
 
    “Daft fool,” the woman said, her voice hoarse. “Ye were supposed to get away and take our boy.” 
 
    “Brama, that was my plan for ye,” Alum whispered. “I’m sorry it failed.” 
 
    “You’re alive,” I interrupted gently. “So no one’s failed yet. I’m sorry to interrupt, but we have to move. Can you both walk?” 
 
    “Who is this?” Brama said as she turned her head. Her eyes widened at the sight of me. “An Earthborn? Did we hold? Wait—” her eyes narrowed—“why is he so small and young? Can he even grow hair? He’s younger than Breyn!” 
 
    Apparently that was the son’s name. He looked to be maybe five years older than me, and was currently giving me an apologetic glance. I decided he was the more reasonable of the three. 
 
    “And why is one of the fleshless with him?” Brama growled, looking at Virtus, who sighed patiently. 
 
    “Long story, and we don’t have time,” I answered, a little more irritably than I meant. “Virtus left his old legion to work for me, and I’m responsible for taking back the rest of Avalon. Yes I’m probably hundreds of thousands of years younger than you and yes, my sister—” I pointed to Val—“is even younger than me. But we’re all that you have to work with. I need to know if you’ve recovered enough to use those weapons, and if you need me to provide any. But if we don’t move now, the spiders will catch us all again and this time no one will come to rescue you.” 
 
    “He’s right, Brama,” Alum whispered. “We have no time. Can you still feel the Woad-stream?” 
 
    “Of course we can still feel the Woad-stream,” Brama muttered, her tattoos flaring suddenly. “We wouldn’t be sane or standing if we couldn’t.” She stepped away from her son and husband and tore the axe free of the webbing. “Let’s go.” 
 
    We were up to ten people now, all armed after we burned the webbing off of the rest of the gear. This time I felt Carnwennan strain to shroud that many bodies, so I gave up on the idea and had us move out as soon as our mana pools had recharged. 
 
    I was expecting us to get swarmed any second, but when we had more time to talk Virtus and Alum assured me that wouldn’t happen. The grove down here was large, and Arachmen colonies turned on each other when they reached a certain size. Since they were trapped down here and unable to secure more food, they would run into the same conflicts Virtus’ company had, only that rival Keeper groups, or Webs, would go a step further and start viewing each other as food. 
 
    Even though there was a whole, underground, national-park-sized forest of god trees to feed off of. That was the problem with Descending, though. The more monstrous one became, the more one became convinced that there was never enough food or prey, and that sharing whatever was left was the same as starving oneself. 
 
    That was all explained to me in the break we had taken after rushing away from the last location. After that, we let the newly rescued Gaelguard pick a new location for attack, and they guided us over to another patch of Keepers and their petrified prey. Virtus and Alum were proven right. Instead of forming a massive hunt for us, the monsters had now fallen back to their nests around their prey-statues and webbed treasure, setting webbing traps so thoroughly that it actually made it easier to spot them. This group contained a hundred dog-sized spiders and seven Arachmen, and looked to have even more captured Gaelguard with them than the last group had. 
 
    This time we took advantage of their self-isolation and went with the ‘shock and awe’ approach. As soon as Val told me they noticed us I created another explosion of light and sound. Again, my team shielded themselves beforehand and again, the arachnid monsters reacted with a cacophony of screeching, writhing, and clutching their eyes. That gave me enough time to burn the webbing again with my Fire Magic while everyone else pelted the spiders from the trees or got in position to close in on the man-spiders. Alum’s family tore into a whole pack of Arachmen and made such short work of them I had trouble believing they had spent untold centuries as poisoned food for the beasts. I’d have to get the full story from that later, I decided, when there weren’t any nightmare bug monsters snapping and clawing at my face and turning people into food-statues. 
 
    Despite their numbers, this group of Keepers proved to be even weaker than the last. The spider-pets had been completely neutralized by my magic flash-bang and were picked off in whole groups of precise arrows and magic. The Arachmen were similarly dazed and their bodies came apart easily under our attacks. 
 
    I felt the drain this time as I performed another rush of cleansing Blood Magic. In fact, I had just sat there panting for the first dozen seconds or so, unable to handle the new questions the restored Gaelguard invariably asked. Thankfully they accepted Alum’s command and accepted that he deferred to me, despite me being so ‘short and young’ for an Earthborn warrior. After a moment of breath, I noticed that the Woadfolk were behaving less like horribly traumatized victims and more like people who had become unconscious during a pivotal combat. They didn’t seem very aware of what they had gone through while poisoned. 
 
    I had just enough time to irrationally resent them for that fact before I got my thoughts in order and gave the command to move out. The five newly rescued Gaelguard gave me one more odd look and then they fell into Alum’s formation behind me. 
 
    Now I had a decision to make. How many more people could I free before running out of mana? My Mighty Pump spell helped me recover mana quickly, and I already had a massive pool to work with, thanks to my incredibly high Traits. It was enough to let me hurl powerful magic at a frequency that even the most dedicated magic users of our group had trouble matching. And every person we had freed so far had increased our combat potential. But was it enough to matter? Would extra sword arms really help that much when we delved into the heart of this place? 
 
    As I asked myself that question, Alum directed us to a relatively safe part of the forest to catch our breath. When I gave everyone a moment to rest, the eight tattooed warriors pointed to one of the trees, and they circled around it. One of the younger ones put his hand on the tree and concentrated. The Woad glyph on the giant plant pulsed, and the warrior’s own tattoos pulsed in response. I heard Breena hiss in response. 
 
    Wood Magic, she told me through the mindlink. Mixed with powerful ritual magic using the tattoos. On a level only done with experts in both schools of magic. No! she added suddenly, a note of panic entering her voice. You are not allowed to get any ideas! 
 
    Sure, I promised blandly. Wouldn’t dream of it. 
 
    I mean it, Wes! 
 
    What is it doing to them, though? 
 
    As I asked that question, the young man suddenly sagged, and flecks of stone fell from a line along the trunk. A vein of green-colored magic glowed from the line, traveling down the Gaelguard’s tattoos. He straightened as the light poured into him, and then he reached behind to grab the shoulder of one of the warriors circled around him. The light traveled along them all, tracing a pattern along some of the tattoos, as if it was using part of every warrior to form a certain symbol. 
 
    Script magic as well, Breena whispered. I can’t believe it. 
 
    So this used to be done all the time? Combining magics like this? I asked, curious. That could probably open up some possibilities for— 
 
    Please don’t ruin this, Wes, she sent back. Just enjoy the history of a lost magic returning. 
 
    I shut up and let whatever the heck this was finish happening. The light only lasted for a few more moments. But when it ended, all of the woad-marked warriors sighed in refreshment. 
 
    “I’ve missed this,” Alum’s son said. He ran his sword across his wooden round shield, and a moment later a green glyph glowed on it. 
 
    It’s said that they weren’t just warriors in the past, Breena supplied. The oldest of them could work magic from the symbols on their body. It was like a second power source they could draw from. 
 
    It’s also rejuvenating them, isn’t it? I asked, studying the warriors carefully. 
 
    Breena nodded. 
 
    That’s supposedly the first function of it. That and strengthening their bodies. Those gifts still exist among the few Gaelguard alive today. It probably helped protect them while they were in stasis. But now new things I haven’t seen in forever are coming back, Wes. Thank you, she added softly. 
 
    The three Testifiers next to me had watched the whole event silently. When another of the Gaelguard began to trace a green line along his blade, the three of them suddenly spoke up. 
 
    “Another gift of the ancients has been recovered,” Karim intoned formally. “Man and Woad have spoken face-to-face, and magic long thought lost has returned. This event is hereby witnessed in script…” 
 
    “Witnessed in song…” Weylin added. 
 
    “And witnessed in stone,” Eadric finished. 
 
    From the mindlink, I sensed that they had been waiting for this very event ever since we found Alum. 
 
    I walked over to the Celt-like warrior, who to my surprise was tracing a line in front of him and creating a shield effect similar to Karim’s own script magic. 
 
    “Alright, you’ve all gotten stronger,” I said to the man. “And that’s good. But I need to know how good. You’ve seen how I cure your people and you’ve seen what it takes out of me. So we have to figure out how many more we’re going to help before we try to strike deeper into this place.” 
 
    “No.” Alum shook his head. “Now we’re going to help you. The Gaelguard are back, Earthborn. Set whatever plan you wish.”  His tattoos glowed again, and this time his entire body hummed with power. “We promise we will make it succeed.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER TEN: AWAKEN ME 
 
      
 
      
 
    I really needed to think faster, I told myself. Because this wasn’t a hard decision. 
 
    There was one more nest we could have possibly hit, according to Alum. Again he had been one of the last warriors overwhelmed and so he had known where most of the others had fallen. Not all would be recoverable, because he had seen some slain in direct combat. But he knew of at least one more place where exhausted warriors had been overrun. 
 
    We hit that place, and the Gaelguard tore through it like paper. 
 
    The rest of us almost had nothing to do. A few of them wrote some glyphs into the air much like Karim would, and then green fire swept through the spiders high up in the trees. The Arachmen put up more resistance. This group was composed of older Arachmen, possibly even survivors from the ancient battle in this place. Their skin and carapaces were darker, and they had a number of bristly hairs sticking out of their body. These were actually wielding swords and axes in some of their hands. But there were only eight of them, which meant we outnumbered them almost two to one after their spider-pets began to burn. As soon as one of the monsters were distracted by my own team, the Gaelguard would take advantage. One of their warriors would slam into the Arachman in a glowing blur, bashing them down with a wooden round shield while hacking away at their many appendages with sword or axe, shouting some chant my mindscreen wouldn’t translate. 
 
    The entire fight had taken less than three minutes. Afterwards, I was staring at the six stone bodies and preparing myself for the wracking pain that would accompany their freedom. Assuming I had enough power to restore them at all. But this time the woad-marked warriors all surrounded me and put their hands on me. 
 
    “We can help you now,” Alum said respectfully. “Please help us gain back our own.” 
 
    Breena? I asked, figuring things could still go wrong with using unfamiliar magic. 
 
    It should be fine, my fairy companion said cautiously. But I’ll keep an eye on everything when they start helping. 
 
    So will we, Karim added. Even though you’re making more work for us. 
 
    I heard Eadric and Weylin sigh in agreement with how much new history they’d have to record, and smiled. 
 
    Once again, I spoke to the magic of Blood, casting Vein to Vein. Once again, Teeth and I put aside our differences and worked together. Hopefully that wouldn’t become a trend yet; we still weren’t ready to get along. But when the Woadfolk put their hands on my shoulder and flared their own power into me, the blinding whitewash of power turned into a sea of green. I could still maintain my control of the spell, but this time I was wracked by the flow of vibrant power entering my body, instead of the blood and magic leaving it. The power actually felt nice. Soothing, even, after the initial shock. It dulled the pain I normally felt casting this spell, and after a moment I began to feel healthier, like I used to feel after a really good bout of exercise. 
 
    Then my vision went red. 
 
    ERROR, a message drilled into my mind, different from the messages my mindscreen sent. Detecting an Earthborn undoing key Council restrictions. Violations include: genetic tampering, unlawful seizing of territory, and interacting with restricted civilizations.  
 
    I finished the spell, but the wracking sea of red remained, locking up my limbs, drilling painfully into my mind. 
 
    Triggering termination protocols now. 
 
    There was a high-pitched buzzing in my inner ear, but nothing else happened. 
 
    ERROR: termination algorithms failed. Tampering from outside source suspected. Introducing further restrictive measures now. 
 
    This time, there was a splashing sound in my inner ear, and my brain, lungs, and heart suddenly weighed a few hundred pounds heavier. 
 
    That was what it felt like, at least. I had no idea what was actually happening. All I knew was that the act of breathing, thinking, or just living suddenly felt completely impossible. Every part of my body started to fold or clench itself. 
 
    No, my compressed brain suddenly said. 
 
    Yes, Aegrim spoke up again. This is your true place, traitor-prince. If you will not serve me, you will bow under the Council’s decrees. These burdens are now your true skies, your true limits, your true heavens. 
 
    No, the last of my brain cells said again. 
 
    Hold fast, Earthborn, Vinclum said in my mind. Heed not the tyranny of frightened old men. 
 
    You cannot help him this time, Vinclum! Aegrim snapped. Just as he cannot help them! Just as he cannot save her! 
 
    The burden upon me pressed even harder. A ringing sounded in my ear. 
 
    Someone outside was calling out my name. 
 
    Outside. Someone outside. 
 
    There was such a thing as outside. 
 
    No, my damaged brain growled. These are not my limits, not my skies, not my heavens. I have an outside. I have a whole universe just outside. I will save them. And I will save her. You cannot stop me. 
 
    The burden pressed down on me again, making my insides weigh tons instead of pounds. By now I could realize that the weight was a message, the same two words over and over. You can’t. You can’t. You can’t. 
 
    I felt the green power again, crushed down with me. It had triggered all of this somehow. It had given me too much of something, and that frightened someone else somewhere. Who and where, I did not know. But I grabbed back at the burden, wrapped my defiance around every message saying “you can’t.” I shook and throttled them all, and then with a heave inside my soul I lifted up…
and pushed. 
 
    ERROR, the red wall shouted futilely. ERROR. Containment protocols breaking. Class 1 threat detected. Emergency protocols triggering. Dispatching notice of recent events to Stellar Council immediately. Dispatching notice recommending destruction of planet containing defiant Earthborn. ERROR: Unable to dispatch message. Communication network no longer available. ERROR. ERROR. ERROR… 
 
    Teeth, I thought out. 
 
    What? my inner dragon gasped, fighting the same fight I was. 
 
    Lunch, I commanded. 
 
    Damn straight, the New Guy replied. 
 
    I felt the dragon part of me shake off the last of his own restraints and lunge violently at the contaminant inside of my very soul. More futile “ERROR” messages shouted out from it, until Teeth tore the thing apart in the same way he had with Raw-Maw’s essence and devoured the foreign intelligence bite by bite. 
 
    Then he gave a smug, satisfied snort, and my vision and hearing slowly returned. 
 
    The first thing I could dimly make out was Breena shouting urgently, along with feeling more familiar magic pour into me. Moments later, all of my sensations blurred together again as I suddenly processed just how many people were moving, casting, and shouting around me all at once. But a few rapid blinks fixed all of that somehow. 
 
    I was still standing upright somehow. In the distance, the Gaelguard was steadying and sometimes embracing the newly rescued warriors, saying the word for “Earthborn,” over and over. Breena was hovering protectively over me, and I noticed Val holding my hand and saying my name over and over in a frightened voice. 
 
    “Wes?” Breena and Val said at the same time. “Are you okay?” 
 
    “I… think so?” I answered carefully. I was struggling with the fact that my mindscreen was blinking furiously at me. 
 
    “What happened?” Alum’s son asked from behind me. My mindscreen kept blinking. I finally focused on the message. 
 
    Pre-recorded message, designator Avalon. 
 
    Greetings, Lord Challenger. This is a message informing you that further contaminants were discovered within your brain, linking directly to the soul itself. These contaminants predate the device recently discovered in your brain, and seem to be contaminants inherited from a previous host, possibly a birth mother. Avalon is complying with previous conversations to delay delivery of information until Lord Challenger indicates a readiness to process said information or said information becomes immediately relevant. This recording has been triggered by said parameters. 
 
    Upon comparing the Lord Challenger with recently repaired logs, Avalon suspects the existence of restrictive contaminants present inside of every Earthborn, passed down genetically and with the intent to prevent or restrict the Earthborn race’s ability to Rise. Further examination of fellow rescued Earthborn supports said hypothesis, as does the Lord Challenger’s recent transformation of his native race. Avalon has worked to inhibit and counteract said contaminants and this warning is to inform the Lord Challenger that Avalon has recently prevented the contaminant from enacting lethal behavior. Please contact Avalon directly for more information. 
 
    End of message. 
 
    “Breena?” I asked carefully. “Do you remember when I asked you about something called the Stellar Council, and how you’ve never heard of them?” 
 
    “Yeah, Wes,” Breena said slowly. “That’s still true.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” Breyn asked. “My father just said you were an Earthborn, did he not?” 
 
    I sighed, closed my eyes and counted to five. 
 
    “I am, in fact, an Earthborn,” I try to say patiently. “But I am unfamiliar with many of the assumptions people are recently having regarding my race. Please explain the connection my race has with the Stellar Council.” 
 
    “Connection.” The young man blinked. “Right. Um, your race leads it? Does that count?” 
 
    “Yes,” I replied levelly. “That completely counts as useful information.” 
 
    “Why?” Breyn asked. “It’s common knowledge even among us Woadfolk. We were counting on it, in fact. It’s the reason we tried to hold out as long as we did. So that you would be able to get the rest of the races and come here to help us. Isn’t that why you’re here? Because the rest are on their way?” He looked around hopefully, as if he was expecting an army to show up behind me any minute. 
 
    “No,” I answered gently. “And you’re all probably going to have some disappointing news when we really have time to talk. Let me ask you this: Did my race have any enemies on the Council?” 
 
    “Enemies?” Breyn snorted incredulously, then shook his head. “Sorry, Lord Earthborn, sir. Yes. Your race has a number of enemies on the council. You’re all quite famous for it.” 
 
    “Great,” I said dryly. “That’s just great.” 
 
    “It’s why you’re all so popular, too,” Breyn continued, quickly, but sincerely. “You were the only ones with the woad to stand up to those monsters. In fact, a few of them are no longer members because of your people’s work. A lot of our worlds probably take it for granted now,” Breyn added guiltily. “But the truth is that the people on a hundred thousand worlds have the freedom to hold their heads above the ground, because of what the Earthborn have done. Sorry. I uh, didn’t mean to talk so much. It’s just that I’ve always admired the people from your world. It’s an honor to finally meet a member of your race.” 
 
    “Breyn!” Alum called out from the throng of newly awakened Gaelguard. “Don’t talk the Earthborn’s ear off!” 
 
    The young man ducked his head in embarrassment. 
 
    “Um, Wes?” Val spoke up. “What is he talking about? What other worlds? What council? Is this something everyone but us knows about?” 
 
    “No.” Karim shook his head. “This knowledge is new for all of us. And Earthborn no longer have a grand and lofty place in the Expanse. Off of their world, they are now hated and feared.” 
 
    “What?” Breyn’s head snapped up. “Why? Why would they ever?” 
 
    “Because for the last hundred years they have waged a war of conquest on the six sister worlds of Avalon.” Karim’s voice grew heated and strained. I saw anger leak out from his face, an anger he had probably been repressing around me for some time. “The two before you are the first two I have met that have not left death and slavery in their wake.” 
 
    “That’s impossible!” the woad-clad man shouted. “And how dare you! The heroes on a hundred-hundred worlds owe their training and foundation to the Earthborn! Much less our seven worlds, not six!” 
 
    “Okay,” I said out loud. “Everybody calm down. We can shout at each other when we’re all safe and above ground. Breyn, thank you. My people don’t have a positive image even on our own planet. But a lot of things have changed since you were all taken by the Keepers. If we survive all of this, you’re going to be in for a lot of surprises when you get back to the surface. Let’s get ready to move out again.” 
 
    “Yes, Lord Earthborn.” The man nodded at me. “But, may I ask you why you are so young?” 
 
    “I’m not that young,” Val insisted, thinking he was talking to her. “I’m fourteen.” 
 
    “He’s talking about both of you,” Virtus sighed, speaking up. “Because he remembers what your people used to look like, so he expects you both to be much taller. I’ll try and bring his people up to speed.” 
 
    “Okay,” Val grumbled. “But I don’t want to hear him making any short-Asian jokes.” 
 
    Nobody but me understood her. But Virtus took the woad-clad warrior aside and began whispering to him. 
 
    Is he really going to trust what you say to him? I asked the skeletal hoplite. What with your old band fighting against us and everything? 
 
    They’re not comfortable with me, but since you’ve vouched for me there won’t be any issues, Virtus answered back. 
 
    Really? I asked skeptically. 
 
    Really. A single sentence from a young Earthborn was enough to allay anyone’s concerns back then. Your people had that much clout in the past. 
 
    “We need to move out again,” I repeated, shaking my head and changing the subject. As I did so, I pulled up the rest of the messages from my mindscreen. 
 
    The Challenger has undergone another Rise. New growth is available. 
 
    The Challenger has thrown off a recently discovered limitation to his ability to Rise. Intelligence and Wisdom have both increased by three points. 
 
    A recent power channeled through the Challenger has awakened one of his dormant bloodlines. The Challenger’s Woadfolk ancestry is now partially active. The Challenger will now receive a free point per Rise in Constitution or Wisdom, dependent upon the Challenger’s choice. The gain is retroactive. The Challenger has a greater chance of comprehending Earth, Wood, or Water magic. Increasing skills related to axes, spears, bows, shields, or woodcraft will now be easier. Further activation of said bloodline is also possible and may provide further benefits. 
 
    Another bloodline? I privately wondered. Just how much did my ancient ancestors get around? 
 
    I crushed that thought quickly. I didn’t want any of the other voices in my head to try and answer it. 
 
    At any rate, free points were free points. My Constitution score already had all kinds of Ideals and Bloodlines reinforcing it, so I threw all fourteen points into Wisdom instead. Then I ensured that all of my magics and weapons skills had increased by at least one rank as well. Finally, I spent the remainder of my skill points on any skills for mass combat or forest survival, since I was now leading a group of magical half-naked warriors to victory in an ancient forest. I looked over my status screen one last time to ensure everything was well: 
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    That would have to do. I walked over to Alum to speak to him. 
 
    “You said this is the last group we can save. Are you sure we can’t rescue anyone else?” 
 
    “For now, I am.” Alum nodded reluctantly. “The ones you see here are the ones that escaped our first defeat from the Keepers. The battle was chaotic, but before we split up a second time, we kept track of all who fled.” 
 
    “Breyn said you were counting on reinforcements,” I replied. “Was that why you all chose to scatter the way you did?” 
 
    Alum nodded. 
 
    “The Earthborn had to have taken note of Avalon’s invasion. Even if they had failed to defend it, they would have brought up the matter to the rest of the Stellar Council. We figured it likely that the Council would rule us in need of further aid, and that more reinforcements would come.” The tattooed man sighed as he stared at me. “I gather the Council somehow ruled otherwise.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t know,” I admitted. “Untold aeons have passed since the battle here. The people of Earth today have no knowledge of other worlds whatsoever, let alone something like a Council governing them. Val and I are two of the only exceptions, but if a council still exists at all, I have no knowledge of them. Neither has anyone I’ve talked to, on any other world so far.” 
 
    The three Testifiers nodded in support of my words. The Gaelguard sighed again. 
 
    “So much change…” He shook his head. He looked worried now. 
 
    “Earlier you seemed pretty confident that we could turn things around with just a handful of people.” 
 
    “We can, but…” Alum seemed to struggle with his words. “I had hoped things had still been as they were before we slept. I had hoped that help would one day be coming.” 
 
    “As I said earlier, your help has now come,” I said. “I’m sorry.” 
 
    Alum shook his head again. 
 
    “We are now twenty, against several hundred foes and their thousand-strong pets.” 
 
    “Yeah those are bad odds,” I said sarcastically, a little annoyed that his earlier bravado seemed misplaced. “Especially if I can’t completely cut loose with my magic without burning down one of these sacred trees. Actually,” I asked carefully, “how precious are these things?” 
 
    “They could literally trigger a golden age, Wes,” Breena said firmly. “And that’s just a handful of these trees. This many could probably turn the tide for a whole string of Tumults. Don’t burn down the trees.” 
 
    “Breena, if we are literally outnumbered by over fifty to one,” I argued, “I don’t see how collateral damage is avoida—” 
 
    Master. 
 
    My head snapped around. 
 
    Okay, assholes, I said in my mind. Which of you clowns is it this time? 
 
    None of us, FNG answered. Stop pretending you can’t tell us apart. 
 
    Master, the new voice repeated. 
 
    I took a moment to calm myself, and realized that the voice was coming from all around me. And that the glyphs on the nearby trees flared every time it spoke. 
 
    Master… we call to you… Lord of this land. 
 
    I reminded myself of Avalon’s mission statement. 
 
    Distinguish between what belonged to me down here, and what did not. 
 
    Master, the voice called out again, and I realized it was a group of voices, speaking in unison. 
 
    They were mine. As was everything else down here. 
 
    “Lord Earthborn?” Alum repeated. He looked intently at me now. “What do you hear?” 
 
    “Lord…” I muttered. “That’s right. I’m a king. Not a guerilla fighter.” I looked at him again. “You called me Lord. Do you still belong to the Woadlands, or do you now answer to the ruler of Avalon?” 
 
    “Per the old agreement, Avalon,” the man answered carefully. “Why? Wait.” More realization dawned in his eyes. I did not know how. “Did you just say you were a king? Under what mantle have you come down here?” 
 
    “As someone wielding more power than he realized.” 
 
    I felt the green energy in me, and through it, a connection with the trees all around me. 
 
    “The Lord of Avalon hereby answers your call,” I said loudly and formally. 
 
    The glyphs on the nearby trees flared again, turning a brighter, healthier green. Cracking sounded out from all around us. Splinters of stone fell like broken bark. 
 
    “Answering,” a voice similar to Avalon’s but far weaker, rustled out from all around us. “The Woadfathers of Avalon heed our lord’s call.” 
 
    The Gaelguard all looked up in bewilderment. Their eyes looked back at me, plate-sized with astonished comprehension. 
 
    “You…” Alum stammered. “You’re…” 
 
    “Not here as a citizen of Earth,” I finished for him. “I’m here as your king. Like I said. Woadfathers of Avalon. State your need and your obligations.” 
 
    “Need: deliverance.” Old limbs rustled and creaked. “Obligations: Flower the world of Avalon. Provide life previously thought lost. Produce bounties for barren worlds. Final objective: make all things new. Per in accordance with Universal Law, specification…” 
 
    The voice cut off without finishing. My instinct said that the trees were recovering power. 
 
    “A few of you linked with one earlier,” I said, turning to my brand new Celtic warband. “One of the Woadfathers. Can you do that again?” 
 
    “If we can find the tree our woad-marks came from, yes.” Alum nodded. “Each warrior is tied to a certain tree. If they can renew their bond with it, both the trees themselves and our warband as a whole will grow stronger for it.” 
 
    “Confirm that,” I said quickly. Because this was super-important. “Every time one of you reconnects with their bonded tree, all of you, and all of the trees, get stronger?” 
 
    “The great Woadfathers link with each other through their roots,” the blue-inked man replied. “If one stands tall, the others can stand tall. If one gains nutrients, the others gain nutrients, because their roots bind each other together. Our tattoos let us share that trait, letting us raise each other up as well.” He glanced at the group behind him. “Most of us were separated from our trees early on, but I know this group made their stand by at least two of their bonded Woadfathers. Before the Woadgrove spoke to you, I had thought it wouldn’t be enough, but, now?” 
 
    A new plan began to form in my mind. 
 
    “The Keepers, they prefer flesh, and not plants, right?” 
 
    Virtus and all the Woadfolk nodded. 
 
    “Usually.” Virtus looked up at one of the still-bleeding trees. “But the life force here won’t work for most Keepers. Their spider-pets could feed off of the ambient energy the woad-sap produces, but consuming the sap directly would produce enough power to kill outright all but the most powerful of Arachmen. Only the Matriarch and maybe a few of her firstborn would be able to handle the power. It’s unlikely the Matriarch would be willing to even share it.” 
 
    “She’d have to, eventually,” Alum replied. “There’s no way even she would be able to handle the life force of a whole forest of Woadfathers.” 
 
    “Good point.” The undead hoplite nodded. “Consuming too much of anything will kill you, even for monsters. That’s always been true.” 
 
    Not for dragons, Teeth spoke up suddenly. 
 
    What do you mean? I asked quickly. 
 
    Dragons consume whatever they wish, collect whatever they wish, and grow stronger for it. Remember what we did to Raw-maw? 
 
    “Okay, but the point is that she’s got to be wanting new types of food, right?” 
 
    “Yes,” Virtus admitted. “That’s the problem with Descending, remember? Even when you’re full, you’re still hungry.” 
 
    “And you hold on tighter to what you have,” I finished for him. The ancient warrior nodded. 
 
    “Alright, I’ve got a plan then,” I finished. “Here’s what we’re going to do. 
 
    # 
 
    We gathered around one of the two newly awakened Woadfathers, the Gaelguard forming a circle around us. 
 
    “Are you sure about this?” I asked Breena. “You didn’t seem that confident about cleansing the poison from these trees earlier.” 
 
    “I wasn’t then.” The little fairy shook her head. “But now that it’s been awakened, this tree is starting to resist the poison on its own. I can give it the nudge it needs to throw off the venom. Then, like you did with the Gaelguard, I can restore some of its vitality.” 
 
    “Yeah, but it hurts when I do that,” I pointed out. “Like, a lot. Are you going to be okay yourself?” 
 
    “We should be able to keep me healed. Your Blood Magic will actually work better on me, since I’m your bonded familiar.” 
 
    That would have to be good enough, I decided. I couldn’t just transfer my blood and nutrients directly to the tree because it wasn’t made of flesh and blood. So Breena had to use her Wood magic instead. 
 
    That didn’t let me off the hook, though. It just meant that I got to use my blood magic on her, instead. 
 
    “We will help you,” Alum said, placing a hand on my shoulder. “As we did before.” He hesitated, remembering my earlier reaction to their help. “That is, unless you do not advise it.” 
 
    “No, you’re good,” I replied. “I should be fine the second time around.” 
 
    I hope. 
 
    Karim scribed magic letters into the air. Eadric cracked and chipped some stone off of the tree. Weylin began singing a song my mindscreen couldn’t translate. Breena grew to about three feet so that I could put my hand on her shoulder, and we both began casting our respective spells. 
 
    I heard Breena hiss next to me, and I could feel her strain both through the mindlink and our familiar’s bond. I poured my own life into her, and a moment later, the power of Woadfolk poured into me, flowing into her as well. 
 
    I felt the familiar green energy flow through me, and this time instead of building up in me it formed some kind of current, passing from me to Breena and to the tree she was healing and then right back. It felt far more familiar, far easier to channel, now that another one of my bloodlines had awakened. 
 
    Breena hissed again, and this time I could feel the power changing her. She grew several more inches, now the size of a very small child. She glowed even brighter, with tiny flecks of green sizzling through her normal pink. Even her hair was affected, with a few of the pink spikes growing long enough to poke my hand. 
 
    As the current of green washed in and out of us, the tree in front of us let out a long groan. Creaking sounded up and down it, and cracks appeared all along the stone covering. More green light flared violently among the cracks, making more flecks of stone fall. With another groan, and another flare of light from the tree’s main glyph, the entire trunk of the tree twisted, making even the branches far above our heads rustle and moan. Great chunks of stone fell off of the trunk and all around us, as bark suddenly hidden for hundreds of thousands of years was laid bare once again. Breena sighed, sagged and began to fall, forcing me to catch her in both hands. 
 
    For a few moments she lay in my arms, panting and heaving. I didn’t know what to do so I freed a hand to start casting Water Magic to heal her and, when that didn’t work, cast Vein to Vein again to give her more of my blood and life energy. She still panted and heaved, clutching her chest with one hand. Finally though, she closed her eyes, sucked in air one more time, and pushed. 
 
    I felt the power of her Rise shudder through both of us, connected through our bonds and the new channel of my Blood Magic. I could feel her own magics deepen, her body grow stronger and healthier, and then some of that power passed over to me. 
 
    The Challenger has deepened the bond between him and his familiar, allowing him to share benefits of her recent Rise. The Challenger receives +1 to Dexterity, Charisma, and Intelligence as a one-time benefit. The Challenger also gains an additional skill point. 
 
    I blinked as I realized I had received yet another set of benefits from pulling off a risky ritual. I would have felt guilty about it if there was actually a better option to the ‘that which does not kill you, makes you stronger’ route we were repeatedly forced to walk down. 
 
    “You okay, Breena?” I asked, and needlessly, because I could sense her state through the mindlink. 
 
    “Yes,” she said, blinking. “Better, in fact.” She flew out of my arms and spun around, looking at herself. “I underwent a Rise on my own. Again. And this time, I think I got more of your benefits.” 
 
    “Isn’t that normal?” I asked. The little fairy shook her head. 
 
    “No, use your bond to feel what’s changed this time. I feel healthier now. I think I gained part of your Constitution.” She looked up. “Aannd we sorta brought a legendary tree back to life.” 
 
    “That you did,” Alum said next to us, as he looked up in awe. 
 
    More thin shards of stone fell all around us as the Woadfather glowed brighter. I saw green lines travel downward, into the cracked stone ground beneath us. Even under the stone, I could see a faint hint of green run all the way to the other awakened Woadfather. Moments later, cracks began to form along the second tree’s shell. 
 
    It clicked as I watched the second tree begin to throw off its own poisonous taint. 
 
    “That was why all the trees were poisoned,” I said, watching the results. “It wasn’t because they could actually use them all. It was because if the Keepers left one tree untouched it would work to restore the other nearby trees.” 
 
    More shells began to fall from the floor, and the tattoos on the Gaelguard flared brightly. Some of them let out sighs as they stretched out, gaining an inch of height and more muscle definition right before my eyes. Their weapons and shields shimmered for a moment as well. 
 
    After a few minutes, another nearby tree started to crack its stony shell as well. Its progress was much, much slower, but still undeniable.  
 
    “So,” Val said next to me. “These guys get stronger every time one of these trees get better?” 
 
    “That’s what they just told me,” I nodded. 
 
    “And now the trees can help each other get better?” she continued asking. 
 
    “That’s what Alum said during the planning meeting,” I replied. “It will take a while, though.” 
 
    “Still, that’s amazing,” she said. “This is a great way to change up the odds. Why didn’t we think of this sooner?” 
 
    “Because we didn’t know what we were dealing with when we first walked in,” I answered. “And because we probably needed the Gaelguard’s help in curing them. And because sometimes your older brother is an idiot, and doesn’t see the best idea until it smacks him in the face,” I finally confessed. She grinned at me. 
 
    “Wes?” she said. “It’s good to see you again.” 
 
    “You too, Val,” I said with a smile. “You too.” Then I had to stop feeling warm and mushy inside, because there were going to be other consequences to my super genius plan. “Alright, we’ve talked about how we’ve gotten super lucky because this underground forest is very large and our enemies don’t trust each for reasons regarding cannibalism and being giant freaky spiders. And you told me it would be too hopeful to think that they wouldn’t respond to trees noisily resurrecting themselves. Especially not after all of the loud and flashy magic we’ve been throwing around. So—” I looked around—“are we ready for what comes next?” 
 
    Nods came from all around. So far our mana and stamina pools were still holding up. Providing we didn’t attempt any crazy freaky rituals in the next thirty minutes. 
 
    “And it would take them how long to respond to us?” I asked Alum. For the third time. The Gaelguard sighed. 
 
    “Nothing close by is going to dare to check it out,” the Gaelguard answered patiently. For the third time. “The Queen herself will be sending a small scouting force with at least one of her champions. Then if the scouts do not return, she will risk marshaling all of her children and surround, web, and overrun this location.” 
 
    “Got it,” I replied. 
 
    With that, we rested, refreshed our magic, and waited for the enemy to show themselves. 
 
    After listening to the third tree slowly crack its way free of its stone shell, we had our answer. 
 
    “Hostile forces detected thirty feet away, to the northeast,” one of the newly healed trees said, providing me information the way the mists on the rest of Avalon did. “Numbers consist of over twenty humanoids and some two hundred eight-legged life forms.” 
 
    “Thank you,” I answered, giving my gear one final check. The monsters were coming in the direction we had been expecting, so everyone was already in position. 
 
    Val activated her shadow senses and told me their composition. 
 
    Whole freaking bunch of knee-high spiders. About twenty Arachmen with weapons, like the ones we last killed. And one more, with thicker chitin on him than the others. They’ve just noticed us, but they don’t realize they have been spotted yet. 
 
    Thanks sis, I sent back. I turned to Alum and he nodded at me. Everyone still knew their assignments. I walked out from the tree I was standing behind and pointed at the Arachman I saw leading the rest. 
 
    “You,” I said arrogantly. “Give me an explanation for this.” 
 
    The Arachmen had kept to the cavern floor, while the spiders had started to spread themselves around the trees. The one in the lead had thick, black chitin covering his chest and legs, like partial plate armor. In his fingered hands were two thin, curved blades that seemed to be made of the same material. Most of his head was also reinforced, a kind of home-grown helmet that left room for his six grotesque eyes. 
 
    The armored Keeper hissed at me in surprise, and then began clicking rapidly, his fangs going up, down, left, and right. I added the sight to my list of creepy experiences and filed it away for when I had more time to be disturbed. 
 
    Translating, my mindscreen said, and then a moment later the monster’s oral nightmare fuel became actual words. 
 
    “… do not comprehend your words, but your presence in our woods is a violation.” 
 
    “Can you understand me now?” I asked, testing the mindscreen’s translation function. The monster’s human pair of eyes widened. 
 
    “Good,” I answered. “Now explain your presence in my forest.” 
 
    They were spreading out further, to encircle me. I did my best to look unimpressed. 
 
    “We have been here for ages,” the Arachknight, for lack of a better name, hiss-chittered. “You have no claim to these woods or these trees.” 
 
    “The woods and trees disagree with you,” I answered. “Literally, I mean. They just spoke up like an hour ago on this subject.” 
 
    “That’s impossible,” the monster hissed. “And it means nothing. Who are you, and how did you get down here?” 
 
    “I got down here by opening the door,” I answered levelly. “And the name’s Wes Malcolm. You won’t recognize that and I don’t really mind. But I’m the new lord of Avalon. That, you have to recognize. Bad things are gonna happen if you don’t.” 
 
    “There has been no lord of Avalon since before we came to this world,” the Arachknight said with a click. “And I see no proof of your Right to Rule.” 
 
    “The Woadfathers of this grove acknowledge the Earthborn Wes Malcolm as the new Lord of Avalon,” the two healed trees rustled behind me. The Arachknight looked up in shock, then snapped his six eyes back at me. 
 
    “How did you do this? You are not of the Woad!” 
 
    “That’s actually an uncomfortable question for me, but the short answer is that those genetic ancestry websites were a waste of money for me.” 
 
    Seriously, I thought. Scottish-Irish my occasionally scaly ass. 
 
    “Earthborn,” the monster said suddenly. “The Woad-things called you Earthborn.” His red-shot eyes narrowed at me. “Why did your people come back here? This should be forbidden.” 
 
    “Not to my knowledge,” I answered with a shrug. “Border security let me right in. They even gave me the keys to the place. Sort of.”  
 
    “Impossible!” the monster snapped. His body started to arch, as if he were surprised and angered. “The Council never would have permitted this!” 
 
    I’m hungry, the New Guy spoke up. Do we have to keep talking to him? 
 
    Yes, I answered. Now hush. 
 
    “Well, the Council did,” I answered. “In fact they even encouraged me to take the reins down here.” 
 
    “You didn’t have the votes!” the monster snapped. “You didn’t have anywhere near enough votes!” 
 
    “Explain,” I answered. “Because I had people from many races begging me to come here.” 
 
    That was technically true. But I was hoping to outrage him enough for me to actually learn something. 
 
    “Who?” the Arachknight demanded. “The Avalonians? They aren’t even on the council, and they’re all dead or enslaved anyway! The Vrexi? They promised to vote against you! So did the other Ancients! The only Council race that would have dared to support you were the Starsown, and they’ve already been doomed for their part in the Stellar War!” 
 
    “Oh really?” I asked, and with my best poker face. “You really think the Ancients would have been okay with this invasion? And that people still care about the Stellar War?” 
 
    “Everyone cares about the Stellar War!” the Keeper shouted, spitting a big, steaming glob of saliva out of his disgusting mouth. “It was the stupidest compromise the Council ever made! And there’s no way the Ancients would have bothered to spend so many resources aiding our invasion just to turn around and risk discovery by allowing your race to come marching back here!” 
 
    Well, that was news. I’d have to see if any of my new people knew about that. 
 
    “Wait,” the monster suddenly asked. “Why would the Earthborn send you here? Where are the real warriors? The ones seven or eight feet tall, in their ensorcelled mail?” The Arachknight peered at me more intently. “You clearly are underarmed, undergrown, undertrained. I don’t think you came here under any real authority at all.” 
 
    “If you want to debate with a pair of talking trees, that’s your prerogative,” I answered. “But I’m pretty sure you guys don’t even have the proper papers. So you can’t be down here. I’m going to have to ask you to leave. And pay damages.” 
 
    “Damages?” The monster cocked his helmed head at that. “You think you can make us pay for damages? You know what, Earthborn?” the mandibles in his jaw chittered. “I’m sure you didn’t come here under any authority. I think you snuck away from your parents on Earth and wanted to come here and prove yourself, that you’re as good as the giant adult males your world somehow produces. Then, when you got here, the planet accepted you out of desperation. But you’re not a real man, little Earthborn. You’re not the star-saving hero your people always pretend they can be. And you’re a long way from home. Your breeders aren’t here to save you.” 
 
    “It’s starting to sound like negotiations are breaking down,” I answered calmly. “Are you sure you want our negotiation to break down?” 
 
    Still hungry here, Teeth spoke. Just saying. 
 
    The Arachknight’s teeth and mandibles all clicked together at once, and a hissing sound bubbled from the back of his throat. It took me a second to piece together that he was laughing. 
 
    “I had forgotten just how defiant your people were. Negotiations. How amusing.” 
 
    “Not yet it’s not,” I replied. “But keep going. We’ll all have fun. I promise.” 
 
    “You know what? I’ll make you an offer,” the Keeper said abruptly. “Prove that you’re actually someone worthy of negotiating with.” The scythe arms over his shoulder clicked out as they extended, and his talon arms both flexed their claws. “If you can beat me, my queen will feel my death, and seek an audience with you.” 
 
    “You’re using your own death as the qualifier for whether or not your leader should talk to me?” I asked with a raised eyebrow. Despite my skepticism, though, this was going down exactly as Virtus and Alum had said it would. I just didn’t think the spider-people would be this blunt about it. 
 
    “I am,” the Keeper answered confidently. “Because if I win, I get to eat an Earthborn.” 
 
    “One-on-one fight then?” I clarified. The Arachknight nodded in a way I didn’t really trust. “Any other rules?” 
 
    “Don’t cry when you start to die,” the monster hissed, and then he leaped forward, all six of his arms spread out to attack. 
 
    Alum had returned my shield earlier, after reclaiming more gear from the last pack of Keepers. It sprung into existence alongside the spatha, the long stabbing sword I had taken from Virtus’ old commander. After Rising some more, I had found a way to connect better with the weapon, and now it created a tiny flicker of flame along the blade. I bounded backward, hissing in surprise when the monster landed right where I had been standing a moment ago, then jumped forward, leading my shield to bash into the monstrous man-thing. 
 
    To his credit, Sir Arachnocreep reacted quickly. He pulled up right, widened his stance immediately, and caught the rim of my shield with his talon-claws, arresting my momentum after skidding several feet. Then he bared teeth and mandibles at me, yanking my shield downward while his other four limbs slashed their weapons or sharp edges around my arrested barrier. 
 
    Would’ve worked if he was actually stronger than me. 
 
    With a growl I stepped back and pulled my shield upward, tearing free of his hold and bringing it into a position to turn all of his strikes into glancing blows. For the second time in a row my script shield, Earth magic, and god-armor turned the attacks. I countered with a stab of my own just above the carapace armor on his left knee. 
 
    “You are all so out of practice,” I growled as I pulled my weapon clear of the Arachknight’s wound and slammed my shield into his shrieking face. He staggered back and quickly swung his weapons in front of himself to keep me at bay. “How did you guys beat Alum’s people again?” 
 
    “We—” he started to hiss, but I had cut the conversation short to lunge forward, catch his blades on my shield, and stab his right sword arm. I twisted my weapon and pulled it right back out, the fire on the blade scorching the wound alongside my Outer Current Lightning spell. Two scythe arms slashed dangerously close to my nose as I darted back once again. 
 
    I rushed him again, slamming my shield into his wounded side. This time I bore him to the ground, stabbing one of the scythe limbs that arched over to try and slash at my head. More lightning and fire arced into the monster, and he shrieked in either pain or embarrassment. 
 
    Then he seemed to shrink inward, twisting his limbs and torso to take up less space, squeezing out to the left side of my shield and skittering away from me. He dodged my next swing and pulled on some invisible thread, climbing it like a rope and leaping onto one of the trees behind him. 
 
    I snarled in frustration. Mostly because I really wanted to hit him with a lightning bolt, but Breena had gone all ‘save the rainforest, Wes,” and now I actually had both a method and motive to get all the trees back. 
 
    “What deception is this?” he screeched, now that he was potentially out of range. “You’re just an Earthborn whelp! Where do you get your strength and magic?” 
 
    “Are you accusing me of cheating because I’m kicking your ass?” I asked as I looked up at him. “Because that’s pretty basic beta male behavior. Do you really want to be labeled as a beta male?” 
 
    “You’re a fool, Earthborn,” the monster snarled. “An arrogant, wretched, ugly fool, who doesn’t understand just what he’s unleashed upon himself. Do you think the Council will ignore this? Do you think that they will spare you, with your stolen power and magic, just because you are one of the Earthborn?” 
 
    “I already told you I had permission to be down here,” I growled impatiently. “Now come back down here and take your beating like a man. Or just surrender. Because after everything else I’ve handled, beating your ass doesn’t even count as exercise.” 
 
    You’re right, Teeth spoke up. We’re getting like no gains here. Can we eat him now? 
 
    He’s a humanoid spider thing, I answered. So no. That’s like rolling cannibalism and arachnophobia into one experience. 
 
    Just let me cook him in his carapace, the New Guy insisted. It’ll taste like lobster. I promise. 
 
    “She’ll thank me for killing you,” the monster hissed. “She won’t even care how you died.” The Arachknight waved one of his swords at me. “Take him!” 
 
    The mass of spider-pets and Arachmen surged forward. 
 
    “Really?” I asked, exasperated. “You’re going to be that obvious about violating the only rule in our duel?” 
 
    “Yes,” the monster answered simply. He leaped back down the tree to pace forward, leading from the rear of his army. 
 
    I sighed and shifted my footwork. 
 
    Then I noticed my right foot wasn’t moving and looked down. 
 
    “Webbing,” I sighed as I saw the thin black threads stretching under my foot. “I really should have paid more attention to the fact that you’re a spider.” As the arachnid horde skittered forward, I counted to three, turned my head and shouted, “Signal!” 
 
    Karim stepped out from behind one of the Woadfathers and placed his hand on the long, glowing script he had written onto it, just out of sight from our enemies. 
 
    Blue fire swept along the ground and up the trees, even passing under my own feet. It felt cool to the touch. 
 
    That was one of the benefits of script magic. As long as he was detailed enough when writing the spell, Karim could work just about any kind of exception a person could think of into it. 
 
    Such as fire that only burned spiders or their webs. 
 
    My foot came free. The spiders in the trees began shrieking. They shrieked even louder when green woadfire ran up the giant limbs to mix with the blue fire cooking them. And as the lesser Arachmen staggered through the flames on the ground, my people and the Gaelguard rushed to meet them. I saw Val roll beneath one, slash through one of the monster’s legs, then leap onto his back as he fell forward, stabbing at his neck all the way down. 
 
    Good girl. I was proud of her. 
 
    I advanced through the harmless blue and green fire, stepping around Alum’s people as they took the damaged Arachmen apart. Their leader had stopped advancing forward, staring in shock at the devastation we unleashed. 
 
    “How…” He trailed off, blinking his human-like eyes as his army burned. 
 
    “Magic,” I answered. “It’s a hell of a force multiplier. Your people should probably look into it.” 
 
    “She took our magic, so we wouldn’t betray her,” the Arachknight replied, still in a daze. “And then the others took most of her magic, so she couldn’t betray them.” 
 
    “Wait, what?” I asked, since his answer could have been relevant. “Who took her magic and how could she betray them?” 
 
    “We are Keepers,” the man-spider whispered. “We never let go. Always want more. They knew we’d try to take this whole place if they couldn’t control us.” 
 
    “Who were they?” I asked, still stepping forward. “The Ancients? The Council?” 
 
    “No,” the monster whispered. “They were tricked as well. We were all tricked by them. Their leader got all the food instead, but we did not see him. Only she saw what truly led us. And she still will not speak of it.” 
 
    “Sorry to hear you didn’t get to eat as many people as you wanted,” I said with a deadpan expression. “But you can have an honorable death in combat as a consolation prize, if you want.” 
 
    Another hiss-laugh bubbled from the Arachknight’s mouth. 
 
    “She will kill me, if you do not. She has been far too hungry, for far too long.” 
 
    With that, the Keeper raised his chitin blades and leaped at me. 
 
    I was ready for his lunge this time, letting my spatha fall from my hands to summon my newly enhanced spear. I thrust with the full reach of the shaft and stabbed at his chest as he descended. The spearhead slid down until it found a weak spot in his chitin, then it pierced clean through, the monster’s momentum carrying him down the shaft until the weapon’s head pierced out of his back. 
 
    He grinned at me, because that still wasn’t enough to kill him. But then I triggered my Outer Current spell to fully discharge into my spear and blasted him right off my weapon using my stored lightning bolt. As he hurtled through the air that same lightning bolt arced back into him, knocking him even farther away until his body slammed head first into a petrified Woadfather. He landed with a loud crack and slid down the tree in a green trail for a few feet, finally tumbling the rest of the way down. 
 
    Dumbass, Teeth sent me in my mind. He’s ruined now. You overcooked him.  
 
    I didn’t bother answering him. I walked forward, checking to make sure the Arachknight was dead while checking his body for gear. Other than his weapons, his equipment seemed to have melded with him, so that was probably a bust. 
 
    “Hey Virtus?” I asked as I held up one of the curved chitin-swords. “How good of a weapon would you rate this?” 
 
    “For an Arachman? Good. Suits their bodies perfectly. For a human?” The hoplite shook his head. “Too long. But their chitin can be good material if you Rise enough while using it. I’d stick with your current weapons though.” 
 
    “Can,” Val began hesitantly. “Can I take a look at one?” 
 
    “Sure,” I shrugged. “But we need to get ready for the next step.” 
 
    I turned away from the nearby Woadfather and faced the direction the Keeper-knight had come from. I began casting another Air Magic spell Breena had taught me upon reaching the level of Journeyman, Current Carried Tongue. The spell would allow me to project my voice miles away. 
 
    “The Lord of Avalon addresses the Queen of the Keepers, and demands an audience!” 
 
    I heard my voice echo for over a dozen miles throughout the immense cavern, reminding me that this place was at least the size of a small town. Put into perspective, it explained why a thousand or so monsters had trouble patrolling it. But then a rich, feminine voice echoed back through the underground forest. 
 
    “The Mistress of the Keepers welcomes the presence of the Lord of Avalon, and begs for the honor of his presence. She hereby grants safe passage directly to her quarters.” 
 
    “Thank God and everyone else,” I sighed in relief. “She answered me.” 
 
    “I really wish I could think up a better plan than this,” Breena muttered. “Because I’m not at all encouraged by her promise.” 
 
    “I totally am,” I replied flippantly. “I mean we’ve talked about this. She’s a spider-woman. She wants me in her web, instead of being caught by something else that might eat me instead.” 
 
    “And then she’s going to try and eat you herself,” Breena added. “You still remember that part, right? About how she probably wouldn’t keep her word? Once you’re there.” 
 
    “Oh definitely not,” I replied. “Again, she’s a spider-woman. In fact, the jerk I just killed warned me about that. That’s totally going down.” 
 
    I started to walk forward, and everyone moved with me. Then I cursed myself for being an idiot, and stopped walking forward. 
 
    “The Lord of Avalon requires your word of safe passage for himself and his entire retinue. Harm done to the retinue will be treated as harm to the lord himself.” 
 
    Again, my words echoed down. Again, the rich feminine voice whispered back. 
 
    “The Mistress of the Keepers offers her assurance of safe passage for the entirety of the mighty lord’s retinue. She begs that the Lord of Avalon stay his wrath, so that parley may be discussed.” 
 
    That was probably the best we could get. 
 
    “Let’s move, everyone,” I said out loud. “And uh, take up some kind of honor guard position.” 
 
    “Right,” Alum snorted. “Wouldn’t want to give the wrong impression for the upcoming ‘parley.’” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER ELEVEN: PARLEY 
 
      
 
      
 
    Two of the dog-sized spiders came to guide us to the queen’s lair. They led us down a path where the webbing dissolved before our very eyes. As mentioned before, it proved to be the only path before our eyes. Alum had warned me that it would be like this going deeper, but the sheer density of webbing all around us overwhelmed my eyes. It would have taken all of my mana just to burn a hundred square feet of it, and there were thousands upon thousands of square feet in my way. But it collapsed directly before us as if someone had yanked the exact thread needed to completely unravel it. Which was probably what was happening. 
 
    Eventually, though, the walls of webbing parted, like we had come through the other side of a castle wall. Here the trees were actually free of stony covering. Their bark was a discolored purple, similar to the glow of their poisoned glyphs. I got the impression that these trees were fed on more frequently, while the trees on the other side of the web wall were kept in stasis. 
 
    More carapace-armored Arachknights met us as we went deeper into the underground woods. Unlike the jackass I met and killed earlier, these actually tilted their heads in respect. As we kept walking deeper, they fell in behind me. From the low-hanging branches of the tree I could barely make out other shapes tracking our movements and following behind us. Eventually I felt enough presence behind me to know our escape had been cut off. 
 
    She was surrounding us with her every last pet and warrior. 
 
    I wanted to sigh in relief that the plan was working. Then the number of noises behind me kept increasing, and I began to wonder if the plan working was a good thing. 
 
    Eventually, after hearing over a hundred voices chitter behind me for far longer than I was comfortable with, we reached our destination. We stepped into a giant circle of Woadfathers even larger than the others. 
 
    Larger still, though, was the arboreal tower in front of my eyes. 
 
    A Woadfather that put national monuments to shame loomed in front of me. I could have fit one of my high school classrooms inside a tree that massive. Maybe even my school cafeteria. At its base was an opening large enough to be a cave of its own. There were large knobs curling upward and around the base, which gave me the impression that the tree had tried to grow steps at one point. On purpose. About a hundred feet up limbs big enough to be support beams for a bridge jutted outward, curving directly up to whatever ceiling existed over our heads. They gave the impression that they were supporting the entire invisible expanse directly over our heads. 
 
    Breena gasped next to me as she looked at the sight. 
 
    “A Woadfather Monarch,” Breena gasped. “I don’t believe it. There is still one left.” 
 
    What is this exactly? I asked, noting her awe. I gather it’s something more than a very large or old Woadfather? 
 
    Wes, Breena answered. Woadfather Monarchs are to Woadfathers as to what Woadfathers are to other plants. A Monarch by itself can revive a desert, create a forest, end a famine. Usually all at once. Woadfather Monarchs can produce the kind of golden age for a world usually only seen after clearing a successful Tumult. The fact that we have one here is nothing short of a cosmic miracle. She looked at it sadly. If only it weren’t dying. 
 
    I was afraid she’d say that. 
 
    The colossal plant had glyphs like the Woadfathers did, massive symbols too big to fit on even the widest of banners. But they neither glowed a healthy green like the revived Woadfathers nor a sickly purple like the poisoned Woadfathers. Instead, they were black, and they pulsed as if the entire tree was choking. 
 
    It’s in agony, Breena whispered softly through the mindlink. And it’s been this way for untold millennium. 
 
    I repressed a brief, sympathetic shudder as we walked the rest of the distance to the tree. The chittering spiders and Arachknights remained behind us, surrounding the clearing instead of entering it with us. 
 
    My boots crunched on the pebble-strewn cavern floor as I stopped about a hundred yards away from the tree. The two spider guides with us suddenly chittered in unison, then departed. 
 
    Again, the rich, melodic voice washed out. This time I could tell it came directly from the tree itself. 
 
    “The Mistress of the Keepers greets the Lord of Avalon, and welcomes him to her abode.” 
 
    The sultry maturity of the voice probably could have given Guineve a run for her money. Or it least it could have if it wasn’t trying so hard. At any rate, though, I wasn’t going to let us start off on the wrong foot. 
 
    “The Lord of Avalon contests the Keeper’s unlawful claim to any part of his territory, and commands that she come forth in person to defend her actions, on pain of continued war.” 
 
    There. Now we could properly negotiate. 
 
    Assuming the chittering horde all around us did not take issue with my words. 
 
    Stay calm, I reminded myself. This is part of the plan. 
 
    For a moment she didn’t answer me. Then she conceded, and on a level that surprised me. 
 
    “The Mistress of the Keepers apologizes for her poor choice of words, and concedes to the Lord of Avalon’s request.” 
 
    A large shape slowly detached from the ceiling inside the tree’s cavern. The center of the mass was a blur, and it somehow threw enough shadows to look like a shapely woman with Guineve’s figure and a giant, bristly arachnid that twitched its legs in a thousand different directions. Gradually the shadows converged enough to make the woman the dominant shape, though something still made the shadows dance behind her. Gradually, the shadows condensed into a thin black thread that the woman used to lower herself gracefully to the floor like an acrobat. 
 
    Then she strolled out from the entrance, her feet clicking on the stony soil. Her figure swayed as she approached me, almost sensual, except for a hint of something else that made the hairs on the back of my neck rise. In the dim light, I could tell that her body contrasted between albino-white and chitin-black. As she grew closer I realized she actually had skin, and skin smooth like a baby’s. The two colors swirled between each other in a marbled effect, with her face and neck the milk-white color, but her bare arm and shoulder glossy black, as well as the torso covered by the not-quite-opaque-enough red toga. Her legs, though, became white as soon as they were visible from the toga, going black again at the shins, ending in oddly jointed heels. Silky, blood-colored hair framed her oval face, twitching out of the way of her vision as she walked forward. Her pair of eyes were a red-colored almond slant, but when she stopped to look at me, four spots on her forehead twitched as she blinked. 
 
    “Earthborn,” the potential woman said. “The Lord of Avalon is an Earthborn. And a young Earthborn at that.”  
 
    Her army chittered all around us, then went silent. 
 
    She took another step forward. “The warriors of your race normally tower over us. By the time they leave their world to battle on another, they already have decades of experience in both magic and combat and wield artifacts even the ancient races on the Council fear.” She sniffed, twitching her back and right leg strangely as she did so. “Yet, despite your young age, I smell the blood of dozens of my children on you. Even the blood of my emissary, a veteran of Avalon’s conquest.” She cocked her head at me. Her children chittered briefly again, in a hushed voice. “In fact, you tore your way through all of my warriors. Raiding our webs and nests. Taking our prey from us.” She looked up again, sniffing and rubbing the small hairs on her otherwise smooth arm. “Taking even the trees back from us.” 
 
    “It is the Lord of Avalon’s job to defend the world against invaders,” I answered calmly. 
 
    “Yet we came to this place before you did,” the Keeper queen pointed out. “Would that not make you the invader, Earthborn?” 
 
    “You already acknowledged my lawful claim when you called me lord,” I answered without missing a beat. “The order of arrival is irrelevant, and I believe you already know that.” 
 
    “Fair enough,” the spider queen said, shrugging her bare black shoulder. “Your wit is impressive, young lord. As is your might. Keepers are supposed to be invulnerable within their homes. Yet you,” she said, stepping forward, “with barely any help or equipment, made short work of every one of my children that you encountered. Who are you, young and mighty Earthborn? How do you have such might at your young age? Such power? Such… presence?” 
 
    Is she coming onto us? Teeth asked in my mind. And is that a bad thing? 
 
    I chose not to consider that issue. 
 
    “It is more important that we discuss your current involvement in the occupation of Avalon,” I answered, crossing my arms. “I am offering you the opportunity to surrender, lay down all artificial weapons, and surrender all hostages.” 
 
    “Oh?” She cocked her head again, and this time I saw four lights on her forehead blink with her eyes. “Wouldn’t I require your name in order to surrender to you, mighty Earthborn? Per the ancient traditions?” 
 
    “You are already aware of my title,” I rebutted. “But I will provide my name with the expectation of hearing your own. I am Lord Wes Malcolm, of Earth and Avalon.” 
 
    “Queen Prodonti of the Keepers,” the woman said as she bowed from the waist. I blinked to avoid discovering what spider cleavage looked like, and also to postpone discovering how I felt about it. “I hereby state my desire to surrender to Lord Wes Malcolm of Avalon.” 
 
    Huh, I thought. Wasn’t expecting her to go that far, that fast. 
 
    Does it mean we won? the Freaking New Guy asked. 
 
    Don’t count on it. In fact, so far ‘I surrender’ has just meant ‘I’m about to get extremely disgusting right now, and make you want to kill me.’ Take it as a bad sign whenever an enemy does it. 
 
    “Do you surrender unconditionally, or are you still trying to negotiate?” I asked carefully. 
 
    It was a stupid question. But I had a reason for it. 
 
    “I would naturally take as much mercy as the mighty lord is gracious enough to give,” Prodonti replied, her voice taking on a more musical tint as she spoke. 
 
    “Concessions are possible, but dependent upon the level of good faith you and your people demonstrate,” I replied firmly. 
 
    “In that case,” the spider-woman answered, “I humbly ask for the honor of knowing more about my lord.” 
 
    “Your lord?” Breena asked, sounding offended. “When did you start calling him your lord?” 
 
    “When I agreed to surrender to him, naturally,” Prodonti answered smoothly, but she gave my fairy friend no more than a brief glance. “I would like to know what the Earthborn have become, that they would sweep my own children away so easily.” 
 
    “As an act of good faith, I require the remaining Gaelguard, as well as any other people of my planet currently being used as prey,” I answered without missing a beat. 
 
    “Certainly,” the bi-colored woman replied, though I heard a click in her mouth this time as she spoke. It threw off the otherwise musical quality of her voice. “How could my surrender have any meaning if I did not give up what was my lord’s?” 
 
    Wait, what? Breena asked through the mindlink. I don’t like this, Wes. That’s her biggest bargaining tool. She gave it up way too quickly. 
 
    No she didn’t, I answered. She didn’t give it up at all, remember? She’s a Keeper. 
 
    Still… Breena trailed off. But that was okay. 
 
    I had a pretty good guess as to what was about to happen. 
 
    A shadow flickered behind Prodonti, and I heard something scrape against the ground. Her chitin-clad hand rose up and toward her chest, as if she was pulling on an invisible thread. She brought her second hand up to pull as well, dragging a large mass of objects out from the tree from behind her. Lined up in a neat row were about fifteen bundled forms, covered in web and stone. 
 
    “I swear by my power and name that these are all of those directly under my power. There are a few others still in other parts of the cavern. I have sent for them. They should be here shortly. I pray that is sufficient for my lord to answer my question?” 
 
    “I expect their delivery to be prompt, but yes. I will answer your question.” I needed to appear confident, so I risked taking a step forward, watching her face as I did so. She was still over a dozen yards away, but I saw something on her face flicker for another moment. I could have sworn her forehead was trying to blink again. “Your children are out of practice. They have had no real combat for the entirety of their time down here. I suspect they have been itching to fight each other over the remaining food, and that you have often been forced to eliminate some of them on several occasions.” 
 
    “My lord is wise and correct.” Prodonti smiled. Her teeth were a milky-white, almost human-looking. But again, I heard something click coming from the back of her throat. “Food has been scarce for all of our entire race. It was part of the reason I agreed to take my children to Avalon to begin with. The ones who bargained with us promised an end to our famine, a sure path to survival for all of eternity. A place where I could grow my own brood in peace, if I were to just help them battle their own enemies. Please, my lord, stay your anger as I speak. Understand, how could I say no to a sure future for my children? What mother could? I beg mercy for those that are still left.” 
 
    “And mercy for yourself, so that you can make more,” I said with a deadpan face. Because I was not getting a strong vibe of attachment from this alien creature. 
 
    “My lord is gracious,” the spider queen sang-clicked, lowering her head submissively. 
 
    “As the next act of good faith, I demand that the captives be delivered directly to us,” I continued. “They are to be transported to the Gaelguard directly behind me. You may use no more than four creatures to carry out my demand. I am confident that will not be a problem.” 
 
    “My lord is correct.” The monster-woman bowed her head once again, and four spider-pets scurried over, these large enough to come up to my waist, and with gray, blade-like legs. They scampered quickly over to the web-statues, moved their abdomens to attach some webbing of their own, and began dragging over the bodies one by one, depositing them to the six Gaelguard standing behind me. 
 
    “Apologies, great lord,” Prodonti said in a voice that was almost a purr. “Your command will take some time to complete in this manner. May we continue to talk?” 
 
    “Naturally,” I replied calmly. “State your next requested condition.” 
 
    “A stay of my execution,” the woman-thing said in a soft voice. “As well as an opportunity to convince you to allow me to retain my life.” 
 
    “You have committed murder inside my kingdom,” I said firmly. “That will not go unpunished.” 
 
    “Nor should it,” the queen said without missing a beat. “But I beg that my lord hear my defense. You had already heard how my people were starving. Know that the Stellar Council had knowledge of our invasion, and did not condemn it, despite your own race’s objections. This war was not illegal.” 
 
    I couldn’t be sure, but I thought I had heard the first real plea she had made. 
 
    This ancient queen. She feared my anger. 
 
    “Does that change the fate of those who died?” I countered sternly. “Did you have the prior lord’s blessing to come to this world and make war?” 
 
    “I killed as few as I could,” the spider-queen whispered. “For our lives depended on their own. And there was no true lord of Avalon at the time, great one. No one with the authority to deny us passage to your world. The last planetary lord had vanished thousands upon thousands of years prior to our coming. I swear we would never have dared otherwise.” 
 
    “But you did dare,” I answered mercilessly. “And there is a lord here now. It’s time to discuss what you’ve done to my people,” I glanced upward, at the dying Monarch behind her. “And to the life of my world itself.” 
 
    “I have no choice to agree with my lord’s demands.” The spider-woman bowed her head again. “Yet I beg that he hear my defense. I have already suffered through untold ages of imprisonment. Most races would have long been driven mad. And as for the lives lost, I have already paid. My people have slain little more than a dozen Woadborn Avalonians. But my lord has already slain over double that number of my own children, and tenfold the number of pet-kin. And as the Woadfathers themselves,” she added quickly, noting my second glance at the wooden monolith behind her, “understand that my Keepers have never slain, and never would slay, such excellent marvels. The damage done to the Monarch behind me was not caused by us.” 
 
    “Who was it caused by?” I asked slowly. 
 
    The arachwoman blinked again. This time I was certain I saw four orbs open and close in rhythm with the eyes below them. 
 
    “You do not know?” the woman asked softly, her voice clicking again. “I would have thought my lord had dealt with him by now.” 
 
    “How would I know whether or not I had dealt with him if you hadn’t revealed his name?” I countered calmly. 
 
    “My lord is wise,” Prodonti nodded, conceding my point. “If my lord will but consider sparing my life and that of my remaining children, I promise to tell you all I know.” 
 
    “I’ll go ahead and entertain the idea,” I granted dryly. “Now tell me who tried to take my world.” 
 
    “Gladly, my lord.” The woman bowed again, placing her chitin-hand over her chest. “I will be forward in acknowledging my knowledge gaps. I pray that my lord not hold them against me.” She shuddered at the end of the last sentence. “Know that the Usurper hid much of his identity from each of the eight armies that served under him.” 
 
    “Eight?” I asked, then frowned as I let my surprise slip. “Continue.” 
 
    “Certainly, my lord.” Prodonti smiled. “But since you were not aware, know that the Usurper brought with him an army of another race, for each of Avalon’s daughter-worlds, including Avalon herself. We were to share the world, form a council of our own under his blessing.” 
 
    “Who was he, and why did you do such a thing?” 
 
    “Because we were desperate, my lord,” the Keeper queen answered simply. “All of us were starving. All of us were struggling to adjust to the new universe the Earthborn were forming. One where having prey was no longer a sign of power, and being a predator was no longer a form of safety. We were hungry and frightened, and the Usurper offered security. Let us take Avalon, he said, and show that the old ways can still work. The Council agreed, though not publicly.” 
 
    “Who was he?” I asked again. “What was his name? His race?” 
 
    “He was frugal with his name, and his race was unknown,” Prodonti continued. “His body was covered with the cold shadows found between stars. I could see him not, save for his mouths and his many limbs. The worlds around him were barren, yet his people did not starve, did not freeze. They drifted in the space between stars, content, but whispering, ever whispering. One sunless moment, while traveling the pathways to find a new home for my children, I heard him. He claimed to have the blessing of the cosmic wyrms. If we would just submit to him, he would show us the way. He was a race the Council had not seen before, found in the far reaches of the lifeless part of the Expanse. He said his race had perfected the method of consuming prey without losing it. He said we could show the Council and the Earthborn another way to live, instead of one where the cravings of the strong must always submit to the desires of the weak.” Her words intensified as she spoke, and she closed her eyes, as if she was still reminiscing of the other’s promise. 
 
    “Why would he need this invasion or your submission, if he was full?” I asked carefully. “And why would he not give you his name or the name of his race if he was truly sincere?” 
 
    “Those are questions the starving and the desperate do not ask, young Earthborn,” the arachwoman said with genuine sadness. “I grasped at his promises because they were my only choice left. And when he said he had the Council’s favor, how could I still doubt him? Back then, I had a great multitude of starving children to feed.” 
 
    “Why?” I asked softly, in spite of myself. Her story was compelling, and it was hard to fault her choices. Now yes, she shouldn’t have gone around eating people, but if she was telling the truth, she had gone out of her way to do as little damage as possible. She kept the woadfolk and trees alive. And as far as I could tell, the venom used sedated the victims and prevented them from feeling any pain. All that together felt like a level of consideration above even making sure that hamburgers came from organic, grass-fed, and free-range cows. The fact that it was done to people was probably a fact that a lot of PETA members back home would actually be happy with. 
 
    “Why what, my lord?” Prodonti sang-clicked, tilting her head in confusion. 
 
    “Why was that your only option?” I asked, as the spiders dragged another stone form to rest behind me. “Do you have to eat other people? Did the Earthborn say you couldn’t get anything you needed to live, ever?” 
 
    “They did not,” the Keeper woman clicked. “What your people asked was even more terrifying.” Her gaze on me intensified. “They asked us to change. They asked the Keepers to give up their ways. No more abductions. No more claiming unwary wanderers. No more taking from worlds without permission.” 
 
    “And in the face of certain starvation, your people still said no?” 
 
    “At the time, we all felt we had too much to lose,” Prodonti said simply, but sadly. 
 
    That, more than anything, made me empathize with her. 
 
    Wes? Breena said in my mind. You can’t save her. 
 
    I know, I sent back, still staring at the fallen queen. 
 
    I mean it, Wes, Breena sent. She’ll trick you into thinking you can change her. They’ve done it before. I know that much of them. 
 
    But that didn’t make sense, because until now Breena hadn’t shown any recognition about the Keepers yet. 
 
    “But now I have no choice,” Prodonti finished. She stepped forward, and I didn’t react. “A Lord has returned to Avalon. My children have fallen like cobwebs before him. And I am trapped down here, with food that is enough to keep me alive, but nothing else.” She looked down. “Your observations were flawless, my lord. The Usurper betrayed us. He promised trees to build our nests and colonies in, and all the different kinds of food we could ever eat. Instead—” she gestured all around her—“I am trapped in what may be the only underground forest in all the Expanse, with trees that can only sustain me if I am careful in extracting from them, and less than a hundred Woadfolk that I must still divide among my children while making sure none of the captured prey dies. For if they do, then I will be forced to slay even more of my children, lest they turn on each other and myself en masse. So I hereby surrender, Lord Wes Malcolm of Earth and Avalon. I have no other recourse. Not in this underground hell.” 
 
    The spiders dragged another form over. 
 
    “Alright,” I said after they scampered back to pick up another body. “So you wish for me to stay my wrath, allow you to leave these caverns you’ve been trapped in, and travel to another world instead of Avalon?” 
 
    I didn’t volunteer any information about our non-functioning portal network, or how I needed to resolve the Rite in this place before any of us could leave, not just her. 
 
    Or the fact that I was trusting a woman with an army of giant spiders to keep her word on her way out of my house. 
 
    Her face fell slightly at my words. 
 
    “I will accept that judgment if my lord wishes. It is generous and I have no right to ask for more.” But I noticed the calculating expression in her almond eyes. 
 
    “Explain your concerns with that ruling,” I demanded as another body was dragged over. 
 
    We were up to four. I was hoping to get the rest over before the pessimist in me proved right. 
 
    Her eyes gleamed as she answered me. 
 
    “My lord, my people have been down here for ages. We would not even know where to go. We do not even know if our homeworld still exists. Furthermore, we have become weak from isolation. We would be prey ourselves if we left, and easy ones at that. Our odds of survival under this ruling are only slightly greater than if we had all died here and now under your own hand.” 
 
    “You’re saying that you wish to remain on Avalon,” I clarified. 
 
    Wes, no! Breena chattered through our link. That’s a terrible idea! 
 
    Easy, Breena, I sent back. Remember the plan? 
 
    I know, Wes! But you can’t listen to her! 
 
    I wasn’t sure where that came from. I couldn’t figure out any reason for Breena to feel this unsettled. I turned my focus back to the Keeper queen. 
 
    “My lord has stated the very plea I feared to voice, and I praise him for it.” 
 
    “Your lord happens to remember your earlier insistence on clinging to your predator nature,” I answered dryly, “and has trouble seeing how the act of bringing your brood right to my doorstep would be wise.” 
 
    “Avalon is a large planet, my lord,” Prodonti countered. “You would not even know we were here.” 
 
    “Yes I would,” I replied. “My subjects would remind me every time one of their livestock or children disappeared. My initial answer is ‘no.’” Another body was brought over. “But go ahead and sell me on the idea.” 
 
    Once again, her eyes and four other spots on her face blinked. 
 
    “You would even consider the idea?” she asked, her voice clicking in disbelief. 
 
    Wes! Breena complained again. We’re going off script! 
 
    What? I asked, confused. No we’re not. Stay cool, Breena. 
 
    “You would have to work very, very hard to convince me to let your people be tenants here,” I said as another stone form was dragged over to the Woadfolk behind me. Thankfully, the Gaelguard were all still holding position, and not losing their temper over confronting an ancient enemy. 
 
    “Subjects,” Prodonti corrected fervently. “We would be your subjects. Your soldiers, your servants. Your slaves, even, if you but ask.” A lock of red silken hair danced across her face as she spoke, waving in front of her right eye. She brushed it out of the way. “Are you not mighty enough to merit a Keeper queen as your slave, my powerful Earthborn lord?” 
 
    Wow, Teeth said. That escalated quickly. 
 
    Please tell me you’re not considering this, Wes, Breena begged. I was a little offended that she bothered to even worry about this. 
 
    “Let’s leave the title your people would hypothetically be called for the last part of this discussion,” I replied, trying not to sound too uncomfortable, or God help me, too interested in that last idea. 
 
    Wait, the Freaking New Guy spoke up. Are we interested in having— 
 
    NO, I said firmly. AND BREENA IS PROBABLY LISTENING SO SHUT THE HELP UP. 
 
    “Instead, let’s talk about what benefits your people would bring to Avalon as new inhabitants. Other than unnecessary population control,” I added. 
 
    “We would eat only what food our lord deigns to give us,” the Keeper woman said without missing a beat. “If your lord wishes us to eat only domesticated animals, we would comply. If our lord wishes us to hunt in certain areas, and only those areas, we would comply. We would even comply if our Lord insisted that a part of our diet always stay plant-based. My children can all go weeks without eating meat if they must. We would comply, and I would ensure it. As long as we receive the kind of nutrients we can no longer get down here. In return, we would swear fealty. You would be able to summon our people for war—and we promise to regain our old strength, so that we may be useful in your battles. My people are weavers as well, and we could construct whatever garments you wished. Our silk has been sought by races in the past. We would even surrender the secrets of our chitin-craft, to build you tools and structures the likes of which have not been seen since our people went into decline.” 
 
    “What kept you from building such structures here?” I interrupted calmly. Two more bodies had been brought over. 
 
    “Proper nutrients,” she replied without missing a beat. “Proper materials to help us shape them. Insufficient numbers of true Keepers to produce the required amount of spare chitin. But feed us properly, and all of this is yours, my Lord Earthborn. Let us build you weapons light and strong, buildings sturdy and graceful. Your empire will be a marvel to gaze upon.” 
 
    “I currently do not have a pressing need for weapons and architecture,” I said calmly. And I wasn’t sure my citizens would ever come around to living in buildings made out of bug parts. 
 
    “What of your sick?” Prodonti said quickly. “What of your ill? My people know poison, and because we do, we also know medicine. We have been refining, altering, and countering our own venom for as far back as my people remember. Your healers would have all of our knowledge, all of our oral and genetic records. We would even lend part of ourselves as components for your medicines. In my body alone, I have enough wonders to fill a royal apothecary’s treasure trove. Your doctors would beg for a drop of my blood. Your chemists would wage wars for but a thimbleful of my venom. The wizards of every race would pay a fortune for any part of my body, my lord. But let us survive…” The pitch in her voice became lower, and more dulcet. “And all of this body is yours alone, Lord Earthborn. To do with as you wish.” 
 
    She went there, Teeth spoke up. You caught that, right? Right? 
 
    Breena chimed in through mindlink less than a full second later. 
 
    Oh-my-gosh-I-can’t-believe-she-even-went-there-and-there’s-no-way-you-would-ever-I-can’t-believe-we’re-even-talking-to— 
 
    I agree! I sent back quickly. We should totally change the subject on her. 
 
    I mean, seriously. There were like twelve other people witnessing this. If there was ever time to volunteer herself as a sexy biology experiment, this wasn’t it. 
 
    “Change of plans,” I said firmly. “We’re moving any discussion involving your body to the end of the conversation too. But let’s talk about how we can guarantee your people not rising against everyone else after you’ve been put in charge of all the weapons, buildings, poison, and medicine. That’s still my largest concern.” 
 
    “Our lord would set whatever boundaries on our population that he wished, and we would ensure that we complied with them on that very day. Even if he wished to cut our numbers by half.” 
 
    “That… sounds like a rather drastic decision,” I said carefully. “Are you really sure you’d be okay with waking up one morning and finding out I’ve decided half of your children need to die?” 
 
    “I am a mother,” she answered simply. “I would do anything possible to save a single child of mine. Even if that meant feeding him the rest that were already doomed.” 
 
    Holy shit. 
 
    “But my Lord,” she continued. “Dare I suggest a better way? Would you have my children be bound to you, completely? I swear by my power and soul I can ensure it.” 
 
    I didn’t like the new direction she was taking things. Her comment had ‘bloody pagan sacrifice’ written all over it. 
 
    “Just so we’re clear, we’re done talking about familicide as a means of social compliance? We’re now talking about a better option, one that we didn’t bring up before for some reason?” 
 
    “Yes, my lord Earthborn. I would have proposed this better way sooner, but you commanded we discuss this matter after all else.” 
 
    Oh, I realized. Oh, fuck. 
 
    “You see, my lord,” the alien woman said quickly, misreading my expression. “My lord is wise and has already grasped the matter. Let me assure you, my children will all be completely compliant, if but some of them were also your own.” 
 
    God damn it, I thought as the conversation finally, but inevitably, crossed the line. Every. Fucking. Time. 
 
    A gasp much like the first breath of a once-drowning man came from the tiny body hovering next to me. 
 
    “I can’t believe it,” Breena finally said. “She went there. She full-on went there.” 
 
    I’ll kill her, Breena sent me privately. I mean, never mind. You heard nothing. 
 
    It was still too soon to act, so I had to suffer through another one of these disturbing offers. 
 
    “Just to be clear, your best proposed solution is for me to give you babies,” I sighed, wishing there was an interplanetary diplomat next to me, so that I could just blame everything on him for this, and then stab him. “You’re saying that your people would never betray me if I impregnated you. That doing so would fix everything.” 
 
    “No it wouldn’t,” Breena muttered darkly. “It definitely wouldn’t.” 
 
    “My lord is wise to be cautious,” Prodonti continued. “But let me allay his reasonable fear. For my Lord is Earthborn—” her voice quickened as she spoke—“your race can link with others and open new bloodlines. In fact, several dying races have been saved just by having a handful of their members seek out compatible Earthborn mates. And the stronger the Earthborn—” her red eyes gleamed—“the greater the benefit his or her genes would provide. You could awaken new variations in my children, my lord. They could inherit your people’s natural strength, ingenuity, and affinity for magic. They would also inherit my lord’s noble spirit. They would be brave, like he is. Noble, like he is. You wish for my people to change? Make it easier for us. I beg you, give us whatever genes made the Earthborn just and great.” 
 
    “No,” Breena answered. Prodonti did that strange blink of hers and turned toward my fairy companion. 
 
    “What?” she asked, the Keeper queen’s expression unreadable as she considered the tiny woman. 
 
    “No, Wes is not going to save your people by banging you,” the little fairy said firmly. “That is not happening. We invite you to offer another solution.” 
 
    Shadows flickered behind the black-and-white woman. She looked back at me. 
 
    “Does she speak for you?” Prodonti whispered. “I am unaware of this one’s role.” 
 
    “‘This one’ happens to be the Earthborn’s bonded familiar,” Breena grated, growing larger in the air as she spoke. “So yes. I help represent his interests. And having children right now with the woman who invaded his territory is definitely not in his interests. Right, Wes?” 
 
    I swore under my breath. This surrender had gotten weird even faster than they usually did. 
 
    “I see,” the woman of chitin, flesh, and shadows replied. “I apologize for wronging you, Lady Sprite. Your words and new size makes your relationship more clear. I amend my offer to submit as a secondary wife or concubine. Let my rights and the rights of my children be less than her and her line. I only wish for my own to survive.” 
 
    “Secondary wife?” I said, whipping my head around to look at Breena. “The hell is she talking about now? And why is she paying attention to your size?” 
 
    “That’s not important,” my pink-haired fairy said quickly. “What’s important is that you’re not making babies with any spider girls. I mean it. Stell will kill you.” 
 
    “So this Stell is the first wife?” Prodonti asked with a tilt of her head. “I would need to submit to her, and then the lady fairy?” 
 
    “Ye—I mean no!” Breena hissed. “No wives! Not right now!” 
 
    Told ya we should have shared our kills with them, Teeth muttered in my mind. 
 
    “Guys,” I raised my hands, closing my eyes to focus my patience. “This is getting ridiculous. I’m not going to have children with anyone. Not any time soon. And Breena? Relax. I don’t have a fetish for this sort of thing. This is way outside my comfort zone. In fact, I’d probably draw the line at a girl refusing to shave her legs.” 
 
    Liar, Teeth muttered again. 
 
    “My lord,” the Keeper woman whispered with another soft click. “Please.” She stretched out her hands, and the shadows stretched behind her. “We are doomed. Not just my brood. My entire race. In this new Expanse, where preying on the weak is now wrong, we are doomed to be criminals. Doomed to be monsters. But you can change us, my lord. Give us the instincts that tell us another way to live. So that we may survive in the new universe your race has created.” 
 
    “Can’t we just teach you?” Breena asked. “Just show you a different way to live?” 
 
    “I wouldn’t know,” Prodonti responded. “Not even the Earthborn have ever tried. How would they even do so? My people have aeons of genetic history telling us to take and devour. But what if we had different instincts?” She looked hopefully at me again. “What if we had instincts showing us how to be powerful and…good, like the Earthborn?” 
 
    “I’m confused,” I replied carefully. “Didn’t you team up with a bunch of other races that hated us?” 
 
    “I did,” she clicked softly. “A bunch of arrogant worms that convinced me they were dragons. That we, together, could at least beat one of your people’s allies. That we could make your own people look bad if we beat you on a foreign world, through surprise, treachery, and every other advantage we could gather. My people, and his for that matter—” she pointed to Virtus—“are all worse off. Trapped down here with nothing but barest survival. But you, my lord Earthborn?” Her eyes gleamed, and her voice quickened again with rapid clicks. “You have become far stronger, have you not? Decades younger than the champions that battled here, yet you still tore your way through our fortified nests. You outmaneuvered us, confused us in ambushes, and then took on my children and their pets in pitched combat, all while outnumbered by as much as a hundred to one. Your ancestors would never have done so, my lord Earthborn. Not with your handful of allies. Not merely with the weapons you have obviously looted from your previous opponents. Not even with your deceptively great strength—” her eyes glanced up and down, and Breena suddenly hissed in anger—“yet you have done all of this, and even Avalon itself recognizes your might. Give us the best advantages to survive, my lord Earthborn. A Keeper with the genes of both Earthborn and Avalon’s lord would be uncontested among any other. Who better to help teach us the way, than a child of both your race and mine?” 
 
    “Berry-blast it, Wes!” Breena shouted. “Stell will fruiting make you a spider-waifu Satellite if you have to have one! But you don’t need to get with her!” 
 
    Silence swept over the conversation. 
 
    “What?” I asked. 
 
    “Waifu?” Prodonti asked at the same time, clearly confused. 
 
    My little fairy’s eyes widened. 
 
    “I mean, um…” Her eyes darted around frantically. “Oops?” she finally offered. 
 
    Wes, Karim sent over the mindlink. We’re ready. 
 
    Thank God. 
 
    “Alright,” I said, closing my eyes. “My head hurts. I’ve had it. This part of the discussion is over. Virtus.” I turned to look at the skeleton standing alongside the Woadfolk. “You took an oath that literally prevents you from betraying me. Was that oath specific to your people, or can other races swear a similar oath of fealty?” 
 
    “Full disclosure,” my hoplite commander said. “The oath isn’t foolproof. I could bypass it if I was determined enough. It would kill me painfully afterwards, though. Very painfully, in fact.” 
 
    “But other races can swear it?” I persisted, determined to stay on subject. 
 
    “Yes. The oath is swearable by anyone, but my company was the only one willing to risk them because they were so dangerous. That’s why I was surprised you swore one of your own in answer to mine.” 
 
    “I did it to ensure trust,” I replied, remembering. “Would it ensure trust with her—” I pointed to the spider woman I had come here expecting to kill—“if she swore an oath of fealty, and I swore one of lordship?” 
 
    “That would be an alternative, yes.” The armored skeleton nodded. “Assuming you haven’t already decided to risk interspecial sex at this point.” 
 
    “Alright then,” I said loudly, clearly, and firmly. “Here’s my decision. I am rejecting all current spider-waifu applicants,” I said, looking at both Breena—who still looked guilty, for some reason—and Prodonti—who still looked confused, for perfectly understandable reasons, “for as long as the idea of freaky arachni-sex gives me a headache.” 
 
    I’ll go wait somewhere for twenty minutes then, Teeth said in my head. 
 
    Oh, fuck off. 
 
    I tuned him out and continued. “But assuming I can trust you not to betray me, Prodonti, I have a solution to both of our concerns. Swear a magically binding oath of fealty to me, and I will bring your people under my wing. You will have to work to restore the damages you have caused to the Woadfathers and the Woadfolk you have harmed, but as long as you are genuinely willing to work to benefit my people and my territory I will have a place for you and your children. Do you accept my conditions?” 
 
    She hesitated. 
 
    “I…” 
 
    Keepers hate giving up their word, I remembered someone say. They hate giving up anything at all. 
 
    I hoped that person was wrong. 
 
    “I have no choice,” the Keeper queen finally said. “So I am willing. I choose unconditional service over extinction.” Her face twitched as it blinked again. “This is a way forward I had never even considered. I choose it nonetheless.” 
 
    I turned and looked behind me again, looking at Alum and the other five Gaelguard standing there. 
 
    “Are you going to object to this idea?” I asked, fearing their answer. Especially since they arguably hadn’t submitted to me themselves yet. But Alum shook his head. 
 
    “The two ways to end tribal feud are through extermination, or peace,” he answered me. “Extermination is always the more expensive route. If she ends her grudge with the Woad, we will end our grudge with her. Let both of our people’s children prosper.” 
 
    Once, again, I was reminded that I wasn’t on Earth anymore. 
 
    Breena? I asked. Are we going to have a problem with this? 
 
    No, Wes, she whispered back. And… I’m sorry I got upset. 
 
    “Thank God,” I answered. “Alright, Prodonti, give me your oath so that your race can survive, instead of me having to kill them all.” 
 
    She gave me a surprisingly human smile, and then stepped forward. 
 
    Far above our heads, something groaned, cracked, and boomed. 
 
    “What was that?” I snapped irritably, and everyone looked around warily. Prodonti stopped walking forward. 
 
    “That was one of the main limbs of the Woadfather Monarch,” she said sadly. “Now that the great tree is finally dying, the roof created by its branches will slowly break apart, and the sky will open again.” 
 
    “You’re underground,” I answered. “There is actual rock and earth over your heads.” 
 
    “Not here, Earthborn,” she answered sadly, and I caught her omission of the word ‘lord.’ “This is one of the Shelter’s only tunnels that opens up to the stars above.” She sighed and blinked. This time the four dots on her foreheads fully opened up to be glowing eyes. “I find myself truly sorry for this.” 
 
    Shit, I thought in realization. Karim. Now. 
 
    I was already starting to move. Until I realized that I actually couldn’t. 
 
    The shadows behind the Keeper woman’s back became distinct, resembling the limbs of spiders. My heightened mind processed that in under a second, but it still wasn’t soon enough. The shadow-legs reached forward and pulled, and I found myself yanked off of my feet. In the dim glow of the Woadfather’s light I could finally see threads connecting me to her, so thin that they were almost microscopic. 
 
    I yelled in rage as I skidded across the rocky ground over to her. On the way over, I hooked my hands onto a massive root and pulled back with all of my might. Prodonti actually staggered forward, blinking again in surprise over my strength. But then she shrugged, tensed her legs, and bounded the rest of the distance toward me. 
 
    “I am sorry this has become necessary,” the six-eyed woman said to me as she leaned over my form. The shadowy appendages behind her stabbed forward, and I felt eight points pierce into my arms, legs and thighs. She lifted me up and my body slammed against hers. Her still-feminine pair of hands reached behind me, grabbing at more invisible thread. I felt her begin to try and weave it around me. 
 
    Then her head leaned forward as she bit my neck, just above the armor. 
 
    Agony swam down my neck and into my body. 
 
    The pain lasted only for a moment, then began to vanish. 
 
    I will try and make this quick, the woman said, her voice sounding in my mind. You have shown me that much is possible. 
 
    It will not be, I growled back, my mind already beginning to resist the intense pain. You have thrown away your best and only chance at survival.  
 
    I wish that were true, she said back as her poison warred with my body. I swear I was willing to serve you. To fight against my nature and learn your ways. But now my children can escape on their own, and so we must. Our best chance now is to consume the blood and flesh of an Earthborn Lord. Then they would certainly gain your power. Then they would certainly learn your race’s path of honor and peace. We will become the people you had wished us to be. My tribute to you, mighty Earthborn. 
 
    I could feel the venom pulse with power, the toxin of an ancient being who had mastered the art of debilitation and paralysis. 
 
    Unfortunately for her, I already had far too much experience throwing off pain and debilitation. And that was long before my body had gained the resistance it currently had. 
 
    What? I heard her ask. You are resisting. Why are you still resisting? You have lost. And you are surrounded. Do you not hear the cries? Please do not make me doom the people with you. 
 
    Angry chittering behind me told me that her children were finally attacking. I heard shouts further out, human shouts, this time from behind the chittering creatures. I also heard more trees crack. 
 
    You tricked me, she sent to my mind, sounding surprised. How? 
 
    You assumed I brought my full number to the parley, I sent back. Largely because we had shrouded ourselves so often, your children were unable to get a proper count of our number, unless they came close enough to fight us. Those that did all died. 
 
    That was why I had sent half of the Gaelguard to trail some distance behind me. I found I was able to extend the shroud over them while still leaving myself visible. The Keepers had become convinced to bring their full numbers against me. When they all began following us, the shrouded Woadfolk hung behind, then snuck off to find their captured brethren and the trees that they were still linked to, since they now had enough power to free their friends on their own. 
 
    So now her people encircling me were being encircled in turn by the Testifiers and over a dozen more newly rescued Gaelguard, empowered by nearly a dozen newly restored Woadfathers. Green fire began to burn among the spiders hiding around us, and this time the fire seemed to begin cleansing the venom from the trees around us as well. 
 
    You knew I would betray you, she hissed back. Why bother with asking for my oath? 
 
    I didn’t know, I answered. I just assumed it was very likely. At the very end, you seemed genuine.
My mindscreen informed me that my Defiant Heart and Unbowed Bones were engaging, letting me throw off the paralyzing effects of the poison. I began to strain against her webs. She was an ancient creature from a forgotten time, but she had been weakened over the years. She was stronger than me, but not by much. 
 
    “Lord,” a creaky voice said from one of the nearby trees. “We… awaken. Honoring… pact.” 
 
    I heard more cracking and groaning, as if something massive was moving nearby. The Woadfathers themselves were awakening to engage their enemies. 
 
    Blast it, the Keeper queen hissed in my mind. I heard an angry, high-pitched shriek near me, and Breena began blasting into the treacherous queen with her magic. It seemed to have little to no effect, probably because she had to be careful about harming me. I had wanted to keep you alive if possible. Possibly even convince you into becoming my consort after enough time had passed, and you saw how your blood had changed us for the better. But I can no longer risk it. I will kill you now, Lord Earthborn. But I swear again that I will do my best to learn your ways from your blood. Forgive me. 
 
    No, I answered as I unlocked the lid covering my constant rage. 
 
    Battleform is engaging, my mindscreen noted, and then my world became a blinding screen of elemental power. 
 
    I had come to learn that my Battleform was a merger of all of my Ideals inside my body, uniting for the purpose of anger and war. Each element would begin to augment each spell. Meaning, for example, the Journeyman-level Earth spell enhancing my Strength would now be reinforced to the same degree by my Air, Water, Fire, Lightning, and Blood magic each, increasing the spell’s power by a factor of five, granting me over 100 additional points of Strength. 
 
    The result was me ripping my way through the rest of her webbing, prying back her own shadow limbs, and locking my own arms around her thin waist. I brought my right arm up to grasp the back of her red-haired head and keep her fangs locked into my neck. Then I triggered my signature Outer Current Lightning spell, discharging the full backlash of the spell into one moment. 
 
    A muffled scream escaped the spider-woman’s mouth as six different Ideals of magic ravaged into her body, but she held on gamely, pumping as much toxin possible into my enhanced body. Even now, after damaging her and augmenting myself, the poison was enough to eventually kill me. 
 
    I activated my newest signature spell from the Ideal of Blood, Vein to Vein. 
 
    Vein to Vein’s first signature benefit is that it can be cast instantly if the two subjects are firmly linked, and right now her fangs had punctured my skin and were injected directly into my blood. At the Initiate level, the spell’s second signature benefit is that it can transfer more types of nutrients from one body to the next. 
 
    I chose to transfer everything I could use, from her body into mine. 
 
    Her body suddenly shivered as she continued to inject venom into me, but now her vital, mana, and stamina pools were flowing directly into my own, matching the damage her poison was doing to my body and letting my own vital guard keep pace. Then other nutrients flew into my body, and I remembered her saying that her body was an alchemist’s treasure trove. 
 
    I felt her own bloodstream counteract the venom she was injecting into my body. And she began to writhe in my grip. But even if she wasn’t slowly weakening, I was still stronger than her now, and I held her body against mine and her fangs against my neck easily. Every now and then one of her shadowy spider limbs would get free enough to strike at me, but the blows just bounced off of my reinforced protection spells. She beat against me anyway, with whatever human or spider limb she could free, however briefly. 
 
    No, she growled in determination, and tried to drink my blood straight from my body. I let her, because I was still drawing from her faster than she could draw from me. To keep the odds in my favor, I fired my non-signature Lightning Spell, Shocking Digits, into her. Breena finally found a good location to lay into her as well, blasting with her most dangerous Water spells. Then the little fairy alternated between attacking Prodonti and casting healing magic into me, trying to reinforce me every way possible. 
 
    It worked. Prodonti grew weaker and weaker, and I felt myself grow stronger, gaining more muscle mass. Even my mind felt sharper, and I realized I was gaining knowledge from her. 
 
    Still she growled and tried to drink from me, a frightened spider backed into a corner. I felt a tiny bit of my power and memories flow into her, though I gained them back and more the very next moment. 
 
    But she suddenly stiffened, and out of the corner of my eye I saw all six of her own orbs suddenly widen. 
 
    Your people, her mind whispered to my own in shock. They are like us. They seek to hunt. They seek to consume. Your own hungers are at least as great as mine. Perhaps even greater. 
 
    We do, I acknowledged, still holding her tight, still slowly killing her. And yes, I admitted, looking at the raging sea of anger, hunger and other urges lurking inside both my human and dragon forms. They are. 
 
    But you learned otherwise, she said, and she seemed more horrified over that fact than she seemed over her impending death. Somehow. You have other urges. They seem newer, and weaker. Yet you have trained these urges to battle your baser, darker ones and win. I see this, but my draining you doesn’t teach me how you did this. How? How did your people manage this? And why? Why did they… why would a single one of them bother? 
 
    I am not sure how or where we learned it, I admitted, recalling every theological debate about human morality, as well as the small quiet voice that kept encouraging and raging over me. But I just offered to teach you the why. 
 
    And I did not take it, she said mournfully. At the last moment I changed my mind, and now it is too late. 
 
    That much was true. From our connection I could feel her insides begin to fail, in ways I couldn’t fix even if I was still stupid enough to trust her at this point. 
 
    I went for the older, more certain approach, she continued, her body now sagging against my own. But it would not have even worked. Drinking your blood would not have fixed me, and now I am going to die. Perhaps as the last of my kind. 
 
    As far as I know, you are, I answered calmly. 
 
    Perhaps that is best, I heard her physical mouth wheeze against my neck as she spoke. But, one last plea? 
 
    Speak, I granted. But do not ask for mercy on yourself. Or for any of your people currently battling my own. 
 
    I won’t, she sent desperately. But my eggs. Please. Spare them. Teach them to battle their urges, as your elders taught you, my lord. I swear they will be worth your effort. 
 
    I can grant you that, I told the dying woman. If they can learn, I will teach them. They will become my children instead. 
 
    “Thank… you,” she gasped slowly into my neck, and her struggles ceased completely. The shadowy limbs behind her crumbled into nothingness, and she sighed one more time as her glowing eyes closed and her human-like eyes rolled upward. The next moment, her body went completely limp against my own, and I felt her die. 
 
    I knelt and placed her corpse back on the ground and turned my attention to the remaining battle. The Gaelguard and the rest of my retinue had fought their way over to each other, and were retreating closer to me, letting their woad-fire and other magics force their enemies off of the trees. Everyone had formed a protective ring around me as they battled the Arachknights trying to force their way through the wooden shield wall and the dog-sized spiders that kept darting around my people’s legs to nip at their heels. 
 
    But on the other side of the battle, five healthy-looking Woadfathers were shifting their roots out of the ground and lumbering over toward us, forming a loose circle of their own. 
 
    “Wes,” Breena asked worriedly. “Are you alright?” 
 
    “More or less,” I sighed. “Or rather, more and less at the same time.” 
 
    My Battleform began to put a strain on my body. I needed to end its effects soon. 
 
    So I put the next fifteen seconds to brutal use. 
 
    Both my agility and my muscles were being enhanced by all six of my Ideals, so leaping fifteen feet straight up and into the air was easy. Right now I was almost as powerful as I had been during the battle against Raw-Maw. My current enemies might as well have been common house spiders. Once I was sufficiently high enough into the air, I began to unleash my signature Fire and Lightning spells. This time, the Battleform caused these spells to be enhanced as well. My normal lightning bolt blasted into a normal Arachman currently at the edge of combat. The six-colored bolt waved streamlike as it whistled through the air, clipping several other Keepers and spiders along the way, and when it struck the Arachman, the monster blew apart in an explosion of earth and fire. The shrapnel tore through the back ranks of my enemies while another bolt arced into existence from the smoking hole of the first. This bolt weaved, whistled, and ebbed its way through even more monsters before it finally slammed into an Arachknight with enough force to blow his head clean off. 
 
    The aftermath of that attack had killed most of the Keepers along that flank and had thrown the spider pets fighting there into a confused panic. And it had all happened before I even reached the apex of my jump. I whirled around to face the opposite flank and fired my stored Fireball spell, launching a blood-colored ball of heat that waved, whistled and arced toward another Arachknight lingering at the back of the combat. Once again, the spell’s descent clipped and killed a number of other Keepers before it blew apart my target. 
 
    The final results were even more spectacular than the previous spell. The Ideal of Lightning focuses on precision-based attacks. More ranks in the Ideal usually just result in better aim, flexible control of the bolt itself, and increased damage. More ranks in the Ideal of Fire also result in increased damage, but since Fire prefers to grow and spread, increased ranks in the Ideal control that aspect instead. My proficiency in five other magics meant that under the Battleform my Fireball was now five times as wide. 
 
    So that flank pretty much just blew up. A couple of the Gaelguard even flinched backwards as small shrapnel and embers struck their shields. 
 
    At this point most of the Keepers were dead, but we were still facing hundreds of spiders. My allies had expended most of their magic. Despite everything, we were guaranteed to be overwhelmed if we kept fighting. 
 
    For now though, the spiders were retreating toward the trees. 
 
    “Phase two!” I shouted. “Tighten the circle on me and do not leave!” 
 
    More cracking sounded out in the distance. The Woadfathers were now of sufficient number to awaken the dormant trees without help. 
 
    The Keepers and Spiders were starting to react to the noise, but they had all left our vicinity. It was time to use another special power. One I had gained back in the tunnels during the first Rite. 
 
    I activated my Profession’s power and determined the area near the dying Woadfather Monarch to be my place of residence. 
 
    The Challenger has successfully laid claim to an area as a Place of Residence, as no other nearby Leader has contested it. People in the designated area will be reasonably safe from environmental damage and will be hidden and avoided by hostile beings of animal-level intelligence. The duration of this effect is permanent or until the Challenger designates a new location as his place of residence. This ability can currently be used once per month. 
 
    The spiders all chittered and twitched in surprise as we suddenly vanished from their vision. It was an odd sight, as I’ve never actually seen a spider get surprised. I heard the remaining Keepers hiss commands to attack us again, but as I looked outward I saw one of the Woadfathers creak downward and sweep a giant limb into the closest Arachman, splattering the Keeper onto the floor. Then another nearby Woadfather suddenly stirred to life, wrapping its roots around the last two Arachmen alive. The spider pets fled at the sight of their masters’ death, skittering away in droves as trees shifted and smashed into them. The safest area for them was next to us, but thanks to my ability they just skirted around the edge of my designated territory, often getting smashed by another Woadfather as a result. I heard more creaking in the distance, and knew that more Woadfathers were awakening. A moment later, I saw another Woadfather wave its branches around, and a wide carpet of greenfire chased after the remaining clump of arachnids. There was crackling, high-pitched shrieks, and finally silence. 
 
    I deactivated my Battleform. Everyone else panted while we realized that the battle was actually over. Somehow we had done it. I had taken twenty people, used half of them to free another ten and some more trees, and then countered a surprise ambush of several hundred nightmare bugs with an ambush of my own. But as I looked down at the human-looking corpse of the woman at my feet, it still somehow felt like a waste. 
 
    “Is everyone alright?” I asked, looking around again. 
 
    There were about five bodies on the ground, but none of them were my personal team, and they were all still breathing. I saw Breena flutter over each of them, casting Water and Wood magic. Weylin stood behind another group of Gaelguard casting their own healing magic, and as I watched he began singing a song that helped people recover. 
 
    Two or three of them were poisoned really bad, but they should all pull through, Breena assured me. I’d give ‘em two weeks rest to make sure they’re good as new. 
 
    That’s great that everyone’s going to live, I sent back, and then couldn’t help adding everyone who became my people, that is. 
 
    I couldn’t help it. I took a second glance at the dead mother lying on the floor. 
 
    All of her eyes had closed again, and the six shadowy limbs had disappeared. Her body was still a mixture of different colors, red, black and white, but other than that she looked just like a sleeping woman. I couldn’t figure out why, but she reminded of how Guineve looked on those rare times I caught her catching some sleep. 
 
    Maybe that was why killing her felt so raw. No, that wasn’t right. It was because I had drunk the life out of her, to keep her from doing the same to me. 
 
    “Um, Wes?” Val said, walking up. “Are you okay, brother?” 
 
    Brother. That word helped somehow. 
 
    “Yeah, Val,” I answered. “Or I will be. I just wished she hadn’t changed her mind at the end.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” she asked, tilting her head. “Wasn’t she supposed to betray us? Didn’t we kinda plan around that?” 
 
    “Yeah, but it got weird when you left,” I answered. I had to remind myself that Val had been part of the team gathering more Gaelguard. I figured they’d need her shadow vision to make sure everything went smoothly. “Good job, by the way. You guys came in at just the right time.” 
 
    “If you say so,” Val snorted. “Bitch tried to freaking drink you. I mean, witch. Sorry,” she corrected quickly. Because she remembered the old me, that tried not to curse. “I was going to go over and cut her for it, but then you started glowing and burning, and it looked like you had her under control.” 
 
    “Yeah, I did,” I admitted, remembering just how intense that murder-embrace had been. “We were inside each others’ heads right before she died. She almost didn’t betray us. If things had gone just a little differently, she would have surrendered, and stayed loyal.” 
 
    “So you’re saying she tried to eat you, because she… panicked?” my adopted sister asked, confused. 
 
    “Yeah, basically,” I admitted, looking up again. “She thought the sky was falling, and that my blood would help her children survive. Frightened spiders bite and all that.” 
 
    “Wes?” Val said hesitantly. “I’m…” She swallowed. “I’m sorry you got betrayed again.” 
 
    “Huh?” I asked, looking down at her. “Wait, are we talking about you, Val?” she turned her head away from me, and I wanted to growl. “Val, you don’t count. I saw the video. They were threatening to bash your head in with a hammer if you didn’t say what they wanted you to say. Betrayal implies choice, right? You didn’t have one. And as soon as you did have any kind of choice, you came back over to my side. That’s…” I looked back down at the body by my feet, seeing the dead woman in a different light. I felt my weird, irrational grief over her death begin to change, become something I could handle better. “That’s not what she did. She didn’t feel trapped, she just felt that she had a better option, so she took it. She regretted it in the end, but no one made her attack me. This isn’t on anyone but her.” I took another breath, feeling much lighter. “Thanks for helping me realize that, Val. I mean, sis.” I smiled at her. She looked up and smiled back. 
 
    Then another boom sounded from the ceiling high over our heads. 
 
    “Right,” I muttered. “The sky is falling.” 
 
    “Earthborn…” a deep, strained voice echoed out from the dead Keeper Queen’s lair. Gray, sickly light flared along the woad-glyph of the Woadfather Monarch in time “Lord… of Avalon.” 
 
    “I hear you,” I answered. “Is there anything we can do for you?” But the nearby woadfolk just shook their head sadly. 
 
    “My body…doomed,” the monolith of a tree strained. “Come… will save…you.” The open den I had seen Prodonti exit suddenly glowed. “Safe… here.” 
 
    “Everyone get inside,” I said, pointing to the opening in the massive trunk. “And don’t forget the people we haven’t cured yet.” I picked up one of the webbed statues. Then, after hesitating another moment, I picked up Prodonti’s body as well. “Will the other trees be okay?” 
 
    “They’ll be fine,” Alum nodded. “They’re strong enough to withstand the rubble.” 
 
    I had to take his word for it. We gathered the wounded and those still petrified and ran for the perceived safety of opening at the Woadfather’s base. More cracks sounded out above me as we ran. 
 
    But we got everyone in. A giant boom sounded behind me as a tree limb wide enough to crush a three-story building fell out of the black sky. I saw it break apart as it fell, and then the awakened Woadfathers moved toward it, striking the large pieces of it with their own massive limbs. The fragments of dead wood broke apart even further, until they were small enough to be caught on the branches of the sequoia-sized trees all around us, then crumbled to the ground. 
 
    “Lord Earthborn,” the deep voice sounded behind me, and as I turned around I took in the details of the wooden cavern we were hiding in. It was a large space, big enough to accommodate all of us easily. The wood looked far healthier here than it did outside, and the opening itself looked to have happened naturally for the tree. There were a few baubles and items to suggest that this had been a space where someone lived, but the main decorations were doubtless created by Prodonti herself. I saw red silk sheets draped all over the place, some dividing rooms like curtains, some laid down as carpet, and even one serving as a large hammock in a corner by the wall. The center of the room had a large pool of glowing water, but when I came closer to it I noticed it was the same glowing substance leaking out of the trees outside, the woad-sap. 
 
    “All I have… left,” the Monarch’s tired voice sounded out. Another large crack rumbled out from behind us. From the opening I saw more Woadfathers shift out of the ground, moving to prepare for the next incoming debris. “I am sorry… Lord Earthborn,” the tired voice intoned. “Tried… hold on.” 
 
    “It’s okay,” I answered, stepping towards the pool of woad-sap, where the voice was coming from. “And just call me Wes. Is there anything at all we can do for you?” 
 
    “No… Wes,” the ancient voice answered. “You… lord… must serve… you. Please… listen…” 
 
    “Okay,” I answered. “I’m listening.” 
 
    But, Breena, I sent quietly. Are you sure we can’t help him? 
 
    I don’t think we can, Wes, she answered sadly. Wait…maybe… 
 
    “Keepers… vanquished…” the deep old voice intoned. “Woad… free now… our gift… to Avalon…” 
 
    The voice kept struggling, and I saw Alum step forward. 
 
    “Great Monarch,” the tattooed Celt said formally. “Your guard is here. Use us to speak. Save your breath.” 
 
    “Offer… accepted,” the tired voice intoned. The Gaelguard moved to stand around us, and Alum moved to stand next to me. 
 
    “Vocal transfer successful.” The voice now came directly from Alum’s torso, and as it spoke the tattoos on all of the Woadfolk flared brightly. “I thank you for the assistance. Lord Earthborn, I am required to share our purpose with you. Please listen to me in what time I have left. 
 
    “My grove has been given to Avalon as tribute, given so that other worlds may benefit from the miracles found in the Woadlands. We hereby offer ourselves to Avalon, in return for aid rendered by Avalon in the past. We further offer the scriptcraft and shapecraft of the woad, so that Avalon’s greatest warriors, as well as its Earthborn allies, may benefit from its effects. We gave ourselves to you, so that we may be life to barren worlds, and shelter to unprotected peoples. Yet while we waited for the arrival of the next Lord of Avalon, Avalon was turned into a lifeless world itself, and we did not stop it. Our shame is great. I ask forgiveness from the Lord of the Avalon.” 
 
    “Granted,” I said quietly. “Granted without reservation.” 
 
    “My lord’s—” Another creak sounded out from the massive tree, and the light from every tattoo suddenly flickered. “My lord’s mercy is great,” the dying tree persisted. “I will persist in offering all aid possible. Know that the old warriors of the Woad have pledged themselves to the Lord of Avalon. They are yours to command in war. I only ask that your wars be just whenever possible, and that they guard our grove when your kingdom is at peace. Furthermore, I give the pool you see before you directly to the Lord Avalon. The last of my healthy woad sap. Use it as you wish, but there is enough to both augment the Lord directly as well as be used for components for improving the Lord’s kingdom. I had hoped to save more. Forgive me, my Lord.” 
 
    “Forgiven,” I replied. “Again.” 
 
    “I would also ask that our lord remember the original purpose for this grove. To bring our worlds under the Universal Law discovered by the Earthborn: Greater things are yet to come.” 
 
    My body shuddered at the Monarch’s words. A heaviness fell over me, sunk into me, and merged with my body and soul until I was part of that same heaviness. I felt my new weight displace the air and essence of the world around me, and in that moment new words bounced in my mind like the inside of a giant bell. 
 
    Greater things are yet to come… 
 
    I will be more tomorrow, and not less… 
 
    I will be more and not less… 
 
    The words continued to bounce around my mind, colliding and building off of other words that insisted in certain victory, despite all my defeats. I tried to shake off the overwhelming sensations, failed, and then chose to rest in their heaviness until they ran their course. A gasp to the right of me told me Val was shuddering through the exact same experience. 
 
    You will be whole despite your harms, the quiet voice whispered into my mind. 
 
    Trust me. I rage. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    # 
 
    The shuddering passed. Val sucked in another breath beside me. 
 
    “Wes?” she asked when she stopped shivering. “Does that happen often?” 
 
    “Yeah,” I decided. “It happens a lot more than people realize it does.” 
 
    The woad tattoos around us flared up again. 
 
    “The Monarch of the Grove bears witness to two new Earthborn encountering Universal Law,” the dying tree intoned formally. “Though dying, I rejoice to be honored in this fashion.” 
 
    Greater things are yet to come… 
 
    I will be more and not less. 
 
    Those words still bounded off of the walls of my mind. 
 
    I looked down at the dead mother at my feet. 
 
    I looked up at the dying tree over my head. 
 
    All is not lost. Greater things are meant to come. 
 
    “Elder Monarch,” I asked out loud. “Where are the children of the mother who invaded this place?” 
 
    “What?” Breena asked, tilting her head and she fluttered over to me. “What are you planning, Wes?” 
 
    “All of the Keepers have been slain except for the unhatched brood incubating near the treasure chamber, located behind the largest red curtain within this cavern,” the great tree replied. 
 
    “Treasure chamber?” Val asked out loud. “Why does a tree have a treasure chamber?” Then she realized she had spoken aloud, and ducked her head apologetically. 
 
    “The treasure chamber was created before my transplant to Avalon,” the Monarch advised. “The material inside was given by the kings of the Woadlands as tribute and gratitude for aid offered by Avalon in the past. The material consists of currency, precious metals and minerals, rare crafting material, several crafted items, and finally an artifact created to be part of the regalia for the Lord of Avalon, to permanently bond the Woadlands to the new Lord of the mist-clad world.” 
 
    “Just to clarify,” I said intently. “The Lord of Avalon was once recognized as the supreme ruler of all of Avalon’s sister worlds, not just Avalon itself?” 
 
    “Affirmative. Such authority should still be the case.” 
 
    That didn’t make sense because there wasn’t even a Lord of Avalon when the Keepers and other monsters invaded. But I was getting sidetracked. I moved to the largest curtain and pulled it backwards. 
 
    To my surprise, the room behind the curtain was larger than the room housing the woad-pool. Piles of gold and silver coins glittered on the floor. Wooden logs and ingots of various metals I didn’t recognize lay in another corner in the giant room. Rows of armor and weapon stands, webbed as if to keep others from disturbing them, lined the walls. In the center of the room, however, was a wooden altar rising directly from the floor. On top of the altar, resting on a white linen cloth, was an axe, with its handle made of a kind of wood that resembled the inside of the Woadfather Monarch and a blade made of the same metal my silvery short sword was crafted from. The weapon gleamed in the dark, with lines and glyphs similar to what I had seen in the Woadfather trees scrawled all over the entirety of the weapon.  
 
    The blade of the weapon reminded me of the kind of single-bladed sparth axes the Irish used in the late Dark Ages, except that the handle was a bit shorter and the blade was much larger. Dad would have insisted that the weapon was unbalanced, but as I saw the weapon float just above the altar I decided that wasn’t going to be the case. 
 
    The last item in the room was a group of round, pearl-looking orbs wrapped in layers and layers of red silk. There were no more than a dozen, and when I realized how carefully packed they were I knew they had to be Prodonti’s unhatched children. 
 
    “Alright,” I said out loud. “I found what I was looking for. Elder Monarch, is there any way to save you? In any fashion or form?” 
 
    Outside, another massive limb fell from the covered sky. I heard it crumble through the air and into the branches of the waiting Woadfathers. 
 
    “Negative,” the tree replied. “I battled the Usurper in direct combat. My wounds have long been fatal. And there is insufficient power to pass on into a new life.” 
 
    “How would you do so if you had power?” I persisted, not willing to give up. “What would you need?” 
 
    All is not lost, the words echoed in my mind. And greater things are yet to come. 
 
    “If I could produce a seed, my knowledge and memories would be passed down,” the Monarch intoned. “But all of my seeds were damaged in my battle with the Usurper. Only one remains, and not in sufficient state to survive on its own.” 
 
    A green folded leaf floated upward in the pool of woad sap, and it opened up like a lily pad, revealing a large, pink-petaled flower bulb in the center. The flower opened up as well, and at the center of the blossom was a small, almond-shaped seed. 
 
    “This is my only remaining seed. It would be viable, but it lacks sufficient nutrients and mana to begin life. Therefore, I must pass on. I suggest the Lord of Avalon request another of my kind from the world of the Woadlands.” 
 
    “There are no more of your kind,” Breena said softly. “You are all that is left.” 
 
    For a moment the Monarch went silent. The Gaelguard all looked at each other with wide eyes at Breena’s news. 
 
    “Then the time has come for my race to pass on,” the Monarch finally said. “I regret that I must fail the Lord of Avalon. I regret more deeply, that the future of the Woadlands has dimmed.” 
 
    “No,” I said out loud. 
 
    I refused to let my tomorrow be any less glorious than my today. Not without a fight. 
 
    “Per the law you have revealed to me, we are not to diminish.” I turned to look at my bonded familiar. “You may very well pass, but not in this fashion, where you and we become less. You are not dead yet. I will not accept your apology until we find a way forward.” 
 
    I was being greedy. We had accomplished much today. But my enemies had proven even greedier than myself. If I wanted to keep anything all, I would have to fight death, hell, and whoever else for every priceless scrap I had. 
 
    All is not lost, the quiet voice whispered in affirmation. 
 
    “I can help,” Breena said firmly. “I’m sorry I didn’t speak sooner, Wes, I wasn’t sure until I saw the seed. But sprite-folk are supposed to help cultivate nature. Some say we came from the Woadfathers ourselves, to take their place as caretakers of the wood. I’ve never tried to heal something as powerful as a Woadfather,” she added uncertainly. “Much less one of their Monarchs. But I have the right magic for this, and my nature as a fairy can restore drained plants. So I can try,” she ended firmly. 
 
    I could see the uncertainty in her eyes. So I spoke to it. 
 
    “Okay, Breena, we’ll risk it,” I said calmly, nodding at her. “But this may help you focus: you’re not trying to bring back an entire Monarch. You’re just helping one be born.” 
 
    Her eyes twinkled at that. 
 
    “Thanks, Wes,” she smiled. “That does help. And wait.” Her eyes widened in realization. She peered at the seed once more. “Life energy,” she whispered. “Everything releases energy while it grows. If we had more life energy, from other things about to be born, then that would help this process even further.” She looked up at me. “The Keeper eggs, Wes. They’re full of constantly growing life.” 
 
    I blinked as I considered that. 
 
    “Is that safe?” I asked. “What would happen to the eggs?” 
 
    I had a promise to keep. 
 
    “Nothing,” the pink-haired fairy insisted. “Well, nothing bad. They’d form a connection with the Monarch’s seed, a kinship with it. It would make them healthier, even change their nature a tiny bit.” 
 
    “That was what she wanted. Can we move them?” 
 
    “You should be able to. As long as you’re careful,” Breena replied. 
 
    No one was really crazy about the idea, but all signs pointed to it helping. So we carefully lifted the sheet of pearl-eggs and laid them on the open flower. They didn’t stir, and for a moment I worried about them hatching and eating the flower. But according to Breena’s healing magic they wouldn’t hatch any time soon. She lifted the seed, and then we placed the red silken bed on top of the flower. The silk felt soft, and not sticky, which meant we could carry it easily. The center of the flower seemed to pulse at the eggs resting on top of it. 
 
    She flew down to the lily pad floating in the sap. “I’m ready. I know what to do.” She lay down and shrank to the size of the tiny seed. Then she wrapped herself around it, cuddling it like a pillow, the pearl-like eggs surrounding her like stuffed animals. 
 
    Don’t worry, Wes, she sent back, as the pink petals closed around her. I’ll be okay. In fact, this is kind of comfy. 
 
    I nodded at her. Woad tattoos flared as the Monarch spoke once more. 
 
    “I will spend the remainder of my power ensuring the life of my progeny as well as the life of the sprite-folk attempting to save it. I ask that all but the Earthborn leave the inside of my body. My grove will ensure that they will be in no danger during this time.” 
 
    “We will go,” Alum answered with a bow toward the pool. “We will remain outside, as your honor guard while you pass on, Father Monarch. And we will lend what power we have to help.” 
 
    His people began filtering outside, taking those who were still healing with them. My own team began leaving as well, most of them giving me an encouraging pat on the shoulder on their way out. Val walked by me, then hesitated. 
 
    “Wes? Is it alright if I stay?” she asked quietly. 
 
    “The Lord of Avalon’s household may remain,” the Monarch intoned. “The hatching of the seed will benefit from their presence.” 
 
    “Household?” Val asked, looking up. 
 
    “You’re my sister, so you count,” I answered. “Hope you’re ready for royal obligations, kiddo.” She snorted at me, and I looked back at the closed pod. “How can we help?” 
 
    “The Lord of Avalon empowers all rituals by the lending of his presence and authority to occur. Having your entire household present will benefit this act even further. I will now put my entire strength into ensuring the successful hatching of my seed. Goodbye, Earthborn. We will not speak again in this lifetime. Please take care of my seed.” 
 
    “I will,” I answered calmly. 
 
    I watched Breena’s lily pad sink back into the woad sap. Then, out of instinct, I pulled out Carnwennan, nicked my finger, and flung the drop of blood into the water. I felt power thrum through the air as I did so. Val pulled out her dagger and did the same. 
 
    “Earthborn blood, royal blood,” the tree gasped one final time. “Thank… you.” 
 
    You should have just asked me for it, I thought quietly, but I knew the Monarch couldn’t spare any more focus for conversation. So I stood, watched, and waited for my friend to come back out and be okay. 
 
    “No… king… here.” 
 
    Throughout the tree, the glow from the woad sap suddenly flickered. 
 
    “Broken thing,” the voice that had taunted me in the ghostly catacombs spoke once again. As it did so, I saw black claw marks appear all over the walls inside the tree, as if they had been invisible earlier. “You reach for too much. You reach for more than you can handle. Go home, broken Earthborn. You cannot grasp such power with a hand full of wounds.” 
 
    “Who is this?” Val asked, looking around with eyes wide. 
 
    “The boogeyman stuck at the bottom of Avalon,” I growled. “You sure you want to do this again? Because I distinctly remember you getting smacked around the last time we worked out our differences.” 
 
    “One victory does not undo your failures,” the voice echoed from the claw marks along the walls. “One healthy patch of skin does not make the rest of your bloody wounds healed. And one lucid moment does not undo a future of certain insanity. Your body reeks of wounds, your broken head rings with screams, and your soul weeps with past failures. You are a billion years too late to be the man Avalon needed you to be. Go home, Earthborn. Go back to your planet of people who failed to save the Expanse.” 
 
    “Sorry,” I snarled, “I can’t hear you from whatever bottom of a well you’re stuck under. Let me go get Lassie to help out.” 
 
    Black mist flowed out of the scars in the walls. 
 
    “Keep snarling, little Earthborn.” The mist formed together in the center of the room over the Woad-pool. The black smog condensed into a small ball, then limb-like tendrils stretched out of it, forming a humanoid shape. “Pretend you are safe from my wrath.” 
 
    He had a point, although he should have tried to hurt me before now if he was really able to. 
 
    Are you still there? I thought at the small quiet voice. Because I think this is where you are supposed to step in and help. 
 
    “Invictus will not help you, little Earthborn,” the sinister voice whispered. “He cannot. He is still not real. And you are too broken. See?” 
 
    The smoggy figure flickered one of its limbs, and my brain began screaming. 
 
    I remembered being ripped. And torn. And decapitated. And burned. And drowned. And eaten. All at once. I went to my knees, clutching my forehead and screaming in agony. 
 
    “Wes!” Val shouted. “What do I do?” 
 
    I had no idea what to tell her. 
 
    “What?” the sinister voice asked, surprised. “It should not be this effective… ah, I see. You are Aegrim’s son.” 
 
    “I… am… not,” I growled out, prying one of my hands off my face just long enough to get a good look at what was going on. The Usurper had walled off the exit with a mass of clawed tendrils. I heard shouting from the other side and the clanging of metal. My allies were trying to fight their way through to me. But the cracking pain in my skull told me they would be too late. 
 
    “You are his son,” the smoke-creature affirmed quietly. “You are broken and pained, no matter what face you wear among your little subjects. Ugly, stupid boy. You cannot be king. You cannot be Pendragon. Your skies are too low, your heavens are too heavy, the gods you have offended are all too great. Kneel, thief. Kneel and suffer for your ambition.” 
 
    More pain blazed into my mind. I felt my old disability try to reassert itself. 
 
    Cripplehead, a voice taunted in my mind. I could not even tell who it belonged to, but it repeated all the same. 
 
    Cripplehead… 
 
    “I warned that you were still broken, ugly little Earthborn.” 
 
    I growled and ripped one of my hands off of my face. I slammed the appendage into the ground, bracing against it. Slowly, ever so slowly, I started to rise. The man-thing of smoke and smog just chuckled at my efforts. 
 
    “Stop it!” Val shrieked, brandishing her sword at the smog-ghost. “Leave him alone right now!” 
 
    The Usurper chuckled again. 
 
    “Young girl-thing. You cannot save him. When did you ever matter?” 
 
    “Wes!” Val screamed, turning. “Wes, tell me what I can do! Please!” 
 
    Daughter, the small quiet voice said, and through my haze of pain I saw Valerie whip her head around. 
 
    Daughter. Use me. I rage. 
 
    “What? I—” She shook away her confusion. “How?” 
 
    I will show you. 
 
    I saw Val blink again, drop her blade, and walk over to me. 
 
    “Let the shadow create shade and rest,” she suddenly intoned, and something cool and dark began to flow from her hands. “And let the rest create new life and new opportunities. Burdens give way to rest, rest gives way to growth, growth gives way to victory and then more rest. Those who struggle, rage, and strive are neither abandoned nor doomed.” 
 
    “What?” the Usurper hissed. “What is this? What is she doing?” 
 
    “Let the shade create respite from heat and the light that blinds. Darkness exists not to harm, but to shelter, so that the sheltered have room to heal and grow. Let there be a hiding place for the weary, for the wounded, for the weak. Then let them emerge, the weary renewed, the wounded whole once more, and the weak made strong once again. By my command—” Val’s voice rose—“let the night bring its rest, so that we may heal and tomorrow may be greater than today!” 
 
    There was no loud clap, like when Invictus rang through me. There was only silence, and coolness. But in that place, my pain retreated, back to the place it always went after it couldn’t holler and scream at me anymore. I took a moment to suck in a fresh and painless breath, and then I lifted my head and slowly began to rise back to my feet. 
 
    “What?” the misty figure snapped. “How? You should still be blubbering on the floor. What did she do?” 
 
    “She raged,” I guessed. And is it my turn? I asked the small quiet voice. This time he answered. 
 
    It is time, the voice said. Rage with me. 
 
    My knuckles began to smoke again. 
 
    The heat rose right through my gloves, treating the leather on my hands as imaginary. 
 
    “Let the lightning beget fire and light,” I intoned, the words familiar by now. “And then let the light inspire discovery for the new day…” 
 
    “No!” the shadowy smoke shouted. “No! Not possible! Not a second time!” 
 
    The weapon grip was back in my right hand. I continued the chant. 
 
    “Let the light ignite a call to action in the soul refreshed from rest in the night…” 
 
    “You should have lost half of your lifespan the very first time you incanted the forgotten art!” the shadowy voice snapped. “A second time is never anything but suicide! All the records say so!” 
 
    “If darkness exists to shelter and refresh, light exists to enlighten and invigorate,” I spoke calmly, ignoring the Usurper’s panic. Current crackled around my palms. 
 
    “Ugly, stupid boy! With your ugly, stupid, tricks! You insult me! You insult everything!” 
 
    “So let the light show new life the way forward!” I roared out. My palms burst into silver fire, and something melted off of my knuckles again, passing right through my gloves and dripping onto the floor. The red curtain behind me tore as a spinning disk of sharp metal and stout wood whistled next to me and began circling around me, still spinning as it did so. 
 
    “Do it, pretender king!” the Usurper shouted back. “Do it so that you can drown in borrowed power and die for good!” 
 
    “By our command,” I called out, as silver lightning channeled between my two blazing fists. My free hand opened, and the axe flew handle-first into my palm. “Let the light turn the dark into a new day, one better and brighter than the last!” 
 
    “NO!” the smoggy form shouted desperately. “INVICTUS IS NOT REAL! HE WILL KILL YOU! HE WILL—” 
 
    The blazing bolt coalesced around the one-handed axe, and I hurled the weapon straight into the Usurper’s smoky projection. The air behind the thundering weapon seemed to bellow behind it. 
 
    The axe slammed into the Usurper with a loud boom. A scream that reminded me of the time I had burned Cavus sounded out among the cavern as the black fog caught fire. The thing burned apart in a flash, but before it finished I saw silvery bolts arc from it and into the claw marks on each of the walls. Those burned away as well, leaving unblemished wood in their wake. 
 
    I collapsed to my knees, panting, spent, but otherwise fine. 
 
    “Wes?” Val asked, hesitantly. She hadn’t been able to contribute any further than her own chant, but she still hadn’t left my side. 
 
    “I’m okay,” I said. “Just need to catch my breath.” 
 
    “Um,” she said hesitantly. “What was that about your lifespan halving? And I think I saw your knuckles melt off?” 
 
    “I have no idea what he was talking about,” I admitted. “I just heard the same quiet voice you heard, and it taught me how to do that technique. It only works at certain times though.” 
 
    “Like when you’re in a boss fight, or something?” Val offered. “One you can’t win on your own?” 
 
    “Not even that.” I shook my head, remembering Raw-Maw. “I don’t have it all figured out. But it’s never done more than tire me out and give me a brief, painful sensation. My knuckles don’t actually melt off.” I took off one of my gloves to show her. “And I’ve done that attack at least four times by now. I don’t know where he got his info from, but I probably should have already died by now if my lifespan had been halved that many times.” 
 
    “Oh,” she said quietly. “So… you’re okay?” 
 
    “As far as I can tell,” I said with a smile, putting my glove back on. “Thanks for the save, by the way.” 
 
    “Oh, yeah,” she said, shy and confused. “I have no idea what was going on back there. Who is that voice?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” I admitted. “But I think Dad knew him.” 
 
    “Really?” Val said, her eyes blinking and flashing with something I couldn’t make out. But through the mindlink I could feel her struggle through raw memories. “How do you know?” 
 
    “I see him, in my dreams sometimes,” I said awkwardly, realizing how stupid that sounded. “He talks with him, and he tells me I can trust him.” 
 
    “Oh,” Val said, surprising me with her acceptance. “Okay. Um…” She hesitated briefly. “I’m glad you get to see him again.” 
 
    “Thanks,” I smiled. “Me too.” 
 
    I turned back to the pool of woad sap. 
 
    “We need to figure out what to do next,” I decided. “Unless Avalon suddenly informs us that we’ve completed the Rite.” 
 
    “Confirming that the Rite of Territory has been successfully completed by Challenger Lord Wes Malcolm and his retinue,” Avalon suddenly intoned. I saw mist stream in through the now-clear opening leading outside of the tree. 
 
    “Did you just jinx yourself on purpose?” Val asked, annoyed. I shrugged. 
 
    “Around here, it happens so often that it’s better to trigger it on purpose, when you’re ready for it.” 
 
    You guys are alive, right? Eadric sent to my mind. We can tell through the mindlink, but Alum’s people are still worried. 
 
    Right, I sent back, then shouted out, “We’re okay! Just another fight with the downstairs neighbor!” 
 
    I heard confused muttering, and disparaging remarks about my sense of humor. 
 
    What about you guys? I sent back. It looked like you got some action as well. 
 
    Damned tendril things kept us from getting to you, the dwarf muttered. Didn’t really hurt us, but we weren’t able to cut or blast through them. Glad you’re okay, though. Any news about Breena and your new babies? 
 
    They’re not my—nevermind, I answered. They haven’t come out of the pool yet. 
 
    Alright, the dwarf grunted. You might want to get out here, though. Another one of your pain-in-the-ass miracles is happening. 
 
    I stepped outside to see what he was complaining about. I felt sunlight stream into my face as soon as I did so. I looked up to see patches opening all over the once-black ceiling. Now I could see that the covering over all our heads had been nothing but massive branches, limbs, and leaves. I could see that the Keepers’ venom had been banished from all of the trees and Gaelguard by now, and I saw the newly restored Woadfather trees sway their limbs as they went to work clearing away the giant Monarch’s dead limbs, letting the pieces crumble to a much smaller size before they reached the rocky floor. Their roots were also shifting, pushing up large cobblestones to reveal rich, black soil underneath. 
 
    The underground cave was transforming into an aboveground forest, right before our very eyes. 
 
    I cocked my head in confusion. I distinctly remembered descending into a tunnel to begin this Rite. At no point did the ground ever slope back up. In fact, I never even stubbed my toe on a loose rock. 
 
    “Am I the only one who realizes this should be impossible?” Karim asked with annoyed calm. The elf and dwarf, two people coming from cultures very familiar with forests and caves (respectively), shook their heads. 
 
    “No,” the bright-haired elf said. “This isn’t supposed to be a thing that happens. Which makes it a noteworthy event,” he added with a pained sigh. 
 
    “Gonna be a real bitch to try and figure out how to record it, too,” Eadric grumbled. 
 
    “Witnessed in script…” Karim began reluctantly. 
 
    “Witnessed in song,” Weylin sighed unwillingly. 
 
    “And witnessed in fucking stone,” Eadric groaned. “Somehow. I’ll have to figure it out.” 
 
    “Do you think you can get away with just carving a statue of a tree growing from a rock?” Weylin muttered, still looking up. 
 
    “I sure as hell hope so,” the dwarf replied. “At least we all know who to bill for the materials, though,” he added darkly. 
 
    “Agreed,” the other Testifiers said at once. All of them looked over to give me a look of smoldering discontent. 
 
    “Guys, I swear to God and the pasta monster,” I began to protest. “I had no idea this would happen. I don’t ask for stuff like this to keep happening any more than you do.” 
 
    “Then work on your nonverbal cues,” the dwarf replied. “Because someone else is getting the wrong message from you.” 
 
    I decided they were all impossible and gave up talking to them. 
 
    “Lord Wes Malcolm addresses Avalon and the Woadfathers,” I called out. “We request advice on assisting the birth of the next Woadfather.” 
 
    “Answering the Lord of Avalon.” Mists suddenly rose out the rocky soil. “The Rite of Territory has been completed. Avalon is adjusting the shape of its terrain to better accommodate the Ritual: In Case of Trouble. The Monarch’s body and seed will both be taken into account.” 
 
    “What?” I asked, confused. “I thought the Shelter was already activated?” 
 
    “Confirming that the Shelter was successfully activated,” Avalon replied. “Upgrading capabilities to allow protocol to better carry out full function: survive, and then thwart, current tribulations. To that end the Shelter serves to protect, repair, and then empower inhabitants to overcome current threats. Avalon will now modify newly available terrain to accommodate overall goal. Please stand by.” 
 
    “Um, okay,” I said, wondering what weird thing was about to happen now, and just how much I would get blamed for it. “Everybody brace yourself. The uh, ground, is about to move.” 
 
    My comment was greeting with over a dozen people blinking and asking “what?” before the stone and soil under our feet began to shift. I saw the roots and branches of the Woadfathers all twist to reach each other, linking together until the trees themselves formed one giant wooden web. The mist all around us thickened, to the point where I couldn’t even see my hand if I held it in front of my face. Rumbling sounded all around me, but when the mist vanished I found we were all still in front of the massive Monarch. 
 
    Everything else, though, had moved. 
 
    The other Woadfathers were all much farther away, making the clearing around the giant tree to be quintuple the size it previously was. The other difference was that my entire settlement was now inside the clearing. 
 
    “Translocation,” Karim breathed in wonder, too overwhelmed to even complain. “And on a scale this immense. Incredible.” 
 
    My manor was only a few dozen yards away, looking horribly dwarfed by the size of the immense tree a long stone throw away. The thatch and straw huts looked like tiny yellow pill bugs in comparison. I began to wonder if we should just scrap everything and build a tree fort, or tree citadel, out of our massive new neighbor. But then the giant groaned, and I was reminded that it was at the end of its life. 
 
    Avalon, I asked with my mind. Is that thing going to fall on my village? 
 
    Negative, the planetary intelligence sent back. The Woadfather Monarch plant has adapted to ending its life cycle in a way that will not damage the environment it once oversaw. The tree will use its roots to determine the least inhabited direction, and break itself so that it may collapse towards that direction. Caution is still advised. Do not move to be directly under the location it chooses to fall. 
 
    Thanks, I replied dryly. Wasn’t planning on it. 
 
    The Gaelguard finally broke their circle and vigil as one of the tree’s roots pulled upward, forming a large spike. Other roots unearthed themselves in that direction as well, making a series of short pillars and crude arrows, as if it were trying to both indicate the direction it would collapse as well as help brace the environment for when the trunk finally fell. The branches and leaves had been long gone, stripped earlier by the smaller Woadfathers as they collapsed. 
 
    I had Avalon broadcast one final, unnecessary order to avoid standing near the area that the giant plant would collapse at, and then we all moved to the opposite side to watch a forgotten wonder pass from this world. I did my best to adopt a respectful demeanor, but I couldn’t help glancing at the pool where Breena was supposed to be. I really hoped nothing would go wrong with all of this. 
 
    Slowly, the entire tree began to crack and shift on its side, falling towards the direction of the roots lined up to brace it. It somehow tore right at the base, leaving the woad pool and treasure chamber thankfully untouched. I expected the massive structure to fall with an earth-shattering roar, but as I watched the giant tree simply crumbled into a cloud of dust, save for a few medium-sized chunks that landed with dull booms. 
 
    The dust itself began floating upward, merging into the lingering mist. 
 
    Absorbing new material, Avalon sent me. Incorporating new resources into Protocol In Case of Trouble. Stand by for further transformation. 
 
    “Sure, whatever,” I said numbly, stepping toward the pool still containing my bonded friend. But when I reached it, the pool was empty. Just an empty hole of dirt with wood lining. 
 
    Avalon, I sent urgently, where is Breena? Locate her right now. 
 
    I reached for her through the mindlink, and felt nothing. 
 
    Stand by, Avalon messaged me. Seed restoration was successful. Assigning optimal location for newly born Monarch. Incorporating Monarch into Shelter improvements. 
 
    That was cool. Probably. I just wanted to make sure my friend was okay. 
 
    The mist finished merging with the Monarch’s dust and condensed into a cloud. It rushed over my head, heading straight for the wooden manor. It spread out along the walls and lawn, shimmering as it did so. When the glowing dust faded away, I could see that the timber used for the large house had somehow been replaced by another kind of wood. 
 
    But I didn’t care about that at all, because a plant suddenly poked out the middle of my backyard. 
 
    I rushed over to it. It was clearly some kind of sapling, rising to about half my height. At its very top though, was a pink bulb the size of both my fists. The stem of the bulb bent to face me, and it opened up to reveal a kaleidoscope of colors—pink, red, orange, and white. A tiny woman suddenly fell into my arms, curled into the fetal position. I caught her, then sucked in a gasp as I looked at her. 
 
    Her hair was still pink, but now it was longer and curlier, and dotted with tiny flowers of red, white, and orange. Her torso and waist were covered with larger petals of the same three colors, and her normally pale skin practically glowed with health, giving her a golden tan that strangely did not reach her still-ivory face. As she sank into my chest and began to stretch out her legs, I realized that she had once again grown in size, to where she was over four feet tall. Close to Val’s size, in fact. 
 
    Only more womanly, Teeth said unhelpfully in my mind. A lot more womanly. Can we talk about that? 
 
    No, I answered firmly, clamping down just as hard on all my ‘don’t touch small women’ triggers. 
 
    “Wes?” Breena said as she opened her eyes. Those had changed to a much darker pupil, with an iris that slowly transitioned from green to blue the closer it got to the pupil. 
 
    “Yeah, Breena, I’m here,” I answered, snapping my gaze away from her exotically beautiful orbs. 
 
    “Hi,” she said with a giggle, seemingly in a bit of a daze herself. 
 
    “Um, are you okay?” I asked, wondering if I should check her temperature or something. Then I realized that I couldn’t, because I was holding her, and then I wondered if I should let her go, and then I realized I was making myself awkward and that I needed to get a grip. 
 
    “Yes, Wes, I’m fine,” Breena said, grinning wide. “Better than ever, in fact.” 
 
    It hit me right then, as her smile washed over me. But it wasn’t just her smile. 
 
    It was the same smile Stell had made. That cheerful one, when she got really excited about something. 
 
    That smile always slew me. So much that I didn’t even realize until now. 
 
    “You look different,” I said dumbly. But I couldn’t help it. I just kept staring at the exotic woman in my arms like a brain-dead idiot. 
 
    “Do you like it?” she asked, reaching up and grabbing one of her curls. 
 
    “Yeah,” I said, a little more enthusiastically than I meant to. I heard someone groan behind me, and finally realized I was still outside, in a public setting. “I mean um… sorry. I should probably set you down now.” 
 
    “Oh.” She blinked, looking around herself. “Right. Good call.” 
 
    I set her down as casually as possible, trying to ignore the soft snickering from some asshole in the back. Probably Weylin, I decided. Whatever. 
 
    Breena took a careful step on the ground, trying out her new weight. 
 
    “Huh, well that doesn’t feel too different,” she decided, pressing down on the soft grass. “Still, never been this big or heavy before. So it still counts as a new thing. Plus,” she added with a fierce new exuberance, “I am finally tall now! People are no longer giants! Ha! See, Wes, I don’t have to look up to yo—” She whipped her head around and realized she was staring right at my chest. “Spit,” she fairy-swore. “Spit and sherbert. Nothing changed at all.” 
 
    “What are you talking about?” I demanded. “You’re over four times the size you were when I first met you!” 
 
    “Yes, but that only brings me eye level with your kid sister,” Breena harrumphed, crossing her arms. “And now it’s harder to fly.” 
 
    I finally noticed that her wings were gone. But before I could freak out about it, she nodded and snapped her fingers. 
 
    “Yup. Gonna go ahead and wait until I’m a little taller. Sorry, Wes.” 
 
    “Sorry?” I asked, confused. “Why are you…” 
 
    My voice trailed off as she leaped into the air and shrank down to about two feet in size. Then she stretched her torso out as light suddenly exploded out from behind her back. 
 
    Her gossamer wings had expanded in size, almost twice as wide as they were before. Mixed in with their pink color were red, orange, and white lights that danced inside the film. Tiny beams flashed out from her wings, and I was struck with a sight that reminded me of the sun peeking over the horizon. 
 
    “Wow,” I breathed. “Those are amazing.” 
 
    “Thanks,” she said with another dazzling smile. “They’re my new race’s namesake. I’m a Dawn Fairy now. Or a Sunrise Sprite. Depends on which legends you read.” 
 
    “Legends?” I asked, tilting my head. 
 
    “They’ve mostly vanished,” she answered. “The few I know of are either Icons now or the direct servants to the Icon Titania.” She smiled at me, and began zipping around experimentally. “I’m so much faster now. It’s so much easier to think, and do magic. My natural Sprite magic has grown stronger, and I think I may be close to learning some new Ideals again.” She did a backflip in midair, still giggling. “Thank you, Wes. This might be my favorite miracle so far.” 
 
    The Testifiers all groaned as they realized they had yet another historical event to recreate with their respective arts. Serves them right, I thought smugly. 
 
    The little sprite zipped around for a few moments longer, giggling in joy. 
 
    “There,” she came to a stop and announced. “Got it all out of my system now. Back to thinkin’ tactical.” She dimmed her glow experimentally, nodding in satisfaction as her wings shrunk and she resembled her original glow. “Good, good. Stealth mode is still a go. Gotta make a few other changes though,” my fairy companion said, glancing up at her hair. “Yeah, this is way too formal for field work. I’d better save the look for other stuff.” 
 
    “Do you have to?” I blurted out. 
 
    Yeah, does she have to? 
 
    “Aww, you really do like it.” She beamed at me. “Thanks for being a sweetheart.” She tugged at the curly locks dangling in front of her face. “This can really get in a girl’s way during aerial combat though. So I’m going to have to save the look for special events.” She performed gestures for an Air spell, and a tiny spinning disk appeared over her finger. The disk buzzed as she swept it through her long locks, trimming her hair back to her original length. Then she snapped the fingers on her other hand to create a Lightning spell. Another moment later and she had zapped her hair into resembling her old spiky pixie cut. Somehow the new flowers all remained undisturbed. “Alright, back to Breena 1.0. Now we should talk about all the other stuff.” 
 
    “Right,” I said suddenly. “The kids.” 
 
    Everyone gave me an odd look. 
 
    “I mean the Keeper eggs,” I clarified. “Did they make it, too?” 
 
    “Right, those.” Breena snapped her fingers. “They’re fine. They’re in a small hole in the tree. See?” 
 
    She pointed to a tiny opening on the other side of the sapling, one webbed off with red silk. 
 
    “They haven’t hatched yet, but Avalon and the Monarch were able to do this for them. Thanks to the energy of the tree, this is probably the most ideal place for them to incubate.” 
 
    “Right, the tree,” I said, shaking my head as I struggled to keep track of all the changes that just happened. “The Monarch… he’s gone now, right?” 
 
    Part of me felt bad for not paying more attention to his death. But the sapling suddenly rustled in front of me. 
 
    “Mostly,” the noise of the leaves created a word. “Much of myself has passed on. I will now grow into something new. Something greater.” The leaves kept rustling. “You have given me more potential, Lord Earthborn. I thank you.” 
 
    “You’re welcome,” I answered. “But I have no idea what I just did.” 
 
    “I am Woadfather no longer,” the tree answered. “I am a Kingtree.” 
 
    “A what?” 
 
    “By binding with your fairy familiar and your blood, I have become linked to your authority. As it grows, I will grow. And as I grow, your health, spirit, and kingdom will flourish in turn. This power will be passed on to all of your bloodline as well, including those still growing within my boughs. Including all you have claimed as kin.” 
 
    Val started at that, looking at herself and flexing her fingers. 
 
    “He’s right,” she whispered. “I feel it. I feel different. Better, even.” 
 
    Virtus and the Testifiers all made startled nods as well, apparently examining their own Statuses. I got the impression their growth was not as pronounced, but since they were technically my subjects (I think) they would all get some benefit from the Kingtree as well. 
 
    “What about you, Wes?” Val asked me. “Do you feel any different?” 
 
    I did, actually. 
 
    Heavier. 
 
    Overwhelmed. 
 
    Defeated. 
 
    But those feelings were ridiculous. I wrestled with them, tried to force them back out of my mind, but they pounded back at my mind. 
 
    Failure, something said to me. You lost part of something great. You murdered a mother and stole her children. You have lost far more than you have gained. And it is all your fault. 
 
    Something rumbled again. 
 
    You have failed, Earthborn, the voices said. 
 
    Your skies are too low. 
 
    Your heavens, too heavy. 
 
    Your angered gods, far too great. 
 
    My vision went black.


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER TWELVE: POWER AND FEAR 
 
      
 
      
 
    He has returned, a voice said in the blackness. Why has he returned? 
 
    I thought he was exterminated, a second voice remarked. Did the measures fail? 
 
    They are old, the third voice grumbled. No doubt they have weakened over the years. 
 
    The blackness faded, and I looked up. 
 
    There was a bronze sky over me. I could see it, but it felt as if it were pressing down directly over my head. I had to bend my knees to avoid being crushed. When I looked down I saw the shadows of three old men standing over me, though I could not see the figures themselves anywhere. 
 
    Unacceptable, the first voice spat. We spent far too many resources for the measures to ever fail. I told you all it was not enough. I told everyone it was not enough! 
 
    You did, the second voice admitted grudgingly. Which was why we spent all we deemed we could afford. 
 
    And now everyone is gone, the third voice cautioned. We crippled his kind too early. We still needed them just a little longer. 
 
    It was worth it! the first voice snapped, and the weight over me suddenly doubled. At least we kept this much! Better to lose all of those worlds than let them always have their way! Otherwise we would have lost everything in truth! 
 
    My feet sank into the rusty ground. My back bent under the weight of the bronze sky. 
 
    At least the measures have not failed completely, the second voice pointed out. If they had failed for good he would not be in this space. 
 
    It will be enough eventually, the third voice pointed out. Look at his mind. Whole Earthborn were always the problem. This one is broken inside. 
 
    He still has all of the warning signs of a rebel king, the first voice spat. He gathers others to himself. Shelters the weak of other races. Shields those he has no business shielding. Such foolishness is always a concern. We cannot let his kind end another golden age! 
 
    I still say he will break himself, the third voice insisted. He is alone. Those he gathers are weak as well. He cannot protect them all forever. One day he will try, and then fail, and then die. Was that not what brought his people down to begin with? 
 
    But what if he does not fail? the first voice hissed. What if this time it works? 
 
    Then we will descend upon him and stop him for good, the third voice declared. But not before. 
 
    Agreed, the second voice muttered. Paying such costs at this time is unnecessary. Especially given his number of enemies. 
 
    Fine, the first voice grumbled. But know that seeing him crawl this high is disgusting. 
 
    Relax, the second one hissed. This is as far as he goes. 
 
    The one he seeks has been already been promised to another, the most jealous of them all. As soon as the Earthborn gets in the way of his claim, the thing will tear him apart far more thoroughly than we could on our own, the third voice said with a grave nod. 
 
    Stell, I realized. They are talking about Stell. 
 
    “Promised?” I growled out, fighting against the pressure. 
 
    Can he hear us? the first voice whispered. 
 
    Does it matter? the second one asked with a shrug. 
 
    “Did you,” I growled as my back strained. “Promise Stell… to Cavus?” My teeth clenched so hard they scratched at my gums. “Did you promise her… to that… thing?” 
 
    Oh look, the second voice chuckled. An Earthborn thinks he can look down on something else. 
 
    Don’t be too hard on the vermin, the third one said pityingly. It’s not like they are capable of realizing just how much is above their own heads. 
 
    True, the first one said. Their skies are too low… 
 
    Their heavens are too heavy… the second droned. 
 
    And the gods they’ve angered are all too great, the last one declared in a solemn and angry voice. 
 
    Wrong, a quiet voice said inside of me. They are all wrong. 
 
    Realization dawned on me. 
 
    The heaviness was not over my head. 
 
    It was inside my chest. 
 
    The same old voice I had been hearing all along. 
 
    You can’t do it. 
 
    You’re too broken. 
 
    I growled, grabbing hold of that heaviness with my mind. As I did so, my own hands latched into the bronze sky above my back, my fingers stabbing cracks into the false expanse. 
 
    “Let me say it again!” I shouted. The three frightened old men hissed and sucked in their breath. 
 
    “This is not my sky!” My fingers dug in deeper. My voice grew louder. 
 
    “These are not my heavens!” The bronze-cast weight shuddered as my voice echoed off of it. The cracks from my fingers widened into spidery webs. 
 
    “And you are not my gods!” My voice came out in a roar. The false heaven groaned as it became an earthquake over my head. 
 
    My mind and arms flexed in unison as I lifted, and pushed. 
 
    # 
 
    Request for monitoring detected. Checking authorization now. Recognizing Draconic-Level Imprint. Authorization granted for Wes Malcolm. Access granted to current monitoring log regarding Chris Rhodes. 
 
    Chris’ perspective 
 
    I told myself I wasn’t sweating. I wasn’t nervous. I wasn’t worried about being watched. Then I tried hard to think about something else. 
 
    The feed had been hacked, I reminded myself. I could think about that. In fact, that was a positive thing. 
 
    Dad found out four days ago. After he found out the team in Avalon had all died and come back with a nervous breakdown. He asked for the logs. We had linked a video system to Wes via the device we had implanted in his brain to cripple him. It let us monitor his emotional state and every now and then we got actual video feed. Somehow, they had formed a monitoring system out of that same feed that we were able to project onto all of his important people here on Earth. I snuck a glance at the records for that system, and since it didn’t make a lick of scientific sense it was probably created from that curse-magic Dad’s people had always wielded here on Earth. That’s my best guess. 
 
    At any rate, the feed had been hacked and Dad’s people had lost access to it. 
 
    Which meant no one was watching me as I drove up to the Malcolms’ house. At least no one who was going to shoot me on the spot. 
 
    Scratch that. Mrs. Malcolm just might feel like shooting me if she found out my connections to the people who murdered her husband and crippled her son. 
 
    Maybe she didn’t own a gun. 
 
    One more left turn and I was in front of their house. I saw two cars in the driveway, and swore. 
 
    Wes’ sister wasn’t supposed to be in. If all went well, they read the note and were heading to the address I left. If not, I might be able to go get them. I didn’t know. It was a bad plan and I couldn’t think of a better one. 
 
    But the point was that the second car didn’t belong to the Malcolms. It belonged to the Browns. Specifically Davelon’s father, a senior investigator on the force. One of the only senior officers Dad didn’t have completely under his thumb. 
 
    I swore one more time, smacked the steering wheel of my own car, then inhaled deeply. It didn’t matter. Davelon’s mom and dad were people Wes would want me to save anyway. They’d be a resource for Dad to use against him. Holding them hostage would give Dad’s people an advantage in the fight against Wes. 
 
    And if Dad ever managed to put Wes down for good, he’d have more time to evaluate whether or not he still needed to keep his own son alive, since he was going to be immortal now and could make as many children as he wanted. Children he could better control, instead of his rebellious firstborn that balked at being his personal henchman. 
 
    I still, to this day, didn’t know what had happened to my biological mother. But seeing Dad smile smugly whenever I asked told me that if he could get rid of her and still sleep well, he could get rid of me just as casually. 
 
    If I was ever going to kill my dad, I needed Wes Malcolm alive and on my side. And he already had plenty of reason to hate me so I couldn’t let any more of his family die. And unfortunately the Browns were the only people that still stood by the Malcolms, so Wes would count them as family too. So I needed to start seeing this as a two birds, one stone thing. 
 
    The only problem was that I still hadn’t left the car yet. I swore again and finally opened the vehicle door. Wonder if Wes over-thinks as much as this, I wondered idly as I walked up their yard. Bet it would be really aggravating to hear his thoughts all the time. 
 
    There was a large window to the right of their front door, giving a view of the house’s kitchen table. I saw Davelon’s mom sitting in her wheelchair next to Stephanie Malcolm with a mug in her hand. That explained it. She had wanted to come by and check on her friend who was now dealing with the loss of her only son, two years after her husband ‘committing suicide’—the death and lie courtesy of my father—but since Mrs. Brown had been crippled ever since her own accident—also courtesy of my father—she had needed her husband to drive her over. And since he had a sneaking suspicion that John Malcolm’s suicide and Wes’ attack on his therapist were both bullshit, he was probably staying inside to try and protect the rest of the Malcolms from whoever was targeting them. 
 
    Fuck. I was procrastinating again. I walked up to the door and gave it three hard raps. 
 
    “Just a minute,” I heard a voice call out. Then I heard the women whisper in confusion. 
 
    “I’ll get it,” a deep voice said from the living room. That would be Davelon’s dad. 
 
    But that was okay. Because I wasn’t really nervous. 
 
    The door opened. A large, dark-skinned man wearing a suit with a gun in his belt answered it. 
 
    “Chris Rhodes?” Thomas Brown’s eyes were already narrowed. “What are you doing here?” 
 
    It was that moment when the carefully rehearsed speech in my mind suddenly vanished into white nothingness. 
 
    Come with me if you want to live popped up instead. And god help me, I almost went with it. 
 
    “I found out what happened,” I finally said. “I figured I’d come by.” 
 
    “That’s nice,” Davelon’s dad replied. He was almost as big as his son, and his son was a giant. One of the only football players I met that was taller than me and Wes. “Did your dad send you?” the powerful, suspicious man asked. Because he was smart enough to suspect that my own dad was involved in some way with what was going on. 
 
    “Dad doesn’t know I’m here and if he ever learns that I came by I’m going to disappear too,” I said in my best “fuck it” voice. “I didn’t say that I heard about what happened, Mr. Brown. I said I found out. Please don’t reach for your gun yet.” 
 
    That may have been the wrong thing to say, judging by the way the man tensed. 
 
    “Men are coming,” I pressed on, reminding myself that my time off Earth had made me stronger and faster and that I could probably subdue this man if I had to. Probably. “I don’t know when. Maybe not even today. But they know you’re tired of being threatened and that they can’t really control you, so they’re going to tie up the loose end that is your family. And probably Wes’ family too. I need to get you all somewhere safe.” 
 
    To his credit, the detective in front of me didn’t even flinch. 
 
    “This is a trick,” he growled. “You expect me to believe that Warren would let you come over here in broad daylight and spill all his secrets.” 
 
    “No,” I answered. I’m not nervous, I repeated to myself. “But Wes is alive, and I need to get you all at least close to him.” 
 
    From the doorway view to the kitchen, I saw Stephanie Malcolm’s head swivel and lock onto my own. 
 
    “You’re lying,” Thomas Brown growled again. “Why would you care about any of us? I know what kind of man you are, son. You can’t fool me like everyone else.” 
 
    “No I can’t,” I retorted. “This is a stupid, desperate plan and I don’t have anything better. But Malcolm will hunt me down if I let anyone else of his get taken. You know the three girls are missing too, right?” 
 
    “What?” The detective’s nostrils flared at that. He didn’t know. That was something kept even more under wraps. 
 
    “So’s that Gabby girl. Dad’s people took them. I can get you to them or close to them. But you’re the next loose end, and our safest bet is to leave in broad daylight when they’re not able to act as easily.” 
 
    I heard a car drive down a nearby street. It sounded like it might have been a large van. A moment later, I could tell Davelon’s dad heard the vehicle too. 
 
    “Shit,” I swore. “We need to leave now, or we’re all fucked. You can arrest me for providing false information, but you know that even if you contact the department instead, none of them will stand by you. They’ll turn you in to Dad, because he has a better handle on them than you. So come on. You either stay here and get captured or escape and help Mrs. Malcolm find her lost son. What’ll it be?” 
 
    Detective Brown gave me an angry glare, and I felt defeated. He still didn’t believe me and I didn’t blame him. 
 
    But a moment later the phone in his pocket beeped. So did the phone in Mrs. Malcolm’s purse. 
 
    I saw Mr. Brown’s eyes widen as he read the text, and Wes’ mom started shouting her son’s name after reading her own message. 
 
    “Only Wes and John knew that about me,” the tall man mumbled in surprise. 
 
    “Alive!” Stephanie Malcolm suddenly stammered. “My son is alive.” 
 
    The detective locked eyes with me again. I had no idea who had just sent that text but I knew it had brought him around. 
 
    “Fine. Let me get my wife. I swear if this is a trick I will make you regret it, Rhodes.” 
 
    “Fair enough,” I replied, dashing inside. 
 
    They grabbed a handful of items and headed for my car. Fortunately I had just gotten an SUV from one of the football team’s boosters, so the vehicle was both roomy enough and probably not bugged. Fucking probably. 
 
    Everyone had just gotten into the car when the large gray van pulled up. So much for broad daylight being a difference maker. 
 
    I started the car, but I wasn’t fast enough. A large man in a plumber’s uniform that bulged in a suspicious number of places stepped out of the van. I heard Thomas Brown hiss and shuffle. He was probably going for his own gun. 
 
    As more large men exited the van, the plumber with all the gun bulges in his uniform looked directly at my window. I saw his eyes widen in recognition, tinted glass be damned, and his lips mouthed my name as his head cocked in confusion. The other hitmen apparently saw their targets through the other windows in my car, and began to reach for their own weapons. 
 
    Unauthorized contact persisting, a mechanical voice said in my ear. Terminate now? 
 
    Affirmative, Wes Malcolm’s voice sounded in my ear, and I nearly leaped out of the car in surprise. Terminate the offending unit. Ensure the safety of monitored subjects and allow them to evacuate. 
 
    I couldn’t help it. I panicked. 
 
    “Malcolm?” I shouted. “The fuck?” 
 
    A powerful crack sounded out, and the lead fake plumber suddenly slumped against the car, eyes still wide, forehead suddenly very red. 
 
    Sup, Chris, Cock-Blocker said to me directly. We’re probably gonna have to talk later, unfortunately, but right now? GTFO. Please. 
 
    The man that had just been shot in the forehead with a high-powered rifle growled and wiped his sleeve across his face. He pulled himself off of the car, and more loud cracks sounded. His chest spasmed multiple times and he slumped back against the van door. 
 
    More gunshots began to sound out at and from the van’s team, but I was done gawking stupidly. I slammed my SUV into the proper gear and barreled out of the neighborhood as fast as I could, ignoring the screams and angry shouts from the passenger side of the car. 
 
    I had no idea how Wes could talk directly to me and I didn’t have time to figure it out. I kept my foot on the accelerator and barreled to the rendezvous point I had given all his friends. 
 
    # 
 
    The next breath, I was back on Avalon. Everyone around me was blinking rapidly. 
 
    “Um, Wes?” Breena asked, flying next to me and looking worried. “Do you know what just happened?” 
 
    “No,” I admitted. Because I didn’t even know how to describe what I had just seen. 
 
    “All is well,” Avalon intoned. “The invasion was successfully repelled by the Lord of Avalon.” 
 
    “Invasion?” Virtus asked, cocking his skull. “Who attacked us?” 
 
    “An unidentified entity unsuccessfully attempted to circumvent the authority of the Lord of Avalon and prevent his most recent Rise.” 
 
    “What?” My adopted sister’s eyes widened. “That can happen?” 
 
    “No,” Karim said grimly. “It’s not meant to be possible by anyone except for the Steward of Avalon. And she can only do it to a Challenger she has appointed herself.” 
 
    “It’s never been done by anyone else, to anyone else,” Weylin said, but then he turned his head to where Alum and Virtus were still standing. “But those from another age might know more.” 
 
    Both ancient warriors shook their heads. 
 
    “I’ve never heard of anyone able to interfere with another’s Rise,” Alum said firmly. “And until today I couldn’t imagine anyone daring to try. Not on an Earthborn.” 
 
    The recent attempt appears to be triggered by hidden protocol rather than active participation. Avalon will continue to examine the Lord Challenger for any more destructive protocol concealed in his genetic material. 
 
    And Avalon will commit to providing more accurate reports to the Lord Challenger regarding the removal of harmful programs, the computer told me privately, as if in apology. 
 
    “Genetic material?” Breena nearly shrieked. “Somebody put a bomb trap in Wes’ genes? What the help?” 
 
    Fairy swearing, I thought. Gotta love it. 
 
    “Story of my life,” I said calmly. “Hasn’t stopped me yet, though.” 
 
    “This is ridiculous,” my fairy companion said firmly. “Wes doesn’t have time for someone to screw with his brain every time he finds a way to get stronger. We’re going to find a way for Stell to get another look at you.” She flew higher up. “Guineve!” she shouted. “Somebody tried to blow up Wes’ brain! Help me figure out how to beat them up!” 
 
    “I’m here, dear,” Guineve replied from behind us. I had no idea when she got there. I guess she had decided to wait until everything had calmed down before she said anything. “We’ll help you look at him.” 
 
    “Di-rec-tive!” a little ball of jelly said while quivering in the tall woman’s arms. “Look! Heal! Di-rec-tive!” 
 
    “Good,” Breena harrumphed. “That’ll have to do until we can meet up with Stell again.” 
 
    Teeth, I asked internally. Can Vinclum risk summoning Stell again? 
 
    I’ll check, the dragon part of my consciousness answered. He says he can’t. But he can still make sure she’s safe for now. 
 
    Thanks for checking, I said grudgingly, and decided to open my mindscreen before anything else happened. 
 
    The number of updates reminded me of that time I had forgotten to check the mail for a couple of days and the mailbox had gotten jammed. 
 
    The Challenger has successfully invaded a hostile location and led a small force against a large number of entrenched enemies, inflicting a large number of casualties while evading detection or suffering no casualties of his own. The Challenger has taken another step on the Path of War. The Challenger will now gain an additional rank in a combat skill of his choice. This is cumulative to the bonus granted previously. 
 
    The Challenger has gained two ranks in Mass Combat. 
 
    The Challenger has gained one rank in Wilderness Survival. 
 
    The Challenger has negotiated and received surrender from an alien race previously believed to be extinct. The Challenger has also successfully implemented contingencies prepared for the alien leader’s eventual betrayal. The Challenger has taken another step along the Path of Kings. The Challenger will receive one free rank per Rise in a leadership skill of his choice. 
 
    The Challenger has gained one rank of Speechcraft. 
 
    The Challenger has gained one rank of Reading Intent. 
 
    The Challenger has successfully countered an enemy ambush with an ambush of his own, inflicting total losses upon his enemies while avoiding permanent losses of his own. The Challenger has taken an additional step along the Path of War. The Challenger will receive one free rank per Rise in Mass Combat or another warfare-related skill of his choice. 
 
    By completely eliminating a numerically superior hostile force invading his territory without losses for the third time in a row, the Challenger has acquired the ability to choose War as his primary Art. The Challenger will now find it easier to increase weapon and war-related skills over time. This benefit is cumulative with any granted by the Path of War. It should be noted that the Challenger is still unable to select a primary Science. 
 
    “Wes, are you done reading those?” Breena asked, flying next to me. 
 
    “Ow,” I said with a blink. “And no.” I sucked in a breath and kept reading. 
 
    The Challenger has successfully integrated his enemy’s civilization into his own territory. The Challenger has taken another step along the Path of Kings. The Challenger’s skills at administration and Speechcraft all receive a slight bonus. This bonus also applies to anyone the Challenger delegates to serve in these same fields. 
 
    The Challenger has successfully used magic to defeat an elder member of a forgotten race in single combat. The Challenger has taken another step along the Path of the Archmage. The Challenger will now receive a free rank per Rise in the magic primarily responsible for defeating his opponent. 
 
    The Challenger has gained two ranks in the Ideal of Blood. 
 
    The Challenger has successfully absorbed a large degree of nutrients and mental power from an elder race. The Challenger has gained five points of Strength, ten points of Constitution, five points of Dexterity, and ten points of Intelligence. 
 
    I would have felt better about those gains if I hadn’t drunk a woman to gain them. 
 
    The Challenger’s blood has also gained the ability to slowly counteract poisons, increasing his resistance to toxins as well as allowing him to slowly expel poisons from his body over time. The Challenger’s blood may also be used as a component for certain potions. 
 
    The Challenger has absorbed knowledge in the following skills: Chemistry, Alchemy, Herbalism, Wilderness Survival, Stealth, and Unarmed Combat. Skill ranks have increased accordingly. 
 
    Those were big gains, I realized, calling up those skills from memory. This time I reminded myself that I only drank that crazy witch because she tried to drink me first. 
 
    The new nutrients have also assisted in the awakening of the Challenger’s already stirring bloodline. Combined with completing the associated Rite, the Challenger has fully awakened his Elder Woadfolk Ancestry. Elder Woadfolk have not undergone the diminishment of their descendants, and are therefore more powerful, fully retaining strong, healthy bodies and their innate awareness. They receive an additional point per Rise to their Strength, Dexterity, Constitution, and Wisdom, as well as a free skill point per Rise in either Spear use, Axe use, Bow use, wood-based crafting, or wilderness survival-related skills. They also have the potential to develop Water and Earth magic if they so choose, and are more likely to have increased comprehension in those two Ideals. These benefits are retroactive. Elder Woadfolk are also capable of binding with a Woadfather tree and receiving tattoos based on the connection with that particular tree. 
 
    The Challenger has chosen to bind with a Kingtree Woadfather Monarch. Acquiring a royal tree has resulted in advancing his profession to the rank of Baron. The Challenger can now recognize leaders and nobles from foreign cultures more easily. The Challenger further gains +5 to Charisma as a one-time bonus. 
 
    “Ow,” I said, finally reading everything. 
 
    “Oh no,” Breena said, flying in front of me. “You didn’t grow too fast again, did you, Wes? Are you having trouble breathing? Does your heart feel okay? Any blood coming out of your eyes or ears? Do you smell toast?” 
 
    “No, and that last one’s a myth anyway,” I groaned, wondering where Breena had even heard of it. “It was just a lot of information.” 
 
    “Looks like you’ve gotten pretty good gains though,” Breena said. “Let me check your status… wow. Holy heck, Wes, have you had a chance to look at this yet?” 
 
    “I’m kind of afraid to read any more updates,” I admitted. 
 
    “No really,” Breena insisted. “This is the kind of insane growth you need to have, since someone’s apparently throwing Icons at you. And stuck some worse things down below.” Breena shuddered. “That Keeper fight could have gone much worse if she had been in her best shape. I know I’ve complained a whole lot about your growth, but the truth is you keep running into things that would have overwhelmed a normal Challenger at your number of Rises.” 
 
    “I thought you didn’t know that much about the Keepers?” I asked, confused. 
 
    “Virtus knew a lot more than me, so I was content to let him talk. I only really tried to prepare you for the meeting at the end with the queen. And I failed. Because she was a hussy,” my bonded familiar hissed, and then suddenly cleared her throat. “Ahem, bad cough again, sorry. But anyway, I had failed to anticipate certain unacceptable behavior from her and for that I apologize. Good job handling that, by the way, although maybe hugging her to death was unnecessary.” 
 
    “Live and learn,” I said dryly. She glared at me. 
 
    “Aaanyway, let’s go ahead and open up your status.” 
 
    “Okay, fine.” I gave up and braced myself for one more message popping into my brain. Breena nodded in satisfaction as her eyes went up and down. 
 
    “Hmm, okay, good, good… wait.” She blinked. “Lemmee check your Risen level again… okay, yeah, that’s overpowered… all of it, in fact. Okay, then,” she muttered to herself. “Cheat to win. Let’s just roll with it. And no headaches or comas this time, right, Wes?” 
 
    “No, actually,” I answered carefully. “I think I might actually be getting used to all the rampaging power and new bloodlines I keep getting jacked up with.” 
 
    “Good,” she sniffed. “I’m just going to assume that you’re going to get one from each world, and not panic when it happens. That way you’ll be better prepared and I won’t stress so much. Everybody wins.” 
 
    She made a handful of suggestions, and then we looked over the final result. 
 
      
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Wes Malcolm 
  
      	  Origin: Earthborn (Dusk Era), Avalonian (Challenger), Woadfolk (Elder). Other bloodlines unknown 
  
      	  Rise Level: 15th Rise (Candle) 
  
      	  Saga: Unconquered Hero 
  Act 2: Unbowed Bones. +5 Con, Will, Str. General resistance to crushing damage and pressure-based attacks 
  
     
 
      
      	  Strength:206 
  
      	  Dexterity:190 
  
      	  Constitution:209 
  
      	  Intelligence:188 
  
     
 
      
      	  Wisdom:187 
  
      	  Charisma:192 
  
      	  Speed:224 
  
      	  Deftness:220 
  
     
 
      
      	  Wits:191 
  
      	  Will:235 
  
      	  Paths: War, Kings, Archmage 
  
      	  Skills (averaged): Weapons (16), Ideal Magic (16), Saga Magic (9) Misc Skills (9) 
  
     
 
      
      	  Profession: Leader (Rank: Noble) 
  
      	  Art: War (Newly Gained) 
  
      	  Science: Forming 
  
      	  Craft: Forming 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
      
 
    My bonus Rise points helped make sure my Intelligence didn’t lag behind, and by now I was getting enough bonus skill points to make sure my combat and magic skills kept up. 
 
    “And before I forget.” Breena flew back toward the Kingtree. “Do you still have it?” she asked the new sapling. 
 
    “Much of it has been requisitioned by Avalon for direct use, but the remainder should be more than sufficient to augment the traveler,” the tree said with a rustling of leaves. “Please bring a container to store the remaining Woad-sap.” 
 
    I took out my sword handle as another closed flower bulb was lifted towards my direction. This one was much bigger than the one Breena had come out of, as I came closer, it cautiously opened up, pouring Woad-sap right into my magical storage space. 
 
    “Wow,” Breena said. “That’s a whole lot for personal use. I don’t think even the Gaelguard used that much for their full tattoos.” 
 
    “We’ll have to figure out the best use for it,” I answered. 
 
    “It’s best to use at least some of it for yourself,” Breena answered. “It will actually strengthen the Kingtree if you cement your bond to it with a Woad tattoo. You’ll constantly draw a bit of excess energy from each other, which will actually help you Rise faster. It will also give you some of the benefits the other Gaelguard have, like better regeneration and a healthier body. And it will be able to grow faster and make use of your own talents.” 
 
    Well, that was too good to pass up. I wasn’t sure my body could take any further augments, especially my Constitution and Strength, but I’d let Breena show me how to risk it. 
 
    “Alright, then I guess we talk to the Gaelguard and have one of them ink me with this stuff?” 
 
    “No,” Alum said, walking over. “I am sorry, my lord. But none of us are strong enough to bind you to a tree as powerful as this. It takes a strong Gaelguard to make use of a Monarch’s sap, and our chiefs were all slain when Avalon was invaded. We could only bind you to one of the normal Woadfathers, and they would not be ideal, given you already have a connection with this tree.” 
 
    “Okay,” I shrugged. “Was worth checking out though.” 
 
    Again, I had already received a plethora of benefits. 
 
    “There’s one left,” Breena said suddenly. “Merada. Stell’s Satellite on the Woadlands. She could do it.” She fluttered between me and the tree, staring at us both. “She’s the youngest of Stell’s Satellites, but she was also created from ancient Woadfolk genes. She’s been a Gaelguard for a couple centuries, and she’s studied to try and keep the tradition alive.” 
 
    “Great,” I replied. “I guess I’ll just keep these gallons of Woad-sap in my storage space then. Speaking of which,” I asked, looking around at the remaining mist, “Avalon, upon completing the Rite, do we have access to any of the Pathways now?” 
 
    “Confirming that completion of the Rite will result in reactivating the ancient Pathway to the Woadlands. Request a short period of time to prepare sufficient energy to safely activate the Pathway.” 
 
    “Fantastic,” I replied. “Our main mission is accomplished then.” 
 
    Which means I had to time to make sure the newly resurrected Gaelguard and their magic forest could integrate well with my community. 
 
    I gave one last look at the Kingtree, at the sack of sap hidden in it that supposedly had my blood, and realized how tired I was. Then I remembered what had happened the last time I had scheduled so many crazy missions right after the other. 
 
    “Let’s go ahead and take a rest, and save everything else for tomorrow,” I finally said. 
 
    I shouldn’t have been surprised when my team let out a tired, ragged cheer.


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER THIRTEEN: HEARTBEAT’S ANSWER 
 
      
 
      
 
    I held up the single-bladed axe, looking at the patterns traced into its metal blade and wood handle. Something about the weapon reached out to me, made me feel connected to it. It was like the feeling I had with Breaker, though not nearly as strong. Also unlike Breaker, though, the weapon was whole. I could tell that I hadn’t unlocked its full power yet, but I felt confident that I would have to travel across the Expanse, putting it together piece by piece, just so I could fight with it. 
 
    And I was definitely going to fight with it. The quality of the weapon surpassed anything else I currently had but Carnwennan, and that was a dagger. This weapon could provide a heavy blow like my cleaver could, but it was better balanced, and would also allow me to use a shield in the other hand. 
 
    “What’s the history behind this weapon?” I asked Breyn, who was standing next to me. Alum had sort of assigned him to me as an aide while he reorganized the Gaelguard. It seemed unnecessary, but I think he did so because our bodies were close to the same age, and he figured it might help me to have a male friend that also wasn’t a skeleton or a cranky historian-wizard. 
 
    “It was fairly new,” Breyn said awkwardly. “It feels like almost yesterday. Which means that to the people currently on my old world, it will be a relic almost forgotten by time. Like my family and myself.” He grimaced. A few of the Gaelguard had spoken with the recent refugees from the Woadlands, and the changes their former world had gone through had shocked them. All things considered though, the young man in front of me was taking the fact that he had woken up thousands upon thousands of years into the future very well. Probably because most of his family had come along with him, from what I gathered. 
 
    “At any rate,” Breyn continued, “we wished to demonstrate we were coming under Avalon’s authority as a sovereign world, and we wished to make an item demonstrating our level of trust.” 
 
    “And your people trusted Avalon’s future lord enough to give them a weapon,” I noted. Breyn nodded. 
 
    “We all thought they were the best choice for being the main leader of our linked worlds. Generous and wise, possessing advanced magic and technology, no real desire to interfere with many of our private matters. As long as we were advancing, and unified with our six sister worlds, they would leave us in peace. That made our wise men and our kings desire all the more to bind ourselves to them.” He pointed to the giant tomahawk in my hand. “That weapon is a celebration of our best craftsmen and wizards, a desire to leave a mark of our own on their world.” 
 
    “And your sentient trees were also okay with the weapon being an axe?” I asked, remembering numerous myths about axe-hating tree monsters. 
 
    “Completely,” Breyn affirmed. “Trees benefit from being pruned, from being shown a better direction to grow. This weapon symbolized our desire to let the lord of Avalon—when one was chosen—to guide us in the direction he or she deemed best.” 
 
    I hefted the weapon again, concentrating on the connection I felt with it. Two words poured from that link. 
 
    Change. 
 
    Growth. 
 
    The weapon hummed softly in my hands, and I carefully stopped concentrating on the link. The weapon seemed to relax upon my doing so. 
 
    “Can you tell me the weapon’s name again?” I asked, rotating the surprisingly light one-handed axe in my hand. 
 
    “Toirneach agus Buir,” Breyn repeated, nodding confidently. For a moment the name was meaningless to me. Then my mindscreen translated it into English. 
 
    “Thunder and Roar?” I asked slowly. “Is that right?” 
 
    “That’s what I just sa—oh, right.” Alum’s son blinked. “Translation magic. You probably can’t talk to us without it.” 
 
    “Definitely not,” I admitted. “I know just a handful of words outside my native tongue in a couple of languages, and I could maybe understand about five minutes of Spanish. But no, none of the languages outside of Earth are still taught on my planet.” 
 
    Again, though, I could have sworn the axe’s name could have come out of a Celtic language, but then everything about the Woadlands felt like it came out of the Celtic stuff back on Earth. 
 
    “Why?” the young Gaelguard asked, baffled. “Even with your translation magics, your people are usually very curious. Did our worlds offend yours, somehow?” 
 
    I shook my head. I had already touched on this subject but most of the Gaelguard still had trouble believing it. 
 
    “Earth is currently isolated from every habitable planet, remember?” 
 
    “Right.” Alum’s son nodded. “But why don’t you use your magic to contact anyone?” 
 
    I sighed. This was the hardest part of the matter for Alum’s people to grasp. Because back in his time period, every single person in the Expanse had apparently at least heard of magic, and almost everybody could at least perform some minor cantrip. 
 
    “No one can practice magic on Earth unless they leave it,” I said for what felt like the hundredth time. “And no one can travel to another planet without the Starsown’s help.” 
 
    “Right.” Breyn nodded, finally getting it (I hoped). “The Steward. I remember you mentioning her.” 
 
    I wasn’t sure what he meant by that. 
 
    “Well, when she was on Avalon she had the ability to call a person from Earth every now and then and—” 
 
    “Is she pretty?” Breyn suddenly interrupted. 
 
    I stared at him for a moment. 
 
    “I’m sorry?” I asked, not sure where he was going with this. But something inside of me really didn’t like the idea of him being interested in her. 
 
    Damn straight, Teeth agreed. 
 
    Shut the hell up, I snapped at him. You weren’t even paying attention when she was with us. 
 
    “I’m sorry, my lord,” Breyn said quickly. “I didn’t mean to pry. And I certainly don’t mean to forget my place. It’s just that… well… we’re close to the same age, and I thought I’d…” 
 
    “You thought what?” I asked slowly, trying to tone down my annoyance for a guy that didn’t really deserve it, no matter what Dragon-Me was trying to tell me. 
 
    “Well, I remember my first deep love,” the young man finally blurted. “And I remember not being brave enough to court her. And then that arsehole Connorn stole her away.” 
 
    The young man was looking at me intently now. Arguably more intently than when he was hacking apart Arachknights in pitched combat. 
 
    “I don’t want to see that happen again, Lord Earthborn. Not to a man like you.” 
 
    I take it all back, Teeth interjected. Do we have a chief lieutenant? Let’s make him our chief lieutenant. 
 
    “Wait,” I asked, grabbing my head and fighting off another migraine. “You think I have a crush on Stell?” 
 
    “No, my lord,” Breyn said fiercely. “I know you love her. I remember what it’s like. And I hear how much you’re worried about her.” 
 
    “Because she’s in danger,” I replied. “It’s more that I want to make sure she stays safe.” 
 
    “Exactly, my lord,” the young Gaelguard said, not getting it at all. “But you can help her right now. Just tell her how you feel.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” I asked, getting irritable. “I don’t even know where she is. That’s why I’m looking for her, remember? Remember how we just talked about that?” 
 
    “My lord,” Breyn insisted, getting exasperated as well. “She’s a Starsown. You always know where at least a piece of her is. She bound part of herself to you, remember?” 
 
    I stared at him for a moment. 
 
    “I don’t think it would be a good idea for me to start confusing Breena with Stell, Breyn,” I said slowly. “Or Guineve with Stell, for that matter.” 
 
    And shut up, I said in advance to FNG. 
 
    “Forgive me, my lord,” Breyn said, taking a breath. “I didn’t mean to be presumptuous.” 
 
    I thought that was the end of it, so I nodded and began to turn around. 
 
    “And I forget how new you are to the other races,” he continued anyway. “Breena is to this Stell as my lord’s arm is to my lord. What the arm feels, the rest of the body will feel as well. So it is with the Starsown, my lord. Perhaps that is why so few of the other races dare to even consider courting one,” Breyn said after a moment, before his eyes began blazing again. “But don’t let that stop my lord! You’ve gained the right to rule Avalon! You saved my people and my woods from extinction! Don’t think yourself unworthy, like I did! Don’t miss the chance to tell her how you feel, like I did! Or you’ll regret it forever!”  
 
    He was so intense that I actually rocked back on my feet from him, staring at him as he finished speaking and began panting from the effort. I felt power roll off of him, as he had just conquered a personal Challenge, related only to himself. 
 
    Failure is non-permanent, a voice echoed in my mind. 
 
    “That’s it, my lord,” Breyn stood up and clenched a fist over his heart, in some form of salute. “I’ve said my piece. I accept the consequences.” 
 
    “There are none,” I said quietly. “But thank you. I’ll think about your words.” 
 
    He nodded at that. 
 
    “Is your gear ready?” I asked. “The Pathway is probably ready by now.” 
 
    The young man nodded, pointing to a corner of the room where our equipment was ready. I had taken my personal gear out of my magical storage space to do maintenance on it, and I had been pleasantly surprised when Breyn offered to help me with it. We had cleaned and repaired all of my weapons in half the time, and Breyn also showed me some tricks his people used that helped a weapon’s own vital guard repair itself. Then he did the same thing with my armor, and I began to hope that my equipment might actually start surviving Challenges on a regular basis. 
 
    Breyn helped me don a light shirt of green metal links that went over my aketon and wolf-leather tabard, and then I helped him do the same. 
 
    “Hey Breyn?” I asked after we had put on our mail and padding. “Why weren’t your people wearing armor before?” 
 
    “Most of us don’t actually wear it,” Breyn admitted uncomfortably. “Our tattoos provide a great deal of protection on their own, and covering them can get in the way unless you use expensive magical materials. But the truth is that until Avalon was invaded they were all the protection we really needed. We—” he swallowed—“we put too much pride in them. That’s not easy to admit.” 
 
    “Well, at least you’re learning now,” I offered. Breyn still looked uncomfortable. 
 
    “I am, at least, but others aren’t,” the young warrior admitted uncomfortably. “My mother’s still being stubborn about it, for instance. But my tattoos are still weak, compared to my parents, so it’s easier for me to realize it, I guess.” He shuffled the links to fit better on his chest, giving his gear one final check. I saw his tattoos glow faintly through the padding and green rings. 
 
    His admission had impressed me. Being a young male myself, I knew for a fact that it was absolutely not easy to admit I needed help, and a lot of the enthusiasm I had displayed during training and my early Challenges was partly just to prove that I was not really weak, was not really disabled, and that I really did have what it takes. That had worked out for me so far, but Breyn helped remind me that no one was indestructible. 
 
    We gathered our weapons and new woad-painted shields and walked toward the caverns. I passed Virtus on the way, and the giant hoplite nodded at me. 
 
    “I wish I could come with you,” the skeleton said. 
 
    “So do I, but from what Guineve and Breena say, you’re tightly bound to Avalon now,” I reminded him. “Maybe we’ll find a way for you to retain another world’s mana, but for now, I’m going to need you to help Guineve guard the population, and to keep training the people here for war.” 
 
    “Are you sure that’s still necessary?” he asked. “You have both Guineve and the Gaelguard now.” 
 
    “I do, and neither of them were enough before,” I said bluntly. “Neither was I, for that matter. I’m taking some of the Gaelguard with me this time, but I’ll never have enough people or resources. My enemies are raising up Dark Icons to hunt me now. I’ll need every edge I can get or Avalon will fall again.” 
 
    “Fair enough,” Virtus nodded. “I’ll find a way to incorporate the Gaelguard into my tactics. And uh, maybe I’ll teach them to wear more clothes. That seems like a good idea.” 
 
    “Thanks,” I said. “I get it’s part of their culture, but I could do with a bit less man-flesh in my life.” 
 
    Holy cow, we agree on something, Teeth said in my mind. 
 
    “You’ll take care of her, though, right?” Virtus asked worriedly. “Val, I mean?” His concern surprised me. 
 
    “Of course I will,” I replied. “She’s my sister. That’s also why she’s going in a projected body instead of her original.” 
 
    And that was the only reason I was still letting my adopted sister show up to these events. The fact that she was effectively immortal, at least for a couple of deaths, was just enough to override my protective instincts and acknowledge the fact that she was incredibly talented for her age, had already saved my life, and that she needed to be useful for her own healing process. 
 
    If we all failed, she was literally the only person guaranteed to come back alive. 
 
    We gave each other a final nod and I kept walking. So far I would be taking the three Testifiers, ten of the Gaelguard, including Alum’s family, Val, and Breena. I had already gotten a tearful goodbye hug from little Gabby and had been surprised to get a goodbye from my other two adopted sisters, Sam and Kayla. Maybe that meant we were close to being on speaking terms again. 
 
    But I would have to hope for that later, because we had finally reached the chamber containing the Pathway to the Woadlands. 
 
    To my baffled annoyance, the Pathway had been constructed in the same place the Woadfather forest had previously been located. It was as if Avalon was purposefully drawing attention to the fact that yes, it had moved an entire ecosystem from one place to another and yes, now I could access another world through this exact same location. After a moment, I just sighed and just went back to taking all this impossible nonsense in stride. 
 
    The Pathway was a shimmering, silvery surface suspended by a door-framed structure made out of massive tree roots. It was tall, but only wide enough for two or three people to walk through at the same time. Which suggested that we needed to enter it carefully. 
 
    “I’ve checked it,” a voice said from the other side of the shimmering door. White fabric fluttered as Guineve glided regally into view. “It’s safe.” 
 
    A tiny girl with light brown skin trailed behind her, holding Ball-ee in her arms. 
 
    “Buddy Wes,” Little Gabby said in a sniffling voice. “I said bye to you, but I didn’t get to say bye to Breena. Can I say bye to Breena?” 
 
    A trail of pink light suddenly zoomed into the room, as if summoned by the little girl’s words. 
 
    “I’m here! I’m here! Sorry I was checking on the kingtree and the woadfathers and then I was checking to make sure we had grabbed all the rations and then I thought maybe Wes had forgotten to pack enough water but then I remembered Guineve had already double checked everything and so I came flying down here! I’ll miss you too, Gabby!” 
 
    The little fairy buzzed over to Gabby and began nuzzling her cheek, making the little girl giggle. 
 
    “Don’t worry about us!” Breena chattered. “I’ll keep him safe and he’ll keep me safe and everybody will keep each other safe until we all come back nice and safe and happy!” 
 
    Gabby’s mood brightened immediately, and I let the two say their goodbyes while I turned back to examine the portal. 
 
    “Avalon,” I said as the rest of my group began to file in, “inform us on the process of using the Pathways.” 
 
    Breyn had also walked in with me, and I saw his neck crane as he looked for his parents among the entering Gaelguard. He saw them enter, beamed as he saw his mother wearing the armor they had fought about, then ducked his head when she glared back at him. 
 
    “Current power exists for the Pathway to be accessed by three individuals at a time. There will need to be a five-minute interval between groups entering to ensure sufficient power is allocated to keep the Pathway secure. Avalon once again suggests that no more than fifteen people enter this month.” 
 
    And that was why I was not taking more of the Gaelguard. Heck, if Guineve had been able to come I would have brought her along too, but she was still bound to Avalon. Fortunately the limitations did not apply to Breena, although she had been offended to find out that the portal counted her as sentient luggage instead of a person. 
 
    “Which means,” I sighed, “that regardless of wherever in the Woadlands this Pathway leads to, the first three people will be on their own for five minutes.” 
 
    “Which means my lord will not be going first,” Alum said firmly. I turned to look at him. 
 
    “I’m in charge, and arguably the most powerful member of our group,” I reminded him, while quietly reminding myself that the statement was only true because Guineve couldn’t come with us. The new Gaelguard leader nodded respectfully. 
 
    “I dare not deny that, my lord, but what if the other side opens over a thousand-foot drop? The land changes over time. Anything, or nothing, could be directly under your feet. Then Avalon would lose its lord without ever knowing how.” 
 
    “That is a good point, but since we can’t tell what’s over there I’ll be facing uncertain death no matter what place I take in this line,” I reminded him. 
 
    “I’ll go,” Val said suddenly. I turned to look at my adopted sister. “Send me first, instead.” 
 
    “Why is that going to make sense again?” I asked, turning to look at my sister. “To me, your big brother?” 
 
    “Because I’ll just come back here if I die, remember?” Val reminded, not backing down. “We’ve already talked about that. I am literally the only one guaranteed to walk away from this alive. Except maybe Breena, but she’s not sure she can still do that anymore.” 
 
    “That’s not enough on its own,” I replied, trying not to get so angry about this idea. “Remember what happened to me?” 
 
    There was no way I was letting Val get captured again. 
 
    “I can go with her,” Breyn offered. “I can hold any attackers off until she escapes back, at least.” 
 
    “It’s probably best to send our most senior warrior with her,” Alum said neutrally, as his wife glared at her son again. “But your aide’s suggestion is otherwise perfect, and I should have thought of it sooner.” 
 
    The young Woadfolk ducked his head, not sure how to handle being chastened and praised at the same time. 
 
    “That still leaves me one Gaelguard short if more than five minutes’ worth of trouble surface,” I answered. “Or two, if we decide to send more than one escort…” I trailed off. 
 
    “If there is too much trouble for two of my elite warriors to handle right off the bat, there was no way we’d be able to use the Pathway anyway.” 
 
    “Send two people with her,” I finally said, hating that this was the best idea. I was the kind of strategy player that always hated losing units in my games. “Preferably one with some kind of healing…” 
 
    Something jumped inside Val’s backpack. 
 
    “Di-rec-tive!” the object shouted. 
 
    My head tried to look in two places at the same time. Ball-ee was still in Gabby’s hands, cooing at her. 
 
    “I was just going to tell you,” Guineve said with a smile. “He finally multiplied this morning.” 
 
    “Di-rec-tive!” the voice shouted from Val’s backpack. “Grow! Heal! Hug! Di-rec-tive!” 
 
    Right, I remembered. When we had destroyed the other two Horde pits, Ball-ee had scampered over to absorb the strange residue they had left. He had been growing bigger ever since he did so, and we had suspected he might eventually perform some kind of mitosis. 
 
    “I figured he would be good to take with me,” Val said hesitantly. “I meant to tell you. But maybe he can help keep everyone alive? Even though he can’t fight?” 
 
    “Fine,” I shrugged. 
 
    I didn’t have high hopes for Ball-ee or else I would have taken him with me on the Rite. The only time he had actually accompanied me in combat he hadn’t been able to help. “Since there’s technically two of him, we can risk it. And he might be able to help the Woadlands with long-term care.” 
 
    “Di-rec-tive!” the little heal ball agreed happily. 
 
    “Provided he doesn’t count against our limit,” I added, looking up at the ceiling. “Does he, Avalon?” 
 
    “Confirming that unidentified life form will count as sentient luggage for the purpose of Pathway Travel.” 
 
    “Fantastic,” I replied. “Ryon, Bartlen, you two help Val secure the landing site. Send Val back immediately if the situation is remotely dangerous. Otherwise the next group will follow fifteen minutes later.” 
 
    They nodded, and we began the slow, arduous process of traveling to the Woadlands. 
 
    # 
 
    Alum had insisted that I go last. His people were able to secure the perimeter without me, and I would just get in the way, and blah blah blah. I think he just wanted to have a few extra minutes to process how his home world had changed, and so I didn’t argue. I did insist, however, that he take Breyn with him when he traveled through, and have him ready to give me a report on everything when it was finally my turn to travel through the portal. I also said to expect me to be a minute or two late in case some of my enhancement magic needed fine tuning. 
 
    Which left me some extra time to be alone with Breena and Guineve, since Gabby had gone back up to take Ball-ee to the rest of the kids. Which also meant I could stop tip-toeing around the tension Breyn had called me to account on and actually clarify what the hell our relationship was turning into. As well as what we all wanted it to turn to. 
 
    I really wanted closure on this issue with Guineve and Breena, because it somehow felt like I was cheating on Stell and being committed to her at the same time. And that made even less sense when I reminded myself that Stell and I weren’t in any official relationship either. 
 
    “Enhancement magic?” Breena had spoken up obliviously, right before the final group had left. “There shouldn’t be any problem with your enhancement magic, Wes.” 
 
    “There shouldn’t be,” I agreed. “But I’d like you to do one last check with me and possibly veto or approve of an idea I have,” I answered, trying not to sound too careful. I had no idea what Guineve was thinking but Breena clearly hadn’t picked up on the hint that I wanted to talk with them privately. 
 
    “Well, why don’t we just go over it now while everyone’s still in line—” 
 
    “Breena, I feel like I’ve embarrassed myself a lot recently by trying a lot of stupid stuff, and I really don’t want to even talk about the idea with an audience. But the two of you have known me the longest, and I’d feel more comfortable if you were the only ones around for this.” 
 
    “Oh.” She bobbed in the air. “Sure, okay. That makes sense. We can do that, Wes. Right, Guineve?” 
 
    “Yes, dear, that should be fine,” the older Satellite said patiently. 
 
    I remembered that Breena should be able to sense me in several different ways, and then I remembered that part of that went both ways. I concentrated on the mindlink and realized that she was truly being oblivious, and not even doing it on purpose. Then I realized that was all I could sense from her, despite her being my bonded familiar. She could and should be able to sense more on her end, but she was clearly not thinking to do so. Just as I hadn’t thought to do so before now. 
 
    Can you stop thinking about this? Teeth asked. Because it’s making the both of us way too mad. 
 
    Breyn had caught my eye during the entire process. He gave me an encouraging nod as Breena bobbed away, and when it was his turn to go through the Pathway he patted me on the shoulder and quietly wished me luck. 
 
    “Aww, that’s sweet,” Breena said cheerfully. “Wait, why is he wishing you luck? Isn’t he going through first?” 
 
    “We’ll talk about it in a second, okay, Breena?” I said, trying not to get frustrated. 
 
    Don’t worry, I saw Breyn mouth at me. This is normal. They never figure it out on their own. 
 
    I disagreed with him and wanted to point that he was no expert by his own admission. But he had already stepped into the shimmering silver surface. 
 
    “Wes, I didn’t want to say anything,” Breena said bluntly, “but I think your new aide is a little weird. And can I ask why you have an aide now, anyway? Don’t I already pretty much take care of updates and stuff for you?” she added, sounding a little miffed now. “Me and Guineve, both? I’m not sure he’s doing a good job of taking over. I mean, he’s brand new!” She waved her hands as she complained. 
 
    “It’s okay, Breena,” I said, grinning a little despite everything. “Both of your jobs are safe.” 
 
    “That’s good, I guess,” Breena said grudgingly. Then she blinked. “Wait, you said ‘jobs.’ Does that mean we’re all getting paid the same? He’s not getting paid more, is he? Because that’s super not cool, and in fact it’s a little sexist. But I’m not okay with him getting paid the same either.” 
 
    “Breena,” I tried to interrupt. 
 
    “And that’s not sexist, because Guineve and I have been here much longer!” She was actually pouting, and I tried not to think about how cute she was while doing it. I also wondered how long these kind of complaints would stay cute to me. “Actually, it’s still sexist, because you just hired a redundant person to do a job you already had two people to work on, and I hadn’t even gotten paid yet, so that’s a problem too, and it feels like I’m being replaced because now you’re having super-private talks with this guy you just found in a forest somewhere, and—” 
 
    “Breena!” I said more forcefully. 
 
    “What?” she harrumphed. 
 
    “He can never do either of your jobs,” I said. “That’s not what he’s for.” 
 
    The pretty little fairy cocked her head at me. 
 
    “Then what the herb is he doing with you, Wes?” the little fairy demanded, her size enlarging to almost three feet. 
 
    “Breyn’s dad assigned him to me probably to cement my bond with his people, and so that I would have a guy my age to talk to.” 
 
    “Huh,” Breena said thoughtfully. “Now that I’m not mad, that first part makes sense. But what do you mean that you don’t have any guys to talk to? You have Weylin and Karim and Eadric.” 
 
    “I do,” I admitted. “But they’re still a good bit older than me, and Breyn is just finishing up a phase of his body that I’m still going through. He’s helping me work out certain questions.” 
 
    “Okay,” Breena said slowly. Guineve had taken a single step forward and was watching this whole process with a grin. “But why didn’t you bring up these questions with me? What kind of questions are they?” 
 
    “Oh, you know,” I tried to keep it casual. “Just questions like, ‘hey, Breena just said Stell can make part of herself into an alien wife for me. How should I handle that?’” 
 
    Breena’s mouth snapped open and shut immediately. 
 
    “Oh,” Guineve said, and stopped stepping forward. 
 
    At that moment I really wanted to know what ‘oh’ meant. 
 
    “That was a mistake,” Breena said quickly, holding her hands out. But then she immediately whirled to face Guineve. “It was an accident!” she insisted. “This freaky spider woman started hitting on Wes like super hard! And she was being all creepy about it, but Wes was just like ‘kinda, no’ instead of ‘definitely no way ever,’ so of course she kept trying and then I got to thinking ‘what if Wes is secretly okay with all of this and he’s just being nice—’” 
 
    “Nope,” I answered. “Was really weirded out back there. Thought I was clear on that, though.” 
 
    She was weirdly attractive, though, Teeth offered uselessly. I ignored him. 
 
    “Well you weren’t!” Breena shouted, suddenly rounding on me. “So I got scared! And then I panicked! And then I went for the spider waifu solution!” 
 
    “Waifu?” Guineve cocked her head for a moment, and then seemed to get it. “Ah. I see.” 
 
    “So it’s actually kind of Wes’ fault too!” Breena insisted. “So there!” 
 
    “Can I ask how Stell using a part of herself to make a spider wife for me was a solution?” I asked slowly. 
 
    “Not a wife,” Breena corrected quickly. “A waifu.” 
 
    “Same thing,” I replied. “And I’m pretty sure you already knew that.” 
 
    “Darn it,” Breena huffed. “I was hoping you wouldn’t know I knew.” 
 
    “Breena, dear, do you want me to take over?” Guineve said gently. 
 
    “Maybe it would help if I changed the question,” I said, taking another breath. I’m being ridiculous, I thought angrily. This should not be as hard as fighting Raw-Maw was. 
 
    Dunno, FNG offered. My draconic memory suggests that finding a mate is always much harder than death battles. 
 
    “My question is: what are you two trying to make me feel?” I pressed on. “Because I know Guineve likes to flirt with me, and Breena keeps getting jealous and dropping vague hints that I can’t figure out on my own. But in the past, with human girls, I’ve been wrong every single time I thought a girl wanted me to court her. So I can’t figure out whether I should be taking the behavior of either of you as playful banter, or something more serious.” 
 
    Breena had a panicked, deer-in-the-headlights look, while Guineve actually had a stricken, guilty expression on her face. I think it was the first time I had actually seen the woman look genuinely regretful. 
 
    “I…” Breena began, then didn’t finish. Guineve moved a dark lock of hair out of her face. 
 
    “I’m sorry, Wes,” the taller woman said. “We didn’t fully take your feelings into account.” 
 
    I hated that this was so awkward. That I already had a lot of physical and emotional contact with both of these women, and that if I was honest with myself, had enjoyed all of that contact, even with all my hang-ups over physical touch. I also hated that I felt so stupidly guilty about all of this. 
 
    “I’m sorry too,” I replied, still mad at myself. “Because I’m asking about your motives when I had promised myself to come forward with my own.” 
 
    Both women went still again. 
 
    “I think you both are amazing,” I said, and it felt like I was pulling my heart out of whatever closet I had buried it in. It was scary and it shouldn’t have been. “I think you’re both beautiful, and funny, and fun, and I love every minute I spend with both of you. I feel guilty over it, because I feel that way even moreso with Stell. But people say you guys are both a part of Stell, and so I don’t know what to make out of that, and this feels like terrible timing because she’s hiding right now, and I’m still a wreck from all the torture I still don’t know how to process, but when Breena got all desperate at the end of the last Rite I started getting desperate too. I miss Stell terribly and in some strange, impossible way, you both keep reminding me of her, and that makes me feel attracted to you ladies too, even though it shouldn’t work like that. So when Breena drops these little hints, or when Guineve acts coy around me, it makes me feel like my feelings will be reciprocated if I’m just brave enough to move forward with them, but my limited experience tells me that’s not the case and Stell’s not around for me to move forward with anyway. It’s driving me nuts and I don’t know how to handle it, but there is literally a voice inside my head telling me to move forward somehow with one of you, and I’ve been told so many times that you are all somehow the same person. So there,” I finally said, releasing another breath. 
 
    Personal Challenge overcome, a voice whispered into my mind. Avalon bears witness. 
 
    That was somehow encouraging. But Breena and Guineve still hadn’t said anything yet. 
 
    “Am I wrong?” I finally blurted. “Am I understanding how you guys work? Does Stell know how I feel? Am I understanding how she-you feel? Or am I just making this all creepy?” 
 
    Breena opened her mouth again, then closed it, then opened it again, then closed it. She looked panicked and frustrated at the same time, but when she opened her mouth again nothing came out. 
 
    “No,” Guineve said quietly, and I quivered inside. “No, Wes. You’ve never been creepy. I hate that I made you feel that way.” 
 
    She started to say something else, but her tongue seemed to tie itself up just as Breena’s did. She sighed, seeming frustrated and sad. 
 
    “We’re a part of Stell, Wes,” Guineve continued. “We both are. And I love that you noticed that. To help protect her, we try not to make that obvious. If the monsters of our worlds knew just how integrated we were, they might find ways to use us against each other. That was Stell’s deepest fear, so when she formed myself and Breena, she put restrictions inside of us. Things we could not be forced to reveal. And to further protect all of us, she asked us under an oath much like Virtus is bound under to not reveal certain secrets of hers. Her heart is one of those secrets.” 
 
    I suddenly felt a hundred times worse. 
 
    “This wasn’t supposed to happen,” Breena said in a small voice. “She was supposed to be here. She was supposed to still be here on Avalon, so that she could talk about this. So that she could tell you herself.” 
 
    “Which means that she was expecting to have this conversation,” I answered. “Which means that she had already made up her mind on how she felt about this. So she either figured out my feelings, and wants to be the one to let me know she doesn’t reciprocate them, or she wants to be the one to let me know she feels similar, which leaves me really hopeful. But if so, it’s a hope both of you have promised not to confirm. And if it were possible to break that promise, something tells me you already would have,” I finally spelled out. My voice felt numb. So did my chest. 
 
    “It wasn’t supposed to be like this,” Breena repeated. She turned to look at Guineve, guilt and grief all over her face. “We didn’t know it would do this to him. We didn’t even think of it.” 
 
    “No,” Guineve answered, sounding just as sad. “We didn’t. One of the many things that was never supposed to happen.” 
 
    And that was that. That was all the closure I was going to get for now. 
 
    “It’s probably time for Breena and me to head through the portal,” I said, still sounding numb. I started to turn. 
 
    “Wes,” Guineve called out. I almost didn’t turn back to look at her. But I saw her take a step toward me, stretch her hand out to me, then bite her lip, looking uncertain, as if she didn’t know whether she was allowed to reach for me. “Know that you are very, very dear to us, and so very dear to me. My heart breaks to know it has not taken care of your own.” 
 
    “Thank… you,” I answered slowly, and I started to turn back around. 
 
    Wait, Teeth said. 
 
    What? I snapped inside at him. 
 
    Thank you. And I’m sorry, he said to me. I didn’t know this would be such a mess. 
 
    Yeah, I answered, and something raw came at me from him. You don’t want to give up, though. 
 
    No, I don’t. 
 
    Neither do I, I answered, throwing my brain out of the way and turning back toward Guineve. I walked over to her, gently took her arm and pulled her into an embrace, forcing my way through my own trauma-induced twitching. “Guineve, Guineve-Stell, I love you,” I said in a calm, reckless voice. 
 
    She hugged me tightly, and I let her. 
 
    “Please come back safe, Wes,” she whispered. “Please come back alive.” 
 
    And that was all she could give me. 
 
    I took it anyway. 
 
    After a moment, I let go, walked over to Breena, and carefully swept up the tiny woman, currently three feet tall, into a gentle hug. 
 
    “Breena, Breena-Stell, I love you,” I said gently, recklessly. 
 
    “I…” the tiny fairy started to say, then clicked in frustration. “I’m here for you, Wes. I’ll stay by your side through all of this.” 
 
    That was all she could promise me, too. 
 
    I took it just as quickly. 
 
    Breena hovered close to me, her mouth shut tight in a frustrated frown. She looked at me, gave me a determined nod, and we stepped through the shimmering door together. 
 
    The Pathway didn’t seem too different from one of Stell’s portals. It just turned instant transportation into a slightly longer walk. Instead of stepping through immediately to the Woadlands, Breena and I went into this short tunnel instead, made of formless, gray space that swirled all around us. In the distance, no more than a short run away, was another silvery surface that presumably led to the Woadlands. 
 
    Basically, if using Stell’s portals was walking through a door to get to another planet, using the Pathways was walking down a long hall to do the exact same thing. 
 
    Either way, it still beat my mother’s commute to work. Breena and I began to move forward, and my footsteps echoed off of the smoky ground beneath my feet. 
 
    For five whole steps nothing remarkable happened. Then I felt a torrent of raw fear suddenly pour into me through the mindlink. 
 
    “Wes?” Breena said in a tense, frightened voice. “I can’t move.” 
 
    I whirled around to look at her. Tiny strands that I swore weren’t there a second ago criss-crossed my tiny friend, and she stuck to them like a butterfly caught in a web. 
 
    “Hello, my little Stell,” a sinister voice said from above us.


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER FOURTEEN: RISE UP AND RAGE. ROUND 4 
 
      
 
      
 
    Toirneach appeared immediately into my right hand, and I swung the axe at the webbing around my friend. The air whistled angrily behind the weapon as it slammed into the near-microscopic filaments. To my surprise the axe stuck onto the sticky rope as well, but when I yanked, the air around the weapon roared, and the axe blade came free with an angry screech, like that of metal scraping metal. I put all of my power behind the next swing, and this time I was able to tear my friend out of the invisible trap. She started to fall, wings desperately trying to clear the last of the binding thread away. I scooped her up with my free arm and bounded a dozen feet away. 
 
    The voice from the ceiling seemed amused. 
 
    “Don’t worry, my little Stell,” the voice hissed. “Uncle Cavus isn’t going to let you run anymore.” 
 
    Uncle? my dragon growled from inside. Who the fuck is this guy? 
 
    The biggest asshole we will ever encounter, I growled back. 
 
    “Cavus!” I roared with bared teeth. “You ready for round three, you smoky Umbra bitch?” 
 
    This time my use of profanity felt entirely appropriate. My conscience even said it was proud of me. 
 
    A warbling chuckle came from above us, as the alien creep still refused to show himself. 
 
    “Don’t worry, my little Stell,” the monster said as he still ignored me. “The ugly stupid boy won’t talk like that for long. And when he dies, Uncle Cavus is going to make sure no other boy will ever come near you again.” 
 
    Is he really talking to her like this? Teeth growled. What the hell is his problem? 
 
    “Wes,” Breena whispered. She tried to shrink to a smaller size, but the webbing wouldn’t let her. “Wes, run.” 
 
    That was probably a good idea. I growled again before I turned around and bound for the door. The truth of the matter was that I had no guarantee of being able to handle Cavus in a straight fight, unless that miracle lightning fire came to my aid again. 
 
    Are you there? I whispered at the small quiet voice. 
 
    No answer. 
 
    I snarled, and then addressed Teeth. 
 
    Can we change again? Like with Raw-Maw? 
 
    If we do, we won’t be able to again for another month, the New Guy answered bitterly. Your last Battleform use is still taxing us right now. 
 
    That made getting away our best answer. The Pathway would close again and soon as we exited, and Cavus would hopefully be stuck here. If not, he’d fight us on another planet where more help could probably turn the tide. I refused to believe Stell’s Icon allies would ignore him showing up on their planet. 
 
    One more leap put me hurtling straight into the silvery door. 
 
    I bounced right off of it. 
 
    Expletives splashed out of my mouth as I skidded back to my feet, turned, and ran for the other Pathway leading back to Avalon. If that one worked and he still followed, Guineve and I would wreck his face together, now that she was fully healed. 
 
    “Don’t worry, my little Stell,” Cavus continued speaking from the ceiling. “This time I did everything right. No one will ever take you from me again.” 
 
    Teeth cursed at him again. This time I stopped right in front of the Pathway entrance and slammed Toirneach at whatever binding covered the opening. There was a flash of light and an angry cracking sound, but the weapon bounced right off and nearly flew out of my hands. 
 
    “Silly, ugly stupid boy,” the guttural voice chuckled from the ceiling. “Didn’t he hear me? Uncle Cavus took care of everything. The only way these doors will open again is if he leaves without my little Stell. And that’s fine. Uncle Cavus won’t mind that at all.” 
 
    Make him stop talking to her like that or I will fucking eat him, Teeth growled. I mean it. 
 
    “Wes,” Breena whispered. “I’m sorry. You have to let me go. You have to leave me here.” 
 
    “Ha,” I spat as I summoned Carnwennan and had its shroud cover both me and Breena. Then I moved several feet away, so that we were in a new position. Don’t be ridiculous, Breena. Here, I sent as I lowered her to the ground. I wanted to cut her free, but the threads were too small to remove without hurting her, even if I used magic. My eyes searched the ceiling, but all I could see was inky grayness. I twirled the axe in my right hand, wondering if it was still the right weapon for the job. 
 
    Cavus chuckled again. 
 
    “Look, little Stell. The ugly, stupid boy thinks he’s strong enough to hide you from me. Can you tell him, my little Stell? Can you tell him that I can smell where you are exactly, right behind him? Does he know that I can always smell my little Stell when she’s near?” 
 
    “Motherfucker,” I growled. “If you get any creepier I’m going to climb up there and see just how many ass-kickings it takes to get to the center of an Umbra-pop. Now stick your head out and say hi, bitch.” I flipped the giant tomahawk in my hands. “I’ve got a package I need you to sign for.” 
 
    I couldn’t help it. The bastard made my hair bristle and my mouth froth. 
 
    “He just won’t leave us alone, will he, my little Stell?” Cavus hissed, and I finally saw movement above us. “He can’t help but be an ugly, stupid boy. Doesn’t he know what happened to all the other ugly stupid boys?” 
 
    Breena let out a muffled whimper as the monster came back into view. My own eyes widened in shock. Because he looked completely different. 
 
    He was much smaller, roughly my own size. Like before, his entire body was black, but that was nearly the only thing consistent. Now he resembled a deformed spider instead of a deformed human, gripping whatever surface he was on with every single appendage. His number of limbs still varied, growing and collapsing into his center, but now he alternated consistently between six to nine legs. Each of the limbs resembled a normal spider’s legs, except that the tips wiggled slightly when they lifted up, and tiny black-gray hands crawled over the appendages, leaving little trails of ink that disappeared when they touched the spidery limbs. The head was even more shadowy than it was in the past, a mandible-ringed thing that reminded me of a large ant head. 
 
    The real horror was the monster’s abdomen. It was shaped like that of a spider’s, but every now and then it glowed. When I looked carefully, I saw a single light bounce around inside, creating the glow by slamming itself against the abdomen walls, as if it was desperately, uselessly, trying to break its way free. Worst of all, mouths of all kinds lined the bottom of the bulbous abdomen, some gnashing their teeth, some clamping serrated jaws, and a few drooling with deformed tongues. It was enough to make even the dragon side of me recoil in disgust. 
 
    “Did you tell him, little Stell-piece?” the mouth at the very end of the abdomen asked, a wet, red-gray tear that resembled the mouth of the monster’s original form. The abdomen bulged and shrank weirdly as the mouth moved, and it reminded me of how the Umbra’s head always adjusted to fit the expression of the monster’s mouth. “Did you tell him what happened to all the other ugly, stupid boys? Does this little piece of you remember?” 
 
    “Wes,” Breena squeaked. “Please run.” 
 
    “You know what I remember?” I said, ignoring Breena’s request and reaching for the familiar burning lightning inside of myself. “I remember facing you before. I remember you doing your worst, and then I remember coming back to fight you for a second round. And that time, I remember you running away from me. Does that ring any bells, arachno-creep? Does that sound about right?” 
 
    Cavus had begun crawling down one of the walls, but he stopped and hissed at me for a moment, the sound coming from every mouth on his abdomen. But then he made another disgusting chuckle, and continued crawling toward us. 
 
    “Yes, ugly stupid boy. I remember all of those things. I remember you burning a part of your soul right out, just to hurt me. You’re the first ever to be able to do that, ugly dumb boy. But you will die if you do it again. Is that why you’re still teasing him, little Stell?” The shadowy ant head looked past me. “Because he was the first boy ugly and dumb enough to try and do that for you? To go that far, just to hurt your Uncle Cavus?” 
 
    “Stop calling yourself that,” I growled. “You’re not her uncle. You’re not her anything.” 
 
    “Yes I am,” the monster chuckled, still crawling down the wall. “I have to be. I ate every other ugly stupid boy that claimed to be her father, or her uncle, or her cousin or her grandfather. So now I get to be all those things for her. I’m the only one who gets to, now.” 
 
    He’s in range, Teeth snarled inside my head. Why are we still talking to him? 
 
    “Good point,” I said out loud. 
 
    My enhancement spells all flared, and I roared and hurled Toirneach as hard as I could at the creepy bastard. The monster was chuckling right up until the wind began to whip around the weapon. Then the Umbra hissed, bunched his legs, and leaped away. 
 
    “Where did you get that?” All of his mouths screeched as he landed some distance away on the floor. “Ugly stupid thief!” 
 
    I didn’t know what Cavus knew about my weapon. But he was afraid of it, and that was good enough for me. 
 
    He also seemed far weaker than he had before. I had been directly enhanced by Avalon during our first battle, and he was still strong enough to send me hurtling hundreds of yards through the air. I was even stronger now, but it still felt far too early for him to feel threatened by me. 
 
    As a follow-up test, I fired off my finger-bolt spell into him. All ten darts followed his skittering, and at the last moment oil-like liquid belched out of his abdomen and covered his body in a shield. I saw the covering ripple as the bolts impacted it, but the electric darts just fizzled across its surface. 
 
    “Breena,” I asked quietly. “Why is he so much weaker now?” 
 
    “It’s just a small piece of him,” she whispered weakly. “And he’s still too strong for you.” I turned to look at her. She looked as if she had worked her way clear of part of the webbing, and might be able to fight her way free if she tried really hard. But she had gone completely pale, and was shivering all over. Raw terror continued to wash out from her through our bond. “Run, Wes,” she said again. “Be safe. Be well. I’m sorry. I’ll miss you. I…” She tried to say more words, and then her mouth snapped shut on its own. 
 
    The next moment there was a skittering noise, and Cavus barreled across the murky hall and directly into me. 
 
    My dagger disappeared as I summoned my shield. I turned back just in time to have Cavus’ clawed front legs crack into the wooden barrier. The shield held, but I felt myself skidding across the floor as the creature’s other legs tried to stab over my guard. 
 
    “Breena!” I shouted, straining against the Umbra’s surprising weight. “Snap out of it and help me fight!” 
 
    “Ugly, stupid boy,” Cavus hissed. “Stell can never fight me!” The ant head chittered as the monster’s legs bunched up against my shield. “She needs me!” 
 
    “Like hell she does!” I shouted in the next moment, pushing back against the monster’s weight and rearing my axe back for another strike. I swung at the nearest leg, but it drew back hastily before my blow landed. “She doesn’t need you to do anything but get out of her way!” 
 
    “Stupid, stupid, stupid!” Cavus screamed from his mouths. He reared up on two legs and heaved on my shield with the other six. I went flying through the air. “You are the worst! You are the ugliest and stupidest of all the ugly, stupid boys!” 
 
    I slammed down shoulder-first on the solid but formless ground hard enough to bounce, wincing from the impact as I struggled to make my second landing feet-first. I failed and wound up slamming against the wall next to one of the Pathway exits. 
 
    “There, my little Stell-piece,” the spidery Umbra said, walking backwards toward my terrified friend, abdomen looming toward her. “The ugly boy’s far away now. You don’t have to tease him, or listen to him.” The fleshy mouth at the abdomen’s tip curled and yawned open. The little light inside the abdomen began bouncing around even more frantically. “You don’t have to pretend you can be what the ugly stupid boy wants you to be anymore, my little Stell. You don’t have to pretend you can be brave. You don’t have to pretend you can be smart. You don’t even have to pretend you can ever be happy, or good at something. You just have to be my little Stell, forever. That’s all you get to be—” 
 
    Safety measures deactivated, my mind-screen chirped. Battle-form engaging. 
 
    As my Ideals began to merge, Teeth seized control of my throat and let out a roar that rattled the walls and ceiling of this formless hall. 
 
    “STOP!” Teeth shouted out of my mouth. “TALKING! TO! HER!” 
 
    My jaws began to stretch. 
 
    Dragon-bond engaging, my mind-screen chirped again. Be advised that current vitality may prove insufficient for dual-form activation. Recommending caution… 
 
    Fuck off! Teeth and I roared at once, dismissing the message. Red and gold scales began forming over the bare skin of my neck and forearms. Then they crawled over my armor, merging with it to provide better protection. My hands grew clawed gauntlets. Even my axe and shield began to glow with a red sheen. It made the light from the Battleform’s enhancement magic dance all over the room. 
 
    But none of that information was important as killing the god-damned, creepy idiot menacing my friend. 
 
    “I WILL EAT YOU!” I shouted, clearing the distance between myself and the Umbra with a single leap. “I WILL WRECK AND EAT YOUR FACE!” 
 
    Toirneach blazed with six different magics as I swung it clear through one of Cavus’ clawed limbs, the combined enhancements churning up the limb like it was a stick trapped against an electric saw blade. The Umbra screamed in agony, rearing up and backing away from Breena. 
 
    “Pain!” he screeched. “How dare you?” The shadowy ant head looked at me, as if it were seeing me for the first time. 
 
    “You are Aegrim’s heir!” the creature hissed in astonishment. “Why does Aegrim oppose this? This isn’t right! He should like how I want her! You should be helping me!” 
 
    We answered him with an incoherent roar, and struck at him again with Toirneach, drawing an angry line across the underside of his carapace. The monster howled again, and I saw little hands crawl frantically up his remaining legs to try and stitch the tear shut. 
 
    “You dare?” Cavus screeched, slamming his right three legs into my flank. I twisted my shield into their way, shuddering at the impact. “You dare dispute my claim? She’s mine! I bought her! I paid for her! I did everything they asked!” 
 
    “What?” Breena asked behind us, and I felt her stir at the words. 
 
    The monster struck with his remaining legs at the same time I struck out with Toirneach. Our attacks intercepted each other, forcing us into a grapple, as this time the oily black coating billowed out to save his limbs. I strained against the Umbra’s weight but did not buckle, dragon man against disgusting nightmare bug. 
 
    “Greedy, stupid, cheating boy!” the ant head snarled, black spittle flying out of the mandibles. “Stupid traitor-prince! You want her for yourself? You can’t use her! You don’t even know what to do!” 
 
    “SHUT UP!” both parts of my mind roared. “SHUT THE HELL UP AND GET IN MY BELLY!” 
 
    As Cavus cocked his ant-head in bafflement at my words, my own jaws launched forward and closed with a sudden snap. 
 
    The bastard jerked his head back in time, but I still caught at least one mandible. I twisted my own skull and a good portion of the monster’s front mouth came away with a crunch. 
 
    “Stupid traitor-prince!” Cavus screamed from his abdominal mouths. I spat his nasty remains out of my mouth and ripped Toirneach free of his left limbs. The Umbra backed away awkwardly as my following swing grazed him. Then he leaped backward, putting over a dozen feet between us. “You think you’re a match for one of us?” 
 
    “I am,” I growled, smoke coming out of my enlarged jaws. “And so is she.” I pointed behind me. 
 
    And I meant it. I refused to believe that Breena couldn’t take Cavus in a fight. Not while he was in this wussy, spider-bitch form. 
 
    A new leg suddenly burst out of the monster, replacing the one I had removed earlier. Gray hands crawled over the damaged ant-head, and new flesh bubbled out in their wake. Cavus reared back up, on four legs this time, and all the hands on his body faced me and began to glow. Streams of black, purple, and gray energy fired, blasting me before I could react. The dragon half of me roared in rage as I was knocked off of my feet. I rolled backwards to recover, and I caught sight of black smoke vomiting from the spider monster’s abdomen. 
 
    “You are not to call me prey, Aegrim-spawn,” all of Cavus’ mouths spoke, and this time their words echoed along the entire hallway. “You are a hundred thousand years too young to have earned that right!” 
 
    The black smoke coated the monster like armor, thickening his bulk, reinforcing his limbs. The light from his abdomen dulled, and purple energy crackled from the gray hands crawling over the new armor. 
 
    “I have eaten stronger beings than you!” the mouths shouted. “Just ask her! Ask her what happened to the heroes of her world!” 
 
    I wasn’t curious. I punched out with my right fist to send a stored lightning bolt out of my knuckles. The waving, burning, blood-red seared into Cavus’ right flank, and he screamed for the millionth time already, because he was a little bitch who wasn’t used to pain. Then the hands on his body all fired again, and burning purple bolts slammed into my armor, scales, and shield, nearly knocking me off my feet again. I felt my insides tremble under the attack, and I knew that unlike the bastard Umbra, I was far more hurt than I appeared. 
 
    “Breena!” I shouted. “Get up! This is your fight too! Either heal me, or throw a punch!” 
 
    She looked at me and blinked, looking a little more pink, and sane. 
 
    “Wes,” she said dumbly. “You’re still here.” Her eyes suddenly widened. “And you’re hurt.” 
 
    I was torn between my desire to comfort her somehow in the face of such a traumatic event, or screaming in rage or frustration over her current inability to help. 
 
    “She can’t help, stupid traitor-prince,” Cavus cackled, and his hands began glowing again. “She can never do anything but be my little Stell! And she knows it!” 
 
    Hold fast, the quiet voice said. I rage. 
 
    About time, I growled back, hurling my axe at Cavus. The Umbra skittered to the side, right into the fireblast I launched next. He screamed, but again I knew he was just reacting to the pain instead of the actual damage. And he would repair the damage quickly, if I did not find a faster way to take him down. 
 
    Daughter, the quiet voice said again, to my utter confusion. 
 
    What? I asked. 
 
    Daughter, he repeated, and I finally realized he wasn’t talking to me. 
 
    Daughter. 
 
    Breena shook, and then suddenly looked around. 
 
    Daughter. 
 
    There was a quality, some kind of echo, that made me realize that my quiet, angry friend had been saying that word to Breena, to Stell, for a very long time. It reminded me of Val’s actions back when the Umbra on Avalon had attacked me. 
 
    Daughter. Use me. I rage. 
 
    “But you’re not real,” I heard Breena whisper. 
 
    Daughter, the voice repeated, with a patience that suggested thousands of years of practice, a thousand years of calling out to her. It made me wonder if he had also been talking to me all this time. 
 
    Stop getting distracted, I told myself as my axe returned to my hand. Invictus, or whoever you are, interfere in this right now or you and I are done. 
 
    Hold fast, he replied. I will rage with you. 
 
    My hands sparked silver. 
 
    “Yes!” Cavus chittered with his ant-head mouth. “Do it, traitor-prince! Burn yourself out and leave me with my little Stell!” 
 
    That’s the second time I’ve heard that, I thought, letting the silver power intensify. 
 
    No, the quiet voice directed. Like this. Now use me. I rage. 
 
    Feeling the subconscious instruction, I dashed forward instead, letting the silver, burning lightning build up in my body. 
 
    “Wait,” the ant-head cocked sideways. “What are you doing?” 
 
    Daughter, the voice said again, and Breena began to stir. I rage. 
 
    Cavus’ confusion cost him. I closed the distance and slammed my axe back into his face, crunching into the oily armor and slicing another mandible off. The silver power merged into me, mixing with my Battleform’s magic, enhancing me even further. Cavus shrieked, scuttled backwards, and then whipped out at me with two new, scythe-like limbs that grew directly from the top of his body. They slashed around my shield to leave long gashes in my arms, piercing all my magical protection. 
 
    “You think to survive by holding the power in! Foolish ugly boy!” 
 
    I ignored him and slashed at his scythe arms so I wouldn’t get decapitated in the next ten seconds. This time Toirneach crunched into the limb but didn’t cut clean through. The remaining limbs all hammered at me, striking until my shield was battered out of the way and they began slamming into my stomach. I felt my scales crunch, then felt my padding and leather absorb most of the blow, then felt the remaining force knock me clear across the hall. 
 
    I rolled back to my feet, but noticed the trail of red-gold scales I had left along the floor. 
 
    Can’t keep this up much longer, Teeth gritted at me. 
 
    I looked at Cavus, and realized his mandible and scythe-limb were already healing, and realized I was going to lose this fight on my own. 
 
    “Throw it, stupid traitor boy,” the Umbra taunted. “It’s your only chance. Throw the Soulcurrent so that you can finally die and leave me alone with my little Stell.” 
 
    Fuck him, Teeth snarled. 
 
    Agreed, I answered, hefting Toirneach again. 
 
    Because I refused to lose to anything as depraved as this sick freak. 
 
    Now! the quiet voice said urgently. Use me now! 
 
    Words burned into my mind. 
 
    “Let the lightning beget fire and light, and let the light chase shadows and fear away! Force the dark to make room for truth, and the truth make room for courage!” 
 
    Toirneach crackled with silver burning current, and I hurled it straight at Cavus’ center mass. 
 
    But to my surprise, the lightning arced off of the weapon and straight into Breena. 
 
    “Let the lightning beget light and truth, and let the truth beget more light!” the once-quiet voice shouted out, and Cavus shrieked at the sound of the voice, unable to even dodge my axe as it crunched into his carapace. “Daughter, you are precious. You are valuable. You are mighty. You are not who he says you are. Daughter, you are chosen, and not orphaned. You are loved, and not abandoned. You are not who he says you are. Daughter, you are brave, and you are wise. You are capable and you are a joyful light to these worlds. You are who I say you are! Every part of you is meant for greatness! Now rise up and rage!” 
 
    Breena stared at the silver energy crackling all over her. The very next instant her bonds broke, as she grew to her full height, surpassing it even as she rose to her feet, a five-foot-tall woman that crackled with beauty and powerful majesty. She took a step forward, the air around her crackling with a multicolored rainbow of energy. Brilliant wings expanded from her back like giant golden blades, their edges tinted with every color of the sunrise. She looked at Cavus as if she was seeing him for the first time, and was disappointed in what she saw. 
 
    “You hurt me,” she said simply. “And you hurt a host of others that were very dear to me.” 
 
    She held out a radiant hand in the Umbra’s direction. “Give me back what I lost.” 
 
    The flash erupting from her hand seared my eyes shut. The loud crack that followed made my ears ring like a high-pitched dial tone. I lost track of how long I was blind and deaf. I couldn’t even tell whether my eyes were open or shut. My vision came back in stages. I saw Breena in her human-sized form, hand still held out, a haze of brightness ahead of her. The next blink, I saw Cavus hurtling away from her, legs writhing and melting, body flipping through the air. The next blink, the ringing began to fade, and I heard Cavus let out a short scream that cut off as the light ate at him. I saw the trapped dot of light slam against the remains of his melting abdomen, and I hurled the resummoned Toirneach into a brittle-looking patch just above the dot. I saw Breena’s eyes track my weapon as it flew through the air to crack into the last barrier between the little light and its freedom. Then her eyes narrowed, and she fluttered her burning wings and created a storm of sharp, bright blades that cut a circular hole around my axe’s cluster of cracks. The pieces of Cavus’ black exoskeleton fell to the floor like broken bits of pottery. The little light darted out of the hole, and Cavus somehow managed to usher one final shriek. 
 
    “No! Not another one! Come back! Come back my little—” 
 
    Then Breena’s wing-blades found the remaining mouth, granting us all a moment of relatively blissful silence as the Umbra’s body finished melting and crumpling apart. 
 
    For a moment we both stood there, me breathing heavily, still shedding scales and changing back to my normal state, her still breathing steadily and composed, powerful and beautiful in her glory. Then she looked down at her outstretched hand, and back up at where Cavus was once was. 
 
    “Wes?” she asked, blinking as her wings dimming out of sight. 
 
    “Yes, Breena?” I asked, walking over. 
 
    “Did that…” she began to say, taking a deep breath before she finished. “Did I just do that?” 
 
    “Yeah, Breena,” I said, walking forward. “That, right there, at the very end? That was all you.” 
 
    “Cavus,” she said in a numb, shocked voice. “We beat Cavus.” She looked down at herself. “I beat Cavus.” Her voice grew soft. “I beat the nightmare that haunted all of me.” 
 
    “You didn’t just beat him, Breena,” I said, walking over to her as I put away my shield and put my armor around her, looking around to make sure the fight was really over. “I think you actually killed him.” 
 
    “Just a small part of him,” she said numbly, looking down at her hands. “But that was still supposed to be impossible. Umbras never lose.” She blinked at her palms. “Not to a tiny fairy, of all things…” She trailed off, blinking again. “But I’m not just a tiny fairy,” she realized, looking up. “I never was just a tiny fairy. Or a tiny girl that had lost her family and planet. Is that… is that right?” she asked a sky I couldn’t see. 
 
    Daughter, the quiet voice repeated, this time in affirmation. Breena smiled with wet eyes. 
 
    “I hear him,” she said in a happy quivering voice. “I hear him. Even though I never believed in him.” She turned her head toward me, lips still quivering. “Even after I told you he was a fairy tale and you shouldn’t believe in him. I hear him. And then I fought alongside him, and now all my nightmares are gone. This part of myself is free now.” She gestured with her hand, and even in this moment—especially in this moment—it was hard not to notice how beautiful she looked. “You helped, Wes. Thank you.” She smiled wider, and I tried not to lose my wits at the sight. 
 
    “You’re welcome,” I stammered. “You did most of it on your own, though.” I tried not to think about how much I was enjoying the brightness of her smile or the closeness of her human-sized body. But distracting myself wasn’t working. 
 
    “You were there for all of it, Wes… I—” She opened her mouth, and then it snapped shut. She just shook her head, as if she was refusing to let something bother her. “Never mind. I’ll find a way to tell you. Or show you, if the rest of Stell will let me get away with it.” 
 
    “Stell,” a small voice said from down the hall. I finally spotted the little light hovering a few inches off the ground a dozen feet away. “Stell,” it repeated. “Are you Stell?” The light began to float closer to us. It was a soft golden color, and the whole ball was about the size of my fist. “Is that you? Is that part of you, Stell?” 
 
    Breena blinked. 
 
    “You…” she began. “Yes. I’m part of Stell. I’m Breena. You’re Stell’s… you’re my sister.” She took another quivering breath and she stepped out from my shoulder-hug. She kept her grip on my hand as she walked closer to the little ball. “Lucima? Is that you?” 
 
    “Yes!” the little ball bobbed happily in the air. “It’s me. I’m… I’m alive again!” 
 
    “But he ate you,” Breena said softly, tears streaming from her face. “I remember.” 
 
    “He did,” the little ball bobbed. “He kept all of us inside, because he was obsessed with you. But I’m free now. And in time my body can be whole again.” The light suddenly bobbed over to me, floating up and down. “The Soulcurrent. You used it. You even gave it to Breena. How are you still alive?” 
 
    “You are the third being to ask me that question,” I said slowly. “And I have no more comprehension than I did the first time I was asked.” 
 
    “Third? How can there be three?” Lucima asked as she swirled around. “You are an Earthborn. That explains why you can do it at all… but even two times was enough to kill the Earthborn long before they diminished. Yet I saw you fire the Current twice in your second battle with our nightmare. You freed Astremee that way.” 
 
    “Astremee?” Breena asked, blinking. “Stell’s other sister… my other sister is free? Wes did that?” the vibrant-colored woman asked as she looked at me. “My Wes did that? Where is she?” 
 
    “Wait—” the little light hesitated—“your Wes? Nevermind.” She shook herself. “She probably went to look for the rest of you. But how did this Earthborn manage the Soulcurrent that many times? Why is he still alive?” 
 
    “Why do you keep asking that?” Breena suddenly said, sounding worried. “Is he okay? Is he hurt? I haven’t even checked…” 
 
    “I’m fine, I think,” I said quickly, and truthfully my wounds had pretty much recovered by now, though I felt extremely tired. Lucima bobbed in agreement, as if she had finished examining me. “I probably feel better than I should, in fact. Why don’t you tell us what the Soulcurrent is, though? Because I haven’t exactly been able to look up all the recent health science on its use.” 
 
    “Health science?” The little ball tilted. “Is he trying to be funny?” Breena just shrugged, so Lucima continued talking. “Whatever. The Soulcurrent was a power some of the ancient Earthborn were known to wield. Their civilization is older than ours, so our records are incomplete, but supposedly the greatest of them would burn up a part of themselves to either destroy or build something much more powerful than themselves. Very, very rarely, they could transfer part of that power for another being to use, although that’s supposed to be even more taxing on them. Some say this power was what built their kingdoms across the Expanse. Others say its use was what finally toppled them from the Council. I got a glimpse of you the first time you fought Cavus.” The little sphere seemed to shudder. “Back when he was trying to show us all off to Stell. You looked even weaker back then, not even as strong as the extinct Dusk-Era Earthborn. I saw part of you literally melt off of your own hands. Yet you’ve used this power again, since then, for a total of at least three times.” 
 
    “Five, I think,” I corrected, trying to think. “Let’s see, Cavus, the Malus dungeon, the other two dungeons in Avalon, and just now… yeah, five. Unless I’m forgetting one.” 
 
    Somehow, the little light was able to cough. 
 
    “How?” Lucima gasped. “That’s over five thousand Earth years’ worth of your lifespan! You don’t look anywhere near that old!” 
 
    “Thanks,” I said dryly. “Pretty sure I’m still eighteen. I’d have to check a calendar, though.” 
 
    Tiny sparks told me Lucima was sputtering. 
 
    “I don’t even know how to answer that,” the little orb finally said. 
 
    “That’s normal,” Breena assured. “For talking to Wes, I mean.” 
 
    “Well, how do you feel?” Stell’s older sister said, circling around me. “Do your muscles feel weak? Any of your bones seem like they’re about to snap in half? Do you feel like you’re missing a lung when you try to breathe?” 
 
    “Definitely not,” I replied, disturbed, as I tried to examine myself. “Actually I feel a lot better now. In fact,” I added, remembering. “I usually feel better every time afterwards. Lighter, stronger. It’s even easier to think.” 
 
    “That’s how I feel too now,” Breena insisted. Her hand squeezed mine. 
 
    “I don’t understand,” Lucima said. “The legends all said the Soulcurrent came with great cost. Could they be wrong? Could something else have brought your people low?” 
 
    “Probably,” I asked. “But can you tell us if Cavus is gone for good? Breena only thinks we killed a part of him.” 
 
    “That’s right.” The little light bobbed in a nod. “He’s been crawling through the Pathways, trying to find your main body. When he realized how many Satellites you have, he split himself into multiple parts to try and catch them all. This part of him was crawling around the outside of Avalon, looking for a way to catch the current part of you unguarded. When he realized this Pathway was opening from Avalon’s end he rushed over here and snuck in before the tunnel finished forming. Then he waited until you were as isolated as possible to spring his trap. And then you two fought him, and killed this part of him.” 
 
    “What about everyone else?” Breena asked worriedly. “Is everyone else still inside of him?” 
 
    “Everyone,” Lucima said softly. “He wanted us all. Everyone who ever knew you. He tries to use us to learn more about you.” 
 
    “So they’re all split up into his multiple bodies,” I said, considering the issue. “Which means to free the rest of you, we’d have to beat the pieces of him hunting Stell’s other Satellites as well as destroying his main body.” 
 
    “Free the rest?” Lucima asked. “Kill Cavus altogether? But that’s impossible. And it’s not even your fight. You’re not a Starsown.” 
 
    I didn’t know how to reply to that other than to laugh. 
 
    “Sorry,” Lucima said quickly. “I’m sounding ungrateful, and I don’t mean to be. You’ve freed two of us, and we will never forget that. It’s just that… he’s not a Starsown, Stell,” Stell’s sister said carefully, turning her attention back to Breena. “There are things he just won’t get.” 
 
    “No kidding,” my human-sized fairy snorted. “There are a lot of things he never gets every day.” Then she suddenly brightened. “But impossible stuff is what he’s best at not understanding.” She leaned against my arm as she said that. 
 
    “I’ll take your word,” Stell’s older sister replied, clearly not having any idea what Breena meant. “Speaking of Stell, or the rest of her, where is she? Do you know?” 
 
    “I wish I did,” I said, shaking my head. “She’s hiding from Cavus and trying to help out with all the Tumults as best as she can.” 
 
    “I can’t believe she’s managed all of this on her own.” The little light waved through the air. “All of it. She’s even greater than we realized. You’re even greater than we realized, Breena-Stell.” 
 
    “Thank you.” My friend smiled, happy tears still streaming down her face. “I’ve missed you, Lucima.” 
 
    “And I’ve missed you, too. But I need to rest,” Lucima said sadly. “I’m going to find a place to go recover. Then I’m going to see if I can help your main body, so I can gain my own body back faster and be of more help. But I love you, Breena-Stell. I love this part of you. And it feels so good to be free.” The orb of light started to drift away. “But I will see you again, okay?” 
 
    “Okay,” Breena said tearfully. “I understand. Hurry up and get better faster, sister.” 
 
    “Thank you, little sis,” the orb said in a quivering voice, sinking to a corner near the floor. “I’ll rest here until you leave, and then I’ll find a safe place to hide. Goodbye, little sister. Goodbye, brave Earthborn. Take care of her.” 
 
    “Always,” I answered. 
 
    Damn straight, the new guy chimed in. 
 
    We let the injured Starsown rest as we walked toward the doorway leading to the Woadlands. Whatever magic Cavus had used to trap this place faded as there was no further webbing and my experimental touch passed through the opening easily. 
 
    “One second, Wes,” Breena said, holding a finger up. She closed her eyes to concentrate, and her wings reappeared behind her back, in their pink gossamer form this time, though other colors still played along the edges of them. Then she began to shrink until she was small enough to sit on my shoulder, and plopped down on my right one. “Alrighty. Back to business-casual Breena. Lead the way, super-mighty Challenger,” she said, and we began to exit this trans-dimensional space. Breena looked up one final time before we fully passed through. 
 
    “Will I keep hearing you?” she asked hopefully. 
 
    Daughter, the quiet voice affirmed. 
 
    “Good,” she said happily. “And thank you.”


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER FIFTEEN: WOADBOUND 
 
      
 
      
 
    The misty hallway vanished, to be replaced by a dark cave of worked stone. My boots landed on gray brickwork, and I saw stone columns line the tiled walls, though a fair bit of both bricks and tiles had long crumbled into pieces. The ceiling over my head had some mural painted onto it that had not survived the passage of time. 
 
    “My lord,” Breyn said, saluting with his hand over his chest. “Was there trouble?” 
 
    “There you are!” Val said impatiently and at the same time. “Where were you?” 
 
    “Some trouble,” Breena answered, touching my cheek fondly and still smiling brightly. “But not anymore.” 
 
    Breyn’s eyes widened, and he quietly pumped his fist from behind Val. I shrugged, not really able to correct him. 
 
    “Part of Stell’s stalker had been hiding in the Pathway and was waiting for the both of us. We were able to kill that part of him, though.” 
 
    Breyn and Val’s eyes widened. 
 
    “How did he do that?” my Asian sister asked. “I thought those things were secure!” 
 
    “They are,” Breyn answered slowly. “To all but a handful of races, who do not need Pathways to travel. The Earthborn and Starsown are two of the only ones, but there is a third. That race was the reason Avalon fell to siege. Did you…” The young Woadfolk’s eyes widened to almost the size of dinner plates. 
 
    “No,” I shook my head. “Not the same one. In fact, it was just a small piece of one, that Breena found a way to kill. We’ll talk about it some more when we get everyone together. What can you tell me about this place?” 
 
    “It’s the place from where we first came to Avalon,” Breyn said with a shrug. “Only difference is an untold number of centuries.” 
 
    “Everyone else is currently scouting the area,” Val offered, currently better at reading me. “No hostile animals nearby, but there’s a lot of ancient plant growth just outside. Some bird song, but no large animals. They could just be giving us space. But I don’t think people of any race have been near this in forever.” 
 
    “It was supposed to stay in use,” Breyn offered. “Truth be told, we were expecting someone from the Woadlands to come to our aid back then as well. But my guess is that the invaders sealed the Pathway from their end, and then were sealed themselves by Avalon’s magic. The Pathway must have been forgotten over time.” 
 
    “Is there anything else of interest we’ve found in the ruins?” I asked. Both of them shook their heads. 
 
    “Nope,” Val said firmly. “Alum’s people are still looking around, but from what I could see the place has been picked clean. I did my best search checks already.” 
 
    “Search checks?” Breyn cocked his head. 
 
    “Gaming reference,” I provided. 
 
    “It means I used my special Shadow magic to look for hidden objects on literally every nook and cranny in this place,” Val explained. “All I found was a belt buckle and an old tinderbox. And those are so rusty that I’d guess them both to be a century old, probably from this place’s last random visitor.” 
 
    “You were already that thorough?” I asked, surprised. “How long where we gone? Nevermind, one of you needs to go notify the rest of the team that Breena and I are back!” 
 
    “Done already,” Val said with a shrug. “Mindlink, remember?” She pointed to her temple. 
 
    I sighed in embarrassment. 
 
    “Right, thanks for being smarter than me, sis.” I covered my face, then added mentally, hi guys. 
 
    Morning, Eadric grunted. 
 
    Everything okay? Karim asked, concerned. 
 
    What were you doing in there alone with Breena? Weylin asked smugly. 
 
    Ha-ha, I sent sarcastically. Just fighting for our lives. Nothing serious. 
 
    Well I hope you both enjoyed yourselves, the elf continued, unconcerned. 
 
    Unfortunately not, I replied. I was being literal. 
 
    You guys do know I can use this thing too, right? Breena asked, confused. 
 
    Silence greeted her. 
 
    Ahem, Karim interrupted, inexplicably bothering to cough through the link. Are you both alright? 
 
    Oh we’re fantastic! Breena said enthusiastically. In fact, I’m better than ever now! Right, Wes? 
 
    Her tone was affectionate even through the mindlink. Karim remained silent, while the other two bastards started snickering. 
 
    Val says there are no nearby hostiles, and that the ruins nearby have been picked clean, I pressed on through the nonsense. 
 
    So far, Eadric grunted. They already built a perimeter to wait for you. Stonework looks defensible enough for a temporary camp. 
 
    There is some glyph work here, Karim said next, but it’s all spent. I could reactivate if I had to, but I don’t think it does anything but create light and provide heating. 
 
    I’m still scouting around us, Weylin answered last. I’ve seen a few signs of large animals, but no signs to indicate a large predator lives here. Wait… he said suddenly. Amend that. We are just outside the territory markings of some kind of predator… and I think I see elfsign. An old tribe of my race probably lives within a dozen or so miles of us. 
 
    Really? I asked, surprised. I didn’t know your race originally came from the Woadlands. 
 
    In fact, I could have sworn Stell said the oldest elven civilization came from the Lightborn Lands. 
 
    We probably don’t, Weylin answered. Our oldest civilizations are in the Lightborn Lands, but there’s a few of us on almost every world. In fact, we may even be related to the Avalonians. 
 
    For all you know, most of you are related to Wes, Karim offered in a neutral tone. 
 
    Could be, Eadric pondered. Especially on their mothers’ sides. 
 
    Weylin offered an angry retort that I tuned out while the other two Testifiers just chuckled in response. 
 
    Alright, I sent, changing the subject. Let me head outside and get my bearings. We can make this a temporary camp while we explore enough of the place to figure out where we are in relation to the rest of the Woadlands. Do we need to worry about the tribe of elves being hostile to us? 
 
    Depends, Eadric replied calmly. If most of the women recognize you, their husbands will shoot on sight. 
 
    Him? Weylin sounded incredulous. Be realistic. Our lord can’t even figure out how to get to first base with the ladies of Avalon. Pick another Earthborn. 
 
    Focus, I growled, a little more harshly than I meant to. Which meant they won. Elf tribe. Hostile or not hostile? 
 
    Not hostile, unless you show up naked, covered in blood, and immediately start harassing their women. 
 
    Agreed, Karim added. Harass the men only. 
 
    I tuned them out and began to walk outside the building. Val went somewhere to talk about something with Breena while Breyn walked with me to the cave entrance. 
 
    “So,” he said quietly. “Sounds like the discussion went well?” 
 
    “Stell has bound her Satellites to a magical oath to prevent them from disclosing her feelings about me,” I said bluntly. “So I am either lover material or permanently friendzoned, and to such a degree that she is afraid to disclose.” 
 
    “Friendzoned?” Breyn said in a shocked voice. Before I could explain what the term meant, he continued. “That sort of thing actually happens? It’s supposed to be a myth! Fathers use it to frighten young men into courting women properly!” 
 
    “In all fairness,” I said dryly. “Young men on my part of Earth have no idea how to court women properly, and young women have no idea how to handle our affections.” The reverse was probably true as well, but Breyn didn’t seem ready to hear that. 
 
    “That’s not—I mean I can’t—no.” Breyn suddenly shook his head. “Forgive me, my lord. I thought it would be a much simpler matter, like courtships in the Woadlands are. What matters is that you have done your part.” 
 
    As I walked outside the caves the sunlight struck me clear in the face. I was confronted by a world that wasn’t shrouded in mists but bright sunlight and green leaves. The whole forest hummed with an amount of life Avalon still couldn’t match, despite being free of civilization all this time. Life, the branches and shrubbery rustled at me with the wind’s lips. Life, the birds in the trees all sang. Life, the cracking branches on the ground said here and there. Life, a woman on another planet had begged me all those months ago to help her protect. 
 
    “No, I haven’t,” I said, finally making a connection I should have made ages ago. “My part is to fight to save all the worlds she cares about, including the one I’m standing in. My part is to make her people safe, and make her safe so that she can actually think about something other than her own survival.” 
 
    I reminded myself that I wasn’t in high school anymore where courting a girl meant taking her to dinner, as well as a bunch of other rules that kept changing because no one on Earth can apparently agree on how men and women should treat each other. I was in a group of worlds just like the old video games my father made me play, where the hero had to fight alongside the woman he loved, complementing her strengths and negating her weaknesses. Now courtship meant battling through dozens of different worlds against dragons, pig men, and dinosaurs, so that by the time he rescued her he had also made the world a better place in the process, giving her a safer kingdom to live in. If I really wanted to let Stell know how I felt about her, then it was time to throw down literal blood and sweat, and battle and win until I could give her seven brighter, better worlds. Worlds where her people were safe and she herself was free of creeps like Cavus. 
 
    That was the courtship right now, I decided. And somehow, it was about damn time. 
 
    The wind rustled all the leaves around me as I kept walking outside. 
 
    “Challenge accepted,” the leaves whispered quietly. “The Woadlands bear witness.” 
 
    Breyn looked up, but I kept my eyes forward, walking over to Alum. The older Gaelguard was peering into the far-off sky with an intent, troubled expression. 
 
    “The others tell me we are safe for now, but I’m guessing you just found a problem.” 
 
    The Gaelguard nodded. 
 
    “The flora is much like it was all those thousands of years ago. There are no Woadfathers, but I had already been told of that. But something is still amiss, unless the seasons of this land no longer number four.” 
 
    “I’m no local,” I answered carefully. “But everyone I know insists that the Woadlands still has four distinct seasons, especially in this region. Spring, summer, fall, and winter, in that order.” 
 
    “I see three seasons,” the bearded warrior replied. “Happening in tandem. Behold, spring.” He pointed the flowering plants all around us. “Behold, winter.” He pointed again, and far off into the distance I saw massive clouds forming a line for the largest cold front I had ever been taught to recognize. Beneath them, and barely visible from the shadow the clouds provided, a solid white stretched down, as if the ground below was completely wrapped in snow or ice. 
 
    It was a forest-killing cold, and on a level far beyond what I had been taught to believe as natural for this planet. That made it a supernatural disaster, one on the level of Trial or Tumult. 
 
    “And finally,” Alum said gravely, pointing to a dead tree some distance away, “behold... blood.” 
 
    I was about to stupidly inform him that blood didn’t actually count as a season before my eye caught the details of the tree he was pointing at, one just past the area our patrols covered. It looked withered and old, out of place compared to the rest of the foliage around it. What looked further out of place was the tumorous mass of flesh growing on its side, pulsing in rhythm with the blood-colored sap dripping from bark-less patches of the decaying plant. 
 
    Not blood-colored, Teeth insisted inside. Look again. 
 
    I did so, reaching out with a sense gained by my Blood magic. I confirmed it; actual blood, and not tree-sap, was dripping from the rotting plant. It wasn’t dying. It was mutating, into something that was neither plant nor animal. Looking at that, and as well as the white wall looming in the distance, I realized I knew on a basic level what the Woadlands were facing. 
 
    This planet was facing two Trials at the same time. 
 
    # 
 
    Foreign contaminant detected, my mindscreen chirped inside. Contaminant is a Chaos-based creature designed to mutate and infest other life forms, most likely engineered from similar life forms found on the planet Earth. Such an invasion suggests the formation of a Trial or Tumult. 
 
    Found on Earth? I thought, confused. Is my system telling me that viruses or cancer can only be found on Earth? 
 
    It was a problem I would have to solve for another day, because as I stared at it, the tree slowly began to shift, a bloody branch pointing in my direction. 
 
    “Is this the only bloody plant your people have discovered?” I asked calmly, keeping my eyes on the corrupted tree. The Gaelguard nodded, also remaining calm. 
 
    “We’ve just now noticed this one, but if there are any more then they’re much farther out. I think this creature is alone.” 
 
    “Well, let’s kill it and have Breena look at it,” I decided, walking closer to it. Since my mindscreen had identified the life form as a threat, and one linked to a Trial at that, there was absolutely no mistaking the bloody tumor as anything but hostile. The only reason not to kill it was to see if it could provide information on its own, and that was easy to check. 
 
    “Hey, giant clump of Lyme disease! Can you talk?” 
 
    The tree pulled up a giant mass of roots and moved towards me, but other than that it remained silent. 
 
    So far I had confirmed that the monster was mobile and hostile. That level of research would have to do for now. Breena probably knew more anyway. 
 
    I saw no more of the bloody plants behind the slowly advancing tree, and looking at everything around it failed to trigger any new warnings from my mindscreen. I withdrew my axe, and cast a new Air spell I had learned upon reaching the Journeyman rank. The magic would help guide any missile weapon I used to the proper target and even add a bit of force to the impact. I hurled the giant tomahawk, once again rewarded with the angry whistling in its wake. The blade impacted the tumor on the walking tree in a gory explosion, and then the weapon flew back toward me, the splattered tumor impaled on it. 
 
    “Gross,” I said out loud, and fired a scorching ray of Fire magic into the thing to make sure it was dead. 
 
    Hey Breena, I sent through the mindlink. I think I found something you need to look at. 
 
    Aw, Wes, she sent back, still in a cheerful mood from earlier. Did you find me a present? 
 
    Um, I replied, not sure how to handle that question. Does making a giant bloody mess count as a present? 
 
    If I have to help clean it up, definitely not, she sent back. Hold on, I’ll be right there. 
 
    I looked at the tumor more closely, not really having anything else better to do right now. I reached back into my Blood magic, feeling that there was a spell that would let me examine it better. As I concentrated, pieces of the spell came to mind, but it wasn’t enough to make a complete formula for incantation. I grew frustrated, because it felt like I was trying to do this without half my brain. 
 
    Remember me? Teeth offered. Let me scoop around in my genetic memories. Got it. Here’s the other half. 
 
    The rest of the gestures and syllables poured into my mind. 
 
    It’s a little weird that you can sometimes do stuff like that, I told the new guy. 
 
    It’s a little weird that there are two of us stuck in here to begin with, he shot back. We should probably ask our girlfriend to help us figure this out. 
 
    She’s not our girlfriend until we at least save this world, I answered. And she has the opposite problem: one personality, multiple bodies. Let’s talk about this after I cast the spell. 
 
    Teeth agreed, and I carefully performed the incantation while I kept the bloody blob on the far end of my axe. 
 
    The Challenger has discovered the Blood Magic Spell Know thy Scent. The Challenger will be able to gain awareness of a particular blood sample’s properties. The degree of information will depend on the Challenger’s Blood Magic Rank, the size of the sample, and the time spent concentrating on the spell. 
 
    I spent at least thirty seconds examining the angry cancer mass, the magic able to understand it despite the fact that I had cauterized the tissue. I could now tell that it wasn’t exactly a parasite, but a symbiote. It took vitality and matter from its host, but it also awakened the host’s vital guard, mana, and stamina pools, allowing it to access abilities it normally couldn’t. But the tissue didn’t change the host enough to be able to use those abilities without hurting the tree. It also projected its influence upon the host, making it desire to use those new powers, but not able to recognize the damage its new gifts would cause to itself. So in terms of overall benefit, maybe parasite was a better word to describe it after all. Fortunately, though, it was dead right now, so it couldn’t try to do the same thing to me. 
 
    And yet, I thought to myself, examining the dead creature further. There is still power in this thing’s blood. 
 
    “Okay, Wes!” Breena said as she zipped over. “I’m here! What did you want to show—OH MY FAIRY SPACE-BALLS WES WHERE DID YOU EVEN GET THAT! QUIT WAVING IT AROUND!” 
 
    I didn’t know how to comply with her, because even though the thing was gross and probably a health hazard, it seemed like an even worse idea to just leave it lying around. I settled for just holding my weapon hand a little steadier. 
 
    Breena had apparently gotten over her shock, and she began to zip carefully around the dead tissue, casting some kind of detection magic and angrily muttering something about not being able to leave me alone for five minutes, and how therapy for fairy guides still really needed to be a thing. 
 
    “Okay,” she said after another moment, taking a deep breath. “First of all, you were smart enough to use fire to make sure it stayed dead, so good job.” 
 
    “Thanks,” I replied. “Do they regenerate if they’re not burned?” 
 
    “More or less. They have high vital guard pools for their size, and they can regenerate extremely quickly if they’re not destroyed completely. Fire isn’t the only way, but it’s usually the cheapest, fastest way to make sure you’ve destroyed enough of the thing to keep it down.” 
 
    “What are they supposed to be called?” I asked. “The mindscreen didn’t give me an official name this time.” 
 
    “That’s because you’re not able to see the whole organism yet,” Breena replied. “But this is a piece of a Chaos Wound. It’s the leftover matter of a powerful Chaos-type creature that was slain but not completely destroyed. So the tissue itself is desperately trying to survive without the rest of its body.” 
 
    “So it tries to take over other creatures to make a new body or something?” I asked, to make sure I was following. 
 
    “Not creatures, plants,” Breena shook her head. “It can’t mutate enough to infect animal life. But if it starts spreading across enough plants and terrain, it will form a body of its own. Then it will be able to create its own animal guardians, that will work like giant white blood cells. At that point—” she took another breath—“the Woadlands will have moved from a Trial to a full-blown Tumult, and Stell will usually have needed to have a Challenger handy to help the locals overcome the threat.” 
 
    “Which is my job anyway,” I answered, looking at the dead mass of tissue. “What happens if the Woadlands fail the Tumult?” 
 
    “All or most of it turns into a giant mass of Chaos matter, that either sustains itself indefinitely to try and infest other worlds, or will burn itself out and die, taking all or most of the planet with it in the process.” 
 
    “That’s terrifying,” I replied. 
 
    “Yeah.” The little fairy nodded. “It’s another reason why we take the ‘kill it with fire’ approach. Where did you find this piece of it?” 
 
    “It came from that tree over there.” I pointed to the twisted plant behind me. “Alum noticed it after they finished scouting the area. Should there be any more of this around?” I asked, looking about and trying not to be too worried about this place turning into a giant cancer planet. But Breena shook her head. 
 
    “No, the Chaos Wound spreads across a wide distance when it arrives on a planet. The center mass lands at one location while all of the other tiny globs—” she looked down in disgust—“serve as scouts, or a vanguard. They help the Chaos Wound determine where the best nutrients are to grow. There shouldn’t be another one within dozens of miles. The fact that you found one of these means we caught this Trial in its early stages. Which is good, because the Woadlands are probably the worst place for this kind of Trial to form.” 
 
    “Noted,” I replied. “This threat will probably go near the top of our to-do list. Do we need to burn the tree I found this thing on?” I looked back at the twisted plant, and realized it was still bleeding. 
 
    “No no,” Breena said quickly. “It’s not that powerful. The giant clumps are resilient, but once they’re removed from the host the danger has passed. The infection needs the main body of the parasite to continue reproducing itself. At the very worst case, the remains of it will kill the tree after the plant expends itself by driving out the contaminants. But usually the host can throw off the lingering effects on its own, though any immune system it has will be taxed for a while. Sorry,” Breena suddenly said. “Forgot you were from Earth. Infections there are super scary.” 
 
    “Not really,” I began defensively. “As long as you wash your hands frequently, and go to the doctor regularly, and eat the proper foods, that are cooked the proper way, and vaccinate yourself and your children with appropriately tiny portions of the most dangerous diseases so that their bodies know how to fight them at the earliest age possible, and pay attention whenever a new strain of disease suddenly springs out of nowhere, and don’t have too much unprotected sex or get bitten or cut, you’re probably not going to die. Well, usually,” I clarified. “Sometimes you just have bad luck and get struck with a terminal disease no one’s ever heard of. And cancer strikes all kinds of good and decent people. Are you saying this doesn’t happen on other planets, though?” 
 
    “No, Wes,” Breena said sadly. “None of the other planets have to really deal with any of that. Nonmagical diseases just aren’t anywhere near that aggressive, and even then, magic and vital guards take care of all but the worst ones pretty thoroughly. And those always qualify as Trials or Tumults. Like the Chaos Wound.” She pointed to the dead flesh-blob. “Which still can’t infect people or animals. Sorry, Wes,” she added sympathetically, seeing my incredulous, angry expression. “If it makes you feel better, all of the doctor-type Challengers Stell summoned in the past were just as frustrated with how easy we apparently had it. They were also really quick about thwarting our plague-based Challenges.” 
 
    “Good for you guys,” I said dryly, trying not be annoyed about just how unfair my world had it compared to everyone else. “I’m going to check on the tree anyway. 
 
    “Free magic,” I muttered under my breath as I walked. “Free power, cookies, and punch for everyone when they beat one of life’s challenges. Bodies that can heal or grow stronger on their own, without going to the doctor or the gym. Even their cancer’s on easy mode.” 
 
    I told myself to snap out of it and began checking the tree, still refusing to believe that my job was as easy as lopping off the messy part and throwing a bit of magic around. The tree had stopped moving as soon as I ripped the Chaos Wound off of it, probably because it was no longer receiving commands to protect the monster fragment and had gone back to just being a tree. But it was still bleeding from the patches I had noticed earlier. I cast Know thy Scent again, examining the dwindling red streams with my new magical sense. 
 
    I found the stream to be full of mostly dead cells. Breena was right. The blood itself could probably attract other germs but the infection from the Chaos Wound itself was inert, like Breena said. If I was on Earth I’d probably still insist on sterilizing the entire tree or get slapped by a health expert for not having done so yet, but right now something else was catching my attention. 
 
    The magic in the blood had not faded yet. In fact, it was even stronger than the magic I felt from the Chaos Wound itself. 
 
    That reminded me about what I noticed earlier. The damage caused to the tree wasn’t so much by the change the Chaos Wound had brought, it was that the change was incomplete. I had seen mobile trees back in the Woadfather grove on Avalon. Those giant plants did all kinds of things that trees weren’t supposed to be able to do, and it didn’t seem to harm them one bit. In fact, people accepted them as normal. The powers somehow fit the tree. It gave me an idea. 
 
    I looked for a barkless, bloody patch on a limb of the tree instead of the actual trunk. I managed to find one on a thin branch, where the blood actually trailed sideways along the limb like veins in an animal. Instead of dripping off, the blood seemed to be staining the limb. 
 
    Hey Karim, Weylin, Eadric, I sent. Can you guys keep a secret? 
 
    You mean like we do about your feelings for farm animals? Eadric drawled. Sure. Why? 
 
    Har-har, I thought. I’ve got an idea, but I need to send you an update on what Breena and I discovered. 
 
    Our mindlink had strengthened to the point where a basic info dump was easy. 
 
    Holy shit, Eadric said next. Tree cancer? 
 
    Chaos Wounds, Karim corrected. They are rare even for Trials and Tumults, but there are records for them. 
 
    Yeah, Alum was the first to notice it, I replied. I’m not sure he recognized what it was, though. I’ll have to sit down and talk with everyone tonight. 
 
    I still hadn’t been able to add any of the Gaelguard to the mindlink, and it was frustrating. But there were probably still advantages to vocal conversation. But I had an idea for the remains of the tree that involved the magic you guys taught me, and I was hoping I could run it by you three. 
 
    Why not involve Breena? Weylin asked. 
 
    I’m worried she’ll think I’m playing with powers beyond my mortal ken, and that she’ll nip my idea in the bud. 
 
    Isn’t that a little hypocritical? Weylin asked. You were just suggesting that Earth is the only planet that takes disease seriously enough. 
 
    I’m not messing with the disease itself, I replied stubbornly. I’m messing with the magic left over. And it’s for a good cause. Look, here’s what I want to do. I sent the schematics of my plan over the mindlink. Do you think that’s something that could work? 
 
    That’s actually pretty safe, Eadric acknowledged. Safer than one of your usual ideas, anyway. 
 
    This was coming from one of the assholes that talked me into sticking my hand into a lightning trap. 
 
    Eadric’s right, Karim commented. You won’t know enough to be perfect on your first try, but your idea is solid. 
 
    That would have to be good enough, I decided. I dismissed Toirneach and drew Carnwennan, then began carefully cutting away the branch, projecting my actions to Eadric so that he could critique what I was doing. I breathed a sigh of relief when all he made was a noncommittal grunt, and then I put the branch into my storage space. I’d finish the rest of it tonight, maybe after Breena had passed out in a sugar coma or something (Guineve said I should begin packing at least one cookie per Challenge for emergency measures). 
 
    “Wes, everything okay?” Breena flew over. “I got a sneaky feeling from you through the mindlink and our personal bond.” She raised an eyebrow. “Everything okay?” 
 
    Crap. I still hadn’t gotten used to having that. Rookie mistake. 
 
    “Um, yeah,” I answered lamely. “I was getting hungry, and I remembered that Guineve had packed me some extra food for the trip…” 
 
    “Ooh,” she crooned, wincing. “Darn it. No fair, Wes. Now I’m stuck thinking about her pastries. Don’t tell me what she actually packed, though, or I’ll have a much harder time being an adult.” 
 
    “Right,” I said, happy this turned out so well, and that technically, I was thinking about cookies just then. “I’m thinking, after we reconnect with some of the local population, taking care of the Chaos Wound should be our most important task.” 
 
    “Um...” She hesitated. “Actually, I sort of forgot what I was coming over here to tell you about when I saw you wave that thing around.” She flew a little higher and pointed out to the distant sky. “You noticed that giant white wall in the skyline too, right?” 
 
    “Yeah,” I replied. “Alum said that thing was a serious problem. It looks like it’s at least a Trial-level winter storm, from what you guys taught me earlier.” 
 
    “It’s actually much worse,” Breena confirmed. “The stormwall isn’t just a freak weather pattern. It’s the herald of an invasion. The Hoarfolk are coming to the Woadlands. We are in a full-on Tumult right now, one that this planet may very well fail by the end of the year.” 
 
    “You mean the planet-cancer isn’t our biggest threat right now?” I asked intently, turning to look at the distant white sky above the tree line. 
 
    “I mean the Hoarfolk will probably destroy the Chaos Wound on their own, after they’ve turned the rest of the Woadlands. Assuming they don’t find a use for it somehow.” 
 
    “Great,” I said sarcastically. I began walking until I could see Alum, and I waved for him to gather everyone. The three Testifiers had informed me that they were already on their way back as well. “What are the Hoarfolk?” I asked. 
 
    “They’re sort of my distant kin,” Breena asked uncomfortably. “I mean, as a sprite-folk. Not as a Satellite. Except that they Descend instead of Rise. They’re a bit like the Unseelie Fey from your Earth legends.” 
 
    “So, I’m dealing with some kind of winter elves, then,” I clarified. 
 
    “No, and people will think that you’re being racist if you say that,” my companion sighed. “Not that they’ll have time to tell you, because they’ll be spending their moments hiding from the Hoarfolk. And there is actually a race that call themselves winter elves. But only a few of the Hoarfolk look even a tiny bit like them. The common Hoarfolk look like your typical deformed monsters, just with cold skin, horns, or fur.” 
 
    “My apologies.” I gave a sigh of my own. “I’ll try to be more careful about my words. Just educate me in advance, while we figure out how to save them.” 
 
    We had reached the threshold of the cave. My people were all beginning to gather around. Alum nodded gravely at me.  
 
    “Sorry for the wait,” I said to the group. “Now, friend, please help bring us all up to speed on what we need to do to save the world.”


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER SIXTEEN: TRESSPASSERS 
 
      
 
      
 
    “So they are the ones bringing the cold,” Alum asked calmly, when Breena finished describing the Hoarfolk. 
 
    “Correct,” my fairy friend nodded. She had shrunk to be small enough to fit on my shoulder, apparently choosing to sit. “They will also use it as a weapon. To what degree depends on the power and nobility of the perspective Hoarfolk, but expect your largest battles to happen with them inside a blizzard.” 
 
    “That’s bad,” one of the other Gaelguard grunted. “The frost will kill any recent harvest the people have, as well as most of the animals they hunt. We may very well wind up fighting off an invasion only to watch them suffer through a famine immediately afterwards.” 
 
    “And the cold will linger if you do drive them off,” Breena added. “If enough of the Hoarfolk nobles get a foothold here, they’ll begin to alter the weather permanently. They’ll begin to siege the world with indefinite cold storms.” She pointed again to the white cloud wall above the far-off tree line. It was much easier to notice now that we were on an elevated spot. I could see bolts of ice-blue lightning flicker from time to time in the screen of fog. The storm was likely weeks and weeks of hard travel away—assuming it didn’t move closer—but the power of it still made my neck hair rise. 
 
    “Alright. So we need to find a way to deal with both this threat and the Chaos Wound, and quickly. How do we keep the storms from destroying the Woadlands, Breena?” 
 
    “Their nobles generate the cold on their own, but the strongholds they bring make it permanent. We will have to undo the binding their palaces have formed with this land. She looked again at the monstrous weather phenomenon. “In theory, solving both disasters is simple: we just need to destroy their sources, and that’s something we should be able to do now. But there shouldn’t be a Tumult happening at all right now.” Breena shook her head. “They don’t just come out of nowhere. Stell has been spotting their warning signs for ages, and she hasn’t missed a single warning sign in centuries. I don’t understand how the Hoarfolk managed to swing an invasion so fast.” 
 
    “Well, Avalon’s fallen about fifty years behind its sister worlds,” I pointed out. “So plenty of things could have changed since we were last invaded.” 
 
    The three Testifiers nodded at that. I had probably spent close to six months being murdered over and over, before I became powerful enough to escape. But from what Rhodes’ people told me, our inability to stop Cavus and the Malus Members from conquering Avalon resulted in a failed Tumult, one that caused Avalon to somehow lose half a year for every death I died. But Breena shook her head at that. 
 
    “The Hoarfolk might—key word, might—have been able to create a strong Challenge or a weak Trial in that time period. But fifty years isn’t long enough to go from ‘all is well, let’s have a party’ to ‘omgosh, massive invasion, plague, or weather bomb, we’re all gonna die!’ Well, not outside of Earth, anyway,” Breena hedged. “That’s the one place Stell can’t keep track of how so many Tumults are forming. Nobody’s really sure what to think about that planet. But out here in the Woadlands? Arguably the most sheltered of the sister worlds? Impossible,” my fairy friend declared. “Something else must be happening. And I’m afraid if we don’t figure out what then we could very well have a third Trial or Tumult suddenly spring out of nowhere. And that’s probably game over.” 
 
    “Alright,” I said. “So we head for the elven tribe at the earliest opportunity, get all the information we can, destroy any advanced forces of the two incoming catastrophes on our way. Any further questions?” 
 
    “How strong are our enemies?” Val raised her hand and asked. “The ones that we know about, I mean. Since it feels like we have enemies manipulating forces behind the scenes.” 
 
    “Those shouldn’t be much of a mystery,” Eadric grunted. “The jackass Earthborn that followed you here have their claws in all kinds of things.” 
 
    “Probably,” I hedged. “But it’s better to avoid too many assumptions right now, with all the surprises that keep popping up.” 
 
    I remembered the very first Horde I had encountered long before everything had gone wrong. 
 
    They had been the only ones expecting my arrival. Even Stell had been surprised the first time I showed up on Avalon. But the very first Pit champion had immediately surrendered to me, had been expecting me to lead them to greater conquest and greater acts of depravity. My refusal to do so was the reason I gained the title ‘traitor-prince.’ 
 
    All because someone had told them the Earthborn were coming, and would lead them. 
 
    Which just meant I hadn’t found all of my enemies, yet. 
 
    “Normally,” Breena said, answering Breyn’s original question, “their strength varies, but they should mirror the Horde in most progression, with large armies of weak, small, disposable troops, followed by normal and elite troops, and then finally their nobility, which can control the weather directly. I’d put their normal nobles to be as strong as Spawn, and their leaders can be close to Dark Icon-level, assuming they aren’t led by an actual Dark Icon. But I can’t guess that here, because they’re already being different from normal by establishing their footholds so fast.” 
 
    “Explain why that always takes time,” I requested. “Is it an issue of growing undetected, like the Horde does, or something else?” 
 
    “It’s a magical issue,” Breena explained. “They can’t breed in a new location like the Horde does. They have to bring their armies over from their Court. That always takes time and subterfuge, because if the Woadlands’ own Icons notice they’ll move to disrupt the process. They have to go undetected for decades before they can even risk creating a Trial, much less a Tumult.” 
 
    “So they had to have help in both going unnoticed and in getting enough magic to come here faster,” Karim pondered. “What about the Chaos Wound? Is that a surprise as well?” 
 
    “No, that one was pretty much expected,” Breena replied, flying up to float as she talked. “I mean, we didn’t know it was going to be an actual Chaos Wound, but we knew there was going to be a Chaos-type Trial happening in the Woadlands this century. It’s mostly on schedule, except for being a couple years early. But it couldn’t have caused enough distraction for the Hoarfolk to invade unnoticed. That means, once again, we’re either dealing with the Malus Members here or whoever helped plant a Horde Pit way back at the beginning.” 
 
    “Probably both,” I decided. 
 
    “Again,” Alum interjected, “the main problem I see is ensuring the cold does not starve the current tribes of my world.” He pointed to a nut-bearing tree nearby. “If there were still a great number of Woadfathers, it might not be a problem, as they will help the fruit-bearing plants recover quickly. But even if we act quickly the tribes may starve, since winter has passed and much of their stores may be gone.” 
 
    “We have some contingencies for that,” I replied. “You saw grain farms on Avalon. Stell has been spreading the plants as often as she can while still going unnoticed, and I brought as much storage as I could fit, too. I also packed a number of basic Woadfather seeds.” 
 
    “That will help.” The Gaelguard nodded. “But I suspect it will not be enough to stop famine spreading across multiple tribes.” 
 
    “No it won’t,” I replied. “Which is why we need to move out, unless anyone has any more questions.” 
 
    They didn’t, and since Karim had been able to secure the Pathway with a few cheap veiling and detection glyphs, we took off for the elven village, since every second counted. 
 
    I tried not to think about the fact that I was racing against a clock I couldn’t even read.  
 
    # 
 
    We fell into file behind Weylin, who led the way to where he believed the elf tribe lived. We kept quiet as we traveled, and to our surprise the woods stayed quiet with us. 
 
    Something’s spooking the wildlife, I asked privately through the mindlink. Is it us? 
 
    I don’t think so, Weylin answered. I think there has been battle in these woods, and the creatures have all learned to hide from it. 
 
    Really started to worry about getting greeted by an arrow here, I mentioned. You sure we shouldn’t announce our presence or something? 
 
    Since no one else is making noise, I am beyond certain that we shouldn’t be making noise either, the elven songcaster replied. Or at least any more than our large group is already making. But they should not attack with me in the lead. 
 
    Should not? I asked. Or will not? 
 
    Weylin didn’t immediately answer, and I realized I needed to let it go. No point in making everyone else worried about something we can’t really change. 
 
    More time passed, and we began to see signs of passage. Branches and shrubbery snapped until they resembled crude paths. More claw-marks, these much smaller than what Weylin had found earlier, started lining the trees, as if something had tried to climb up them in a hurry. Then we began to find antler horns that were the wrong shape to fit any type of Woadlands deer, and then we found small bodies with arrows sticking out of them. 
 
    Horde bodies. 
 
    I looked down at the Horde Wretch that was probably missing the antler we found earlier, and swore. 
 
    “I’m getting real tired of seeing these guys,” I muttered. 
 
    “Guess you shouldn’t have let them form a fan club after you,” Eadric grunted unhelpfully. 
 
    “It’s not a fan club, it’s a hate group,” I retorted, then looked back down. “These bodies haven’t disintegrated yet, which means they’ve been killed recently. Do these arrows look like they could have been used by the same elves we’re looking for?” 
 
    “Arrows tend to just look like arrows,” Weylin said dryly. “But yes. It’s likely the village has engaged the Horde.” 
 
    Which meant there were Horde Pits in the Woadlands again. Fantastic. 
 
    We now had the potential for a third Tumult on our hands. And unlike the Hoarfolk, Horde didn’t need a whole lot of time and resources to pull it off. 
 
    I gave myself a moment to feel frustrated and overworked, then pulled myself back together. 
 
    “New plan,” I announced. “Weylin, I think speed is more important than etiquette right now.” He nodded in agreement. “Let’s try and see if we can get there quicker. Everyone use what magic you can to make us run faster. Breena, Val, I want you two to use your magic to look ahead whenever you can. We may already be walking into a fight.” 
 
    The Horde was a lot like cockroaches in a person’s apartment. For every one seen, there were dozens more back in their lair. The best scenario would be for this to just be a scouting party, but it was likely that the elves were dealing with a full attack. 
 
    I was right. 
 
    Breena had risked flying upward for a higher vantage point, dimming her light as much as possible. She reported that about a hundred misshapen humanoids were trying to set certain trees on fire. That was all the confirmation I needed. Weylin began his speed song, Karim wrote his veiling script into the air, and the tattoos covering the Gaelguard flared. For my part, I drew Carnwennan and tried using the dagger itself to scribe veiling runes as well, activating its shroud function at the same time. It seemed to work, because I was able to extend the veil out to cover over a dozen people easily, hiding and silencing them. 
 
    We took advantage of that to run like hell. 
 
    Foliage scattered and cracked under us as we dashed forward, trusting in our magic to keep us hidden and hale enough to dash through the forest at full speed. With Breena scouting, Weylin was able to pick a path reasonably free of dangerous ground, so no one took a dirt-nap despite running at a full jog through an old-growth forest. 
 
    We saw the terrain change about a hundred meters ahead. The space increased between trees. All of the foliage became more organized, their placements more practical. A few more meters and we saw the trees ahead of us suddenly tighten close together, forming a wall in front of us with only a thin pathway leading through the middle of it. 
 
    The ground in front of that opening was riddled with Horde bodies. 
 
    They had trampled a small wooden gate before they died, and then more had apparently died trampling those bodies. Most of the dead were the child-sized Ilklings and the slightly bigger Wretches, but I saw two dead Mongrels as well as a scattering of another type of Hordebeast I didn’t recognize.  
 
    My mindscreen didn’t trigger any messages when I saw them, so I figured that I’d need to see a live one to learn something. 
 
    Judging by the sounds of combat further in, I knew I’d get that chance. 
 
    We ran past the wall of trees, noting that they were in fact, somehow grown together to form a wall. I didn’t have time to figure out how that worked, but I did note that no Horde had been able to climb up them. At any rate, the violence inside the tree wall took back my focus. 
 
    At first all I saw was a flurry of shapes and flames. That was enough for my instincts to kick in, because I had summoned and thrown Toirneach before I even realized I was saving a small child’s life. The enchanted axe had blasted through one antlered Wretch and two of the oily Ilklings that were chasing a small, sobbing, pointy-eared girl. My eyes caught focus on her own tear-filled orbs, and she pointed a trembling finger to the violence behind her, still crying too much to talk. 
 
    A body from behind me nearly bumped into me, and I cursed myself for getting distracted. I kept running forward so that I wouldn’t get in the way of the rest of my team, but the Gaelguard were already reacting like the elite warriors they had always been. Alum barked a few commands as they ran past me, giving me the barest of nods to make sure he had permission, but I’m not sure he saw me nod back. Two of the guard split to deal with stragglers but the remaining eight lined up in a row and charged toward the largest nearby knot of Hordebeasts, hurling hatchets and javelins before they slammed into the monsters and tore them to shreds. When they were done a few seconds later, Alum turned to me again. 
 
    “My lord, I suggest you take Breyn and Ama with you to secure the stragglers, and leave the rest of us to deal with the main melee. I know time has passed, but the villagers should trust our tattoos.” 
 
    That made sense, so I nodded back. I would have sent Weylin with them but the truth was I needed his help in saving all of the isolated groups even more. 
 
    “Go,” I commanded in agreement. “We’ll reinforce you when we can. Breena, be on the lookout for wounded. Val, you still have Ball-ee, right?” A squeak came from her bag. “Good. Listen to see if Breena needs your help for saving lives.” 
 
    She gave me a firm nod, and then both of my groups were off. 
 
    While I had been talking, Weylin had rushed forward and scooped up the elf-child in his arms. He had managed to calm her enough to get slightly more information on what was happening, and then he placed the child in one of the trees inside the village. I saw the little girl scamper even higher up, and then I was running, slamming into the next rampaging Hordebeast and bursting the Wretch to pieces with my dragon strength. Teeth roared alongside my pumping adrenaline, as we attacked silently, slaying rampaging monsters and scooping up running children, parents, and grandparents. Since Breyn and his friend couldn’t use the mindlink with us yet, I had them gather and protect the rescued villagers while the remaining six of us went back to hunting. We tore our way through several more packs of weaker Hordebeasts until we came upon the first real challenge, a dozen or so haphazardly armored Mongrels wielding giant machetes and axes, facing off against a smaller group of elven warriors wearing fluted leather armor and wielding light blades. The elves were holding their own despite being outnumbered, darting between the larger apebeasts and slicing their unarmored legs and arms. But that changed the next moment when over a score of Hordebeasts, the same type as the bodies outside the gates, came charging at their backs. 
 
    They were between five and six feet tall, still smaller than the Mongrels but much larger than the Wretches. Their bodies were covered in coarse fur except for their hands, which still dripped the disgusting Horde oil. They wore padded armor, carried small shields and short spears, and Horde oil adorned their shields and spears much like the Woadsap had been used to enhance our own weapons and armor. Their heads were a weird cross between cat and dog, whiskered like a cat’s but with a longer, canine snout. 
 
    Warning, my mindscreen suddenly chirped. Foreign contaminant detected. Contaminant is new species of Hordemonster, designated as species Miscreant. Species appears to excel at group combat. Recommend that the Challenger engages and destroy before contaminant overwhelms current world. 
 
    The mindscreen’s description was accurate, as the Miscreants were charging in the most tightly held formation I had seen a Hordebeast use yet. They began to rush at the unprotected rear of the elven warriors, which would take the pressure off the Mongrels and allow them to properly surround each individual elf. 
 
    We didn’t let that happen. 
 
    As we charged, I opened both palms for a moment to fire off all ten of my finger bolts, striking ten Miscreants straight in the face. They spasmed and went down, bodies jerking and smoking. Bolts flew from Breena, Weylin, and Karim, knocking down six more, and then we were within the melee, slamming into the back of the Mongrel pack. 
 
    I had put away Carnwennan at this point to fight with Toirneach and my new woad shield. I slammed into a Mongrel that had caught an elf warrior by the throat and freed the elf by slicing off the Mongrel’s arm a split-second later. The freed elf looked at me suspiciously, but then he heard Weylin call out something in their language, so he merely nodded at me and sprang back to his feet. 
 
    Dick, Teeth muttered, apparently offended by the elf’s suspicion, but I didn’t have time to soothe his ego. I slammed my axe down into the wounded Mongrel’s head, cleaving right through armor and skull until my lightning-enhanced weapon overpowered the creature’s vital guard and fried his brain. I ripped my weapon free just in time to take a giant machete on my shield. I winced from the impact, then braced and pushed, matching strength with the next ape monster snarling in my face. He growled at me, confident in his larger size, then shouted in outrage as I slammed him away and into another Mongrel fighting Karim behind him. Karim’s spear burst through the unarmored stomachs of both monsters, and I followed up with two decapitating swings from my giant, crackling tomahawk. 
 
    By now the rest of the combatants had spread out. I saw Eadric shrug a machete off of his shield, smash his hammer into the Mongrel’s knee, then flip his weapon around to slam the hook end into the Mongrel’s belly as the Hordebeast stumbled to its knees. Further away another elf went down to another Mongrel’s blow, clutching his chest as he fell. The wounded warrior futilely tried to crawl away to give his vital guard time to arrest the wound, but the Hordebeast looming over him stepped down on the elf’s knee with a loud crunch. The Mongrel bellowed as he raised his axe over his head, but a shape faced next to him and sliced through the back of both of his knees. The monster fell to his own knees with a howl, and the black-haired shape kicked off of his chest to slash one blade across his throat and thrust the longer one up into the Hordebeast’s open mouth. 
 
    By then the combat was over. I looked around and saw at least four elven bodies on the ground, with three of the remaining elves talking to Weylin in hushed, urgent tones while pointing to me and keeping their weapons drawn. The mindscreen hadn’t translated their words yet, so I ran with Val and Breena to try and save the four elves still bleeding out. 
 
    That was kind of the miracle with vital guards. Provided a person (elf, human, whatever) had Risen at least once, they had a good chance to avoid dying from infection or blood loss, at least to a single wound. Half of the Mongrels still on the ground were slowly bleeding out, and could have been saved if there were any nearby Horde willing and able to heal them. But the vital guard of the four elves before me had been exhausted completely. They would die without medical attention. 
 
    I knelt next to one body, that of a blonde-haired woman whose partner was desperately trying to halt the flow spraying from her leg. I quickly cast my signature water spell, giving her enough vital guard to arrest the bleeding on its own, then I rushed to the next dying elf to repeat the process. Out of the corner of my eye I saw Breena do the same with her Wood and Water magic, and to my relief we managed to reach all four wounded in time. 
 
    “You should not let him fool you,” an elf arguing with Weylin said as my mindscreen finally finished translating. “Earthborn have come to our aid in the past, only to stab us in the back when we least expected. There are no more Challengers.” 
 
    “The hell?” I shouted angrily, briefly remembering what the other Woadfolk on Avalon had told me, about Malus Members posing as Challengers, with captured fairies forced to pretend they were Breena. “Forget it. We don’t have time for this. Breena!” I shouted. “They think we’re fakes! Fix it!” 
 
    The elves arguing with Weylin suddenly stopped. Apparently my imposters weren’t as bad-tempered and abrasive as the real me. But then Breena fluttered into view and glowed brightly, showing that she was clearly more powerful, and a different breed than any sprite-folk captured by the Malus Members. 
 
    “Now let’s get back to work,” I growled. “I have a team of Gaelguard trying to engage the main body of Horde. Is there anyone else we need to save first, or can we help them and wrap this up right now?” 
 
    “Gaelguard?” The senior-looking elf blinked, but when Weylin whispered urgently to him he snapped back into focus. “If you came from the same place they attacked,” he began, looking behind us and nodding, “then you likely saved everyone you could. We need to hit their main force now, before they steal any more of our young or sprite folk.” 
 
    “Sprite folk?” Breena blinked. “They have been stealing fairies again? Why are the sprite folk here in the village?” 
 
    “The remaining fairies are now either guarded directly by Lady Titania herself or by any local village able to take them in,” the slender warrior told Breena grimly. “Every unprotected fairy has been rounded up and taken by the new Earthborn—” he gave me another dark glance—“and their Horde allies. Your people have been hunted almost to complete extinction, Holy Fairy. Along with the children of many races.” 
 
    Update on new factions complete, my mindscreen informed me. 
 
    The local elven population views you with distrust, based on previous racial conflict as well as the actions of individuals posing to be Challengers. 
 
    The local Woadfolk population views you with distrust, based on previous racial conflict as well as the actions of individuals posing to be Challengers. 
 
    The Stag Lord views you with distrust, based on previous racial conflict as well as the actions of individuals posing to be Challengers. 
 
    Mother Glade views you with distrust, based on previous racial conflict as well as the actions of individuals posing to be Challengers. 
 
    Lady Titania views you with resentment, based on previous racial conflict as well as the actions of individuals posing to be Challengers. 
 
    Great Pan views you with sadness, based on rumors regarding your death as well as the actions of individuals posing to be Challengers. 
 
    The Woad Princess views you with resentment and anger, based on previous racial conflict as well as the actions of individuals posing to be Challengers, and finally your failure to appear until now. 
 
    “Fuck that,” I growled, hearing Teeth speak out loud with me. “Lead the way so we can finish this.” 
 
    The elves blinked again at my tone, but the next moment they were darting toward the loudest sounds of combat. We followed them, until we reached the site of the main battle. 
 
    By now, I had been able to take in most of the details of the village around me. The town was a strange mix of single-story buildings with arched roofs, large trees hollowed out at the base to become homes, and fortified-looking structures built directly into the tops of the largest trees. 
 
    The elves seemed to be doing their best to herd as many of their people into the last and safest type of building. Women that looked to be mothers were clutching sobbing infants and screaming children, doing their best to drag their families into the safety of the higher elevation, while leather-armored elven men and women hung from nearby tree limbs, firing arrows into the mass of monsters below. At the base of the tree were more warriors wielding long spears and light blades, fighting a loose formation that still kept a path free for a handful of noncombatants still rushing for the safety of the tree forts. Closest to the base of the tree was the corpse of a young red-haired man in shiny but poorly constructed armor, completely covered with arrows. My best guess was that he was one of my imposters, and that he had tried to bluff his way past the soldiers and to where the children were kept. The fact that the elves had killed him on the spot meant that previous false Challengers had done the same in the past, which meant that in the last fifty years I had grown infamous from other people enslaving women, children, and sprite-folk in my name. 
 
    I raged. The dragon in me grasped for control, and I let him. 
 
    “YOU WRETCHED FUCKS!” I bellowed, my teeth growing and itching. “YOU DARE USE MY NAME FOR THIS?” 
 
    Fire and Air magic surged through my legs, and I leaped high into the air. 
 
    Below me were a mass of Wretches, Miscreants, and Mongrels that were beginning to overwhelm the elves guarding the base of one of the tree forts. I saw two Mongrels rear their hands back to toss torches they were holding, and decided they’d never get the chance. I hurled out the Fireball I had been storing right behind them, scorching their hands and catching the center mass of the Horde throng at the same time. The blast was powerful enough to kill over a score of Wretches and Miscreants outright, and as I hurtled through the air I followed the attack up with several Friction Slices. The Air spell wasn’t as devastating, but I could cast it faster, and now the spinning blades of air crackled with lightning and fire at their edges. The discs cut through Horde like saw blades, and then I landed in their midst. 
 
    Battleform attempting to engage, my mindscreen informed me. Engagement failed. The ability has been overtaxed. 
 
    Fuck it, Teeth and I mentally snapped at once. I slammed my shield into a Miscreant’s skull and began hacking and cleaving my way through the remains of the hundred-strong warband. 
 
    From behind me, I heard shouts of surprise from the elves, shouts of frustration from my own band, and battle cries from Alum’s Gaelguard who arrived in time to smash into the Horde from the rear. Something about all the shouting triggered another one of my synapses. I yelled again, altering the pitch of my tone to create a song-spell. 
 
    “TREMBLE AND MOURN WHAT YOU HAVE DONE!” 
 
    I felt my Will sweep into the spell, and over half the Horde suddenly flinched away from me and dropped their weapons, looking bewildered as they did so. 
 
    But they weren’t surrendering, and I was too angry to care even if they had. And even if I wasn’t angry, I remembered the first time one of these sick freaks had tried to ‘surrender,’ and just how disgusting that experience had been. So I cleaved my way through their shocked faces with a clean conscience, not stopping until one of the Mongrels recovered enough to parry my attack. A sword blade burst from his mouth as I tore the cleaver out of his hands, and as he sank to the ground I saw Alum’s people had hewn their way to meet me in the middle of the fight. 
 
    “Is that the last of them?” I said, panting from anger and spent energy. 
 
    “Aye,” the tattooed warrior said slowly, giving me one of those ‘hey Wes, you’re covered in blood’ looks I had begun to recognize. “There was another mass of them attacking another part of the village that we cleared first. That’s why we were late.” He was almost apologetic, unlike his wife. 
 
    “They were a good bit bigger than this group,” she said smugly. “But good job on keeping these wee ones busy for us. My lord,” she added at the last minute, smiling challengingly at me. 
 
    Are all of the Woadwomen like this? Teeth spoke up, mostly recovered from our combined rage. Because if they are, we should probably look into getting one as a mate. 
 
    Shut up and I hate you, I sent back, then turned to the elves, remembering that the Horde were raiding for slaves, at least before they realized they were in enough number to overwhelm the village without our help. 
 
    But my eyes were drawn to the mass of wounded elves on the ground. At least a score of soldiers and non-combatants were mewling and bleeding out on the ground, as a small group of green-robed elves worked frantically to save as many as they could. Breena immediately flew forward, and Val bounded over while opening her pack. Then a mournful cry caught my attention from the very back, where a woman lying on the ground was clutching her spilling stomach with one hand and reaching out to the forest with another. 
 
    “Amma!” she cried out in an anguished, gurgling voice, her reaching hand straining futilely. “My Amma!” 
 
    “Mommy!” a little elf-girl’s voice called out, and I saw a black shape dragging a smaller, long-haired shape behind it as it passed through a hole in the wrecked tree wall. “I’m sorry, Mommy!” the long-haired shape wailed in a desperate, pitiful tone. “I didn’t mean it! I didn’t mean it! I love you!” 
 
    I dismissed my axe, bounded over to the disemboweled mother, stuck my hand into her wound, and cast Vein to Vein. I felt my own insides quiver as I poured as much of my life as I dared into her ruined torso, but the woman had little to no vital guard of her own. It wasn’t enough. And I knew my Water magic would be even less help. 
 
    “Wes!” Val shouted behind me. I saw my adopted sister hurl a small blue blob in my direction. As the blob landed, it bounced up and latched onto the dying woman’s stomach. 
 
    “Di-rec-tive!” the little jelly chirped urgently. “Heal! Save! Di-rec-tive!” 
 
    “We’ve got this!” my little sister shouted. She began casting another spell of her own, some kind of healing Shadow magic I hadn’t learned about yet that calmed the thrashing woman. “Hurry up and go!” she said in a desperate tone. “Don’t let them take any more kids!” 
 
    That was more than enough encouragement for me to act. 
 
    I recast all of my enhancement spells and began rushing forward, chanting the speed song Weylin had taught me. Many of the others were running after me, but the truth was that I was probably the fastest runner over long distances. 
 
    At least I was right now. Because I’d eat my own tongue before I’d let the bastards take from me again. 
 
    The little girl’s sobs continued to guide and spur me onward as I chased after the Wretch dragging her beyond the wall. 
 
    “Drop her!” I shouted out. “Drop her or I will eat you!” 
 
    In my defense, my teeth were still itching terribly. 
 
    The stupid Hordebeast shot a frightened look over its shoulder and began running faster. When I realized it heard me and disobeyed, my vision turned red, and I began running faster as well. The little girl kept crying out apologies to her mother as I closed the distance between myself and her inhuman captor. 
 
    Another enhanced leap brought me right behind them. 
 
    “I WARNED YOU!” I shouted, dismissing my shield to grab hold of the short Hordebeast. With my other arm I tore off the limb grasping the child, letting her fall into a bed of leaves as I yanked the terrified Wretch in front of me. “I WARNED YOU!” I roared again, my jaw itching and suddenly stretching forward. “AND YOU DID NOT LISTEN! SO DIE!” 
 
    I dimly realized that Teeth had seized control again as my enlarged, scaled jaw closed over the shrieking monster’s throat and tore it right out. I spat the flesh out of the mouth, threw the dying thing into a nearby sturdy tree and turned to check on the child, a dusky-skinned girl with long black hair probably no older than seven, or whatever the equivalent for that age was in elven bodies. She was badly scraped all over, but not fatally. 
 
    “Stay away,” she sobbed, scooting away from me with wide eyes. “Momma says red-haired men are all bad. Don’t touch me.” 
 
    I clenched my eyes shut, knowing the last thing I needed to be was angry right now. I began casting my signature water spell, Corrective Flow. Since it was now at the Journeyman level, I could use it to heal at a distance. The little girl gasped as her wounds began to disappear. 
 
    “The elves are coming to bring you back to your momma,” I said softly, and I could hear Weylin call out a song chant that grew closer and closer. “But I need to know where they are taking the other children so I can save them. Do you know which way?” 
 
    The little girl hesitated as she stared at me, but when she heard the nearby elves call out, she made up her mind and pointed. 
 
    “That way,” she said firmly. “They got my brother, and a lot of my friends. Momma says the Woad Princess is coming, though. You better not do anything bad to my friends, or she’s gonna beat you up when she gets here.” 
 
    She’s right here, I sent to Weylin as he trailed behind. I’m going for the rest of the kids. Catch up when you can. 
 
    My legs coiled, and I bounded off toward the direction Amma had pointed. 
 
    The Hordebeast were fast for an average person, and some could even outrun a human or elf that had undergone several Rises. But for someone with Ideal-blessed agility and dragon-enhanced muscles, they were laughably slow in a foot race. I caught up with a series of Wretches and Miscreants, bounding up to them one at a time, freeing their victim, killing the Hordebeast outright, and then moving on to the next, since their trail was easy to find and their victims were (barely) more scared of losing their friends and loved ones than they were of being tricked by another red-haired man. At any rate, a point was all I needed to find the next one, and I could trust my trailing team to take care of the children I had just rescued. 
 
    Finally, though, I had caught up to what seemed like the last of the Horde raiders. There was a whole pack of them, over a dozen Miscreants herding children with their spears or clutching small cages with tiny glowing people trapped inside them. Leading them was the largest Mongrel I had ever seen, over seven feet tall, wrapped in form-fitting chain armor with a few pieces of spiked, form-fitting plate armor covering his upper torso. In one hand he clutched a massive, single-edged blade, one even bigger than the Horde cleaver I possessed and covered with red flaming rune script. In the other he was lifting a struggling elven woman with brown hair and a ragged dress. His head was adorned with an open-faced spiked helmet that still allowed for his massive tusks and ram-like horns to jut out. He was arguing with one of the better-armored Miscreants cowing before him. 
 
    “We are not waiting for the others any longer!” he bellowed, and this time I knew he was speaking in Earthborn English, the language the Horde had somehow chosen as their own. “We do not have time!” 
 
    “But they’ll punish us!” the leather-clad Miscreant whined. “We left behind prey!” 
 
    “Fool!” the massive Mongrel bellowed, brandishing his giant sword at the smaller Hordebeast. “The Woad bitch is coming! She’ll be here any minute! Then we will have no prey!” He turned his awful face back to the elven woman in his grasp. “Make your little ones go faster,” he snarled, speaking in Elvish this time. “Or I kill one right now, in front of you.” 
 
    The young-looking woman in his hands had a sad, but defiant, look in her eyes. “You wouldn’t dare,” she spat. “Because then you wouldn’t get to do all sorts of other horrible things to them. If I could, I’d kill them myself,” she added in an angry, hollow voice, “just to save them from what you’re going to do to them.” 
 
    “Maybe.” The giant Mongrel grinned, leaning closer to her. “Maybe I won’t kill one. Maybe I’ll make you my bride-meal instead, in front of them right now. I can make time for that, I promise, and then they will go faster for sure, won’t they? Can’t you tell I want to?” He tried to leer, but suddenly stopped, wincing in pain and dropping the woman at his feet. “What is happening?” he asked, backing away from the woman while clutching his face and sounding frightened. “Why do I no longer want to? Why does it feel… wrong?” 
 
    The other Hordebeasts all hissed in horror, backing away from their leader as if he had suddenly become contagious. The move put them farther away from their own captives and gave me the best chance I was going to get. 
 
    “Because it is wrong,” I answered, leaping toward a large tree and kicking off of it to put me in a better position. Now that most of the Miscreants were in a line below me, I fired off my stored lightning bolt into one near the back. The electric blast arced downward just enough to catch the muzzled heads of the monsters in front of him before it slammed into his chest, burning clean through flesh and armor, and then arcing one final time to slam into the remaining row of horrified Miscreants.  
 
    “Traitor-prince!” screamed the Miscreant cowering in front of the Mongrel. “The traitor-prince is here!” 
 
    “I hate that stupid name,” I growled, hurling my axe into the last Miscreant’s face. It crunched firmly into his skull, so I summoned my spear and shield as I charged the giant Mongrel. “But I hate the freaky shit you want to do to women even more.” 
 
    “You!” the monster shouted with wide, outraged eyes. “You ruined bride-meals for us! You changed us!” 
 
    His giant machete burst into red flame, and he swept the weapon down at me. 
 
    “You’re welcome!” I snarled as I dodged to the side and slammed my spear into his torso. My blow struck a spot just below the half-breastplate he was wearing and dented the mail, and I heard the giant gasp in pain from my blow. But the next moment he lifted the spear, twisting it to catch under my armpit and lift me up into the air as well. 
 
    “Traitor-prince!” the beast bellowed, swinging his flaming blade at me. “Kill the traitor-prince!” 
 
    I caught the blow on my shield at the last second, shuddering from the impact and hearing the wood crunch and start to burn. I let go of my spear and twisted in mid-air as I fell, drawing my enchanted, flaming spatha and wishing that the frightened woman would recover enough to run away, so that I could fight this stupid monster at range instead of up close and personal. As my shield came free I darted forward to stab the monster in his mailed leg. The fire-covered point got through enough for blood to sizzle off when I pulled the weapon back. I brought my shield up in time to deflect the Mongrel’s next attack at an angle instead of head on, but the blow still rattled me. 
 
    “Bad seed, bad tongue,” the Mongrel chanted. “Made us, our hungers shun! End his words and end his taint and kill the traitor-prince!” 
 
    I wish I knew why they chanted like this, I thought bitterly and I stepped to the side and scored another blow along the monster’s arm. 
 
    It’s a mantra, Teeth said grimly. They’re using it to resist your influence. But worry about that after the fight. 
 
    I grunted in response and then ducked again, not willing to test my vital guard on a hunk of blazing metal roughly my own size. This time, though, the Mongrel struck with his free hand, reaching forward and grabbing the front of my mail. He pulled forward, head-butting me with his horned, tusked head, and then slammed me to the ground before I could reflect on just how stupid I had been not to wear a real helmet. 
 
    My vital guard arrested the concussion and puncture wounds just soon enough for me to see the monster loom over me, machete cocked back for a downward stab into my face. 
 
    “Kill the traitor-prince!” he screamed again, thrusting the burning weapon downward. 
 
    But I was already acting. My shield arm struck his grasping hand from one angle, getting in the way of his potential death blow, while my other hand smashed into his elbow with my spatha’s pommel. Then I discharged my Outer Current spell, letting my Lightning magic arc into him from all three locations, resenting the fact that it hadn’t already triggered earlier when he grabbed me. 
 
    The monster roared in pain as his own strike missed, and I spun out from under him, my leg into the back of both of his knees, further electrocuting him and tripping the Hordebeast at the same time. As he fell he twisted to land on me, counting on the fact that he weighed hundreds and hundreds of pounds to beat me in a grapple. It would have worked, if my Strength wasn’t currently high enough to let me lift over a ton. 
 
    I took advantage of the fact that I was also faster than him to arrest my spin, drop my sword, and throw both of my fists upward in a rising uppercut straight into his mailed stomach. To his surprise, my blow knocked the wind out of him and flipped the Mongrel over to land on his back. By the time he landed, I had snatched up my spatha, leaped on top of him, braced his weapon hand with my left boot all while slamming my spatha downward in a two-handed thrust into his mouth. 
 
    He gurgled and clutched at my right boot with his free hand, but before he could yank me off my feet I twisted my blade, and he went completely limp, raised arm suddenly dropping downward. I twisted my weapon into his throat one final time to make sure he was dead, then yanked the weapon out of his mouth and hopped down from his body, sighing at myself. 
 
    “I need to work on being more consistently competent when I fight,” I sighed to myself. Then turned to make sure the hostages were all alright. “Everyone okay?” I asked, trusting my mindscreen to translate my words. 
 
    By my count no one, fairy or elf, had gotten hurt in that brief fight, but the woman had moved to shield the children and caged sprites with her body. 
 
    “Do what you want with me,” she said, shuddering and closing her eyes. “Just… let the little ones go.” 
 
    “Seriously?” I asked, losing my temper for a minute. “I slay your captors, get bashed in the face and nearly stabbed to death in the process, and this is your reaction? Of course I’m going to let you all go! And if you were listening in on the conversation,” I growled, belatedly realizing that the Mongrel was probably speaking English a moment ago, “you’d know that they all want to kill me because I did something that inhibits the monsters from hurting you all more in the first place!” 
 
    “What do you mean?” the woman asked, blinking and clearly confused. But then she stubbornly shook her head. “Nevermind. I mean it. I’ll do anything. Just… let the little ones go. Please. They don’t deserve this.” 
 
    “Fine,” I snapped. “We’ll play your game.” She shuddered and closed her eyes again, and I felt Teeth grow concerned with me. “Tell me if there are any other hostages. So I can rescue them.” She opened her eyes again, cocking her head at me in confusion. “I mean it,” I snarled. “You said you’d do anything! So tell me where the other captives are, so I can do my job and rescue them!” 
 
    Thank God, Teeth sighed in relief. You scared me for a moment. 
 
    “Then after you tell me,” I continued, trying to get through to the frightened woman, “I want you to lead the children and sprite-folk back to the village. There’s a team of elves and some friends of mine already on the way to escort all of you back. Can you please hurry up and do that for me?” I asked, trying to bring my temper under control. 
 
    God help me, she still hesitated. 
 
    “I…” she hedged. “I don’t know…” 
 
    I sighed again, realizing the poor woman was likely frightened out of her mind and that my temper wasn’t helping. 
 
    “Look,” I began again, but then another voice interrupted me. 
 
    “Everyone else is safe,” a lilted, feminine, Gaelic-sounding voice said from the trees above me. “I already made sure.” 
 
    The voice sounded familiar, but I was more concerned with the news. 
 
    “If that’s true, then thank God, and the rest of you can head back,” I said in relief. “But can you identify yourself, Miss? Or Mrs., or—shit!”  
 
    I raised my shield and leaped back as a cluster of arrows fired close to where I was standing. I couldn’t tell if those were meant to be fatal shots or warning shots. 
 
    “It’s Miss, I suppose,” the lilting voice continued as a figure leaped from the trees in a flurry of brown hair and hunting leathers. She landed in a neat crouch in front of the rescued captives, rising slowly and gracefully. 
 
    She was tall, close to six feet, even, with long legs and a lean, athletic build her hunting leathers did little to hide. Light brown hair fell from her head in a practical braid, kept out of her face by a leather band, just above a pair of chestnut-dark brown eyes. One half of her face was colored by an intricate woad tattoo, as detailed as the ones I saw on Alum and the rest of the Gaelguard. Strapped to her back were arrows and an unstrung bow—how she managed to unstring it while leaping down I had no idea, and she was pointing a familiar, red-tipped spear at me. 
 
    It was the same spear she had threatened me with when I first came to the Woadlands so long ago. I tried to think positively about the fact that she was at least consistent. It didn’t work. But the dumb-ass dragon in me was absolutely thrilled with her. 
 
    See? Exactly what I was talking about earlier— 
 
    She just tried to kill us, you moron! I cut him off while addressing Stell’s youngest Satellite. 
 
    “Merada, what the hell is your problem?” I said angrily. “Are you going to try and kill me every time you see me?” 
 
    “Aye.” She nodded calmly. “At least until it finally sticks. Be a dear and move yer shield out of the way, will ye?” 
 
    “No!” I snapped, turning my head just enough to shout over my shoulder. “Breena! Merada’s trying to kill me again! Hurry the hell up!” 
 
    I sent the exact same message to her through the mindlink, but it seemed to have absolutely no impact on the Woad Princess. 
 
    “Och,” she snorted. “Ye must be one of the new fakes, if ye don’t think I’ll recognize me sister Satellite.” 
 
    It felt weird to hear the word ‘Satellite’ come from a voice having such a strong, pseudo-Irish accent, but then again, she was trying to kill me straight out of the blue, so all bets were off for my sanity right now anyway. 
 
    “Saved my life the first time,” I replied, trying to keep my temper under control, because this woman was technically part of my boss. “I get I’ve had a lot of imposters, Merada, but can we just stand our ground until Breena and the others come verify my identity?” 
 
    She seemed to actually consider that idea, until her eyes suddenly widened. 
 
    “Others,” she muttered, turning her head back to the rescued captives. “Get out of here! Before his friends come!” She turned back to glare at me. “I’ll hold him off.” 
 
    Before I could find an appropriate expletive, she darted forward, spear snaking downward to strike past my shield. 
 
    If Virtus hadn’t taken our training sessions so seriously, her first strike probably would have ended me right then and there, or at least crippled me. As it was, I managed to knock her blow aside and step inward, in an attempt to get too close for her spear to work at all. It would have worked better if I knew what to do next, though, because there was no way I would get in a death match with one of Stell’s Satellites. 
 
    Breena, I sent. Tell me you got my message earlier. 
 
    Yes, Wes! We’re on our way! Just hold out for a bit! 
 
    This is not okay! I shot back, but then I had to raise my shield high enough to stop a booted foot from denting my head. 
 
    Those are great legs though, the Freaking New Guy pointed out. I didn’t even have time to snap at him, because the next moment Merada leaped forward, planted both of her feet on my shield, and rebounded backwards, gaining enough to distance to use her spear and launch a thrust that nicked one of my legs. 
 
    I swore as I made another leap of my own, trying to put more distance between myself and the woman I wasn’t allowed to fight. 
 
    “Bit of a mouth on ye, aye?” the wild brunette said calmly. “The other imposters didn’t curse near so much.” 
 
    “Yeah, well I blame work-related stress,” I answered sarcastically. “Can we talk about how I’m not an imposter, and that if you just wait two minutes, like you did way back when we first met, Breena will prove it for me?” 
 
    “Sorry,” the beautiful amazon said grimly, readying her spear for another stab. “But another one of ye already tried that same trick. Surprised ye got that memory out of ‘em before you killed him though,” she added harshly, and I saw raw hate in her eyes. “Tell me: how bad did ye have to torture the real Wes Malcolm before he finally talked?” 
 
    Memory flooded me. My jaw clenched. 
 
    “They didn’t get it out of me,” I spat, a lot more darkly than I had meant to. “And it wouldn’t have made a difference. They were going to torture me to death every single time no matter what I said. That was obvious after the first handful of deaths.” 
 
    She flinched at that, but kept glaring me. 
 
    “I’ll credit ye for yer acting then. This is for the real Malcolm,” she growled, charging forward to launch another series of strikes that I barely batted away with my shield. 
 
    Her anger surprised me. I hadn’t expected to leave such a strong impression on Merada in the small amount of time I had spent with her. But then again, I suspected that a bit of Stell’s feelings ran through each of her Satellites. Apparently Merada got most of her bloodlust. That was a side of Stell I hadn’t really seen much of. 
 
    “I’m alive, Merada!” I shouted, still trying to work this out verbally. “Stell should have told you! I just talked to her a month ago!” 
 
    “Haven’t seen the rest of me in a long time,” the Woad Princess answered calmly, “Reckon I have yer people to thank for that. That and enslaving me people, plunging me world into a frozen hellscape, and generally making arses of yerselves. Now hold still for a wee bit, will ye, darling?” 
 
    Hey, just saying, Teeth spoke up, but I’m really digging the legs, accent, and sass on this one. Hurry up and offer her one of our kills. Maybe try using the big one you let head-butt us? 
 
    I did my best to tune the hormonal idiot out while Merada’s next spear thrust narrowly missed my cheek. I turned my dodge into a full roll to get more distance away from the murderously unhappy amazon. 
 
    “Ye all there, darlin?” the Woad Princess asked with cool amusement. “Most of the others kept their heads out of the clouds while I fought them. Bad time for distractions and all.” 
 
    “Here’s some news,” I said as I glared at her. “Only the real me has to deal with an annoying jackass dragon in my head offering all kinds of dumb ideas.” 
 
    “Head, now, is it?” she asked, still amused. “Are ye sure?” 
 
    “What do you mean?” I asked, confused but still keeping my shield up. 
 
    “I mean most boys keep their dragon under their trousers,” she said as she began to flank me. “Sounds like yers has gotten out of control if it’s all the way up there now. Ye should probably get it checked.” 
 
    I began to sputter, and she took advantage of it, stabbing at me again with her spear. This time she shimmered as she moved, and I could tell she had done something to increase her speed. I darted back as fast as I could, but my shield began to shudder under her suddenly stronger blows. 
 
    “Are you always this aggravating when you kill people?” I snapped, pulling on my own enhancement spells to finally shrug off her blows and dart back from her again. 
 
    “Aye,” she answered, grinning. “But yer a dear for noticing. Hold still and I’ll stab yer dragon for ye.” 
 
    She seemed to be having so much fun right now that I honestly couldn’t tell what part of this fight was or wasn’t a game. 
 
    “Do you really not recognize me?” I asked, taking advantage of her willingness to talk. Every moment she didn’t attack gave Breena and company another moment to get here and set the story straight. “You met me after the very first Horde Pit was destroyed, several months ago my time, fifty years ago yours? I pulled a fairy out of the Pit and you didn’t believe me? Breena snitched on me blowing it up afterwards? You and Breena said a bunch of weird stuff about me afterwards, that broke my brain?” 
 
    She had been circling me again, and paused mid-stride during my explanation. 
 
    “Aye,” she said slowly. “That does all check out. Would still come out after enough torture, though. And since every new one of ye knows more than the last,” she said, suddenly narrowing her eyes, “that might mean that the real Wes Malcolm is still alive. Tell ye what, if ye be a good lad and tell me where he is, I’ll spare yer little dragon when I finally kill ye.” 
 
    I sighed in discouragement. 
 
    “Do I really look that different?” I asked tiredly.  
 
    “A good bit,” she confessed, not attacking yet. “A closer match than the others though. Most of them were jumped-up pretty boys, all soft and shiny at first, but rotten and weak when ye finally trust ‘em. However, they must have decided to go a different route when they dressed ye up.” She smirked. “Much, much closer to the real thing, I’ll grant that. But they gave ye too much muscle, and the real one was a tad less ruggedly good-looking.” She smirked as she said the last part. “Can’t fault them for figuring out me taste in men, though,” she added with a shrug. 
 
    “Wait,” I said, suddenly having trouble keeping up with this conversation. “What?” 
 
    Yeah, what? FNG added unhelpfully. 
 
    “Shame they forgot the best part of a man,” Merada added darkly, locking eyes with me. “Every lass hates heart-breaking arseholes.” 
 
    Her long legs flexed, and then she launched into me, piercing deep into my shield with her spear and slamming me against a large tree. She strained as she kept pressing on her weapon, pinning me against the tree with strength too great for even her athletic frame. I could hear her spear blade begin to slowly grind its way through my shield. 
 
    “If I can just show you some of my equipment,” I grunted, feeling the wood on my shield continue to splinter under her spear thrust. “Heck, I’m wearing Gaelguard armor, Merada.” 
 
    “Could’ve looted it,” Merada said simply, not letting up on her thrust. 
 
    “I have woadsap!” I said next. “From a Monarch!” 
 
    “Don’t believe ye,” Merada said tensely, exerting more force. “And wanting to show me yer equipment is just making me want to kill ye more.” 
 
    I gave up, gritted my teeth, and began pushing back, slowly moving my shield out of the way and moving off of the tree. I saw her eyes widen in surprise, but then she growled and strained even harder. I pushed harder in turn, putting the strength of my Ideals, Rises, Dragon bonds, and constant training to work. It proved to be just enough, and I finally yanked free of the tree, pulled her stuck spear out of her grip, and threw my shield and the weapon it was stuck to out of the way. 
 
    “Breena!” I shouted, “why aren’t you here yet!” 
 
    Merada growled again, crouching low and pulling a knife from her belt.  
 
    “Can’t believe I have to waste this,” she muttered angrily, and the tattoo on her cheek began to glow. I suddenly remembered that she was a Gaelguard, and supposedly on a stronger level than Alum’s people. 
 
    Alum’s people could do all kinds of incredible things with their tattoos. If Merada was even close to their level I’d have to resort to fighting lethally, which would end in us both losing in the long run no matter how the fight ended. 
 
    I swore and launched into her, driving my shoulder into her stomach. I saw her eyes widen in surprise at my speed, then as my shoulder impacted I heard the air rush out of her mouth. The force of my slam lifted her off the ground and blasted the knife out of her hand. But she was already trying to twist out of the way. I wrapped my hands around her torso, pinning her arms as we both crashed to the ground. 
 
    “Dirtbag!” she spat as we both thrashed. She wasn’t much weaker than me, and I winced as she kneed me in the side. “Finally letting yer dragon do the thinking now, are ye? Makes ye the boldest one of ‘em yet!” 
 
    I gave up on talking to her and just tried to hold her prone until someone else could try to talk to her. My own issues, upbringing, and knowledge of harassment lawsuits made sure I kept my waist off of her, though. 
 
    “Not even doin’ it right,” I heard her complain under her breath. 
 
    “What?” I asked, completely confused. What exactly was she complaining about? 
 
    “Got ye,” she said with a smile, flexing her legs and somehow flipping the both of us. She landed on top, still smiling, and snaked her legs around my torso, and begun to squeeze my stomach in a scissor hold. I gasped as the air knocked out of me, and I saw her tattoo begin to glow again. I gritted my teeth and squeezed back with my own hold, causing her to gasp in return and disrupting whatever she was about to do with her Woad tattoo. 
 
    “Hmph,” the woadwoman grunted in pain, still tightening her own hold. “Strongest… one of ye… bastards… yet.” She closed her eyes as her whole face went tense. “Also… the most… brazen…” 
 
    I closed my own eyes, wondering which of us would pass out first. I was stronger but it sure felt like she had the better hold. 
 
    “Wes!” Breena’s voice cut through the blood pounding in my skull. 
 
    “Breena?” the woman strangling my stomach asked in amazement, and I felt her legs loosen slightly. I let go of her in a sigh of relief, sucking in giant gulps of air as I heard Merada do the same. 
 
    “What in the holy herb are you and Wes doing?” my bonded companion demanded. I was far too tired to defend myself, so I just lay there panting and wondering if the bloodthirsty war maiden would ever stop straddling me. 
 
    Shh! Teeth whispered. Don’t jinx it! I sent him a mental projection of my middle finger and tried opening my eyes. 
 
    “He’s real?” the woman asked as her chest heaved and her long braid bounced in my face. She looked uncertain, hopeful, and slightly embarrassed all at once. “He’s our Challenger? Ye both are finally here?” 
 
    “Of course we’re here! And what do you mean he’s real? He doesn’t look that different from before!” 
 
    “There’ve been fakes,” the Woad Princess replied, sounding self-conscious and defensive. “Dozens of ‘em, in fact. I…” She swallowed. “I didn’t really hurt him.” 
 
    “Not that badly,” I groaned, closing my eyes and patiently not mentioning that I had spent the whole day running, fighting through a village, running some more, getting hit in the head by a giant ape-orc, then finally stabbed a couple times and nearly squeezed to death by a bloodthirsty Celtic beauty queen. 
 
    In fairness, the last one on that list really isn’t ba— 
 
    Shut up, Teeth. 
 
    “What do you mean ‘didn’t really’?” Breena asked Merada angrily. “And why are you still on top of him?” 
 
    Teeth whined as the weight left my chest. I heard Breena buzz over to me and begin checking my injuries. 
 
    “He looks sore, a few stab wounds, but nothing his vital guard won’t fix… that’s a giant bruise just above his hips though, Merada. What were you thinking?” 
 
    “He started it,” the woman pouted. “I was just squeezing back.” 
 
    “Explain, Wes,” Breena said carefully. 
 
    I opened my eyes to see her hovering near my face, looking concerned and suspicious. Merada stood over me, arms crossed and tossing her brown braid indignantly. 
 
    “She was about to activate her tattoo,” I sighed, rising painfully to my feet. “I didn’t want the fight to get serious, so I tried to lock her down.” 
 
    “Ohhhh,” Breena said slowly, eyes widening in comprehension. “That makes total sense, then. Good call, Wes. She would probably have hurt you enough at least to make you angry, and then you might’ve let your dragon out and torn her in half with it.” 
 
    “Breena,” I groaned as I covered my face. “Don’t…” 
 
    “Dragon?” Merada asked, suddenly amused and unrepentant. “You’ve finally seen it, then?” 
 
    “Only a couple of times, but yeah!” the fairy said enthusiastically. “Saw it on the way to the Woadlands, in fact! Haven’t had a chance to talk about it, though!” 
 
    To my horror, I looked and saw the rest of the company approaching. Val, the Testifiers, the Gaelguard, and even a few of the elf warriors all slowly began to filter close by. My horrified look did nothing to shoo them away. 
 
    “Congratulations,” Merada continued in her amused tone. “I guess ye’ve finally gotten bigger then?” 
 
    “Finally reached my full height!” Breena squeaked happily and obliviously. “Five feet tall!” She sounded proud. But then her eyes widened, and she held her arms out wide. “And Wes’ dragon was still! So! Massive!” 
 
    “Stop,” I begged. “Please, stop.” I looked around at the audience snickering behind the two Satellites. “Merada, now that you trust me, can you at least confirm that everyone is safe?” 
 
    “Aye,” she said slowly, and smiling again. “From this raid at least. You were saving the last group of me people when I found ye. I thought it was another trick. I reckon I owe ye quite an apology, Challenger.” 
 
    “Thank you,” I replied, choosing not to read into that at the moment because I wasn’t sure we had time. “You suggested there were other raids. Is the Horde’s Pit close by?” 
 
    “Aye.” The wild brunette nodded grimly. “Been trying to deal with it for good, but I’ve had too many fires to put out at once, what with that Trial and that Tumult going on at the same time. I have a force on the way to deal with them, though. Care to come with us?” She winked at me, apparently completely over the fact that she tried to murder me earlier, and expecting me to be the same. We’d have to talk about that later, but I knew enough about Horde Pits to know that every day they were ignored equaled a day the Pit spent growing another Horde army that would turn around and reinforce the Pit. I didn’t know how advanced the Pit was but if it was currently spitting out advanced Mongrels and new types of Horde, then it was a Pit I needed to deal with today. 
 
    “Absolutely,” I answered her. “Let’s wipe out that threat while we can.” 
 
    “I’ve missed that confidence,” Merada said with another smirk. Then she grimaced. “It’ll be tough, though. All we have are meself, me guard of sprite-folk and elves, Breena, and yer…” She blinked as she looked at my tattooed honor guard and the rest of my warband. “Gaelguard?” She kept blinking. “There are this many Gaelguard left? Where did ye even find them?” 
 
    “Long story,” I answered tiredly. “Breena or I will tell you later.” 
 
    “… and Testifiers?” Merada asked next, her eyes scrolling down to Eadric, Karim, and Weylin. They were kneeling in the presence of one of Stell’s Satellites, making a sign with their hands that they had never bothered to make around me. Probably because I never would have recognized it, but still… 
 
    “We are Karim of the White Tower,” my scribe mage began, “Weylin Fellas, and Eadric.” 
 
    “The Fellas child?” Merada blinked again. “I’ve heard of yer parents.” Weylin nodded at her with a neutral expression. 
 
    “We are at the Lord Challenger’s service, and between the three of us we represent all three academies. We have assisted the Challenger in destroying other Pits.” 
 
    “Well, that’s lovely,” Merada crooned, brightening. Her eyes kept darting over to me, as if she were impressed with me somehow. It was a nice change of pace from getting stabbed and threatened. Her eyes traveled to Val, the last person in line, taking in her young age, her blades and light leather armor. “And this is…” She trailed off, confused as to why there was a young girl-child traveling with us.” 
 
    “My sister,” I answered, and the woad-woman’s head cocked sideways as she processed our different ethnicities. 
 
    “She’s adopted,” Breena explained, as Val began to look uncomfortable. “And a nascent Challenger.” 
 
    “Wait, she is?” I asked, surprised. 
 
    “Wait, I am?” Val said at the same time. 
 
    “Guineve and I confirmed it,” Breena answered with a nod. “She’s advancing at close to Wes’ rate. Faster, in some ways.” 
 
    “Icons,” Merada breathed. “I just spent five minutes trying to kill off me own lucky day. Come on then, all of ye. Let’s go a-hunting.”


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER SEVENTEEN: RECLAMATION 
 
      
 
      
 
    She led us through the thick woods, following the broken trail the Hordebeasts had left in their wake. After a moment, she gave me a small nod to indicate it was safe to talk, and then she began speaking. 
 
    “The good news is that they’re numerous enough to track easily,” Merada said as I marched next to her. “The bad news is, well, they’re numerous enough to track easily. Means they’re a lot harder to stop now.” She gave a small sigh as we walked swiftly over the trampled foliage. 
 
    “Sorry to hear,” I answered, and meant it. “I’ve hated every interaction I’ve had with these things.” 
 
    “Oh aye,” the Woad Princess nodded. “I remember. What you did before should’ve taken care of them for good. But we’ve had Pits pop up on their own every decade or so. None of us know why.” 
 
    “The Malus warlocks can make them,” I answered grimly. “I’m not sure how they learned.” 
 
    “Oh aye, we know,” Merada answered. “But the Pits have formed even without them. We can’t account for why.” 
 
    “That’s super disturbing,” I answered, because it was. Merada nodded in response, and we spent the next couple of minutes silently scanning our surroundings. 
 
    “Hey,” I asked awkwardly, after looking behind us to make sure we were out of earshot. “Breena checked on me earlier, but nobody checked to make sure you were okay. I figured I’d ask when we were alone. I uh, didn’t hurt you earlier, did I?” 
 
    She looked at my face for a moment, brown eyes sparkling and grinning even wider than she had before. 
 
    “Oh, I’m fine. Not nearly as sore as ye could’ve made me. Ye were a perfect gentleman.” 
 
    I sputtered, because even I couldn’t miss a double entendre that obvious. 
 
    “Apologies, Challenger,” she said, giggling at my reaction. “I’m genuinely touched by yer concern, and I’m really happy to see ye again.” 
 
    I like her, Teeth spoke up again. She’s a lot of fun. I don’t care if you’re tired of hearing about it. Is she part of this Stell? Because if she is, I think I’m really going to like Stell. 
 
    “It’s good to see you too, Merada,” I admitted, not arguing with my inner dragon for once. “I’m glad to find out you’re alright. You’re a lot of fun, when you’re not trying to kill me.” 
 
    “Why thank ye,” she said with another smile. “That’ll be the last of that, by the way. Promise.” 
 
    I thanked her in return, and then we went back to paying attention to our surroundings, like we should have done instead of sputtering and laughing at each other. 
 
    “My scouts just sent me a message,” the leather-clad woman said suddenly. “The path up ahead is clear all the way to just outside the Pit’s entrance. One of them is coming to offer a report in person. Figured ye should be here,” she finished with a mysterious smile. 
 
    I nodded, curious but realizing I’d find out what was going on soon enough. The next moment a small pink light zipped over to us, flapping gossamer wings. 
 
    “Breena?” I asked in surprise as the flight flew closer, but the fairy’s figure was wrong. Her hair was also pink, but it was braided backwards in a ponytail, and while she didn’t look any younger than Breena, she felt less experienced. Her movements seemed less confident than Breena’s, as if she had less practice with them. She also seemed less energetic than my companion, but that wasn’t a fair comparison because everyone seemed less energetic than Breena. Still though, I felt like I should know her. 
 
    Apparently she felt the same way, because she stopped right in front of me. 
 
    “You,” she said in a hushed voice. “You’re back.” Her lips quivered for a moment. “They said you were gone for good. That you either left us or died.” 
 
    “I know you,” I said slowly. “But I don’t remember your name.” 
 
    “I know you don’t,” the little fairy said softly. “You jumped into a nightmare for me fifty years ago. Then you pulled me right out of it, when it should have been too late to help me. You saved my dignity and sanity, and now all the Horde hunt you for it. Traitor-prince,” she said in a whisper. “The other races don’t know, but the fair folk always understand every spoken tongue. You rejected a legacy, and worship. Because you decided I wasn’t too small to save.” 
 
    Click. 
 
    I remembered her now. The fairy I had saved from the first Horde Pit. 
 
    “You’re… Petal…” I tried to remember the second part of her name and failed, but she teared up and smiled at what little I could remember. 
 
    “Petal-bell,” she said happily. “I never even told you. And you still remember that much.” 
 
    I turned to look at Merada. “Is she our scout?” 
 
    “Aye,” the beautiful amazon said with a smile, and little Petal-bell began bobbing furiously. 
 
    “That’s right!” the little sprite shouted, eyes still shining fiercely with unshed tears. “I’m a warrior now!” 
 
    As I looked at her, I realized that her tiny fairy dress sparkled like mail, and that a tiny, thin rod was sticking out of her belt, clearly some kind of weapon. 
 
    “I learned I could be one, too!” she said proudly. “Like you and Aunt Breena!” 
 
    Breena was apparently every fairy’s aunt, at least in the Woadlands. Speaking of which, I thought with a grimace. 
 
    “Why don’t ye give a status report,” Merada asked calmly, “before yer Auntie finds out yer here and tackles ye?” 
 
    “Yes!” Petal-bell said as she straightened up in mid-air. “Yes! Right! We’re clear of Horde all the way to the entrance! There are two Miscreants out on lookout! No movement except three hours ago.” She turned to look at me. “Around then, they began shouting their chant about the traitor-prince. I guess we know why now. No further news, Woad Princess!” 
 
    “Excellent work, lass.” Merada smiled. “Return to yer post and wait further orders. If ye find out anything else, just tell me through whisper magic. After we’ve cleaned up around here, there’ll be time for ye and yer aunt to catch up.” 
 
    “We’re striking today?” Petal asked, blinking rapidly. “I mean of course we are!” she said, shooting a glance at me. “I’ll pass on your orders, Princess!” 
 
    And just like that, the little sprite flew off. 
 
    “Darling lass,” Merada said regretfully. “Can only hope she stays safe.” She looked back at me, her smug composure all gone. “This Pit has been here for a while. It’s…” She swallowed. “Been fed. A lot. Can you still…” 
 
    Her question trailed off, and I knew what she wanted to ask. Being placed into a Horde Pit was one of the most damaging things that could be done to a person’s body, mind, and soul, and it was irreversible, because anyone who tried to pull a victim out of a Pit either failed or fell in themselves, no matter how strong their muscles or magic was. The only exception was when a Hordebeast chose to pull out a person, but that was always done only temporarily, and the damage was supposedly still permanent. 
 
    I had known none of that, though, when I jumped into one and pulled out Petal-bell. Merada was clearly hoping for another miracle. 
 
    I’d try my hardest to give her one. 
 
    “There were three Horde Pits back on Avalon,” I answered her. “They were each old enough to produce a Spawn, and they had been fed with the male captives from the Malus raids. I don’t know how long the people had been inside, but a handful of them had been reduced to a semi-corporeal state, and over a hundred had turned into these tiny balls, with no way to tell that they were still alive.” 
 
    Merada’s breath quickened. 
 
    “So far, they’ve all regained their bodies and can recognize their family members. Beyond that, I have no idea if they can make a full recovery, but Guineve and the other healers are doing all they can for them. At least half of them are performing some kind of work on Avalon.” 
 
    “Yer tellin me the truth?” Merada asked, biting her lip. 
 
    “As far as I know it.” I nodded confidently. “Let me deal with the Pit, before you let anyone else try to destroy it.” 
 
    “Whatever ye need,” she whispered, fiercely. “Save me people again, and I’ll grant any request ye wish. I mean it.” 
 
    “You do know that was already my job, right?” I clarified, feeling inexplicably guilty at her offer. 
 
    How about you shut up this time? Teeth hissed.  
 
    But she seemed to like my answer, because she was already grinning again. This time her smile was absolutely mesmerizing. 
 
    “Oh, aye, I know what kind of man the real Wes Malcolm is, even if I didn’t know the looks of him,” she said in a low voice. “But maybe he needs a reason to find out what I want, eh?” 
 
    Nevermind! Teeth hissed. Keep talking! Keep talking! 
 
    “Maybe I do,” I said without thinking, surprising myself by flirting back. She was so happy to see me, it was hard not to get swept up in it. It also was a bit of a whiplash after the fight we just had. But now that I thought about it, she seemed like she had been kind of flirty when she was trying to kill me too. 
 
    Stop reading into it, I told myself, then I cleared my throat. “Anyway, let’s talk strategy. None of the Horde Pits were underground on Avalon, so I’m a bit out of my depth here. What can you tell me about this one?” 
 
    Merada frowned. 
 
    “It’s probably the oldest still around,” she answered, still grimacing. “We’ve never been able to get much further than this. Anyone who goes in hasn’t come out.” 
 
    “Really?” I asked, surprised. “From what I’ve seen, they don’t have a force strong enough to handle a determined assault from your people.” 
 
    “Aye, they don’t,” the wild brunette agreed. “But what with all the other Trials and Pits and evil Earthborn all bothering about, we hadn’t had time to launch a determined assault on anything. We’ve all been trying to put out a dozen fires at once. And now they’ve grown to this size, where they can overwhelm a nearby village without even trying.” 
 
    “But they’re one army short, now that my people showed up,” I noted, as we crept a little closer to the entrance, trying to strategize. 
 
    “Aye, and thank ye for that,” Merada muttered. “Won’t be true tomorrow, though. By then they’ll have one army extra.” 
 
    “So we take care of it today,” I answered firmly, trying to think. 
 
    Early Horde Pits aren’t exactly difficult to wipe out. I handled my first one alone, with only one Rise to my name, armed with nothing but a cracked club, beginner-level magic, and Breena for backup. If Merada was right though, then this Horde Pit grew so fast not by secrecy or raiding, but by luring people in and turning them into prey. It was a giant trap. Or a typical dungeon crawl from one of my sister’s games. 
 
    “How are your people at finding traps?” I asked after another moment. 
 
    “In a forest? Fantastic,” Merada said, nodding in comprehension. “Finding them in stonework or old ruins? Not so much. What of yer people?” 
 
    “We’ve sort of been building a resume for them,” I replied with a wince, clutching my hand and remembering the archaeological death survey that the Shelter had been at first. “Let my team take the lead after we deal with the guard.” 
 
    “Can ye get them without being seen?” Merada asked. “If they raise an alarm right at the start it will be trouble.” 
 
    “I’d have to see things for myself,” I hedged. “But I plan on keeping as many of us invisible, for as long as possible. That reminds me,” I said before I could forget again. “Battle with me, sister.” 
 
    I wasn’t expecting it to work. It hadn’t worked with any of the Gaelguard, or with Guineve. In fact, it hadn’t worked with anyone for a while, except for Val. But Merada’s eyes snapped wide open with awareness, and I felt the link form with her, giving me a permanent sense of her combat presence, and several aspects of her personality… 
 
    She was an expert with the spear and the bow. Far better than I was with either weapon. 
 
    She was fit, flexible, and healthy. Not as strong as I was, but a hair faster and just as tough. 
 
    She was powerful for her age, but much younger than any other of Stell’s Satellites. It was a bit of a sore spot for her. 
 
    She loved being outdoors. 
 
    She loved being playful, something all of Stell’s Satellites had in common so far, though each in a different way. 
 
    And finally, I felt a warm affection come through the mindlink at me, like Breena gave, only more… reckless. 
 
    “Hmm,” she said, soundly pleased. “So that’s what I’m working with. Well then, ready, mister Big Strong Challenger?” 
 
    I nodded, giving her a cocky grin of my own. 
 
    Nothing more was said after that. We crept the rest of the way forward without incident, the fairies using their magic to whisper silent messages to Merada, and her using the mindlink to relay those messages to me. The fairies directed us to a concealed spot where we could watch the entrance to the Horde cave without being easily spotted ourselves. The entrance was just as Petal described, a massive cavern at the edge of the forest big enough for large groups of human-sized creatures to easily exit. Despite that, the wide entrance was only guarded by two Miscreants, mid-level Horde that worked best in larger groups. A single Woadfolk with only a handful of Rises could fight his or her way past them in under a minute, and a small sprite could probably sneak right past them. That confirmed it for me. This whole setup was a lure for small, brave groups of Woadfolk to investigate and be trapped by. 
 
    And it had probably worked over, and over, and over again. That just meant it was my job to get those people out. 
 
    Petal and the other sprite-folk had quietly welcomed Breena into their team, and we finalized our plan. My team of mindlinked people would lead the way, with the Gaelguard right behind us and the elven warriors from the village taking up the rear. The fairies would spread out between the rest of the Gaelguard and elves, providing healing and other support magic, and also helping us rely on silent communication. 
 
    Then I drew my white-hilted dagger and scribed the words ‘silence,’ ‘hidden,’ and ‘stealth’ into the air, using the script to reinforce the shroud. At the same time, Karim, the dozen or so fairies, and even Val acted to cast their own veiling magic, enhancing the shroud’s effect and easing the drain on my mana for covering so many people. 
 
    I still wouldn’t be able to hold it for long. In fact, I would probably have to drop the shroud in about fifteen to twenty minutes. 
 
    But that was more than enough to get in through the front door. It didn’t even break when we killed the two Miscreants by covering their mouths, dragging them with us and slowly strangling them. As I suspected, no other Horde was anywhere near our vicinity. Just long tunnels of flickering Horde-oil torches, with oddly worked stone, showing traces of the same oil. Here and there the oil would depict scenes that were likely the Horde performing all kinds of perverted torture to their victims, but unlike the scenes in my fist Horde Pit they seemed incomplete, halted, as if something had interrupted them. 
 
    Val and Eadric took point. Eadric because he was familiar with stonework traps, and Val because her magic helped her both stay hidden and notice other hidden things as well. They ran a quiet chatter through the mindlink, with Val pointing out out-of-place objects and Eadric identifying what they were, and how to disarm them. They identified drop-traps in the floor, nearly invisible traps of sticky rope that hung from the ceiling, designed to catch fairies. Our speed picked up when we realized most of the traps were actually triggered by the absence of Horde oil. From that point, we just used the remains of the two dead guards by waving a dripping, severed arm or leg in front of us and striking the ground where we were going to walk. 
 
    I should have realized that sooner, I thought to Merada and Breena. They had to have a way to move their raiding parties easily down the halls without disarming every single trap. 
 
    Not really, Breena thought back. This stuff is so gross, most people don’t like to think about it at all. 
 
    I decided to accept the excuse for myself. Karim kept checking for magical mechanisms but so far all of the traps depended upon the proper use of Horde secretions. So, yay for gross enemies. 
 
    Things got complicated when we came to the first crossway in the tunnels. At this point, most of the Horde traps consisted of making noise, like releasing loud rock falls or making the floor bricks squeak loudly. This was probably the spot where the Horde normally surrounded and overwhelmed the invaders. But they hadn’t detected us, and so any tunnel we went down risked opening up our flanks to monsters coming at us from the other tunnels. 
 
    Combat felt inevitable, especially since I wouldn’t be able to maintain the shroud for much longer. I reminded myself that we weren’t a tiny scouting group; we were a force of over twenty elite warriors, with the weakest of us still having over five Risen levels. The best of our imperfect choices was to create a kill-trap of our own. 
 
    We scouted a couple dozen yards into the leftmost tunnel, clearing the traps located up to that point. Then we pulled back a good distance inside the tunnel we had just come from and rested a few minutes, so I could regain mana. While I did that, everyone else began creating the magical traps we had used in Avalon so much. Even the Gaelguard were able to work some magic into the ground, and Breena said the fairies were having trouble refraining from giggling in excitement about all the mischief magic they were working all around them. As they did all of that, I looked again at the tunnel walls noticing that these had more of the Horde murals. These looked complete, but the depictions were drastically different than any of the ones I had seen before. Here the figures were more detailed, clearly depicting fairies and women of multiple races, and Horde creatures constantly reaching for them, but never able to touch them. The Horde monsters seemed to be writhing in frustration over their inability to be hideous to them, even weeping in one mural, where little black drops traced downward from a carefully drawn Hordebeast’s head. Further along the wall, right where the tunnels forked off, was another mural, this one actually in color somehow. It depicting a tall, upright humanoid, standing in front of a whole host of Horde monsters lying prostrate before him and offering all kinds of gifts and slaves to him. But the human had a dagger in his hand, and was plunging it into the back of a Hordebeast reaching for a long-haired fairy captive. The top of the human’s head was red, probably painted in actual blood that was worked into the walls. Written both over and under the painting were words in English, written over and over, sometimes legibly, sometimes in a mad, disorganized scrawl: Kill the traitor-prince. 
 
    Ye know this, Merada said over the mindlink as she saw me stare at the words. Ye know this language. 
 
    It’s my own, I admitted to her. It’s my native tongue, from where I grew up on Earth. 
 
    What does it say? Merada asked. And why do they speak it? Is it the same language as the chant they cry, the one that only the fairies understand? 
 
    I nodded. 
 
    It’s a cry for my death. For rejecting a heritage I never knew of, nor wanted. And for a command I gave to them back when they tried to submit to me, that they are still struggling to disobey. 
 
    Merada blinked at that. 
 
    There are legends about Horde performing all sorts of depravities, especially on women. But so far, none of their acts have come anywhere close to the old stories, bad as they are. Are ye saying… Her thought trailed off. 
 
    All I know is that they blame me for being disgusted with them, and for not making them stronger. 
 
    Raw, grieving gratitude suddenly poured into me from the mindlink. A firm, feminine hand suddenly gripped my shoulder. 
 
    Thank ye, Wes Malcolm, the Woad Princess said over the mindlink. Even though ye were gone, ye had still done much to help me people. Me little ones would have had far more, and far worse, nightmares without ye. And I know ye’ve suffered and been wronged because of it all. Let me speak to ye, when this over, please. 
 
    I nodded to her, projecting gratitude of my own through the mindlink. She was right, we didn’t have time for this conversation right now. 
 
    The floor and nearby walls were now thoroughly trapped. My team already had a lot of practice with this strategy, and they had all Risen considerably since Avalon. The help from the fairies, elves, and Gaelguard were just overkill. 
 
    Petal and another fairy flew down the partially disarmed hall, shouting and panicking and acting as if one of them had just been caught in a trap. Less than a minute later we began to hear hissing down the hallway, and three small, drooling Ilklings came bounding over. Petal immediately whipped out her wand and fired off supercharged versions of the fiery darts I had seen Breena shoot out before, scorching and decapitating all three Hordebeasts with a single shot each. 
 
    Sigh, Breena whispered to me dramatically. She already has a battle wand. Good for her, I guess. 
 
    Are they really good? I asked her, as Petal and the other fairy went back to screaming for help or telling each other to ‘run while I hold them off!’ 
 
    They’re super-awesome! Breena exclaimed. They’ve helped fairies everywhere defend themselves from predators and perverts! They can enhance all kinds of magic, especially our basic attack magic! But I’m not allowed to have one, she finished sadly, watching Petal blow up another small batch of Ilklings and Wretches. 
 
    Why not? I asked. 
 
    Because my power is always tied to my bonded Challenger, so my power Rises quickly, and then resets to the most basic level. A normal fairy wand just can’t handle it. She was silent for a moment, and I could tell she was thinking. But I could probably use one, now that I can sort of Rise on my own power. It would be tricky, though, because I have access to so many Ideals, compared to the average fairy. They’d probably have to make me a wand from scratch, and it would be a super-custom job… what are you thinking? she suddenly asked, picking up on the surge of emotions from me, along with the sudden desire to hide something from her. 
 
    I’m thinking about how cool you would look with a battle wand, I said quickly. And I was trying to figure out whether or not they grow with you, especially when you used that new form earlier. 
 
    Oh. Okay, Breena said obliviously, as more snarls and cries came from all three tunnels now. Well, they can totally grow or shrink with their fairy, but since I can grow unusually large for a fairy… for um, reasons… She coughed suddenly, then cleared her throat. Then uh, yeah. That would be another reason it would be such a custom job. And hey! I think the real fight’s about to start! 
 
    She seemed to be having secrets of her own, but like she said the fight was starting. 
 
    Footsteps and roars started hammering their way down all three tunnels. Petal and the other fairy screamed in mock despair as they turned and began to flutter limply back toward us, as if they were wounded, Petal dragging the other fairy as she flapped weakly. The other fairy, for her part, began gasping and begging Petal to ‘save herself’ and to ‘escape and warn everyone else.’ 
 
    The echoes came louder and louder. I could make out shapes in the dim torchlight, brandishing weapons and nets as they charged toward us. The two fairies finally made it back to our defensive huddle. 
 
    “Aunt Breena!” Little Petal whispered to my bonded companion. “How did we do? Did you see us?” 
 
    “You were fantastic, Petal,” Breena whispered. “Now hush and go to your Gaelguard. The fight’s about to start.” 
 
    Petal beamed and flew next to Breyn. The young Celt locked his shield with the rest of the Gaelguard to form a defensive wall. They all crouched slightly, just enough to where the elven warriors behind them could raise their bows. I draw my spear and axe and waited behind Eadric’s shield, Val right next to me in a way that would let her guard my flank and legs. Merada and Weylin drew their own bows and took position with the rest of the elves. 
 
    But as the mass of Ilklings and Wretches came barreling down all three halls, we held our fire. We waited until the Horde were about two dozen yards away before we activated the traps, and I heard several fairies let out happy squeals as the light show finally began. 
 
    Columns of fire leaped up from the ground, scorching handfuls of Ilklings and Wretches at once. Currents of lightning would snake across the entire width of the hall, making a group of Miscreants jerk and dance like puppets. Ice shards exploded out like the blasts from a fragmentation grenade. 
 
    Before I could count to two, a hundred Horde had already died, and still more were being pushed into traps by the oblivious packs behind them. 
 
    “Hurray!” Petal shouted as a fireball burst out of one of Karim’s script-magic traps. 
 
    “It’s so pretty!” another fairy shouted as a burning Miscreant screamed and ran backwards, igniting other Horde before he was finally trampled to death. 
 
    “It’s like the Midsummer fireworks!” a third fairy cried out as another burst sent severed monster limbs hurtling through the air. “Only more pervy monster-proof!” 
 
    “Yeah!” Petal cried out again, as a Mongrel finally fell, choking on an icicle sticking out of his throat. “How’s that for stranger-danger, ya bunch of boogey-man knockoffs? Fear our new harassment policy!” 
 
    “Eyes sharp, people,” I cautioned, both pleased and slightly disturbed by the sudden, violent empowerment of the tiny creatures next to me. “No celebrating until they’re all dead.” 
 
    “Right!” one of them said seriously over the screaming and burning. “Then we hold a proper victory party! With lights, and fairy disco!” 
 
    “I have a bottle we can spin,” a blue-haired fairy said timidly, slowly growing larger as she batted her eyes at a young, muscular Gaelguard. 
 
    “Focus,” I repeated, trying to head off the conversation before things got really weird. I was already a little frightened to discover just how many traps everyone had managed to pack into this hallway. In fact, I was intentionally looking away from the light show to preserve what was left of my vision. And, also because it was reminding me too much of the Normandy scene in all of those World War II movies. “Don’t lose track of your firing lanes. These traps won’t last forever.” 
 
    I think, I added privately. 
 
    Ye’ll have to excuse them, Merada sent to me gently. The sprite-folk have suffered greatly from the Horde and other new predators, and the chance to strike back is liberating for them. I’ll help keep them under control. 
 
    Thanks, I replied, and turned my attention back to the massacre in front of me. But the traps were finally starting to give out, and the Horde fodder had done their part by dying to it in droves. I could see better-armored Miscreants and Mongrels form organized rows further at the back of each tunnel, each marching in a way that would allow all three groups to hit us as a cohesive fist. 
 
    Prepare to actively attack, I sent out through the mindlink. Ammunition and basic spells only. Conserve your mana, and wait until they just begin to link up from the three tunnels before we begin our volley. 
 
    Breena and Merada relayed my order to the fairies, who relayed it to the elves and Gaelguard. Everyone readied whatever missile weapons they had as they waited for the Horde columns to clear the last of the traps and filter into the center of the room. 
 
    When they finally did, we let them have it. 
 
    Arrows and small magical darts flew down the dimly lit tunnels far more rapidly than I was used to expecting. So far the elves were fully living to the stereotype of being crack archers. The monsters did what they could to crouch behind wooden shields and bunch up in boiled leather armor, but it just wasn’t enough. Every third arrow found a vulnerable patch of Horde flesh, and Merada and Weylin’s arrows just blew right through their shields and chestplates. By the time the more elite Hordebeasts had gathered together in the center tunnel, over a dozen of them had fallen dead. That still left well over a hundred of the elite troops, included the advanced Mongrels. 
 
    Which was also why we had saved our real magic for now. 
 
    I started us off with an Earth spell that I used to use all the time, Sinking Earth. At the Journeyman level, the spell caused the Earth to suddenly sink down by over a foot and turn into shifting, sucking mud, like some enhanced combination of quicksand and a whirlpool. The most concentrated packs of Mongrels and Miscreants all held their footing, but the ones at the edges stumbled and fell, including the ones at the front. While they were all bogged down, Karim quickly scripted spell-words for fire, compression, release, and travel, then thrust his finger through the floating words, pointing directly at the collapsed formation of Horde. A blue fireball exploded from his digit and slammed into the densest pack of monsters, detonating in a blinding roar of blue heat. 
 
    Whoa, I sent to Karim over the mindlink. Since when have you been able to do that? 
 
    Since always, the ebon mage dryly thought back at me. It’s just gotten easier, and faster, since I’ve begun traveling with you. 
 
    One of the few perks of the job, Eadric butted in as he threw a carved figurine into the kill zone, creating a shrapnel-laced explosion of his own. By now the screams were enough to make me wince, and I realized we might have actually pushed too hard with our attack. If this bunch split up and retreated, it would be really problematic. Especially if they thought to use the prisoners as hostages. And judging by the screams of panic, they were close. 
 
    Hold your fire, I commanded. Act like you’re out of ammunition. 
 
    “We need to retreat!” one of the fairies suddenly shouted. “I’m out of ammo!” 
 
    “Me too!” the blue one shouted. “I really hope they don’t charge us right now!” 
 
    I groaned. There was such a thing as overselling an idea, and right now my fairy companions were worse than those old car commercials.  
 
    “I know!” Petal shouted. “I’m completely helpless! I feel so frightened and vulnerable right now!” 
 
    Are you freaking serious… I thought, wanting to drop my weapons so that I could facepalm properly. But the very next moment, one of the Mongrels at the back bellowed. 
 
    “Don’t let the prey get away!” the massive thing shouted in rage. “First one down there gets an extra bride-meal!” 
 
    His voice started to crack near the end of his last sentence, but he strained through it anyway, and the armored Mongrels came charging down the hallway. These weren’t as big as the last one I had fought, but they were close, wearing mail and carrying massive, rune-etched cleavers. 
 
    It worked! Breena messaged me happily. My girls are amazing! Also, they really want to open fire, now, Wes. They’ve asked Merada and me both like five times already. 
 
    “Let them have it,” I said with a sigh, hurling Toirneach and working my hand to cast a non-stored Fireball spell. 
 
    “Yay!” the blue one shouted. “By the way, sorry I lied about my ammo!” 
 
    As one, the little sprites all raised their wands and began to glow. The glow swept down into their slender rods and fired outward, creating a storm of bright bolts that reminded me of fire from automatic weapons. The attacks left scorching marks all over the Mongrels’ mail, but they still stumbled through the fire as they advanced, shrugging off more arrows from the elves. Only one or two went down, counting the one Toirneach hit in the forehead. 
 
    On impulse, as I finished the last gestures for my spell, I scribed the spell-word ‘incendia’ with the same hand powering my fire-blast and shouted the song-word for speed just as I finished my cast. For a moment, my throat and hand both felt like they were on fire, but the sensation passed and my fireblast went roaring out at twice the speed, detonating into the back-most throng of Mongrels. They screamed as it exploded, and the survivors kept screaming when the fire persisted beyond the normal effect, smoldering with a lingering magic of its own. 
 
    Psst, Breena sent me. Alum thinks we should charge right now since they’re going to break anyway, and if we don’t rush them a lot of them are going to get away. 
 
    He’s right, I answered, as Toirneach returned to my grasp. Let’s pressure them, but don’t break formation or chase them further down the tunnels. I’ll take point to obstruct them. “Forward!” I shouted. With that, I sprinted forward, relying on Air and Fire magic to close the distance on the thrashing Horde survivors. I pushed and knocked my way past the first number of them, striking at their legs as I ran by. My target was the stragglers at the back, the ones least damaged and just now turning to run back. I barrelled into the back of one, slamming Toirneach into his neck, then twisted to hack at the hip of another one about to run away from me. Two more turned to engage me, swinging their cleavers into the panicked mess of bodies, but I rolled past them, ignoring them just long enough to fire five finger-bolts into the final Mongrel about to run out of range. As the electricity surged through his body I hurled Toirneach into his back. The massive tomahawk whistled through the air and landed with an audible boom, crunching through the Mongrel’s mail and making his legs crumple right under him. 
 
    “You!” a harsh voice bellowed behind me. “Traitor-prince!” 
 
    I turned just in time to take a cleaver on my shield instead of the back of my head. I staggered under the force of the blow, leaning away just in time to dodge the next swing. 
 
    “Kill the traitor-prince!” a second Mongrel bellowed, charging at me, their most hated foe, who had somehow thought it would be a good idea to stand between them and their path of escape. 
 
    Now I was the one giving ground, moving backwards and probably closer to one of the still-trapped hallways, with at least three advanced Mongrels determined to cut their way through me. 
 
    I decided to do something smart and get a weapon in my hand. I re-summoned Carnwennan, activating the shroud to cover myself only. Then I dove for the Mongrel still on the ground, ran Carnwennan across his throat, dismissed the weapon, and yanked my axe out of his back. Armed with my best weapon again, I turned my attention back to the three armored giants hell-bent on either killing or getting past me. I tried to figure out which trick would be best for bringing them down, watching them carefully to see if an opening would develop, and then… 
 
    Hold up, mister big strong Challenger, Merada’s voice came through the mindlink. A moment later she had burst clear of the flaming melee to drive her spear through the back of one of the Mongrel’s necks, causing the metal blade of the weapon to burst from the creature’s mouth. She gave the weapon a twist to make sure the Hordebeast’s vital guard was overcome, and then ripped her weapon out of the new corpse. You were doing so well earlier. How about ye go back to using your brain and fight these things as a team, aye? 
 
    Right, I sent back sheepishly. I was trying to tangle them up for you guys, but… yeah. Good idea. 
 
    The two remaining Horde began circling us cautiously, in opposite directions so that they could flank us. They underestimated the teamwork our mindlink granted us. I feinted another throw with my axe, which one of the Mongrels tried to parry, and then turned to follow Merada as she rushed the other giant apeman. He swept his cleaver at her spear thrust, but her attack had been a feint as well, and she rolled her polearm out of the way and into the monster’s hip. As the tusked apeman bellowed in pain I leaped forward and struck at his knee, Toirneach cracking through the mail and into the bone. I had the good sense to yank my weapon free this time, then as the other Mongrel charged us Merada and I leaped out of the way, flanking him from both directions. She swung high at his face, forcing him to parry immediately, while I darted forward and slammed my axe at the back of his knee. As the leg crumpled he swung his weaponless hand back at me, but I batted the blow away with my shield. Merada stabbed deep into the armpit of his weapon arm, taking back all of his attention and vital guard. I swung Toirneach into his belly and felt my Outer Current spell discharge through the weapon, frying his gut, and that was enough to bring him down. 
 
    Nice work, Merada smirked at me, and I smirked back. Both Hordebeasts had fallen in under a minute, good timing even taking our mindlink into account. 
 
    Thanks, I thought, grinning back. But you’re right. I fight a lot better next to skilled, beautiful women. 
 
    She rolled her eyes at me, but she kept smirking, so I counted it as a half-win. Then I realized I hadn’t even worked out what I was trying to win, so I got myself back on track. How is everyone else? 
 
    Rather well, all things considered, she said, turning her head. I saw our allies rush forward, still in formation, as they slammed into the last of the Mongrels. The Gaelguard had made their usual short work of the maimed and burning Horde, but the elite stragglers at the back gave them their closest challenge, as the Mongrel’s advanced bodies were actually on par with the Woad-strengthened Celts. The two groups pressed and strained against each other as the Mongrels shoved against the Gaelguard shield wall. It was the fairies, and then elves, that turned the battle into a rout, with their smaller or thinner bodies darting around the warriors to strike the Horde warriors’ limbs. The monsters began to fall, and then they fell faster when Merada and I tore into them from behind. A moment later, we were all panting where we stood, looking around the hundreds of dead Horde bodies while I tried to figure out if I had lost any of my own people. 
 
    Val and the Testifiers were fine, although my adopted sister was giving me a dirty look at the moment. My breath caught when I realized that the only wounded Gaelguard was Breyn, heaving and gasping as blood bubbled around the palm he clenched over his chest. Alum and his wife were walking over to him with grim expressions, but a pink light was hovering over the wound, sprinkling dust into it. 
 
    “You’re okay!” Petal shouted. “I’ve got it! I’ve got it!” 
 
    Breena flew over next to her. 
 
    “Hey Petal. He’s got a sucking chest wound, so you’re going to need to—oh,” she said as she came closer. “You actually do got it. Good job.” 
 
    “The taunting worked too well,” the younger fairy said guiltily. “One of them went straight for me. He tried to leap right over my Gaelguard.” She shot Breyn another look as she worked. I looked next to the young warrior and saw a dead Mongrel the same size as the one that had head-butted me outside. “But he stood up and tackled him… here, I’ve got it,” she finished, sprinkling dust over the wound. The blood finally stopped bubbling out of the wound, and Breyn’s tattoos glowed, taking over the healing process now that part of the Gaelguard’s vital guard was restored. 
 
    “Thank you,” he panted, looking down, as if he was embarrassed. 
 
    “No, thank you!” the little fairy chittered nervously. “That monster could have swallowed me whole.” 
 
    “It was my job to keep him off of you,” Breyn hedged. “You got the killing blow.” 
 
    “Because you didn’t let him pop me into his mouth!” Petal protested. “But don’t get up, yet! Give yourself another minute or two. We can do that, right, Woad Princess? Right, Challenger?” She looked up at me and Merada. 
 
    “Five minutes,” I answered, watching Breyn’s tattoos go to work. “Then we pick a tunnel and go back to work.” 
 
    “Um,” Val said, then shook her head and switched to mindspeak. Can we talk about that? 
 
    Yeah, I answered, confused. Why? 
 
    You know how you’ve had a hard time with me fighting, even though I’m technically almost immortal, and said you only agreed to let me come because in the end you needed my talents? 
 
    I don’t remember admitting that last part to you, and you weren’t ever supposed to find out I thought that, I answered bluntly. But yes. Why? 
 
    Well, how do you think I felt, watching you dash through a whole horde of, well, Horde, that were bigger than you and on fire, when you can’t even come back from the dead a single time? 
 
    Probably really upset, I realized. But I was the best person for the job. 
 
    Did you really need to go alone? Val persisted. I could have gone with you. I’m nimble enough to keep up, I can come back from the dead, and I still have a magic talking heal-jelly inside my backpack in case you’re the one that gets hurt. 
 
    Yeah, it’s just that I don’t want to put you into any more painful experiences than I already have, I thought privately to myself, finally realizing what the issue was. 
 
    Then Val’s eyes widened, and I knew that thought hadn’t been private after all. 
 
    “That’s what this was about?” she demanded angrily, then lowered her voice as everyone started looking at her. That’s why you still take so many stupid risks? 
 
    Not entirely, I grumbled, but it’s apparently a bigger factor than I realized, until now. We’ll have to help me work this out later. For now take point with Eadric again and let’s secure the hallways. 
 
    Fine, she said after a minute. Old protocol? Start with the one on the left? 
 
    Yeah, I said, because there was no guarantee the center one would lead to the Horde Pit, or that something else would be down here that we’d need to check out first. The lack of stronger Horde concerned me, because even though this Pit had been strong enough to create the most advanced versions of shock troop Horde I had ever seen, we hadn’t seen a single Spawn yet. I knew enough about Horde Pits to know that any time they were able to field a mass of a certain tier of Hordebeast, they definitely had at least one Hordebeast of a higher tier in charge. There should have been at least one Spawn, the magic users of the Horde, present in this Pit. I couldn’t figure out why one hadn’t shown up to turn the tide of the fight. 
 
    Most likely though, they were still surprised by the fact that someone had broken into their lair without getting captured or killed. They were reacting, and I needed to take better advantage of that. I gave the signal, and we began to move down. 
 
    Eadric and Val were still on duty, but by now everyone but the sprite-folk had severed a Hordebeast’s limb and were using the oil to help disable traps, dripping on the ground as they walked. Everyone thought it was a gross idea—Horde oil really smelled, up close, but it enabled us to go twice as fast. For some reason applying a lot of Horde oil caused the traps to become completely visible, as if they were deactivating for maintenance, so we held our noses and sprinkled that goop all over the place. It worked well for the most part, but after about ten minutes the fairies all threatened to go on strike if we didn’t let them cast some fragrance magic. Apparently it was another power that came from their strong connection to flowers and other plants, but more importantly it improved morale enough to where we could finish trekking down the damn hallway without further incident. 
 
    The hallway turned out to be a long, straight tunnel, the first half of it dotted with a series of side-rooms that I expected to be lairs for Hordebeasts. The second half seemed to be dotted with rooms containing equipment and other goods, probably gathered from other raids. The long hallway finally ended in a set of doors—surprisingly untrapped—that led to a large chamber with alcove-like holes all along the wall. 
 
    Each hole was barred, and frightened voices came from them. Even the floor in the middle of the chamber had them. 
 
    “Is it time?” one of those voices asked. 
 
    “I don’t want to go,” a young boy sobbed. “I want to go home instead.” 
 
    “I don’t want to go with the Earthborn,” another child said. 
 
    “Shh,” a tiny voice said from a smaller cage, giving off a faint yellow glow. “It’s okay. They’re probably coming for one of us instead.” 
 
    We had already begun to sweep into the room, but the Gaelguard all froze for a moment, stiffening. 
 
    “Lord Challenger,” Alum began. “Why are children and small folk in cages?” 
 
    Apparently slavery was not in fashion back in Alum’s time. But the captives reacted badly to his title for me. 
 
    “Challenger?” another voice said, too weak for me to tell the age or gender. “Oh, no. Not one of those.” 
 
    “They’re gonna take one of the fairies again, mama,” a little girl cried. “Bad things are gonna happen to her.” 
 
    “Right then,” Merada’s voice cut through, steady but angry, “that’s enough of that. No more crying out of the lot of ye.” 
 
    Her eyes swept through the room, taking everything. My other companions had already done the same. 
 
    Still no traps, Val sent. Looks like a holding center for Earthbound prisoners, like the one Wes broke us all out of on Avalon. 
 
    Ye mean there are more of these? Merada demanded. On other worlds? 
 
    I guess so, I answered grimly. I’ll let you take point, since they all have a different opinion of me now. 
 
    A brief wave of guilt spilled out from Merada, and then she returned her focus to the prisoners. 
 
    “Woad Princess,” another woman’s voice muttered. “Is it really you?” 
 
    “Do ye know of anyone else who bothers to talk like this?” Stell’s Satellite asked tartly. “Now where are yer guards, and where is the key for ye all?” 
 
    “The Earthborn have it,” a fairy babbled brightly. “The Horde hold us for them. In exchange they help the Horde get more gear, and prisoners, and power.” The little woman gripped the bars tightly. “They’ve even helped the Horde create new monsters!” 
 
    So that was where the Miscreants came from. They seemed to work together on a level that gave the Horde an effective rank-and-file troop, something the monsters always lacked, according to Stell. It probably gave them another edge in large battles, even if they were completely useless against a team as powerful as mine. It also explained why their gear had been a bit more uniform, and better quality. 
 
    “And where are these other Earthborn?” Merada asked, eyes scanning the room once more. 
 
    “Why ask us?” a woman asked bitterly. “There’s one right next to you. He looks just like the one that led us down here.” 
 
    “No,” my adopted sister said suddenly, stepping forward. “He’s not the same, and he’s not the only Earthborn here. Look at me,” she said, gesturing to her Asian features. “Do I look native to you? I’m also an Earthborn. And I was a prisoner, too. Those Earthborn who tricked and kidnapped you practiced on other Earthborn like me first. He saved me,” Val said, pointing her finger at me. “He’s always saved me, and not just me! He always stood up to the bad Earthborn back home, and that’s why they make every fake hero look like him! But he’s the real thing, and if you want to let him help you, you better wake up and realize that he’s the real thing, and that no one has time to lie to people who are already captured!” 
 
    As she spoke, I felt some kind of pressure try to press down on Val. But it didn’t stop her, and as she pressed through to finish speaking, I felt something gather together inside of her, and push. 
 
    As everyone watched, she closed her eyes and let the power pulse out of her. 
 
    “Wow,” Breena said, flying next to her. “Congrats on the Rise, Val. That everyone saw, which lends even further credence to your words. You guys believe I’m the real Challenger’s fairy, right?” Breena flew upward, glowing in an orange and pink light. “They haven’t been able to fake me well, yet, have they?” 
 
    There was a brief, stunned silence. And then all the captured fairies began chattering. 
 
    “It’s Aunt Breena!” 
 
    “Aunt Breena’s still alive!” 
 
    “He’s the real Challenger!” 
 
    “Alright then,” Merada interjected. “Glad ye’re all convinced. Now where be the rest of the rotten ones?” 
 
    “They went to the Pit!” someone shouted out. “It should be the center tunnel!” 
 
    “They went there when the noise started!” 
 
    “Right then,” Merada announced. “Ye all just sit tight then. The Challenger and I will go about serving the proper thrashins to the proper people.” 
 
    A hushed cheer came out from several of the alcoves, and we turned back to head for the middle tunnel, moving as quickly as we dared. 
 
    “Slavery’s returned,” I heard Alum mutter angrily. “We worked so hard to stamp it out of the tribes.” 
 
    “Times’ve changed, now,” Merada said sadly, and angrily. 
 
    “We’ll just have to stamp it out again,” I said, and then we all went silent as we walked back through the disarmed tunnel to the intersection where the earlier battle took place. 
 
    Center tunnel, then? I messaged the team, and had Breena whisper the same question to Alum. Everyone nodded, because now we knew the center tunnel had at least two groups worth dealing with. We decided to go full stealth, falling back under the empowered version of my dagger’s shroud, and we head down the center tunnel as quickly as we dared. Ironically, there seemed to be even fewer traps down this hallway, probably because the Horde was wanting people to wind up inside their pit. I had to steel myself when I realized that. The state of Pit victims had always horrified me, their miraculous recoveries not withstanding. 
 
    Once again, we approached a massive door with no traps. Beyond the door we could hear voices. 
 
    “This is stupid,” a deep, human voice said bluntly. “Every second you wait here gives them another moment to prepare. We’ve talked to your kind about being stupid. I thought we were over this.” 
 
    “It is not stupid!” a sinister, inhuman voice hissed. “We have been over this as well! The Pit and its Prey must be guarded! We are stronger if we remain here!” 
 
    “No, you’re weaker because you don’t know what’s beyond these walls,” the human retorted. “For all you know they’ve gone back to get help already. Then what will you do?” 
 
    “Ensure the Pit is safe so that our numbers can regrow,” the Horde voice spat. “We have been producing Horde slowly, per your foolish requests, instead of creating an army that will sweep over all nearby lands. The Pit is strong enough now to recover our losses in no more than a few days!” 
 
    “Yes, and that’s because you listened to us and did not attack in force earlier,” the man’s voice said somewhat patiently. “Right now, the people of this world have to split their attention between multiple Trials—or Tumults, or whatever they’re called.” 
 
    “One of both, in this case,” the Horde replied with surprising patience. “And further hiding will doom us. The traitor-prince has come to this world.” 
 
    “The traitor-prince is still in our custody,” the Malus Man insisted, either deceitfully or obliviously. 
 
    “Give him to us, then!” the monster’s voice snapped. “Give him to us so that we may kill the traitor-prince!” 
 
    “You can’t have him,” the human replied tiredly. “We’re using him for research. We’ve been over this. He’s going to die anyway. He probably already has.” 
 
    “Then give us his corpse so that we may vent on it and feed it to the Pit!” 
 
    Ew, I thought, as my party gathered outside the door and quietly prepared to enter. I doubt they’d fail to notice a pair of giant doors opening, but maybe I could use the fact that they weren’t entirely certain I was here, but were still sending imposters of me all over the place. I quickly wrote a veiling script Karim had shown me to slightly obscure my features, making me look like the generic false Challengers Merada had described to me on the way over here. 
 
    “Look,” the man said, changing the subject. “You’re still going about this the wrong way. If you just hold some of the captives hostage, you have a good chance of turning the odds out there in your favor.” 
 
    “Hostages,” the Horde murmured. “You have used this word before. The act of risking captured prey for a perceived benefit.” 
 
    “You have already acquired more prey than you know what to do with. Holding a knife to a mother and a child risks a small loss to you and a huge loss to the people choosing to attack you.” 
 
    “Wrong, human,” the Horde spat. “Killing prey outside the Pit robs them of an infinite number of deaths that the Pit could give them if they were placed inside of it. We do not give up prey. That is why the traitor-prince is the traitor-prince.” 
 
    “That’s nonsense,” the Earthborn spat. “You give a number of prey as tribute to us. And didn’t you used to parade previously used prey in front of your future victims all the time? Long ago?” 
 
    “We have never given you prey that has already been placed in the Pit,” the Horde voice countered. “And we only shared prey at all because you were willing to use them properly, and compensate us a hundredfold over for each prey given. As for the second,” the monster growled, “you open up old wounds. We would flaunt used prey to discourage besieged cities of future prey, at a distance where our prey could not be risked, to let the future prey know of their fate and tremble in anticipation of the inevitable, and also sate ourselves when we were so far from the Pit. But we can no longer do that,” the Hordebeast began to shout, “because of the taint of the traitor-prince! We are denied the sweetest of things, and all because of his words! And it is all your fault! So give us back the traitor-prince!” 
 
    “Wait,” the human voice said, confused. “What are you talking about?” 
 
    For a wild moment I actually wanted to listen to the monster’s reasoning. And then I remembered how every single previous conversation with the Horde had gone, and decided to stop being an idiot. 
 
    Ready? I asked. 
 
    They’re all ready, Breena confirmed. You don’t have to talk to them this time. 
 
    Thank god, I thought as I walked forward and opened the door. 
 
    “It’s clear,” I shouted as I walked in. “I talked them into leaving.” I stepped into the chamber as casually as I could, still talking sarcastically. “They’re waiting outside for more help while I try to ‘save the captives on my own’.” 
 
    My eyes took in the room as quickly as my rapid-fire cognition would allow. Wide chamber, nearly the size of a high-school auditorium. Over fifty hostile Horde of all shapes and sizes packed in, in better gear than the ones outside. Three tall, horse-faced Spawn standing near the center, one in strange ornate robes, talking to four humans, three of which I recognized as men I had killed earlier during my prison break on Avalon. 
 
    And a massive pit full of a tar-like substance, twice the size of my old school swimming pool and full of thrashing, screaming shapes that all sounded like they were re-living their most horrible nightmare while being scalded alive. 
 
    “You actually convinced them?” the man who had been talking asked in disbelief as I walked a few steps forward to be out of my team’s way when they attacked. “I thought they pretty much kill you guys on sight now?” 
 
    The robed Spawn turned to look in my direction, sniffed his horse-like nostrils, and started shuddering. 
 
    “They nearly did,” I said tiredly, beginning to trace symbols into the air. “That hot princess of theirs spent five minutes trying to kill me, but I won her over. Let me finish drawing the map she gave of her base.” 
 
    “Really?” the man asked, interested, but then his eyes narrowed. “That’s not a map. And you’re not wearing—” 
 
    “Traitor-prince!” the Spawn screamed in the highest pitch I had ever heard a Hordebeast utter, pointing a quivering finger. “The traitor-prince is in our—” 
 
    Widen. Empower. Duplicate. Connect. Connect. 
 
    I scrawled the words out as fast as I dared, my finger tingling from scribing the words so carelessly. My vital guard was probably already interfering with the damage I was causing to myself. But the words were written, and I began punching my stored spells into them. The first three words were written in a tight circle, while the two connects were written right behind them and on opposite edges of the circle, curving and sweeping over my view of the throng of Hordebeasts on either side of the Spawn in the center. 
 
    “Tremble and fear!” I shouted, pitching my voice to invoke song magic as I punched my hands through the scripted words and began discharging my stored Ideal spells one after the other. My finger bolts blasted towards one side of the room, doubling in number and becoming crossbow bolt-sized instead of human digit-sized. The enchanted missiles actually blasted clean through the smaller Hordebeasts, impacted the Mongrels and Miscreants hard enough to knock the wind out of them, coursed through their bodies and then jumped over to the nearest upright monster. 
 
    My fireblast spell fired out toward the other throng, thickening and doubling into two basketball-sized fireballs far brighter than the ones I usually fired. The two orbs exploded with a rush, and their secondary explosions left the survivors running, screaming, and melting. That side wouldn’t need any further attention whatsoever. 
 
    I pointed my final stored spell at the group in the center. This group had already begun to react, with the Spawn beginning to cast their spells, and the Malus Members leaping to the side, out of the way of all my flashy scary boom magic. I settled for hitting the Spawn and fired out two lightning bolts that were as thick as small trees, scorching into the Spawn on the left and nearly knocking him into the Pit behind him. He sank to his knees, his entire torso smoking and jerking. These bolts were outside of my connect scripts, but at the Journeyman level they duplicated on their own anyway. In fact, my empower script enhanced that feature as well, letting each bolt duplicate twice, letting each bolt strike both of the remaining Spawn. The second loincloth-clad monster screamed while clutching his left shoulder, but the robed Spawn in the middle just gestured with a long claw, creating an oily half-shield that blocked my final bolt. 
 
    “You are not welcome here, traitor-prince!” the horse-faced monster bellowed. “This is no longer your home!” 
 
    “Never was!” I snapped, launching myself forward and summoning my axe and shield. I remembered how powerful the last Spawn I battled were and tried to activate my Battleform, but my mindscreen still insisted the ability had been overtaxed. 
 
    “Stop him!” the creature screamed, black magic streaming out of his hands and into the Pit. “And do not let him talk! His violations end today!” 
 
    Thank God, I thought fervently.  
 
    Because that feeling was entirely mutual. 
 
    But then a head broke free of the Pit’s surface with a howl. 
 
    “Traitor-prince! Traitor-prince!” The lupine head ripped the rest of its body free of the muck. “We have found the traitor-prince!” 
 
    The call was taken up by further heads, who also broke free of the muck. 
 
    “Catch and kill the traitor-prince!” 
 
    I grimaced as the new species of Horde tore their werewolf bodies free of the muck and raced toward me. 
 
    Howlers could be even more dangerous than Mongrels, and almost as dangerous as Spawn. 
 
    Even if they weren’t outfitted with armor and iron-tipped claws, like this pack had been. 
 
    Behind me, the doors slammed open as the Gaelguard, elves, and fairies entered the room, hurling missiles and magic into the Howlers and other surviving Hordebeasts. 
 
    I ducked under the sweep of an iron-tipped claw and slashed my axe through a canine knee, still charging for the Spawn. I had to reach them before their magic killed half of my team. I dodged a bite, then another claw swipe, then slashed my way past a third mail-clad Howler before I was stopped by a lupine monster over eight feet tall. He charged to take me down in a tackle but tripped and fell at the last minute, howling and clutching at his bloody ankle. Val’s shroud deactivated as she leaped on top of him and drove both blades down his throat. 
 
    See? she thought at me as she ripped her blades out of the Howler’s throat. See how much better this works with backup? 
 
    You were right, I admitted as I launched off of the still-twitching corpse. Hurry up and get used to it. 
 
    I felt her smirk at me through the mindlink as I dismissed the dagger I had been clutching behind my shield. I skirted sideways to slam the barrier into another Howler’s head, and then the Gaelguard slammed into the monsters trying to flank me from behind. 
 
    I rolled forward and then I was finally clear of everything trying to keep me from reaching the Spawn. 
 
    The one in robes stood tall, glaring at me with hateful orbs. 
 
    “This is as far as you come,” he growled as his hands began to smoke with power. “I will not let your depravity reach our next brood!” 
 
    “Bastard,” I growled. “We both agreed not to talk!” 
 
    Val burst free of the Howler throng a couple seconds later, her weapons coated with the blood of the last two Howlers she had hamstrung on her way out. 
 
    Wow, she sent as she caught up with me. These guys are really ugly. 
 
    Yeah, I replied, still sprinting for all I was worth. Try to take down the more wounded one as fast as you can. 
 
    The robed Spawn looked to be almost done casting, but he aborted his spell with a snarl when I hurled Toirneach at his hands. He immediately cast a second, faster spell, sending a column of tarry, smoldering smoke at me. It would have hit if I hadn’t already changed my direction moments ago, and my shoulder still burned from the close proximity of the smoky bolt. 
 
    I rolled forward one final time to close in on the Spawn with the wounded shoulder, summoning my Horde cleaver and swinging the weapon one-handed into the monster’s healthy shoulder. The Hordebeast moved backwards, but wasn’t fast enough. My glowing, unwieldy weapon cracked into his bicep. I let go of the weapon the very next moment, drawing my spatha and slamming the weapon into the Spawn’s gut, pushing the flaming weapon as deep into the creature’s gut as I could, until the monster bellowed and kicked me away. I let go of the weapon before I flew away, landing in a roll and raising my free hand to catch Toirneach as it came whistling back towards me. 
 
    More magic crackled behind me as Breena and the Testifiers suddenly discharged their magic together, and I felt my warband gain the upper hand on the remaining monsters. Val swore as she was knocked tumbling away from the more injured Hordebeast before she came back up in a roll next to me. The three of them advanced forward, the middle one’s hands wisping again as he worked a third spell. 
 
    “Why do they have to be tough and creepy?” she growled, still holding onto her weapons. “They should only be able to pick one or the other!” 
 
    “Preaching to the choir, sis,” I replied, passing my axe to my shield hand to quickly work out some Air magic. 
 
    The Spawn-priest abandoned his spell to quickly create a shield of oily magic that encircled all three of the Spawn, doing so just before I finished my own spell. 
 
    I couldn’t help but grin as I completed my spell by pointing behind me, sending a Friction Slice at the last knot of Howlers still struggling with my Gaelguard. The crackling sawblade of air sliced through several Hordebeast ankles before it dissipated harmlessly at the feet of my own people. 
 
    “Um,” a human voice said off to the side. “Shouldn’t we do something? Or do we let him destroy the Pit?” 
 
    “He just blew up over half of the monsters in here on his own,” the Malus member in charge answered, a fellow wearing plain cloths and a heavy cloak. “We already missed our window to intervene. This Pit is lost. Now all we can do is stay alive so that we can actually learn his abilities when we report back. Both of which the two of you should have already done,” the man added angrily. 
 
    The other two Malus members blanched. 
 
    “We thought we already saw everything he could do,” one of them muttered weakly. “And that he’d be stuck on Avalon.” 
 
    “Well, you were wrong,” their leader growled. “So this time we’re making sure we see everything, and that we survive, so that we don’t risk coming back to Earth with scrambled brains. Like your colleagues did.” 
 
    Want me to shoot them? Weylin messaged. I sensed from his mindlink that my warband had managed to overwhelm the last of the Howlers, though many of them had gotten wounded and were requiring attention from the fairies. 
 
    Not until the Spawn are all out of tricks, I thought back, working a Lightning spell into existence. But coordinate a trap with Karim and Eadric so that they don’t get away with the key. 
 
    The Pit began to churn in front of us, making the people trapped in it scream even louder. That was another reason to act quickly. The priest-like Spawn held out both of his arms as a tentacle of muck from the Pit sloshed out and began to coat him and the other two Spawn, hardening into plate armor over their torsos, shins, and forearms. Then all three pairs of hands blazed with magic. 
 
    “Protect the Pit!” the center Spawn screamed. “Protect it with your lives, or he will taint it, and we will never be reborn!” 
 
    I finished my next spell just in time. The Spawn didn’t bother with blocking it, since they were coated in armor now. But I didn’t need them to block it, because my next spell was Light Screen, an intense flash of bright light. 
 
    The mindlink and fairy communication had let my team prepare for the magical flash bomb, but the Hordebeasts all shrieked in unison as they struggled to maintain their incantations. But in those scant few seconds we were all rushing forward again. A barrage of arrows from Merada and the elves whistled into the less-wounded Spawn, two of them striking off of the creature’s hardened skull. Val launched herself back at the Spawn with the scorched torso, hurling daggers from one hand as she jumped forward in a zig-zagging charge. The monster snorted with contempt as most of them bounced off his armor, but when he fully opened his arms Val was already next to him. She sliced through an unarmored portion of his leg with her short blade, flicked the longer upward to nick his fiery wrist, then suddenly phased her entire body upward and behind the creature, slashing one blade across his throat and another up through the back of his bottom jaw. She ripped her weapons free and fell with the monster, stabbing him all the way down until his vital guard was completely overwhelmed. I charged the middle Spawn, but his concentration had held completely, and the very next moment he was hurling a bubbling ball of burning tar at me. I hurled my axe to detonate it early and rolled under the blast, coming to my feet and closing the rest of the distance between myself and the Pit champion with an Air magic-enhanced leap. 
 
    He reached out and caught me with a massive hand, snarling in triumph as he raised his free hand to finish me off with a point-blank blast of Horde magic. This time, my Outer Current spell activated on its own, sizzling his arm, then dancing across his armor to fry the rest of his body. As the voltage shocked him Toirneach returned to my hand, letting me chop free of his grip. As I landed I slashed along the monster’s leg, and Toirneach crunched its way right through the Horde armor. The horse-like head growled in pain, but remained standing. My shield blocked a blazing punch from the monster’s other arm. As the Spawn priest’s eyes widened in shock at my strength I flipped my axe around to slam the hook end just where the Hordebeast’s neck met the breastplate. I dropped my shield to grab the weapon in both hands and yank downward, pulling the surprised monster right off his feet. I punched into his descending mouth and manually triggered the discharge on my Outer Current, letting the full current of electricity channel into his mouth with my fist and into his neck with my implanted axe. 
 
    He gurgled and spasmed until I threw his disgusting body off of me, ripped my axe back out, and decapitated him with a final two-handed swing. 
 
    I looked up to see Merada and the Gaelguard piled around the final Spawn’s prone form. They were stabbing it over and over until it finally stopped twitching. 
 
    Last wounded is back up, Breena messaged me. That went way better this time, huh? 
 
    Yeah, I replied. Guess a bunch of extra Rises and elite backup made the difference. 
 
    I looked up to see shocked faces on the remaining Malus members. Even the Pit had gone quiet for now, muffling the screaming bodies inside it somehow. When I looked at it, it seemed to shrink back, and the bodies inside of it suddenly relaxed, as if they had been sedated. 
 
    Submission, I realized. It’s trying not to antagonize me. 
 
    For some reason, despite being dangerous in their own right, the Pits I had encountered had never really tried to fight back. Even the first one never did any more than posture threateningly at me. But to avoid drawing attention, I immediately looked over to the Malus Members, who were still quietly watching me. 
 
    “Make a note,” the leader finally said to the other two. “Subject has not only regained his health and awareness. He has currently gained a level of power far exceeding his previous peak.” 
 
    “Thanks,” I said sarcastically to them from across the Pit. “The three of you are staying, though, right? Because we already made cookies and punch.” 
 
    “What, really?” one of the fairies asked. “When?” 
 
    “He was being sarcastic,” Breena replied sadly. “It’s like how we play pranks. But not as funny.” 
 
    “Oh,” Petal said as her face fell. “We should have.” She looked at the Pit. “It would help them get over this when we finally pull them free.”  
 
    I would have argued with Petal-bell, except she was the only member of our group that had actually been in a Horde Pit before. If she said food and refreshment helped in the recovery process then I actually had to take her feedback seriously. She turned to look at me hopefully. “Can you pull them free now?” 
 
    “As soon as we deal with the local solicitors,” I said, turning to glare at the Malus Men. “You heard the lady. We’ve got things to do.” 
 
    “We’re about to leave you to them,” Rhodes’ senior lackey replied, looking completely unperturbed. “Don’t mind us.” 
 
    “Actually I do,” I answered. “But answer me this, first: Back when I first encountered the Horde, how did they know to expect me? And why were they surprised when I renounced them?” 
 
    The skinny man on the right cocked his head, confused. 
 
    “You knew they were expecting yo—” 
 
    “Quiet, idiot!” the middle one snapped, outraged at the grunt’s blatant stupidity. “And that’s classified.” 
 
    “The fact that it’s classified means that you knew they were expecting someone, which means they were probably expecting someone from your group,” I mentioned dryly. “But you were still trying to get to Avalon at that point, so you couldn’t have been communicating with them on your own. Except that the first thing your people did on Avalon was to create a Horde Pit,” I said, eyes narrowing. “Which means you probably always could have done that. Are there Horde on Earth too? Can they communicate with the Horde off-world?” 
 
    “That’s also classified,” the would-be middle manager answered with another grimace. “And it was a mistake for you to leave Avalon. Your base there will be gone by the time you return.” 
 
    Act dumb and don’t take the bait, I sent to everyone. 
 
    Duh, Breena snorted. 
 
    “What do you mean?” I asked with my best poker face. 
 
    “I mean now that we know you’ve become active there, we’re going to hit you with every spare resource we have. We’ve had fifty years to build up resources. And unless you’ve somehow managed to reverse the flow of time on that planet, then you’re still going to be weeks behind our own production for every day that passes there.” 
 
    Wow, he doesn’t know anything, Val noted. 
 
    Believe me, Breena grumbled. It takes time to get used to all the breaking your brother does with magic and physics. It’s why I try to never leave him alone for five minutes. 
 
    Speaking of which, Karim said quickly. We need to talk about how you almost lost your hand and throat by combining three different— 
 
    Focus, I sent quickly. “Do you really think I didn’t make any precautions for round two with you idiots? Aside from the fact that I was able to mop the floor with you guys pretty much on my own?” 
 
    The two idiots flanking the guy in charge glowered at me. They were unanimously ignored. 
 
    “Yes, I know,” the local management dismissed. “You left that big-breasted MILF bitch behind as defense.” 
 
    He doesn’t get to call her that, Teeth growled inside me, as the fairies flying behind us quietly asked each other what a MILF was. I agreed, but waited for the moron to finish hanging himself. 
 
    “But even if you managed to find and save her, she’s going to be wounded from before. It’s been a few days here at the most, so she couldn’t possibly have enough time to recover.” 
 
    “Even wounded, she can still kick my ass,” I snorted. “She should be able to handle you idiots without a problem.” 
 
    But Guineve isn’t wounded anymore… Breena sent, then trailed off. Oh! Right! We’re still tricking them! 
 
    I privately wondered how fairies could be so oblivious and still be so good at causing mischief. But then Skinny Idiot began speaking again. 
 
    “We went easy on you before, Cripplehead! Everyone was tired of slapping you around!” 
 
    “No you weren’t,” I said calmly. “You people were simple creatures with simple hobbies.” 
 
    “Regardless,” Asshole Manager replied, “she won’t be facing just us. In fact, even if you somehow retain control of the portal system, the Horde have their own ways into your planet. And they’re bringing one of their most powerful servants, a monster raised to Icon status solely to hunt for the so-called traitor-prince. Your little MILF bitch won’t be able to handle the Raw-Mawed Wolf…” 
 
    “That’s the second time you’ve called her that,” I said quietly. “Are you sure you want to keep talking about her like that?” 
 
    “And when he finds out you’re no longer there, he’ll devour the other prisoners you rescued in his anger, and deliver your pretty friend straight over to our Umbral Lord,” the jerk continued, though he adjusted the language he used concerning Guineve. “So you’re going to have to decide whether you want to stay here, let all of your fellow prisoners die and let Lord Cavus do whatever it is he wants to do to the Starsown’s Satellite, or leave here to try and somehow deal with Avalon’s threat.” He turned his gaze over to the elves, fairies, and Woadfolk. “And even if you somehow survive the Dark Icon in your back yard, you’re still doomed. In the first place, because even if you can somehow help your oldest crush deal with a nascent demigod, the Horde leadership will just raise up a stronger Dark Icon, one probably on the level of a full-fledged deity, to deal with you next. In the second place, you don’t have the time to save both worlds at once. The Woadlands will fall to one of the two catastrophes in less than six months, local time, and both of them are getting stronger by the day. By the time you come back, the Tumults will either have run their course or have gotten too powerful for you to be able to interfere. Then this world will fall, like Avalon originally did, except that this time you won’t be able to reverse the process. And then we’ll deliver your second crush, that saucy little Scottish bitch, straight to Cavus ourselves, and get power from it.” 
 
    “Will ye now?” Merada snorted, fingering her spear irritably. 
 
    Can I stab ‘em yet? she asked me over the mindlink. 
 
    Gotta make sure we can get the key, I replied apologetically. Sorry. They won’t be able to talk much longer. 
 
    “Is that all of your questions?” the Malus man asked arrogantly, hands in his pockets. “Because I’ve got plenty of work I need to be doing.” 
 
    “Yeah,” I began to say, but little Petal suddenly shouted. 
 
    “No!” she screeched. “Why are you even doing this? Why are you trying to take so much from us? You’re Earthborn! We used to trust you! We would have given anything you really needed! And why would you want to hurt us all so badly? We don’t even know you! We don’t even know who you people are!” 
 
    The prick grinned at her. 
 
    “That’s cute. She’s adorable, Wes. I’ll do you a favor and answer her questions. Taking is better than asking, because then no one can tell you no. And you did try to tell us no when we asked for your lives, freedom, and bodies. And we hurt you all for the same reason we kept hurting him.” He tilted his head toward me. “This isn’t Earth. When you make someone else fail, you’re rewarded with an appropriate amount of power. Making your whole world fail will probably make us gods, or close enough. Finally, the women your own pet Earthborn keeps crushing over are already spoken for, and one of them happens to be hiding here. So this is all arguably her fault as well.” 
 
    “Bastards,” Merada growled, tightening her grip on her spear. 
 
    “And don’t worry about our names, little sprite,” the man finished. “You’ll be calling us all master soon enough.” 
 
    “Actually, I’ll take that one, Petal,” I spoke up. 
 
    “You don’t know our names either,” the arrogant asshole replied. 
 
    “Sure I do,” I said, pointing at the larger one of the two flunkies. “That’s Drowned Dick,” I said, remembering the way he died. “That’s Fried Fred,” I pointed to the skinny one, who I had blown up back on Avalon. “And finally…” I said, pausing as I realized I hadn’t killed the guy yet, so I didn’t have a name for him. “Don’t tell me, it’s on the tip of my tongue…” 
 
    “You never even—” 
 
    “Felicia,” I finally answered as I snapped my fingers. “His name’s Felicia.” 
 
    “Felicia,” the newly named Malus Member started to sputter. “Who the hell is—” 
 
    “Exactly, bitch,” I answered before turning to my people. “Preparations are finished. Start attacking at any time.” 
 
    “You can’t stop us from returning to Earth!” Felicia snapped, slashing his hand down in front of him. There was a pulse of invisible magic, but nothing else happened. 
 
    “The ward held,” Eadric grunted cheerfully, raising up the figurines he crafted. “We’re good, boss.” 
 
    Felicia’s eyes widened in confusion. 
 
    “How…” he sputtered. But arrows and fiery darts were already slamming into Drowned Dick and Fried Fred. 
 
    “Remember how you guys captured me, and then found a way to prevent me from escaping torture by returning to my original body all those times?” I asked quietly, hurling my axe into Felicia’s kneecap. He tried to dodge, but the weapon tracked him and sliced straight into the bone. “It turns out your people left notes. That my people were able to read and then reverse-engineer.” 
 
    That wasn’t entirely true, because I had accessed the notes myself on one of the rare times I had seized control of the device implanted into my brain. But there was no need for them to know that. 
 
    Felicia screamed as he fell, clutching his leg. I ignored him. 
 
    “Now the only thing I really need from you guys, other than your deaths, is the key you’ve locked the other captives up with. The first one who tells me where it is—” 
 
    “He has it!” Drowned Dick and Fried Fred both screamed at once, pointing to Felicia. 
 
    “Thank you both,” I answered as I kept walking forward, moving slow enough to recast my signature Lightning Bolt spell. “I’ll be sure and recognize you two by giving you better death names. Probably Pierced Perry and Punctured Pete.” Felicia raised his hand to try and summon his own magic, so I blasted the limb apart. The elves and fairies worked to disable the limbs of all three Malus Men. When they had finished, the Gaelguard walked forward to restrain them physically and help me search them. 
 
    “Nothing of real value,” Alum answered as they stripped the men of their gear and armor. “Their equipment isn’t quite as good as our own, though their metalwork is impressive. The two lackeys were telling the truth about the maiden-named one having the only key.” He handed me an iron key. 
 
    “This key will work for every lock?” I asked suspiciously. 
 
    “Yes!” one of the formerly loyal lackeys shouted. “We’ve used it that way! It’s magic! I don’t know how it works!” 
 
    “Why were ye even bothering—” Merada began, but the other idiot interrupted her. 
 
    “Slaves! Bound for Earth! Our leaders back home can’t get enough of your people! It keeps our bosses rich! Passes the right laws!” 
 
    The beautiful amazon’s face darkened. 
 
    “It’s how we traffic them now!” the other one shouted. “Always in the leftmost tunnel of the Horde Pits! The right tunnel has prisoners for the local monsters! The key will work on those cages as well!” he shouted quickly, and desperately. “And it will work for every dungeon you find!” 
 
    “Idiot, don’t tell him that!” Felicia shouted. “What’s gotten into you two?” 
 
    “It’s because they died before,” I answered calmly, walking up to Drowned Dick. “It’s the most horrible feeling a person ever experiences. It’s not something your vital guard can help you get past. A single horrible death can even change you,” I said, pulling out my flaming spatha and stabbing the man through the temple, twisting to give a quick, efficient death. “Even break you. A second one can be all it takes for you to come back knowing that you didn’t really make it, that you left part of your mind back there, still screaming on the cold, bloody floor. More than that increases the risk, but in a way, it’s irrelevant,” I said, walking toward the other person that had accepted my ‘reduced sentence.’ “Because after you’ve died even once, you know that no matter how many times you come back, you’re forever only a single step away from whatever edge all of the nightmares climb up from.” 
 
    “Speaking of nightmares,” Val spoke up. “Let me have this one. Please.”  
 
    She was my adopted sister, so of course I said yes right now. 
 
    “Thanks,” she said quietly, walking up to Charred Charlie. His face whitened as he looked up at her. 
 
    “You,” he gasped. “You’re here? Why?” 
 
    “Because I wanna be,” Val said with a shrug. “Why aren’t you happy right now?” she asked, her voice darkening. “You were always talking about how much you wanted to see me before.” 
 
    “That was,” he gasped, the pain of his wounds still bothering him. “I never—” 
 
    “Got the chance,” Val finished for him. “But you and the other sick freaks would always tell me what you’d do to me if you caught me alone. Even after you made me lie about my adopted  dad—after you killed my dad,” she growled. “So I’m going to keep my brother’s promise. But I want you to know, that if you ever do to a girl, no matter how young or how old, what you threatened to do to me, then I will find you—” she stabbed him somewhere in the chest I couldn’t see—“and I will make sure that in your next death you will go over that cliff.” He gasped, and she leaned forward. “This is the last clean death you ever get.” 
 
    Her other blade took him through the eye, and he went still. Val closed her eyes and shook for a moment, then she pulled her weapons free of the corpse. “Thanks, Wes,” she said after a moment. 
 
    I wanted to check on her, but now wasn’t the time. I had dozens, if not hundreds of people to take care of right after I dealt with the last idiot. 
 
    “You’re making a mistake!” Mr. Felicia screamed in a cracked voice. “The Horde will take your people apart! Then they’ll come find you here, and they’ll make you watch it all over again! You can’t win, Malcolm! You were never going to—” 
 
    “Beg yer pardon, mister Challenger,” Merada interrupted. “But I’ll get the next one, if ye don’t mind?” 
 
    “Go for it,” I said, turning to walk over to the Pit. It would save me a couple seconds at least. I heard a wet thunk behind me, and Felicia let out a pained whimper. 
 
    “I want ye to understand something,” she said in her calm, dangerous voice. “No man, and no creature disguised as a man, determines who owns me. Or me people,” she said, and I thought I heard the messy sound my own spear made whenever it twisted into flesh. Felicia made another pained whimper, and I knew that his vital guard had been completely exhausted. “Go tell the rest of yer ilk that message. I don’t care if yer lord beasty hears it either, because I’ll never be his. That’s it, then. Bye, Felicia.” 
 
    I heard one more thunk as I walked up to the Pit’s edge, and then I felt a sense of satisfaction radiate out from the Woad Princess. Val hurried over next to me, already reaching into her pack. The Pit rippled backwards, as if it was trying to pull away from me. A bubble on its tar-like surface suddenly popped, creating one of the belch-like sounds that the Horde Pits used to speak. 
 
    “Why?” it asked. “Want… serve.” 
 
    “I know,” I answered. I had already had this conversation at least four times by now, two of which happened after Raw-Maw’s death. “You always say that.” 
 
    “These… your prey…” the bubbles belched. “Why… still take?” 
 
    “Because they are already mine,” I answered, looking at the bodies. They seemed still at the moment, which was rare. Horde Pits either dissolved most of their victims’ bodies or kept them in a state of suspended, suffering animation, but these currently didn’t seem to be in any pain. 
 
    “No,” the Pit quivered, “not ready. Too soon to take them. Cannot please you yet.” 
 
    “Their suffering does not please me,” I answered. I wished I didn’t have to talk to this disgusting, sadistic thing, but I’ve found that it’s easier to thoroughly destroy a Pit after it relaxes its guard, and talking to it always relaxes at least part of its awareness. “Neither does their fear, or their slavery, or their shame. Release them.” 
 
    “Not right,” the Pit complained. “Father says… you not right.” 
 
    “He’s not your father,” I said as Val finished opening her pack. “You used to be something else. Something that didn’t like to hurt people at all. Right, Ball-ee?” 
 
    The little jelly that had saved the wounded mother back in the elven village popped out of Val’s bag. 
 
    “Di-rec-tive!” it squeaked. Ball-ee jumped closer to the tarry ooze, quivering its body as it tried to gesture at the tar-like mass. “Di-rec-tive!” 
 
    “No,” the Pit moaned, its slimy body pulling back even further. “What is it? What is that thing?” 
 
    “Far as I can tell, he’s what you used to be,” I answered as Ball-ee leaped over to me, tugging on my leg with one pseudopod and gesturing at the Horde Pit with the other. 
 
    “Di-rec-tive?” 
 
    “Directive.” I nodded. “Change him back to his original state.” 
 
    “Di-rec-tive!” Ball-ee said with a happy bounce, leaping into the ditch and toward the quivering mass of ooze. “Change! Teach! Heal! Di-rec-tive!” 
 
    “Take,” the terrified slime burped. “It will… take from… me.” 
 
    “Yup,” I replied calmly. “You will lose what you are now, by gaining back what was stolen from you.” 
 
    Seek what is lost, the quiet voice said inside me. So that greater things may come. 
 
    “Get back,” the Pit belched, brandishing a sludgy pseudopod like a whip. But the little jelly just bunched up and began to leak a sweet-smelling blue mist from its body. 
 
    “Di-rec-tive!” Ball-ee chirped again, spraying the mist toward the muck in front of it. The mist struck the brandishing tentacle, and the Pit screamed from a thousand bubbles as the black tentacle splashed apart, turning into clear water droplets. Limp forms fell out of the destroyed tentacle, flopping onto the soft ground inside the trench. 
 
    “Noo…” the ooze wailed. “Lost… prey…now…changing…don’t…wan’t…” 
 
    “You only feel that way because Aegrim made you forget what healing people used to feel like,” I sighed. Ball-ee quivered in agreement. 
 
    “Di-rec-tive! Heal! Fix! Change! Di-rec-tive!” 
 
    “No… right…” the Pit belched in argument, but I shook my head again. 
 
    “You can’t call me a prince and still dictate what I can or can’t do in the next sentence. If others can incarcerate or punish criminals against their will in an attempt to rehabilitate them, then I can purify a giant torture ooze that wants to consume people and create something better out of the process. Keep going, Ball-ee.” 
 
    The little jelly nodded. More of its blue mist spread over the wailing Pit ooze, dissolving it into clear droplets of water that quickly evaporated. The dissolution left the people and fairies unharmed, the mist somehow letting them fall gently to the floor, still sleeping fitfully. Merada sucked in a breath at the sight. 
 
    “It’s true,” she said softly. “Ye really can save them.” 
 
    “Yeah,” I nodded. “But this is the easy part.” I turned to look behind me. “Everyone get out any spare clothing or blankets you have. These people are going to be cold and frightened when they wake up.” 
 
    “On it!” Petal shouted as she flew forward with a tiny blanket. Where she got it from, I had no idea, but at her urging the other fairies were following suit. 
 
    Don’t ask, Breena sent at me. Just accept that it’s magic. She flew high above the pit and began to glow. I’ll help, too. 
 
    More of the Pit began to dissolve as Ball-ee’s mist spread over it, and more bodies fell. Eventually Merada’s people and the Gaelguard ran forward, pulling blankets out of their own packs. Finally the Pit wailed and quivered one more time and splashed downward, dissolving into a million clear droplets. 
 
    That was number five, I noted quietly to myself, as the Dragon of Pain reached through our flesh-bond to rage at me. 
 
    Another masterpiece undone. I will remember this, traitor-prince. 
 
    Through the soul-bond, Vinclum, the Dragon of Honor and Bonds reached out to answer him. 
 
    Had you been wiser, Aegrim, you would have foreseen this end when you forced his ancestors to pass down your bond. Well, done, Malcolm. Invictus knows you by name. 
 
    That was all the time I had to spare for my invisible friends, because the Pit victims were starting to wake up. I climbed into the trench as well, summoning the spare clothing I had packed into my storage space. Merada tilted her head at me in surprise. She had just wrapped a blanket around one of the victims, sighing in relief when she realized the still-sleeping woman was breathing normally. But my pulling bundles of blankets out of nowhere still caught her eyes somehow. 
 
    “Just how much stuff are ye carrying around? And where do ye keep it?” 
 
    “Invisible magic container,” I replied, simplifying more for my own sanity than anything else. “And since it duplicates my own Strength, it can carry as much as I can.” 
 
    “How much is that?” she asked, marveling as I began to cover several people with my blankets. 
 
    “These days?” I started to hedge, then gave up. “Over two thousand pounds.” 
 
    Her eyes widened in surprise, but then her patient woke up crying and shivering, and she began to soothe the covered woman, telling her that everything was okay now. 
 
    The woman seemed to calm as she recognized the Woad Princess, but that made me realize that they’d probably just mistake me for one of my Malus imposters, and I growled in frustration. I settled for draping as many blankets as I could over as many people and fairies I passed by. 
 
    When I got to the center of the drained trench, I found Ball-ee quivering next to a smaller blue jelly. 
 
    “Di-rec…” it chirped hesitantly, as if it was frightened. But Ball-ee nudged it encouragingly. 
 
    “Di-rec-tive!” Ball-ee affirmed. “Yes! Di-rec-tive!” 
 
    “Di-rec-tive?” the smaller blue ball inquired. 
 
    Ball-ee bounced again, and this time I noticed Val’s jelly had grown even larger, the way it had after purifying every other Pit. 
 
    “Yes!” Ball-ee squeaked as it pointed a pseudopod at all of the former victims, many still shivering and crying. “Seek! Save! Heal! Di-rec-tive!” 
 
    “Di-rec-tive…” the smaller jelly said experimentally, as if it was getting used to the idea. “Di-rec-tive… yes! Di-rec-tive!” 
 
    “Di-rec-tive!” Ball-ee repeated urgently, and bounced toward the sobbing mass of traumatized people, pausing just long enough for the new heal-jelly to keep up. “Show! Save! Heal! Di-rec-tive!” 
 
    As they bounced, Ball-ee began emitting its blue mist again. The smaller jelly quivered as if it was watching, and then began doing the same.  
 
    “Di-rective!” the new jelly repeated passionately as it copied Ball-ee. “Di-rec-tive! Heal! Save! They continued bouncing closer to the former victims, spraying healing mist all over the place as they did so. 
 
    I left them to it as I kept tossing blankets over naked forms, careful not to touch any of them because I knew no one would trust me after what the other Earthborn had done to them. 
 
    At one point, I passed by Petal holding another, shivering fairy that kept wailing and wailing. 
 
    “It’s okay!” Petal insisted. “It’s over now! You’re gonna make it and get better!” 
 
    “How?” the other fairy sobbed, still shivering. “How can I ever feel better? You don’t know what it’s like!” 
 
    “Yes I do!” Little Petal said as she glowed fiercely. “Because it happened to me, too! But I didn’t stay broken, and you won’t either! Because whether you feel it or not, you’ll get a little better every time you dare to hope you can make it!” 
 
    The other sprite looked into Petal’s blazing eyes. After another moment, she nodded. As they both looked down, I felt them reach inside of themselves for something, find it… 
 
    And push. 
 
    Here and there, I felt other pulses of power as other rescued victims made the same choice to hope, in spite of what they had just been through. My own soul started to churn as well, and I knew I would Rise again soon. 
 
    At that moment, just when it looked like everything was going well, another woman saw me and began screaming. 
 
    “Earthborn!” she shrieked in hysteria, pointing a trembling finger at me. “Another Earthborn! This is a trap!” 
 
    Others saw me and began screaming as well. These people didn’t have anyone tending to them because there had been just too many victims here for my people to comfort all at once. They all began screaming for me to get away, and that they didn’t want to go back inside the Pit. 
 
    Then orange, pink, and golden light spilled out over their heads, and they all looked up to see Breena flying over them. 
 
    She had expanded to almost human-size, with giant wings glowing with all the colors of the sunrise. 
 
    “Be at peace, children of the Woadlands,” she said in a melodious voice. “The one before you is no false savior. He is the Champion of Avalon, and you are all now under his protection. Behold me, his herald—” she gestured at herself—“and behold how he has already shattered the nightmare imprisoning you. Behold and take heart. All shall be well. Avalon’s Champion is here. The Woadlands’ daughter is here.” She pointed to Merada. “Behold, and put your hearts at rest.” 
 
    “A dawn fairy,” someone said reverently, basking in Breena’s glow. “The Earthborn have never captured one of the sunrise sprites.” 
 
    “They are almost extinct,” one of the other fairies said, looking up in awe. 
 
    “As are the Gaelguard,” another woman said, clutching her blanket and pointing to Alum and his band. “Where did so many Gaelguard come from?” 
 
    “We’re saved,” a little girl in a blanket said as she clutched at the woman next to her. “Momma, we’re really saved.” 
 
    “We can go home now,” the small boy on the other side of the woman said. “Even if we have to make a new one… right, Momma?” 
 
    The tired woman looked down at her two children, bit her lip, and finally nodded. A moment later I felt a new pulse as the three of them all reached inside themselves and pushed. 
 
    I smiled at Breena as more and more rescued prisoners threw off just enough of their trauma to be able to Rise, reaping the reward the Expanse gave them for overcoming the Challenge of choosing to hope again. Not every single person did it right away, but that didn’t bother me, because I knew they wouldn’t have to. Everyone recovers in their own way, at their own speed. even if they didn’t believe recovery was possible right now. Even if they weren’t choosing recovery yet. 
 
    Failure is non-permanent, the first Universal Law I had learned rolled through my mind, and the others followed suit. 
 
    All is not lost. 
 
    Greater things are yet to come. 
 
    Those laws shuddered through my body as well, increasing the pressure under the weight resting over my soul. I would Rise soon. And I knew that, once again, something would try to prevent me from doing so. But for now, I still had people to get to safety. 
 
    “There’s still one hallway we haven’t cleared,” I said to Merada as she walked over to me. “I should have asked more questions about that one,” I added with a wince. All in all, most of the information Felicia’s people had given me just confirmed that I knew more than they did. They hadn’t even realized I’d already slain Raw-Maw. 
 
    “Can’t think of everything.” The beautiful huntress shrugged. “Don’t even have the time for it if ye can. But we’ll have help soon enough, I reckon.” She looked up at her fellow Satellite. By the way, nice work on calming all me kittens, Breena. 
 
    Thanks! my bonded fairy gushed through the mindlink as she dimmed and shrunk to a smaller size. Gosh, I hadn’t tried to talk like that in forever! I thought I’d lost my touch! She flew down to sit on my shoulder. But I think I’ll wait for the next winter ball before I go all ‘formal Breena,’ again. Do you wanna have a ball when both the Tumults are over, Merada? 
 
    That sounds lovely, Merada beamed. She looked out at her people again, and I felt intense relief and gratitude spill out from her mindlink. We’ll have to take the big strong hero as our date, though, or the people he just saved will think we’re ungrateful and riot. 
 
    Hurray! Breena cheered. That means matching outfits again! 
 
    Wait, Teeth spoke up. Did they just offer to— 
 
    I have no idea, I answered him. And that fact frustrates me as much as it does you. 
 
    He disagreed and muttered some choice names for me. I ignored him and turned back to the two Satellites. 
 
    “We’d better go free the rest of the prisoners,” I said. “And then we need to figure out how to safely transport hundreds of people to…” I trailed off when I realized I had no idea where most of these people came from. “The elven village, I guess?” I shrugged, because at least some of the prisoners had to have come from there. “Unless there are better ideas?” 
 
    “There are,” Merada said smugly, but said nothing else. Apparently she became more of a tease when she was really happy. But then again, the rest of Stell probably got that way too. 
 
    “She’s right, there totally are,” Breena confirmed with a smirk of her own, proving my point. “You should check your mindscreen more, Wes.” 
 
    “I just did,” I started to complain, until I suddenly received a message from it. I swore under my breath and activated the notification. 
 
    A Challenge has been overcome in the Woadlands. All Icons bear witness that an Outbreak of Horde has been destroyed at the source by Challenger Wes Malcolm. The birth of a life form previously classified as extinct has also been detected. 
 
    The Woadlands’ Icons hereby recognize Challenger Wes Malcolm’s actions and acknowledge his status as Avalon’s Challenger. They hereby acknowledge Wes Malcolm’s status as Challenger of Avalon, and adjust their perceptions of him accordingly. 
 
    Mother Glade approves of your actions and views you with wary acceptance. 
 
    The Stag Lord approves of your actions and grants you provisional recognition. 
 
    Lady Titania approves of your actions and cautiously expresses her gratitude over your rescue of her children. 
 
    Great Pan welcomes your return and inquires whether you are finally of age to drink alcohol with him. 
 
    “Really?” I demanded angrily. “I come out of nowhere, save this many of their people, destroy one of their three major threats and all they’re willing to do is recognize the fact that I haven’t lied on my passport?” 
 
    “Aye,” Merada said uncomfortably. “Things have been a wee bit bad ever since the unworthy Earthborn came. But this also means they’ll be sending escorts to take the lost ones back.” 
 
    “How nice of them,” I said neutrally, choosing not to point out that these supposed deities weren’t even bothering to send help until after the last minute. “Let’s leave a team here and go free the rest of the people.” 
 
    It took a while to open all of the barred alcove doors in the other tunnel with just one key, but we did it. I had a few more blankets that I passed out, but truthfully I had already brought a hundred, and there were far more total captives than that. We just did what we could and used healing magic on the cold and sick prisoners. 
 
    The last tunnel proved to be identical to the one we had just come from, jail room and all. These prisoners said that they were going to be traded to the Hoarfolk, confirming that the Malus Order had their hand in both upcoming disasters, and were probably responsible for having that Tumult arise in the first place. I doubted the proof was necessary at this point, though, so we just focused on making sure every rescued prisoner was stable and then spent the next tedious hour making sure every trap was disarmed in the tunnels leading out. We did find a couple more handfuls of gear, including some strange weapons and armor that looked like they were made out of ice. They were too cold to use, though, so I just loaded them into my now-roomier storage so that we could research them later. 
 
    When Eadric and Val both declared the tunnels were safe, we carefully began to lead everyone out. Before we reached the tunnel leading outside it occurred to me and Breena that there might have been Horde out on patrol, or some other monster nearby, so we sent small fairy scouts outside to make sure our exit was safe. 
 
    It turned out to be one of the smartest decisions all day. 
 
    Wes, Breena hissed through the mindlink. Cauliflower says there’s some white-skinned creatures waiting outside the cave. They look impatient. 
 
    Did she say what they look like, or how long they’ve been waiting? 
 
    She’s not sure how long they’ve been waiting, but she said they looked like a mix of creatures. Two beastlike things, and one regal-looking one that was just a little shorter than you. She could tell they were fey. She would have guessed they were Hoarfolk, but she’s never actually seen one yet. It’s not her turn to be out on the front lines. 
 
    Sounds like a safe guess anyway, I thought back. Keep the civilians out of the tunnel for now, but you and Merada pick a team that will trail me just out of sight. We need to veil my features again so that they think I’m one of my own imposters. 
 
    At least I had that going for me. Rhodes’ people had sent so many imposters down here that not even their own allies would expect that I was the real Malcolm. 
 
    I want to say that’s a foolish idea, Merada grumbled. But that’ll just mean I owe ye a bigger apology for later. 
 
    Far be it for me to put undue strain on your conscience, I said dryly, after I couldn’t think of anything wittier to say. Teeth muttered about just what kind of apology we could expect and I ignored him again because I was tired of him acting like a horny teenager when we had a job to do. 
 
    But we are a horny tee— 
 
    I tuned him out before we could have another fight, and began walking briskly down the hall. I did my best to get into the mindset of a callous, lying, slave-trading asshole just before the entrance of the cave came into view. 
 
    Three figures were waiting outside, just like the strangely named fairy said. The one on the left was a blue version of the stereotypical goblin I had killed in dozens of different games. He had a bald head with pointed ears and an ugly, misshapen face, and he was just half a foot taller than the average Horde Wretch. Probably served the same combat role as well, but the submissive way he crouched suggested that he was the errand boy of the group. The one on the right was a massive, shaggy beast, over seven feet tall and completely covered in white wool. Ram-like horns curled around a bear-like head that leered at me with far too many teeth. As the monster shuffled, his club scraped along the ground, and the thing looked to be at least as heavy as two Horde cleaver swords, and probably a good bit longer. He was clearly the muscle of the group, but the bored stance of all three Hoarfolk suggested that his presence was a mere formality. 
 
    The middle of the group was a hair shorter than myself, and by far the most sophisticated. He wore white, clean-looking leggings, frosty blue boots, a long-sleeved snow-colored shirt, and a scale cuirass that looked to be made of icy crystals. The sheath of what looked to be a long, thin sword hung at his side. His face looked very much like the stereotypical elf’s, arrogant and pointy-eared, with the exception that it looked white like uncolored art, save for a blue tint in his eyes and near the base of his hair. His arms were crossed, and he looked to be waiting impatiently. 
 
    “Well?” he asked, and his voice was surprisingly harsh, sounding apathetic and annoyed. “Where are they? We’ve been waiting for them already.” 
 
    As he spoke to me, I felt my mind suddenly kick into overdrive as a rush of processing power surged straight to my brain. 
 
    The Challenger is entering negotiations with another official. The Leader Profession and Path of Kings are engaging to enhance his ability to negotiate. 
 
    “Waiting?” I snorted arrogantly. “You all just got here.” 
 
    I knew I was right. He couldn’t have been here long or he would have already gotten suspicious. The Horde caverns echoed like crazy, probably a design feature. We had to walk them carefully or every step would announce our presence throughout the entire tunnel. There was no way this icy jerk was stupid enough to ignore the sound of me throwing lightning bolts and fireballs, or Eadric disarming traps the brute-forced way. In fact, if I hadn’t sent a scout when I did he would have already heard a hundred rescued prisoners march their way down the main tunnel, crying and talking about their new freedom. 
 
    “You’re still supposed to have our prisoners ready by the time I arrive,” the ice elf sniffed, his voice taking on a lofty air. “Is that really too hard for your people now?” 
 
    “Well I don’t know,” I retorted, sounding just as arrogant. Mr. Jack Frost was already arguing with me, which meant this sort of exchange had to be a frequent occurrence. “It seems like there are a lot of things your people are supposed to have done by now. Management’s wondering just how much of that is too hard for your people?” 
 
    “What are you talking about, Earthborn?” the hoarfolk snapped, and I thought I heard ice break as he spoke. But I felt he was being defensive, instead of surprised, so I snorted in contempt. 
 
    “We’ve already talked about this,” I risked saying. “You know what numbers we want. You know you’re not hitting them.” 
 
    Naturally, I was the one who didn’t know what he was talking about. But I knew enough of Warren Rhodes’ people to know that they were greedy, pushy, and constantly unsatisfied. They would have tried to wring everything they could out of their partners. 
 
    “And you should know that your so-called numbers are nonsense!” the winter fey blasted vehemently, and I knew my guess had been right on the mark. “As we have told you before! We have driven the Woadfolk out of a full fifth of their territory! We are already marching ahead of schedule, and you know that! And if you want us to raise our palaces faster, then you had better be willing to provide triple the number of slaves you currently do!” 
 
    “Triple,” I snickered, crossing my own arms. “For this small amount of gain? Management would have my head. The last guy’s already in trouble for just how badly you all have underperformed.” 
 
    “So that’s what happened to him,” Frosty the Snow-Bitch sniffed apathetically. 
 
    “But I’ll tell you what,” I continued. “My bosses are more impatient than they are disappointed right now. They’re prepared to offer a fifty percent increase of their usual shipment.” My opponent’s eyes narrowed in suspicion, but he also leaned forward as I spoke. “If you can give me a meaningful exchange. Something that will make me and my own boss look good. So that I can avoid the other guy’s fate.” 
 
    “I see,” the pretentious popsicle replied. “We’re making that sort of deal now. Such wisdom is long overdue.” 
 
    “Hell,” I tossed, “if you could raise another palace tomorrow, I’d triple our usual offer.” 
 
    “Tomorrow is impossible and your leaders already know that,” the hoarfolk replied effortlessly. “It doesn’t matter how many different ways they ask. The next palace will already rise before the end of the current moon-month, even without your help. But triple the usual number would let us raise it within a fortnight, and allow us spare power to raise the next one even faster.” 
 
    “That’s almost good enough,” I said grudgingly, because that was already useful information and I probably needed to quit while I was still ahead. “Add something else good enough to sweeten the deal and my boss will let us both walk away happy.” 
 
    The winter fey stood still for a moment, and I did my best to do likewise. After another moment, he finally spoke. 
 
    “Fine. I can arrange to teach you better methods to disarm and capture our smaller, softer kin. We’ve already said that they’re useless to us and that you can have as many as you want. But if you can make this deal the new standard, then, when the time comes we will enable you to capture, instead of slay, Lady Titania. You can gain her power as well as use her for a bargaining tool against the Seelie Fey on every other world. We’ll even let you have a portion of Mother Glade’s power, though the rest of the Icon will still belong to us, as previously agreed. We will also provide you more of our magic and weapons to research, though I doubt you can improve on them like your own sages claim. The final caveat is that you never try to negotiate so foolishly with us ever again, or we will slay your next messenger outright.” 
 
    “As long as the next messenger isn’t me, that’s fine,” I waved a hand dismissively. “Tell you what, I’ll go tell them that you’re going to set up your next palace in the Whitewall Woods…” 
 
    “We are not,” Snow White’s more delicate brother interrupted, glaring at me. “Don’t tell your leaders the wrong location on purpose. We’re setting up the next palace near the Bear Tribe’s Three-arm River. Your people should know by now rivers are the best location for our palaces.” The frost fey’s eyes narrowed further. “And the Whitewall Woods is a ridiculous location. Where are your escorts?” 
 
    “Not needed,” I said with a shrug. “This is our last day in this area, anyway. We’ve decided to move our base.” 
 
    “Why?” Frosty cocked his head even further, growing even more suspicious. I realized the only thing holding my cover was the fact that the real Wes Malcolm was supposed to be completely out of the picture. “There’s plenty of potential prey for both our own purposes and your Hordebeasts.” 
 
    “Yeah, but we decided your assistance is no longer viable,” I announced. “The Chaos Wound is producing better results anyway. We’re ending our partnership with you.” 
 
    “Ending the partnership!” the ice man’s voice boomed, and his civilized exterior cracked apart completely. His mouth twisted into a snarl, and one of his hands gripped his sword while the other summoned a ball of blue, cold fire. “DO NOT TOY WITH ME, HUMAN!” 
 
    His voice was so loud it managed to ring my ears a little. The air around us grew cold, and the previously bored yeti creature snarled and began waving its club. The goblin-thing hissed but began creeping backwards, making itself as small a target as possible. 
 
    Get ready, I sent to the team some distance behind. Janet Frost’s performance was impressive, but the truth was that anyone on the same level as Felicia wouldn’t have chosen to meet with anyone too dangerous. If this guy really was strong enough to overwhelm me and my team, his kind wouldn’t have needed to partner with Rhodes in the first place. 
 
    “Still not as impressive as what the Chaos Wound can do,” I said with another shrug. “And unlike you, they’re actually exceeding expectations—” 
 
    “Who are you?” the ice fey asked, as the blue fire around his hand intensified. 
 
    “The local Wes Malcolm, obviously,” I said with a snort. 
 
    “No,” Frosty rebutted. “Who are you, really?” He took a step forward, and the cold air began to whip around violently. “You have not once addressed me by any name or title. Even the most arrogant Earthborn stationed here would not do that. And your Challenger imposters die far too frequently to be this coherent in conversations. Finally, you would never discuss such sensitive information as the progress of another Trial with another one of your allies of convenience. Tell me who you are, or I will kill you right now.” 
 
    “No you won’t,” I said calmly, shifting into a combat stance. “Negotiations are done.” I summoned my Horde cleaver. “Get out of here, and tell your people that the Earthborn are done working with such incompetent creatures as yourselves. Otherwise I’m going to kill you.” 
 
    The hoarfolk’s eyes widened realization as his intellect finally won control over his arrogance. 
 
    “Sabotage,” he hissed. “You’re not with the Malus Order on Earth. You’re a common enemy trying to disrupt our partnership with them. This location is compromised.” 
 
    Attack, I sent to Merada, and I rushed forward, gripping my cleaver with both hands. 
 
    But French Vanilla Ice suddenly dispelled his blue fireball and snapped his fingers. A brief snowstorm erupted in front of his entire group, and by the time I rushed through it, he and his people had vanished into thin air. 
 
    Damn, Merada sent to me. I didn’t know they could vanish like that. 
 
    It makes sense, I said as I sighed, digging my weapon into the ground. He would have needed a way to transport his captives somehow. Do we have to worry about him teleporting back with help? 
 
    No, Breena sent. They can only return to their closest palace in that fashion. He’ll have to travel on foot or mount if he wants to get back here. I’m sorry, this power of theirs is supposed to be rare. Only their strongest nobles are supposed to be able to use it. 
 
    Well, he clearly wasn’t one of those or he would have captured and interrogated me instead of running from trouble, I answered. It ended well enough, anyway. He gave me timetables and names for locations. 
 
    That he did, Merada said. Good job, Challenger. 
 
    That was super sneaky, Wes! Breena affirmed. You would have fooled a normal sprite ten times over with that act! 
 
    Great, I thought, concerned, and seriously worried about how gullible Breena’s fellow sprites were. Then I reflected angrily over the fact that as gullible as they were, the captured ones still didn’t have an easier time of trusting me than the rest of the Woadfolk did. At any rate, we need to get this information out to whoever needs it. Where is the Bear Tribe and the Three-Arm River that he mentioned? 
 
    Some distance away, Merada answered, but not impossibly far. Ye arrived near the edge of Woadfolk territory, but most of our problems be on the edge as well. I’ve already had the fairies send word to their courts. We’ll have to wait till the morning for help to arrive, but it should save us days or weeks of travel. 
 
    Alright, I sent back. We should probably just take everyone to the local village for now. Can they meet us there? 
 
    Aye, that’s no problem. 
 
    Our trek back to the village went without incident. Our return was greeted with loud cheers. A sizable number of the elves and fairies we found had been from this village, and they rejoiced to hear that the Pit had been destroyed. The heal jellies confused them, but Ball-ee and I had saved too many lives back at the village for them to view either of us as a threat, so they just let it examine the sick and play with the children when they asked. 
 
    I had apparently regained the locals’ trust, and at a speed that left me a little guilty over how resentful I had felt earlier. The elves threw a simple but heartfelt party in my honor, and they made numerous cheers for the Woad Princess, the apparent revival of the Gaelguard, and above all, the return of the Challenger of Avalon. I danced with over a dozen women, girls, and fairies until Breena butted in and insisted I dance with her for the rest of the night. When I was finally able to excuse myself and sit down, Merada brought me a drink and a plate of bread, cheese, and roast venison. 
 
    “Thank you,” I said gratefully. I’m starving, Teeth growled in agreement. I had gotten hungrier since the dragon bonds, and I hadn’t eaten for most of the day to begin with. 
 
    “Ye’re welcome, milord Challenger,” Merada replied with a smile and a wink. “I figure this’ll be worth one of the arrows I fired at ye.” 
 
    “Let me see how it tastes before I decide.” I grinned good-naturedly as I took a bite of bread. “Oh, wow,” I said with a full mouth, unable to help myself. “Thith ith deliciouth.” 
 
    “Glad ye like it.” Merada grinned wider. “Elven food takes forever to cook, but when it’s finished it’s the perfect end to a long day.” 
 
    She brushed a brown lock out of her hair, and I noticed a slightly pointed ear. I blinked in surprise, but managed to finish chewing instead of immediately saying something stupid. 
 
    “It’s fine.” She was still smiling. “I’m half-elven, half of the old strain of Woadfolk. Ye can comment on it. Me main body wanted to make a Satellite with the gifts of both races, but the truth is that the three folks of our world intermingle all the time. Doesn’t bother anyone. What does bother people is me accent,” she said with a grimace. 
 
    “You mean you can’t control that?” I asked after I swallowed. Teeth yelled at me to keep eating and to flirt with Merada at the same time. 
 
    “Nay—no,” she said with effort, frowning again. “There. That’s as much as I can do. But it be built into me when Stell formed me. Let me grow up with a mixed loving family that always wanted a daughter, then gave me the best body she could, and an accent that people would take forever understanding.” 
 
    “Why did she do that?” I asked. “I mean, I hear a hint of some kind of Gaelic tone when people talk to me, but it’s never as pronounced—and mixed—as when you speak. That seems like a silly mistake to make.” 
 
    “Aye. ‘Twas,” she answered me. “Have one of yer world’s stories to blame. Stell saw one that took place nearly an Earth century ago, or a couple of centuries here on the Woadlands. It was one of those glowing picture stories your people watch on walls and boxes. Had a man in it with a big sword and a skirt that ran around screaming about his freedom. The others said she loved the story so much she spent a month trying to talk like the people in it. Even Breena threatened to strangle her if she didn’t stop. She must’ve put that part into me when she crafted me genes.” 
 
    “Wait,” I said. “You’re the specific part of Stell that loves one of our most famous movies?” 
 
    And that was the only comment I was going to make about that subject. Because Merada didn’t need to hear that Stell had still gotten the accent wrong, somehow. 
 
    “Aye, probably,” the beautiful huntress muttered. “Doubt I’d have the same opinion if I saw it, though.” 
 
    “I like it,” I said bluntly, because it was the truth. 
 
    She turned to look at me, raising a brown eyebrow. 
 
    “Really, now? Ye’re not just saying that try and get into me leathers or something?” 
 
    It’s a trap, I said as I felt Teeth stir at that question. 
 
    “If I couldn’t stand the sound of your voice, I wouldn’t even make it to leather-getting stage. I’d try not to talk to you at all. But your voice sounds musical and pleasant, so I wind up happy that I get to hear it after a long day. So don’t get up and go away, yet,” I said with a grin of my own. “In fact, give me five more minutes of conversation and I’ll forgive another one of your attacks.” 
 
    Once spoken, those lines sounded way cheesier than they did in my head. But to my surprise, Merada threw her head back and laughed. 
 
    “Oh, Icons, I’ve missed ye,” she said after she finished. “Forgot how much fun a proper Earthborn could be.” 
 
    “Glad to know I’m one of the proper ones,” I offered. 
 
    “Oh, aye. And to think I actually get ye for two greater Challenges,” she teased. “I know ye’ll have work to do elsewhere afterwards, but I’ll still take it.” 
 
    “Huh?” I asked, confused. “I thought your worlds always got a Challenger when a Tumult showed up?” 
 
    “I be the youngest body of me other selves,” Merada reminded me. “And ‘till now there hasn’t been a Tumult in the Woadlands for over three hundred years. Which means the last Tumult was before me time. So the only time I got to have a Challenger was when Stell sent them to the Woadlands to train on a few safer Challenges. And then they were off again. I usually got no more than an hour with them. Bit miffed that I’ve had to put up with over fifty years of the rotten ones.” 
 
    “Yeah, they’re a pain,” I muttered darkly, looking at one of the festival fires. The villagers were still dancing around, and as I looked I saw the three Testifiers get pulled into a circle. Karim took a pipe one of the men offered him, while Eadric had to deal with two little girls wanting to pull on his beard. I thought of all the damage Rhodes’ people had tried to do this place, on top of what they had already done to me back home. “You should try growing up with them.” 
 
    “Too late and no thanks,” the woad-painted woman said with a snort. “I’ll settle for ye helping me clean up their mess.” 
 
    “Deal,” I said, still watching the fires. Another crowd was gathering around Weylin. It looked like they were asking the elven Testifier to tell them a story. 
 
    “Good idea, bringing those three, by the way.” Merada nodded in the direction I was looking. “Testifiers carry weight in every world. Them traveling with ye will lend credibility with the leaders in the meeting tomorrow. Especially that young elven one.” 
 
    “Really?” I asked, interested. “They all led me to believe they were just junior-ranked.” 
 
    “They may very well be,” the Satellite granted. “But their words will still carry some wait. Even the newest graduate of their colleges are learned historians and accomplished mages of at least one school of magic. And yer pretty-faced bard will carry even more respect, just because of his lineage. Do ye not know?” I shook my head, and Merada continued. “He be a second-generation Testifier. His mother and father be different races of elves, from different worlds. They were said to have made discoveries on every planet they visited, and they visited all of the known worlds.” 
 
    “I didn’t know any of that,” I said, blinking. “I mean, I’ve been impressed with them, asshole pranks notwithstanding, but they never claimed any fame around me.” 
 
    “Well, fifty years ago,” Merada sighed, “yer status as a Challenger would have dwarfed anyone but the Icons, a few rulers, and the Steward of Avalon. Now, after all the trickery and atrocities they’ve done in yer name…” She winced. “Ye’ll need every edge you can get.” Then, as she looked out at the rescued elves, the Testifiers, and the Gaelguard, her face brightened. “Fortunately, ye brought plenty of it.” 
 
    “More than I’ve already shown,” I said firmly, deciding now was a good time to share more secrets with a part of Stell. 
 
    “Oh?’ She turned to raise her eyebrows at me. “Do share.” 
 
    “For basic starters,” I began, “emergency food and supplies. I didn’t think to bring more than a hundred blankets, but I brought plenty of spare high-quality weapons and almost a thousand pounds of food.” 
 
    “How much?” Her eyes widened. 
 
    “Avalon has a small population and plenty of natural resources,” I explained. “We could do nothing but hunt and gather and we’d still have enough food to store for several winters. But we’ve also been able to use the planet’s magic to create modified crops. But the real gift is probably the Woadfathers.” 
 
    “Did ye just say Woadfather?” Merada began blinking furiously. “Did ye just say the name of the ancestor tree that gave me world its name?” 
 
    “Nope.” I grinned cheekily. “I said the plural version. Look carefully,” I said, quickly opening my hand before the woman attacked me again. I cupped my hand to where only she could see, holding two Woadfather seeds. “There was a whole grove of them hidden in a sealed part of Avalon.” I quickly put the seeds away so that no one else saw them and started a drunken riot over them. “I brought a few other loose pieces of the plants as well, such as leaves, bark, and root.” 
 
    “Those trees are almost extinct,” Merada breathed. “The only ones remaining are near the end of their lifespan, unable to produce seeds. And ye have how many of them?” 
 
    “Many,” I answered, because I honestly hadn’t bothered to count every tree in that grove. “Several times more than the number of Gaelguard I brought. As I said, there was a whole grove of them. And I brought more than these two seeds.” 
 
    “And ye even mentioned that ye possess their sap,” Merada breathed. 
 
    “Yeah,” I said. “I was hoping we’d have time to tattoo me with it, but I’m not sure we will.” 
 
    “I’d need close to a full day,” Merada admitted. “Maybe even longer. But the seeds… ye’re just going to give them to us?”  
 
    “To you? Maybe,” I answered. “I’d give you at least a couple if you asked me. But from what I gather, you act as a counselor and hero, not as one of this world’s leaders.” 
 
    “Aye.” Merada nodded glumly. “The Icons and a few chiefs be the ones with the main power. Stell didn’t want to overstep.” 
 
    “Do you trust the current people and Icons in charge?” She gave a slow nod. “Do you trust them completely?” I persisted. 
 
    She stopped nodding. 
 
    “Do you agree with all of their choices,” I asked next. She shook her head. 
 
    “And have your concerns proven to be valid?” I asked finally. 
 
    “Aye,” she growled at me. “They do the right thing, as they see it. But they always consider what be right for themselves. They be afraid to risk a loss. Which be why I hadn’t seen nearly as much combat as I should’ve.” 
 
    “What?” I asked, confused. 
 
    “When the Dark Icons rose up fifty years ago, I helped turn the tide of the battle. I was outmatched by any one of them, but I was just strong enough to make a difference. But that fact scared all of the Icons. They kept me close, in case the Dark ones dared another attack en masse. But also, I believe, to keep me from becoming stronger than they were prepared for me to be.” It was her turn to look darkly at the fire. “I’ve been held back from much of the larger battles, supposedly because they couldn’t risk me. And we’ve lost most of those battles.” 
 
    “Do they even have a right to order you around?” I asked, incredulous. Merada gave a small nod. 
 
    “In Stell’s absence, and unless she takes direct control of me.” 
 
    “Wait, what?” I asked, confused. I supposed I’d earned it, though. I’d been throwing a lot of surprises at her. 
 
    “I be a part of Stell, remember?” Merada reminded me. “She can re-link with me, though it cost her. She’s had to do it several times over the years, and it made the difference we needed each time. But she hasn’t done it at all in the last year. It’s had me worrying about her.” 
 
    “I just saw her,” I answered. “She’s safe. I wish she had let you know I was coming.” 
 
    “I haven’t seen her yet,” Merada answered. “But if the time on Avalon has sped up again, then she may be still on her way to meet with us. But as a concession early on, Stell let the Icons have limited authority over me, to preserve their authority over their own world. It has led to some… conflicts,” she finally said. 
 
    “Like them not ever coming to Avalon’s defense,” I answered. Merada nodded reluctantly. 
 
    “Right, then,” I answered, rising to my feet. The party was winding down anyway, as the fire dimmed and people began walking to their homes or tents. “That gives me a good idea on how to take tomorrow’s meeting. I should probably go get some sleep for tomorrow.”  I caught a couple of the younger maidens shoot me looks, and I realized that if things went a certain way, I might very well not get any sleep at all. “Merada? Can you show me where I’m sleeping tonight?” 
 
    My voice carried enough for said maidens to gain frustrated, defeated looks and walk away. I was simultaneously relieved and disappointed. 
 
    “Of course, big strong Challenger,” the vibrant woman said with a wink as she hopped up and took my arm. “Right this way, if ye will.” 
 
    We began walking, and I tried to deal with the sensations of being touched again by a beautiful woman. It shouldn’t have been so hard. But then, I shouldn’t have been tortured or disabled either. 
 
    Eventually, I was led into one of the hollowed-out tree houses. Merada opened the door to a small but furnished, comfortable-looking room, and stopped walking.  
 
    “And this’ll be all I’m doin’ with ye tonight as well, sorry to say,” she added. “Just in case ye were hoping things would move faster than they would.” 
 
    She said this in a playful, but firm voice, and I knew that she was being serious about that. Once again, relieved and disappointed at the same time. 
 
    “Thank you for not having any nefarious designs on my precious chastity, fair lady,” I answered. 
 
    “Ye’re welcome,” she said with another wink. “But don’t get too used to it.” 
 
    I wanted to act on that comment. But she walked away before I could finish sputtering. I sighed and headed for my bed. 
 
    # 
 
    “My eye!” I screamed as the searing pain woke me up. “Get it out of my eye!” 
 
    I thrashed, and to my surprise my arms were unbound. Why hadn’t they bound me first? I wondered briefly, before the shock and agony took back their precedence. 
 
    “He’s at it again!” a voice called out. “Give me a hand with him!” 
 
    A hand grasped my arm. 
 
    “Stop!” I shouted shrilly. “No! Please!” 
 
    I hated myself for begging. It never worked and it made me look even weaker. 
 
    But I couldn’t help it. They had caught me by surprise this time. I was expecting this torture to fall on its usual day, instead of tonight. 
 
    “I said I need help!” the voice holding me shouted again, and to my surprise I was able to throw its grip off. My grappler let out a shriek in surprise, then rushed back to try and restrain my arm. “I can’t hold him! Hurry and help me before he gets hurt!” 
 
    “Here!” another voice shouted, and a pair of much stronger arms grabbed my other limb. “Wes! Stop it!” 
 
    “Just get it out of my eye!” I screamed, still jerking around. “What is wrong with you? Why are you even doing this?” 
 
    “Blast it, Wes! Yer eye be fine! Yer whole self be fine!” 
 
    I blinked, and found I could move both eyelids. I finally stopped thrashing and looked around. Wood, not stone surrounded me. I was wearing soft, comfortable clothing instead of prisoner rags, and sleeping in a bed instead of the stone floor. The figure holding my left arm was a tall, attractive Woadfolk woman with brown hair, brown eyes and a Woad tattoo over one of her cheeks. She was looking at me with a concerned, surprised expression. The figure on my right was a short, beautiful, and extremely tired-looking woman with wings and frayed pink hair. She swayed a bit as she stood over me, and there were heavy bags over her eyes. 
 
    I lay there breathing for a few more moments, processing the fact that I wasn’t being tortured again, and that I wasn’t still captured. No one was torturing and killing me over and over again right now. But I was reliving it anyway, and these two people had to deal with it. 
 
   
  
 

 One of them looked like she had been dealing with it all night. 
 
    “Breena?” I asked, guiltily. “Merada?” 
 
    “We’re here,” Breena said sleepily. “It’s okay, Wes. You’re safe. Everyone’s safe.” 
 
    I then remembered the person I had thrown off of me earlier. I also remembered my dragon strength, and how I was strong enough to go toe to toe with Mongrels, Spawn, and Howlers. The thought that I might have hurt Breena in my sleep nearly gave me an immediate breakdown. 
 
    “Breena?” I asked, my voice trembling. “Did I…” I trailed off. 
 
    “It’s okay, Wes,” Breena soothed, still sounding sleepy. “I can fly. I didn’t get hurt.” 
 
    That still didn’t reassure me. 
 
    “I could’ve…” I swallowed, and shook my head. 
 
    “No, Wes, you couldn’t have,” Breena shook her head. “I’ve Risen a lot too, remember? I’m tougher than I look. This was the first time this even happened and it only happened—” she paused to yawn—“because I got careless.” 
 
    I took another breath to get myself under control, and tried not to think about how I might be dangerous to people in my sleep now. What was going to happen if I had to go somewhere overnight? Would I hurt a team member in my sleep? 
 
    “You can probably let go of me, now,” I said to the two women. “I think I’m fine.” 
 
    I wasn’t. But I wasn’t ready to admit that. 
 
    “Yer not fine,” Merada growled, but she let me go as both Satellites backed away from me. 
 
    “Why don’t you go back to sleep, Wes?” Breena said, still sounding extremely tired. It was then that I remembered that I had already woken up several times tonight, and that Breena had been there for every nightmare. I nodded, but before I rolled back over I saw Merada tug Breena to a distant corner of the room and begin whispering furiously with her. 
 
    “This is because of what they did to him, isn’t it,” Merada demanded in a low voice. I didn’t think she knew I heard. “How long has he been like this? Does this happen every night?” 
 
    “It’s not usually this bad,” Breena said in a sheepish, sleepy voice. 
 
    “Oh?” Merada hissed. “So he has only one terror a night then? That all?” Then her tone softened. “Look how tired ye are. Why didn’t ye get me sooner?” 
 
    “I thought I could keep up,” Breena muttered. “I didn’t think it would be this hard without Guineve… and he doesn’t want other people to know.” Another awkward pause. “It embarrasses him.” 
 
    Merada was silent for a moment. 
 
    “Why in the bloody world would he get embarrassed over what someone else did to him? How is that his fault?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Breena protested. “I think it’s an Earth thing.” 
 
    “Then Earth is stupid,” Merada argued quietly. “They shouldn’t let their folk to be embarrassed over being wronged! He should tell all his allies and friends about this! So that we know what he’s going through, and so we can help him!” 
 
    “I don’t think Earthborn get taught how to do that,” Breena whispered in a small voice. 
 
    I heard Merada sigh angrily. 
 
    “Bloody, awful nonsense. A renowned champion, saved others on several worlds, and his own people let him feel shame over being wronged. Bastard planet. Bastard people to do this to the very best of their own. They don’t deserve him. They never did. Why don’t ye go downstairs and sleep, Breena. I’ll take over yer shift with him.” 
 
    “Um,” my fairy friend hedged. “He gets nervous about being touched at night.” Another pause. “Especially by women. I… I think they did that to him too.” 
 
    Merada swore something my mindscreen wouldn’t translate. 
 
    “Damned Earthborn sods. To do this to him. And on our worlds, no less. I should kill them all.” She caught her breath. “Nevermind. Ye need to be at yer best tomorrow, Bree. Just leave him with me. I promise I’ll take care of him.” 
 
    Breena started to say something, then stopped to yawn. She finally muttered something in agreement and fluttered out of the room, probably to one of the fairy lofts I saw on my way in. 
 
    I heard light footsteps pad their way over to my bed, then stop. I tried to fall back asleep, but I couldn’t. Truth be told, I felt all kinds of jittery right now. I gave up and rolled back over. I saw Merada hovering next to my bed, biting her lip uncertainly, the way I had seen both Stell and Breena do once or twice. 
 
    “I didn’t wake ye, did I?” she asked, her normal confidence absent from her voice. “I can be next room, mayhaps, if…” She trailed off. I shook my head at her. 
 
    “No, it’s fine. You’re not the problem. I’m just having a hard time, tonight. Sorry to keep everyone up.” 
 
    “Don’t be,” she replied softly. “Please.” She stepped closer. “Please just accept our help. And—” she paused for another moment, her proud expression completely gone—“forgive us. Forgive me.” 
 
    “Yeah, about that,” I said, sitting up. This issue needed to be put to rest. “I’m taking your apology at face value, okay? You tried to kill me because you thought I was out to hurt your people. I’m not happy it happened and I feel you could have handled it better, but I understand what you were thinking and part of me suspects that you weren’t completely serious because you didn’t go all out at the start.” 
 
    “Aye.” She nodded. “I was hoping to scare and capture ye more than anything else. I’m sorry.” 
 
    “I forgive you,” I said firmly, and I meant it. “And Merada, I have to, okay? I can’t just ask you to trust me and then turn around and hold that issue over your head forever. Not when I need your spear and bow.” 
 
    “No.” She shook her head. “I’m not apologizing for that, right now. I’m apologizing for resenting ye.” 
 
    I cocked my head at her. 
 
    “Ye’ve been gone for fifty years,” she said, and her words started to spill out a little faster. “Before the other Earthborn came, Stell had told me to expect ye. Ye were going to be here for me first Trial, and I was to get yer help early. Get to do something really special for this world.” 
 
    I nodded. Conquering a Trial or Tumult didn’t just prevent a disaster from happening, it also reversed the world’s fate into something better. Prevention of disease, better longevity, the discovery of new resources, the list went on. But the world and the people always benefited greatly. 
 
    “Instead,” she continued. “Disaster struck… and ye never came. And it angered me,” she said, eyes looking downward. “I didn’t mean to,” she said quickly. “I knew it wasn’t yer fault. I knew ye had to be in dire straits yerself. After a while I believed ye were dead, even, and just transferred my anger to the other Earthborn responsible for that mess. But throughout it all, I still hated that I was the one that never got her Challenger. I was the one who had to try and save her world on her own. To battle Dark Icons, even though I couldn’t yet. To work with the good Icons, even though they didn’t trust me. I felt abandoned by ye, and I blamed ye for it. I’m sorry.” 
 
    “I get it,” I answered. Because I did. “Feelings don’t always make sense. And they don’t always do what you tell them to, either.” 
 
    Sorry not sorry, Teeth spoke up. I ignored him again. 
 
    “I don’t want ye to get it,” Merada said back, raising her voice. “I want ye to be mad, too! I’ve been thinking I had things hard, but then I come in here and see ye remembering the loss of yer eyes! And everyone says that’s not the only thing they did to ye! They killed ye hundreds of times! And as soon as ye come here, we act like yer ungrateful Earthborn back home and mistrust ye! It ain’t right, and I don’t want ye to think it is!” She finished speaking, and blew air out of her mouth. “Damnation. I wanted to apologize and now I’m yelling at ye again. And then yer gonna forgive me again, and the whole thing’s gonna start over…” 
 
    “No it won’t,” I said with a grin. “Let’s try this: shut up.” 
 
    She glared at me in shock, clenched her fist, glared harder when I kept grinning, and then she sighed, threw back her head, and started to laugh, a rich musical sound that somehow ranged perfectly between at least three notes. 
 
    Damn it, Teeth thought at me. I’m wrong. 
 
    Yeah, usually, I thought back as I watched the beautiful huntress chuckle. 
 
    No, FNG insisted. Really. Her best feature isn’t her legs. It’s her laugh. 
 
    That was probably the least hormonal thing he had said all day. I didn’t know whether to congratulate him or figuratively smack his face anyway. I settled for watching Merada laugh, until I was able to laugh with her. Finally, she dropped down to a throaty, mellow chuckle, and then she wiped tears out of her eyes.
“Damn ye,” she swore, still grinning. “That shouldn’t have worked.” 
 
    “Blame it on the late hour,” I said, still keeping my grin. 
 
    “Speaking of which,” she said sternly. “Go back to sleep. Ye’ve a big day tomorrow.” 
 
    “I wish I could,” I answered. “But the truth is I’m still too wound up. But if you can help me with something…” 
 
    “Nice try,” she said dryly. “But ye haven’t even bought me dinner, yet.” 
 
    Zing! 
 
    Shut up, New Guy. 
 
    “Actually there’s a project I needed to work on that should exhaust me mentally. I feel like you know at least enough magic to keep from blowing myself up.” 
 
    “A bit,” Merada admitted. “But not nearly as much as Breena.” 
 
    “Breena can’t know,” I answered. “She’ll stop me if she finds out.” 
 
    “That be a bad sign,” the brunette noted. 
 
    “Just hear me out. If you think I’ll blow myself up, I’ll stop.” Probably, I didn’t say out loud, as I removed the wooden stick I had taken from the Chaos Wound. Merada’s eyes widened at the sight. “Here’s what I want to do…” 
 
    # 
 
    Surprisingly, Breena’s present didn’t take very long. Merada explained in detail what fairy wands were supposed to do, which was to just enhance, channel, and direct magic that was already cast. Which was the only thing I had been using script magic for so far. The best way I could explain the concept was to compare normal fairy spells to thrown rocks, and their wands to slingshots. And the Chaos-enhanced branch I had seemed like the perfect material to work this on. And if I screwed up, we were going to run into more Chaos Wound infestations, where I would probably find more magic wood. 
 
    But it didn’t even come to that. After a few practice runs with a piece I could afford to break off, my first real attempt worked like a charm. Part of the reason for it was that I kept the spells simple, similar to what I used script magic to do before. I didn’t enable it to store spare spells, or let Breena cast ones she couldn’t already cast. I just scribed and sang, and shaped inscriptions into the stick to let her do more of what she already did. Merada helped where she could, and it turned out she knew a little bit of all three magics herself, or at least enough to keep me from doing something horribly stupid. 
 
    In the end, I did the simplest spells I could from all three schools, set plenty of boundaries to keep them from being misused (because breaking the rules was my job, not Breena’s), and then poured as much raw mana into the creation as Merada would let me. 
 
    It turned out that raw mana is an excellent crutch for novices. 
 
    It also turned out that by wizardry standards, I had a lot of raw mana. Enough to where Merada was visibly impressed, which did wonders for my insecurities. And best of all, depleting my mental energy really helped me get some sleep afterwards. Just before I went to sleep, a notification from my mindscreen popped up. 
 
    The Challenger has successfully crafted a magic item. The Challenger has gained a point of Intelligence and Wisdom from exercising his mind in new ways. The Challenger has gained a rank in Script Magic, Song Magic, and Shaping Magic. 
 
    The Challenger has taken another step down the Path of the Archmage. Magic-related skills will be easier to understand. 
 
    The Challenger has gained his first rank of the skill Magical Crafting. 
 
    The next thing I remembered, a tiny pink light had rushed into my room and began opening every boarded window she could find. 
 
    “Rise and,” she began cheerfully, then yawned loudly. “Rise and shine! Big day peoples… hi Merada,” Breena suddenly said in a neutral voice. “How was your night with Wes?” 
 
    “Hmm?” a sleepy voice said next to me. “Wes? Who?” 
 
    I became dimly aware of a lean, pleasant shape next to me. 
 
    “Oh, you know him,” Breena replied casually. “Tall, red hair, can get really broody or really goofy in the same minute, frustratingly handsome, currently the person your right arm is draped over.” 
 
    There was an arm draped over my chest, I realized. I tried to remember how it got there. 
 
    She fell asleep after watching you play with your magic wand, Dragon-Me provided unhelpfully. Said it was too boring and over too soon. 
 
    I muttered an angry reply at him and tried not to lose my grip, crushing down on the irritating impulse that made me freak out whenever a beautiful woman touched me. Except for a slight twitch that I hoped no one saw, I was successful. Besides, I told myself as I started to open my eyes. It’s not like we did any intimate activities last night. 
 
    “Oh,” the woad-marked woman muttered blearily. “That Wes. Right.” I saw her shape turn as I tried to blink the fuzziness out of my vision. “Give me a moment. By the way, Wes, where did ye put me leggings? I can’t find where ye threw them at.” 
 
    Well, that snapped me awake. 
 
    “I’ve yer shirt right here,” she said, reaching down. My eyes began to take in her form, then I processed the fact that she had just told me she was naked, and that she had told me I was naked, and I still didn’t remember much about last night. I looked away from her, because even if I wasn’t a total prude, there was still a tiny fairy in the room who had just opened the window to let everyone outside, including God and the entire country of Canada, see just what was going on in here. I rolled backwards, bumped my head onto a nearby wall, and looked up just in time to see Merada grinning at me. 
 
    “Wait, you’re both actually clothed,” Breena suddenly noticed. “That was mean, Merada.” 
 
    “Aye,” she said. “Beg yer pardon, Wes. Couldn’t help meself.” 
 
    I glared at the beautiful spear maiden, angry but relieved I hadn’t forgotten about anything too awesome. 
 
    “How did you know I wouldn’t remember what we did last night?” I asked suspiciously. 
 
    “Ye were tired and had depleted all the mana in yer brain,” Merada answered good-naturedly. “Aside from that, I didn’t. I just felt it was worth the risk.” 
 
    “Can I talk to you later, about why you were in his bed at all?” Breena asked. 
 
    “Sure,” the brunette said with a shrug. “Just not before breakfast. Later, big, strong Challenger. We should do this again, sometime.” 
 
    I heard Breena sigh as Merada flexed her long legs and sprang out of bed, leaving the room without another word. I muttered some complaints from under my breath and tried to rub the remaining stars out of my eyes. 
 
    “Wes, I’m sorry,” Breena said out loud. “Merada is… kind of a flirt. She doesn’t know about the conversation we had earlier. I’ll talk with her, and let her know not to confuse you or give you false expectations.” 
 
    “I appreciate that, Breena,” I said, rubbing my hurt forehead. What kind of wood was this tree even made of? There were probably alloys softer than this crap. 
 
    “Still shouldn’t have given her your pants, though,” Breena added frankly. “They’re way too loose on her.” 
 
    “Wait, what?” I shouted, removing my blanket, revealing my normal clothes. 
 
    “Gotcha,” she said in a singsong voice, then flew out of the room, her voice trailing behind her. “That was fun! I see why she does it so much!” 
 
    I groaned and decided to just give up on whatever it was I wanted out of today. I made use of all the necessary facilities to get myself ready for the day, then strolled out of the room, re-summoning my armor, since it was my best clothing right now anyway. I reminded myself to look into that later. Since I was probably going to meet with Icons and rulers for my new job, I needed to have a set of clothing that didn’t look it had been covered in blood thirty minutes ago. 
 
    Breena redeemed herself from earlier by flying up to me holding a plate of food and carrying a cup of tea. I was about to tell her that I hated tea, but then I remembered what Guineve had done to redeem coffee and decided to give elven tea a chance. 
 
    It tasted delicious, although the sweetness nearly made my eyes pop out. 
 
    “Oh no,” Breena said as she saw my face. “I didn’t put enough sugar in it, did I? I knew I should have put in another kilo!” 
 
    “No no,” I said quickly. “It’s fine. It tastes fine, really,” I added, getting a little worried about Breena using the word ‘kilo’ to talk about how much white powdery substance she had put into my beverage. “Let’s just sit down and eat. Have you already eaten, Breena?” 
 
    “Yeah!” She brightened. “I had a couple dozen donuts, but I could probably eat again. Sure have missed fairy cooking. Don’t tell Guineve, though.” 
 
    “Your secret is safe with me,” I said slowly, scanning the village for a nearby cardiologist. I figured there weren’t any, since no one was already walking up and shouting at me for being a bad friend. 
 
    The food was good. Really good, in fact. Elvish crepes just might have become my new favorite thing. As I ate, though, I watched Breena, finally remembering just how many times I had woken up last night. 
 
    “Hey Breena?” I asked as I watch the tiny fairy sway as she sat on the table. “How are you feeling?” 
 
    “Huh?” she asked, distracted. But then her eyes opened. “Oh!” she said excitedly. “I actually feel really great! I’m back in the Woadlands and I got to see Petal and Cauli and all the other little sprites I hadn’t seen in forever and—” She broke off into a long, wide yawn. “And we’re finally getting to work on Trials and Tumults and stuff like we’re supposed to, so that’s super exciting too.” She blinked, and rubbed at her eyes. “It’s just taking a while for all the ‘tired’ to wash out. I might be a little out of shape.” 
 
    Not one word about the fact that I had kept her up all night with my screaming and nightmares. 
 
    “Breena?” I said. “Thank you.” 
 
    “Huh?” Her wings twitched as she cocked her pink-haired head at me. “You’re welcome, but what’d I do?” 
 
    “Take good care of me,” I answered. “I keep forgetting that I have the best friends.” 
 
    “Aww, that’s sweet.” She beamed, and more of the fatigue left her cheerful face. “Thank you, Wes.” 
 
    “You’re welcome,” I said, then I figured now was the best time anyway. “Can I show you something?” 
 
    “You found something?” she said, perking up some more. “Where? What was it? Wait—” Her eyes suddenly narrowed. “You’re saying you found something? Drat.” She took a deep breath. “Okay, Wes, how bad is it? How much science does it break? Does gravity still work around it? How many seals on it did you unlock before you realized you found it? All of them? Or just a couple?” 
 
    “I don’t…” I started to say, then trailed off under her glare. “Okay. I get it. I’ll own it. But what I meant to say was that I made you something.” I pulled the stick out of my dagger’s storage space. I had trimmed it as best as I could using woodcraft and Shaping Magic, but as I handed it over I suddenly saw dozens of tiny errors I never noticed any of the times I had checked before. 
 
    I laid it on the table and Breena floated cautiously over to it. 
 
    “A stick? Um, thank you, Wes,” she said slowly. I winced. 
 
    “Yeah, sorry,” I said, suddenly feeling like my gift was the dumbest idea in the world. “I just… well I saw it… and then I saw you watch the other fairies…” 
 
    “Other fairies?” Breena asked, still confused. “With a stick… Wes, the other fairies didn’t try to make you play ‘fetch’ for them, did they? Because they’re supposed to know better.” 
 
    “No,” I said quickly. “I didn’t even know that was a thing fairies did.” Not that it surprised me one bit now that I thought about it. “I was talking about in the Horde lair. The other fairies and their wands.” 
 
    “Oh,” she said. “Okay. That makes way more sense. Wait…” Her eyes widened. “Are you saying you tried to make me a wand?” 
 
    “It seemed like a good idea at the time,” I offered lamely. “But I didn’t really get your opinion before I acted, so I’ll understand if you don’t like it...” 
 
    She held up a hand as I started to ramble, staring intently at the small rod. She muttered what I gathered to be one of her detection spells, and then her eyes widened again. 
 
    “It works,” she said, surprised. “The magic’s stable. The application’s a tad rough, but not in a way that affects anything important. And it hasn’t been wielded by another user, so I could bind my power to it easily.” She looked back up at me, eyes wide with shock and gratitude. “Did you say you found this? No,” she corrected herself. “No, you didn’t. You said you made this for me. When did you even have time?” 
 
    “It uh, helped me fall back to sleep to work on something,” I told her. I still wasn’t a hundred percent sure whether I was dealing with shocked happy Breena or shocked ‘I can’t believe you broke the world again’ Breena. Both her expressions and the mindlink were being spectacularly useless in helping me figure that out. 
 
    “But you just found out yesterday that I wanted a wand,” Breena said, still staring at the green stick. “You wouldn’t have had time to find the materials. Speaking of which—” She looked closer at the stick. The enchantments had turned the veins in the wood to a subtle, purple color. “This is fantastic material to use. Where did you even get this?” 
 
    “It’s from the Chaos Wound tree I ran into when we first got here,” I answered. “When I scanned it with my Blood Magic, I found that it had a lot of useful properties. I wanted to try and do something with it.” 
 
    Breena blinked. 
 
    “And you just thought of me?” she asked, still in that neutral tone that didn’t let me know whether she was mad or happy. 
 
    “Yeah,” I said carefully. “I know you the best out of anyone. It would feel wrong to start with someone else.” 
 
    “And you just thought of me,” Breena repeated, and her eyes sparkled with a wet shine. “You didn’t even know that I wanted a wand. You didn’t even ask.” 
 
    “Well, Lady Titania, the fairy Icon, used a wand, so I figured I had precedent. It just seemed like something you might want.” 
 
    I finally felt a torrent of gratitude and joy pour into me from Breena’s mindlink. The little fairy flew into me, knocking through the remains of my breakfast and tackling my neck. She had grown to almost four feet as she did so and it was enough to knock me off my seat. 
 
    “I LOVE YOU, WES!!!” she shouted into my ear. 
 
    The landing didn’t hurt, so I just held my breath until she finished squeezing my neck and nuzzling my cheek. I very carefully patted her on the back, feeling relief when I didn’t twitch out of any weird and stupid hangups. She gave me one last squeeze before she flew back on top of the table and pointed her wand upward. 
 
    “I wanna try it out!” she said in a single breath. She gave a quick look around. “Am I clear? Yep, I’m clear! Safe enough! Let’s try a basic test!” She closed her eyes and began to glow. The pink light traveled downward and into the wand itself, concentrating around the veins in the wood. “Success! It’ll take me! It’ll work! Ha ha!” She jumped up excitedly and began buzzing straight up and down. “Next test!” she called out in a loud voice. “Stay clear! Fire in the hole!” 
 
    Oh crap, I thought. I broke the Breena, and now we’re all going to die. 
 
    But she just sent a fiery dart straight up and into the air, the simple kind I had seen her use before. Those never killed anything on their own. Unless she used a whole lot of them they were nothing but harmful inconveniences, like toys with ‘ages three and up’ labels. 
 
    This dart, though, flashed into the air as a blazing, star-like ball the size of my fist, which was currently the size of Breena’s head. 
 
    “Yes!” she shouted. “Over five times total improvement! Fantastic! But does it work with everything?” she asked, looking puzzled for a brief moment. Then she snapped her fingers and pointed her wand out again. “Fairy light!” she commanded. Sparks shot out of the tip of the wand, bright enough for me to look away and cover my eyes. “Five times the intensity again!” she shouted. She looked around again, realizing that she was starting to draw a crowd. “Right,” she called out in a calmer tone. “Sorry.” People nodded and began to walk away. 
 
    “Just two more tests, everybody!” she called out loudly. “Just two more, and then I will maybe calm down! Next test! Healing magic!” Her eyes darted around, finally settling on one of the elven soldiers nearby. “You there!” she shouted. “You still suffer from injuries!” 
 
    “It’s just a nicked finger,” the soldier said as he leaned away from Breena. “I cut it while sharpening my knife. It should heal on its own in just a few minutes.” 
 
    “Nonsense!” Breena shouted. “You’ve suffered enough! And I require your participation! Corrective Flow!” 
 
    Just shouting the spell’s name and flourishing her new wand was enough to activate the magic. Before the poor wounded elf could dodge out of the way, a tiny ball of water splashed over his fist. He cried out, but as he pulled his hand back, he started blinking. 
 
    “Gone,” the guard said. “The cut is completely closed. And nothing else is wrong,” he added, hurriedly patting himself to make sure he hadn’t changed colors or gained an extra limb. 
 
    “Yes! Yes! Yes!” Breena kept shouting, flying around me. “Healing magic is amplified too! This’ll let me fix intestines in minutes! Gosh, a healing blast from this could probably put a guy’s colon back together!” 
 
    What-have-I-done-What-have-I-done-what-have-I-done… 
 
    The thought played through my brain in an endless loop. Breena didn’t seem to notice. 
 
    “Last test, people!” Breena shouted, still shaking with excitement. “And then you can have the rest of your day back! Clear the airspace above the table! Gonna do the big spell test!” 
 
    With that, she flew straight up, glowing brightly to mark her position. 
 
    Um, Breena? I sent through the mindlink, to make sure she hadn’t snapped from all the excitement. Are you okay? 
 
    This is so fun! she screamed through our link. This is so fun! This is so fun! This is so—hold on, gotta concentrate! 
 
    “Okay!” the tiny voice called from high in the air. “Final check in three… two… one! Fire in the hole!” 
 
    There was a bright flash as Breena tore the sky open with a lightning bolt even bigger than the one I had enhanced via script magic. As the bolt dissipated harmlessly into the air, Breena began to race back downward, giggling hysterically all the way down. 
 
    “It works!” she laughed. “It works! It’s the perfect battle wand and I finally have one after like a thousand years and I’m NOT EXAGGERATING but it works and it’s the bestest wand ever and thank you Wes and oh! Hey!” She came to a complete stop. “Naming ceremony time!” She pointed her purple-pink glow-stick into the air. “I hereby declare that I am Breena, fairy of Challenger Wes Malcolm, and this! Is! My! Boomstick!” 
 
    There was awkward silence, followed by a round of polite clapping from anyone too scared of the little sprite to be seen leaving. The other fairies were the exception, though. They called all the other sprites over and began cheering for ‘aunt Breena’ and telling her ‘finally!’ and ‘it’s about time!’ 
 
    My beautiful tiny friend beamed as she basked in the congratulations of her fellow sprites (and completely ignored all the terrified looks from everyone else). Eventually, though, she fluttered back over to me and gave me a hug. 
 
    “Wes,” she said as she hugged me. “Gonna try again.” 
 
    She opened her mouth a couple of times, closed it, and sighed. 
 
    “Knit and darn it. One of these days, though. Until then, just let me tell you you’re the bestest Challenger ever.” 
 
    “Thanks, Breena,” I replied, patting her on the head. “You’re not so bad yourself.” 
 
    After that, the rest of the commotion faded. I turned to see Merada walk up to me. 
 
    “I just got word from one of Titania’s guard. They’re coming to take the rescued prisoners somewhere safe and to take us to a meeting point.” 
 
    “Meeting point?” I asked. “That’s a bit vague.” 
 
    “Aye,” Merada said uncomfortably. “I think they mean it to be.” 
 
    “Guess I can tolerate that, since they still need to verify my identity,” I replied, starting to turn. “I’ll go let the Gaelguard and the Testifiers know.” 
 
    “About that,” Merada said. “They were hoping to meet with ye alone, first.” 
 
    “Did they say why?” I asked, narrowing my eyes. “You mentioned their needing to verify my identity. Won’t my people help do that?” 
 
    “I told them that as well,” she answered me angrily. “They said it was for security reasons.” 
 
    In other words, they were trying to control me. 
 
    We were getting off to a real bad start. 
 
    “Alright then,” I said firmly. “If you’re still in contact with them, tell them their request is denied. Because I don’t feel secure meeting them alone, either and I’m not letting them dictate terms to me. I’ll go get my people together.” 
 
    “Thank ye,” she told me, touching my shoulder as I started to leave. “I’ve missed having someone help me stand up to them.” She met my gaze as she spoke. “I’ll be standing with ye, too.” 
 
    “Yeah, and so will I, Wes,” Breena said as she fluttered over. “Sorry about earlier. I’ve pretty much settled down, now. I should be able to do most of the talking.” 
 
    “Thanks, Breena,” I replied. 
 
    In truth, though, I thought to her, including Merada in the mindlink conversation. Shouldn’t you by yourself be proof that I’m who I say I am? 
 
    Yes, she began, but I think there may be something else going on, here. I think the Icons are scared that Stell is gone, and are trying to gain a sense of security by controlling the situation. 
 
    That’s pretty much it, Merada muttered. I’ll help ye round everyone up. 
 
    When the Icons’ guards arrived, we were all waiting for them. They looked up and blinked at the number of people behind me, taking in the presence of the Testifiers, the woad tattoos of the virtually Gaelguard, and above all, Breena. 
 
    “It’s her,” one of the fairy guards muttered, a larger male that wore light armor. “Lady Breena.” 
 
    “Yup,” Breena replied with a wave. “Brought the real thing with me, too. Hiya Birch. How’s Daisy and the kids?” 
 
    Some of the guards in the back began whispering. As I looked at them, I realized that they were mostly elves and large male faeries. All of the guard wore some kind of light mail with leaf-like plates over the torso, and they carried long thin blades at their waists. 
 
    “They’re well, my lady,” the guard answered enthusiastically. “If we have time, they’d be happy to meet you, after we escort the potential Challenger to—” 
 
    “Oh no.” Breena shook her head sweetly. “I’m going with him. That’s my job, remember?” 
 
    The elves and fairies paused at that. I didn’t think they were really expecting to see Breena with me. Why, I don’t know, but they were clearly unprepared for the fact that she was with me. 
 
    “We have our orders,” one of the elves began uncomfortably. “Only the Woad Princess and the Challenger candidate meets with the Icons.” 
 
    “That won’t do,” Alum said as he stepped forward. “We’re his guard, and we won’t leave his side.” 
 
    The warriors behind him, including Weylin and the other Testifiers, all nodded and grunted in affirmation. 
 
    “That shouldn’t be a problem, then,” I said coolly, looking at my ‘honor guard.’ “Because you’re not here for me anyway, then.” 
 
    “I do not understand,” the elf in front of Titania’s guards said. “Forgive me, Challenger candidate—” 
 
    “There,” I replied. A note from my mindscreen told me that my noble Profession and Path of Kings were both lending me assistance, pouring awareness into my brain “That there is the problem. I’m not a candidate. My status as Challenger is not dependent upon the Icons’ recognition, or approval, and they’ve already given it earlier, anyway. Lady Breena, the Holy Fairy, is with me. Woad Princess Merada is with me. They both vouch for me. I have already acted in defense of the Woadlands. It was the first thing I did each time I arrived on this planet. I came here to help. If your Icons continue to insult me by suggesting that I might be an imposter, then we’re done. I’ll either head back to Avalon or work here independently, which again, is something I have the right to do as the Challenger of Avalon. You’re going to have to decide right now whether you’ll let my group move out as a whole, or if you don’t trust me and can’t work with me. Because if you or your leaders don’t believe I’m who I say I am, then I’m not meeting with them. You’ll need to go tell them that.” 
 
    Another awkward pause lingered for a handful of seconds, then the lead elf nodded his head. 
 
    “Right this way, Challenger. Have your people follow us.” 
 
    Now that was satisfying, Merada said gleefully. Be a dear and keep talking to them like that. It’ll help me say ‘I told ye so’ more often. 
 
    As you wish, my lady, I replied as everyone broke into a run. 
 
    The guards worked some strange kind of magic, and we began to travel quicker. The foliage in front of us bent, moving out of our way. It was just subtle enough to where, if I hadn’t been looking, I wouldn’t have thought we were doing anything different but traveling down a normal path. 
 
    Icon power, Merada explained. It helps their servants move back to them, or to their places of power. 
 
    Like what the Hoarfolk used to escape me? I asked suddenly, sensing a connection. 
 
    Mayhap, Merada replied. Theirs works much faster, though. And it only returns them to their palaces. 
 
    That explanation helped me understand my enemies just a bit better. I was still thinking of a way to exploit the issue when we arrived into a large, beautiful clearing that frankly looked just like every one of the other meadows I had come across since I left Earth. I was starting to think of them all as just eco-friendly conference rooms, but as I walked in I saw four figures I hadn’t seen since my very first Challenge long ago. 
 
    They were all massive, magnificent creatures, with the smallest of them still roughly my height. The largest was the Stag Lord, the antlered, mail-clad Icon lord of war and patron of many Woadkin tribes. Next to him was the largest of the female Icons, Mother Glade, an eight-foot-tall woman in a green gown with flowers sprouting out of her auburn hair. She was the patron Icon of plant life as well as most of the elven tribes. To her right was the Lady Titania, the silver-clad Icon of all fairies in the Woadlands and also the patron of magic for this world. Finally, Great Pan floated off to the side, reclining in mid-air and looking for all the world like a cross between Peter Pan and a giant, hornless satyr. I had no idea what his official portfolio was, but he seemed to be patron of just about everything the other three didn’t want. 
 
    They all regarded me with wary, cautious faces, save for Great Pan who waved and called out to me. 
 
    “Enough of that,” the Stag Lord rumbled in admonishment. Then he turned his head to look at me. “Are you the one we have been waiting for? The one we suspect to be Challenger Wes Malcolm?” 
 
    I stopped walking forward, and held up my hand for my people to do the same. The giant bronze man glowered at the sight of my entourage. 
 
    “You were supposed to bring him alone,” the Icon rumbled to the guards, then looked back at my own party. “Merada, what is the meaning of this?” 
 
    “Excuse me?” a tiny voice said from over my shoulder. “Excuse me?” 
 
    Breena flew forward, her pink glow brightening to an intense level. Orange light began to mix in with it. “Honored Stag Lord,” she said with an edge in her voice. “Is there a reason you are speaking so brazenly disrespectful to the Challenger of Avalon, and to the Steward’s local Satellite?” 
 
    “Took the words right out of me mouth, little dear,” the fiery huntress next to me said. “Do me a favor and never change.” 
 
    The massive man’s eyes widened at the sight of my bonded sprite. 
 
    “Lady Breena, of Avalon. It is truly you,” the Stag Lord answered, in a far more respectful tone. 
 
    “The men and women with me are part of my Challenger retinue,” I answered. “I brought them with me to lend aid to the Woadlands. But it sounds like you are still deciding whether or not to accept my help.” 
 
    The Challenger’s Path of Kings is engaging, my mindscreen said. The Challenger’s Role of Lord is also engaging. 
 
    I was going to need both of those powers to help me argue with demigods. We were off to a bad start and I knew it, but if I let them order me around then they’d just use me to make the same mistakes they had been making before. Fortunately, though, I wasn’t the only person worried about the way things were going. Lady Titania fluttered her wings as she glided forward, giving me a small curtsy as she did so. 
 
    “Welcome, travelers,” she said in a musical voice as everyone began to take in the woad tattoos on my Gaelguard, especially Mother Glade and the Stag Lord. “And please excuse our wary attitude. Our world has been in need of the Challenger for some time, and we have had to deal with many a false savior over the past few decades. Know that I recognize you, Challenger Wes Malcolm, as the man who has now rescued my children on two occasions. Please accept my thanks.” 
 
    “Your gratitude is appreciated and accepted,” I answered. “Now that you have affirmed my identity, perhaps we could begin discussing how to save the Woadlands.” 
 
    “We can,” the Stag Lord rumbled stubbornly. “If you can explain where you have been, while people from your world have been ravaging our own.” 
 
    Lady Titania sent the Stag Lord an admonishing look, but the giant Icon did not back down from his aggressive stance. So I matched it. 
 
    “Where have I been?” I asked with a raised voice as I walked forward, matching his gaze. I had battled and slain Raw-Maw less than a month ago. I was done being intimidated by possibly divine beings that were nowhere near as omniscient or omnipotent as they looked. “Where have I been?” I repeated, still raising my voice and walking forward. “Screaming and bleeding,” I growled, “but thank you for asking. You see, Avalon was invaded first. Long before the corrupted Earthborn and their allies struck your world. I battled the first team to come in. I battled the beings that brought them there. And I battled them alone, save for the Steward’s help. What has been fifty years for your people has been months of capture and torture for myself. I have broken free, freed the rest of the Malus Order’s captives, driven off their forces, destroyed their strongholds and access to that world, and restored some semblance of order back to Avalon. That’s what I’ve been doing. But where are my manners?” I said, lowering my voice. “How have you all been doing these days? Getting enough sleep and exercise, I hope?” 
 
    “Have a care, Challenger,” the Stag Lord growled at me, as the other three Icons looked at me with shocked faces. “The problems now plaguing our world come at least in part from your own. And probably through the same means you came here.” 
 
    “No, they did not, honored Icon,” I said, addressing his point while doing my best not to turn this into a bigger shouting match than it already was. “The Steward of Avalon is not the only being that is able to contact my world in any matter but her Calls. Our enemies came here with another’s aid. I do not know exactly how.” I chose not to mention the specific name of the being in question because I had no idea if the local Icons even knew what an Umbra was, and I didn’t want to start a panic if they did. “As to your people dealing with bad Earthborn now, tell me just how many centuries you have had where someone from Earth showed up to fix all of your problems, and then left without taking a reward of any kind, except for a tiny fraction of the power he or she had earned on their own. You have been getting the very best of Earth for an untold period of time.” The heat entered my voice again, good intentions notwithstanding. “Yet when an Earthborn and his Steward come to you for aid, saying a dark power has invaded Avalon itself, you send us nothing. I have still come to offer your people aid, but know that I am not the one who owes an explanation right now.” 
 
    The Stag Lord inhaled through his nostrils, but his expression softened and he did not answer me right away. Great Pan actually looked a bit guilty, slumping instead of reclining in mid-air. Mother Glade stepped forward before anyone could say anything else, putting a hand on the Stag Lord’s shoulder as she walked past him. 
 
    “Honored Challenger,” the stately Icon said as she walked forward. “Please let me apologize on my brother Icon’s behalf. Know that both he and his champions have borne the brunt of the cost in the war that has gripped our world for this last century. His anger is nearly as great as your own. Let me be the one to give you the apology you deserve. We did receive the Steward’s request for help. I promise you, Challenger Wes Malcolm, had not a literal war among Icons broken out at that very minute, we would have all answered to lend aid. Please know that it was not intentional.” 
 
    “Noted,” I answered, letting the heat drain from my voice. “But please forgive the next question: what other help did you try to send? Since the Steward came here herself, you could have sent your heroes, champions, magicians, even a small army if you wanted. Please tell me what aid you tried to offer instead.” 
 
    There was a brief, uncomfortable pause. 
 
    “The Lady of Avalon did not ask for other type of aid,” the Stag Lord said, but without any of his previous belligerence. 
 
    “Okay,” I replied thoughtfully. “But did she say that she didn’t want any other kind of aid? Did you try offering her something else, and she refused?” 
 
    Another moment of awkward silence followed my question. 
 
    “No,” Merada finally said flatly. “She didn’t. And they didn’t offer.” 
 
    “Right, then,” I said next. “Breena, Merada, I have to ask because I’m unaware of the exact agreement Stell made with the Icons of each world. Was there any agreement for mutual aid?” 
 
    “There was,” Breena said in a hurt, disappointed tone. “Avalon is to assist in any Challenge at the Trial or Tumult level, either via Satellites or by summoning a Challenger from another world. In return, in the event that Avalon is ever attacked itself, the Steward has the right to call the other worlds for aid, with the personal guarantee that the Icons would aid in any fashion possible. Avalon also has the right to occasionally request needed resources from other worlds,” Breena finished, not looking at anyone. “Though the only times Stell actually did that was to transfer a resource to another world that desperately needed it.” 
 
    “That was wrong of us,” Great Pan suddenly said. His feet touched the ground, and he looked at the other Icons, his cheerful expression now completely gone. “It’s been so long since we made that pledge that we didn’t even remember it. We just assumed Avalon would always be there. That the Steward would never need help herself.” He looked at the other three giant beings. “So when she needed help herself, we didn’t believe her. What could happen to the Steward?” He shook his head. “We thought it was some kind of joke. She came to us in the form of a young girl, barely a woman, whispering about a monster that had been hunting her from beyond the stars. Her story sounded outlandish. We didn’t believe her, and we were facing actual problems of our own. We assumed her need could not be anywhere nearly as great as our own. We decided we would deal with her small problem the moment our own issue was taken care of. But we were too late.” 
 
    “And because of that,” I answered, “her problem became too large. For all of the worlds.” 
 
    The normally mischievous Icon nodded, with a face full of guilt. 
 
    It was a convincing display. Maybe even genuine. But I couldn’t afford to be affected by it. 
 
    “Do you understand,” I said to the whole group, “why I did not agree to meet with you all by myself? Why I am offended by your so-called scrutiny, when my mindscreen already informs me of your opinions regarding my actions? You wished to retain control of the situation, and of myself, in Stell’s absence, yet you have not acted in good faith. You have not kept the agreements you made.” 
 
    “No,” the Stag Lord replied slowly, “we have not. In our fear, we have become both paranoid and arrogant. I am ashamed. I believe we are all ashamed.” His antlered head swiveled to face Breena and Merada. He stepped forward and knelt down on one need. “I, the Stag Lord, Icon of the Woadfolk tribes and Lord of War, repent of my behavior concerning the Steward of Avalon. I have not answered her call for aid. I have not given her Satellites the proper respect that they are due. I mourn and apologize for my behavior.” 
 
    Breena’s and Merada’s faces tightened, but in the end, they nodded. My throat tightened at the sight of it all. These jerks had been caught red-handed. But they hadn’t even realized what they were doing. And then, when confronted and forced to react regarding behavior they hadn’t had time to develop an opinion on, they didn’t get defensive at all. They didn’t make excuses. They didn’t claim that the rules didn’t apply to them. They didn’t even deny my accusations and insist that I was a liar with an agenda. Except for some posturing at the beginning, they accepted the fact that they had been wrong, and made no excuses for it. 
 
    They sounded just like mature, reasonable adults. Instead of the people in charge back home. I wanted to punch them for it. 
 
    “Alright, then,” I said. “Since we’re all currently acting like grown adults, can we agree to work together to save this world?” 
 
    “I do not know,” the Stag Lord sighed. 
 
    Stop twitching, I told my eyebrow. “Please explain,” I asked, using my polite voice. 
 
    “It may be too late, Challenger,” Mother Glade said quietly. “The rival Earthborn have been far too cunning.” She shook her head. “We have never had anyone who was actually willing to work to create a Tumult on a world. Their strategies took us by surprise, especially when they began to Descend, as monsters did. The speed of their growth was terrifying even by Challenger standards. They would strike us at key moments when we were on the edge of reversing the Tumults on our own, causing just enough damage for us to fail, and then use our failures to Descend even more quickly, and flee through their portals before our stronger forces could intercept them.” The Icon shook her head sadly, closing her eyes as she continued speaking. “Truth be told, Wes Malcolm, your rival Earthborn excelled at this as if they had been born, forged, and made to prevent other people from achieving their goals. They undid centuries of hard work effortlessly, and they benefited from it to a degree that even Dark Icons had trouble believing. We must face the facts, Challenger Wes Malcolm. You are up against a whole host of others that can draw on a power even greater than your own.” 
 
    I sighed. 
 
    “I’m sorry you feel that way,” I answered her. 
 
    “We all feel that way, noble Challenger,” Lady Titania said softly. “Truth be told, we no longer even have to worry about them. Now they only send their yeomen here to collect and organize deliveries. Even if both Tumults are ended successfully, even with the power we gain from overcoming them, this world will still not survive. The tribes were unprepared for a second winter this late into spring. New plants and wildlife will die. Especially after the damage of the Chaos Wound.” 
 
    “What are ye talking about?” Merada shouted angrily, stepping forward. “Ye said we had spare stores! Ye said ye were working on a fix for the problem!” 
 
    “We did.” The fairy Icon nodded. “And in hiding the truth from you, we have wronged you again. We beg your forgiveness, Woad Princess.” 
 
    “This is ridiculous!” Breena snapped. “Stell left precautions! She strategized with you all! Surprise famines were literally right at the top of the list as a thing to provide contingencies for! There is no way you don’t have several contingencies right now!” 
 
    “Your words were once true,” Mother Glade said. “But someone must have given the Earthborn that very same list.” She shook her head again. “You must understand. Every other monster or race of monsters, even ones such as the Horde, Descend as a consequence of achieving their own harmful goals. Gibberkin and other monsters Descend by consuming sentients, but when they are full they do not seek to Descend. The Enslaving races Descend when they acquire and oppress slaves, but when there are no slaves to be had they do not seek to Descend in another fashion. But these Earthborn… they guessed at the strategies we would need for the planet itself to survive, and began undermining them all. Descending itself was their goal.” 
 
    “No it wasn’t,” I answered irritably. “They just recognized it as a fast track to power. Like I did with Rising.” All of the Icons turned to regard me curiously. “And why wouldn’t they do that? In fact, why doesn’t every monster try to do that? The benefits for that kind of strategy are absurdly obvious.” 
 
    That comment apparently made them nervous. But after a minute, the Stag Lord cleared his throat to resume speaking. 
 
    “Your observations, though… disturbing,” he said carefully, “are astute. It is clear that you would have been an ideal general to battle the fallen ones of your world. But still,” the giant antlered man sighed. “You are too late. Winter and blood have already come to the Woadlands, and they have taken too much life. We may somehow save a few of the tribes, but our decline has come.” 
 
    I sighed again. But before I could cure anyone’s depression, a feminine, pitiless voice chuckled some distance away. I felt a cold wind blow on my back as I leaped to the side, spun around, and drew my shield and axe, hiding the weapon behind my barrier so that it would not be obvious that I was about to throw it. 
 
    “Alert!” I shouted, but my people were already moving into position. As I looked for the source of the voice beyond the trees, the Gaelguard created a shield wall around our backs. But the woman merely chuckled again, sending another blast of frost toward us. 
 
    “Come on out, Caill,” Lady Titania commanded. “You clearly came here for a reason.” 
 
    “Oh,” a deep woman’s voice sounded out, “that I did. But I wasn’t expecting so much entertainment.” 
 
    “I’ll do a song and dance if you walk right up to us all,” I offered, turning my head to quickly look at the four demigods behind me. Their stances were serious, but relaxed. Well, they were all somewhat relaxed. Pan still wasn’t serious. Which meant this was a parley and not an attack. She had already passed up the opportunity to ambush us. 
 
    A strong flurry of snow blew out from the trees to form some distance in front of us, circling near the ground until it created a complete ring of white, then spiraling upwards until it was clear it had formed the base of a dress or robe. The tinkling sound of ice crystals followed next, adding to the snow until it created a slender, imperious gown of blue-white frost, much like the clothing I had seen the Hoarfolk wear earlier, only more regal. When the flurry faded away completely I saw a woman roughly my height, with pale, colorless skin, wearing a long-sleeved dress and a triple-horned tiara that looked to be made of black ice. 
 
    “Greetings, noble Challenger,” the frost-colored woman said as she took a single step forward. Merada hissed to me, gripping her spear tightly. “I confess I wasn’t expecting to find you here.” 
 
    “My invitation came at the very last minute and I had no chance to RSVP,” I replied sarcastically. “Why is she here, Icons? And why are we not attacking her?” 
 
    The frost witch chuckled again. She had a deep voice for a woman, cold, but not emotionless. Just… hungry. Which was unfortunate. 
 
    I had already had it up to here with freaky evil hungry women. 
 
    “Oh? The noble hero of Avalon is actually this bloodthirsty? Huntsman, I think you might have something in common with this one.” 
 
    A deep, savage snort came from nearby. Once more the trees whispered as a horn blared in the distance. The next moment, a large, bare-chested man roughly the size of the Stag Lord stepped into view, naked except for a pair of boots, a furred loincloth, and an antler-horned helmet that dripped blood from the horns and completely shadowed his face. But the eyes that gleamed from inside perfectly matched the color of the blood on his horns. 
 
    “I doubt this small, doomed thing could do anything but anger me. Greetings, brother,” the bloody-horned figure added as he nodded at the Stag Lord. 
 
    “We are no longer brothers,” the equally large Icon said gravely. “Why have you come?” 
 
    “How did he even find us?” I demanded. “Did you invite them? Because I have a problem with that if you did.” 
 
    Especially considering they wanted me to come alone. But all four Light Icons shook their heads. The frost witch let out her laugh again. 
 
    “My, how he barks. Worry not, young Challenger, they did not know we were coming either. We were on our way to deliver a proposal to each of them and happened to detect their presence here.” 
 
    I turned to look at the four demigods I had a much higher opinion of twelve seconds ago. 
 
    “Secure location?” I snapped. “Really?” 
 
    “It is easy for us to find each other when we become corporeal,” the Stag Lord said as he glowered at the other giant. “That is partly why we seldom do so. Let me introduce your enemies to you. The white witch you see is the patron Icon of the Hoarfolk and current sponsor of this Tumult, Caill Fuar. The other, the murderer, is the Bloody-Horned Huntsman, sponsor of criminals among every race and patron of sentient sacrifice. You can thank him for sponsoring the Chaos Wound’s progress, and I believe you were responsible in thwarting the assistance he gave to the first Horde Pit in our world.” 
 
    “You’re welcome.” I nodded at the Dark Icon, as if I had graciously done him a favor. “Glad I can finally put a name to the face.” 
 
    “You were a wretch that came out of nowhere,” the Bloody-Horned Huntsman growled. “And you ruined a long-term investment, one that would have let me pour far more power into the Chaos Wound than I am now able to. But that doesn’t matter anymore. The Trial’s progress is sufficient, and you are no longer my problem.” 
 
    “That’s generous of you,” I shrugged, still keeping my shield in front of me. “I appreciate it. Are we all ready to fight to the death now?” 
 
    Six divine heads to turned to look at me. 
 
    “I’m serious,” I insisted. “They’re here in corporeal form. And I know not every mortal here should participate, but the odds are at least five against two, in our favor. Is there a magically binding rule that says we can’t attack them?” 
 
    “Five against two?” Caill Fuar tilted her head. “I see. He does not count the Steward as strong enough to oppose us, based on her performance in the last war.” 
 
    “Crap,” I said suddenly, glancing at Merada guiltily. “Sorry Merada, completely unintentional and I promise I’ll work on it. Six against two. I meant to say, the odds are at least six against two. And that’s not counting Breena or the rest of my people who might be strong enough to interfere.” 
 
    Should I have included you in my count, Breena? I sent her worriedly. 
 
    No, Wes, I’m fine, she sent back. You’re doing great. 
 
    “You were including yourself in that count, little Earthborn?” Caill Fuar smiled. “At your Risen age? How droll. I’d keep you for a pet, if you weren’t already doomed by the Horde. But no, it is an unspoken rule that Icons will not attack each other in moments like these.” 
 
    “Indeed, arrogant wretch,” the Huntsman rumbled. “We came here to discuss terms. But I will happily show as many deaths as you think you can stomach, if you insist on provoking me.” 
 
    “That’s cute,” I answered the bloodied barbarian god. “And in response to your point—” I turned to Caill—“I have zero respect for formalities regarding beings who are literally trying to destroy a world. And you don’t want me as a pet. I’m not past the teething stage right now.” 
 
    Heh, the new guy snorted. I like that one. 
 
    “We will protect you if they attack, Challenger,” the Stag Lord rumbled, still glaring at the Huntsman. “But they will be able to flee if we force them into combat. We will hear your proposal, Fallen Icons.” 
 
    “How reasonable of you,” Fuar replied. “Hear our request, oh lofty ones. This world is finished, and the Earthborn have played all parties. Our Challenges have caused far more damage than they were supposed to, and far more quickly. We will not gain even half the power or usable territory for our followers that we had been hoping to gain. I know—” she spread her robed hands—“you do not mourn our loss. On the contrary, you feel we should suffer more, for everything we have taken from you. But what if we were to stop taking?” 
 
    “You would never stop taking,” Lady Titania replied. “Indeed, that is one of the key differences between your Court and mine.” 
 
    “So nice of you to remember that we are kin, sister fey.” Fuar gave another cold smile. “Let me be more direct: Gather as many as your tribes as you can, and take your people off of this world. We will not pursue.” 
 
    “I do not believe you,” Mother Glade answered. 
 
    “I do not blame you,” the white witch replied. “But the truth is that you will not be able to save all of your people. We will lay claim to the ones you are forced to leave behind, as well as the rest of this world. That will have to be enough, as the Earthborn are starting to show signs of turning on us and we need to be ready to deal with them.” 
 
    “Even if we were to somehow use the ancient Pathways to travel again,” the Stag Lord replied. “We would have no guarantees of safe arrival to wherever they led. But beyond that is the simple fact that we do not accept your reasoning for not pursuing us.” 
 
    “Oh, that’s actually true,” Caill Fuar replied, sounding as surprised as everyone else was, myself excluded. “I’ve been keeping track of the negotiations. Now that our Cataclysms have run most of their course, the Earthborn have gradually become less and less respectful. They have not honored the original terms they negotiated with us, constantly changing what they had agreed to provide at the very last minute.” 
 
    “Really?” I said, trying to sound as surprised as possible. “On my planet we always had a sheet of paper people are afraid to disobey to keep anyone from trying that.” 
 
    “Your world doesn’t have any magic,” Caill Fuar scoffed. “Much less script magic. They were, however, masters at finding ways around our traditional oaths. I have to say I’m rather surprised, Challenger. With the way the rest of your race is, it’s a wonder Avalon’s Steward even thought to look for beings worthy of wearing Avalon’s mantle on that world.” 
 
    “We’re not all bad, despite what we like to tell ourselves,” I tried to say casually while still keeping my shield up. It was starting to get uncomfortable holding a weapon behind it in this position. “And I doubt you weren’t trying to double-cross them as well.” 
 
    “Oh, naturally,” the frost queen replied. “But as soon as they had the power to oppose us in combat, the Malus Order began to break the terms on a level I had thought would trigger the bindings for sure. In fact, that Pit you raided the other day?” I kept my face completely deadpan, urging my entire team to do the same through the mindlink and Breena’s subvocal whisper magic. “Just before you attacked, they drove away my representative, providing him nothing and saying our deal was no more. That was why he refused to aid them when you attacked the Pit.” 
 
    “I didn’t see any enemies but the Horde and the Malus Men,” I said carefully. “Your representative didn’t even show up. Which means you’re lying about the rest of your proposal.” 
 
    Really, Wes? Breena hissed. 
 
    Shush, I sent back. It’s worth a try. 
 
    “I must say that the amount of confidence in this one is marvelous, Titania,” Caill Fuar said offhandedly. “Does he even know what hunts him? No?” she asked when the other Icon didn’t reply. “I’ll give that information for free in a moment. But since my word is called into question, know that I, Caill Fuar, hereby swear that my ambassador’s report was as exactly as I described.” Power crackled around her, and everyone else hissed in shock. Then she continued speaking. “The Earthborn betrayed him, and by extension, me, and they announced that they would no longer provide the slaves and resources we needed. They even taunted him by pretending to offer more, before they let him leave with nothing. You should have seen how angry he was.” 
 
    Holy boiled star-bread… Breena began, he covered for himself and she didn’t catch it. 
 
    Deadpan, people, I reminded everyone. Give nothing away. 
 
    Aye, Merada said, but I can hardly believe it. He lied to hide his blunder, and now it comes to benefit us. That means she doesn’t know anything about what you told him. 
 
    “Can we trust that oath?” I asked Breena and the Icons behind me, all of whom nodded. 
 
    “There,” the white witch continued, “I trust the Hunter and I can still negotiate in good faith now?” 
 
    “You can, but we’re going to refuse,” I replied, stepping forward. I dismissed my axe a moment before, because I could resummon it in a heartbeat and there was no point standing like that forever. “Avalon’s Challenger is here. They’re done losing to your people.” 
 
    Bloody-Horns snorted again, crossing his powerful arms. “Big talk for a young Earthborn boy that has never seen an Icon in combat. We can read your Risen level, little one. We know you to be far from ready to handle a Trial, much less a Tumult. You won’t even need to fight us to fail.” 
 
    “And it’s quite odd that you think you will even have the time,” Fuar added. “Or is that why you fled here? To escape your fate back on Avalon?” She looked curious and amused to me. I did what I had been doing and pretended to be a dumb, young, and inexperienced male. 
 
    That last one’s not pretending if we’re still a virgin, Teeth pointed out. 
 
    “What do you mean?” I asked the Dark Icon, still looking like I didn’t believe her. “Avalon’s fine.” 
 
    “Stupid prey,” Bloody-Horns scoffed. “He doesn’t even know who hunts him.” 
 
    “Don’t blame the poor boy,” the Hoarfolk Icon admonished. “He doesn’t understand just how much he has angered the Lord of the Lost Deeps.” 
 
    “The who?” I asked, curious. 
 
    “The Dragon Icon, and chief of all Hordebeasts,” the other Dark Icon replied. “He who rose to Icon status and seized an entire world away from the Steward of Avalon. You have apparently offended him, little Earthborn. I pity you for your fate.” 
 
    “Tell me why I should fear an Icon that can’t even leave his own world?” I asked in contempt. Both of the other Icons just laughed. 
 
    “I have no idea whether or not he can leave,” Fuar admitted, “but he doesn’t need to deal with you personally, Challenger. He has a whole Pantheon of Dark Icons in his Court. He even has the power to raise up new ones. Something he has done specifically for you. Have you not heard of the skinless wolf that hunts you?” 
 
    The time dilation, I realized. That was why no one realized I had already slain Raw-Maw. That event was a mere two days ago on this world, even though I’d had over a week of training back on Avalon. Don’t grin, I told myself. Keep acting foolishly cocky. 
 
    “I’m sorry, but I’m not a little girl in a red hood,” I replied, watching them blink as they tried to understand my reference. “I’m not afraid of a big bad wolf.” 
 
    Wait, Breena said. Isn’t he called that in the Three Little Pigs? 
 
    Just roll with it, I replied. But the Dark Icons were laughing again. 
 
    “Proud, proud fool,” the Huntsman scoffed. “Let me inform you, then, that the Raw-Mawed Wolf is the Icon of Hunting Wes Malcolm. He has no other responsibilities. No other means to gain power, and followers. His sole purpose is to find you, and to trap, capture, or kill you himself if he is able to. The closer he comes to finding you, the more powerful he becomes. The more damage he does to you, or to even the things you care about, the more powerful he becomes. By the time he gets to you he will be strong enough to devour a being of your Risen level in only one bite. You are doomed to be his food, young Challenger. The only decision you should have left is where to die. Will you die on the Woadlands, our current world, and bring another Dark Icon to this vicinity, or will you return to die on Avalon, where he will probably strike first, so that you can spend your last moments watching your people be returned to the Horde?” Bloody-Horns turned his head to the four Icons standing behind me. “And this is the creature you are now putting your trust in? Consider our offer. Everyone wins. You get more survivors and a chance to find a new world to start over. We get this world and all the prey you must leave behind. You can even take your crops and livestock with you. You should. They’re not currently enough to feed the tribes still resisting us, who will starve to death even if you somehow overcome the Tumults at the last moment.” 
 
    I felt the worried gazes of the Icons behind me, as they weighed this offer against the fact that they had no way to save the lives of their people at any rate. 
 
    If I was in their place, I would have to think about this offer, whether I wanted to or not. When I saw Caill Fuar grin, I knew that the Dark Icon was coming to the same conclusion. 
 
    Malcolm, this is bad, Merada sent me. Even if they believe in you, this still may seem as the best of their bad options. 
 
    Don’t worry, I thought back confidently to her. I’ll fix it in a moment. I directed my mind at the Freaking New Guy I still couldn’t get rid of. Hey asshole, do you want to take over for a bit? 
 
    Fuck you, Teeth snarled back. But yes. When? 
 
    Wait for them to get ready to leave. 
 
    “But,” Fuar continued with cold loftiness, “we of course understand this is not a decision to be made lightly. We will withdraw and give you time to consider your choices. You have until our next battle. My people are marching for what your people call the Bear-Paw River. We will arrive in five weeks. You may give us your answer then. Goodbye, brother and sister Icons,” the white witch said, turning her back and beginning to shimmer back into snow. The Bloody-Horned Huntsman also began to turn. 
 
    Now? Teeth asked. 
 
    Yeah, I answered, but keep it to just talking, snorting, or laughing. No attacking. Yet. 
 
    Fine, he sent back, and I switched to the passenger seat and let my inner dragon-slash-jackass do what he did best. 
 
    I started chuckling, loud enough for them to hear me. Then I started cackling. Both Dark Icons paused, giving me one last, curious look over their shoulders. Then I threw my head back and began roaring with laughter. Caill Fuar raised a blue-tinted eyebrow as she looked at me. 
 
    “My apologies,” she said to the Light Icons behind me. “It seems I broke your Challenger’s mind on the way out.” 
 
    “Yeah,” I snorted as I kept laughing. “Totally your fault… Raw-maw… that’s hilarious…” 
 
    “Is it?” She tilted her head again, with a fey’s curiosity. “Do humor me, and explain why.” 
 
    “Well,” I snorted, trying to rein in my laughter. “I mean… have you even seen the guy?” I brought my antics down to a chuckle. “He looked ridiculous!” 
 
    Now the Huntsman turned at my words. 
 
    “You are claiming to have seen him?” he scoffed. 
 
    “Yeah,” I said, down to a light snicker. “Mostly white fur. Too large to use most fire exits. Also had a fur-less, fleshy mouth, which gives him his name. I personally wouldn’t have wanted that for an identifying feature, but it wasn’t my decision. But what I really had a problem with,” I added, dropping all of my antics and getting dead serious, “was that his fighting potential sucked.” I spat the last word out. “I’m serious. If you two battle at that level, then I really am taking you both down right now. I mean it. He was that bad.” 
 
    There was another moment of silence, this one with an exasperated tension to it, because everyone was getting tired of the outrageous crap that kept coming out of my mouth. 
 
    Fuar looked up at the other Icons, her semi-divine face looking genuinely confused. 
 
    “Did he just insinuate that he already battled an Icon?” 
 
    I risked a quick look behind me. Mother Glade and the others were speechless. Pan just gave Fuar a baffled shrug. 
 
    “Why?” I asked. “Why do you not believe me? Should he have been unable to find me by now? Was the guy supposed to be really bad at his job?” 
 
    “You are over a dozen Rises too soon to survive your first battle with an Icon, Challenger,” the Huntsman growled. “Even a nascent one such as the Raw-Mawed Wolf.” 
 
    “I just described him to you,” I replied in an even, quiet voice. “I should have no knowledge of what he looks like, if I hadn’t met him yet. But I did. And now he’s dead,” I added flatly. They scoffed at me again, but I ignored it. “But you know what his real problem was?” I asked, leaning forward. Then, I activated just enough of my dragon bond to enlarge my teeth and gain a second row of them. 
 
    “He tasted terrible,” I finished, snapping my fangs together. Then I retracted my teeth to their normal form. “So, yeah. Not afraid. Not worried. But you guys can still go if you want.” 
 
    But nobody moved. They all just kept staring at me. 
 
    “You’re bluffing,” Fuar finally said, blinking rapidly. 
 
    “Your claim is impossible, both to do and to prove,” the Huntsman said solemnly. “I would not believe you even if you swore a magic oath in affirmation.” 
 
    “That’s fine. I didn’t kill him for you. I don’t need you to believe me. Quick question though,” I said, grabbing the mail over my leather tabard and raising it slightly. “You’re an Icon and a self-proclaimed huntsman, so I was wondering if you could tell what animal this came from?” 
 
    “You can’t tell what kind of animal just by…” The horned giant’s angry voice trailed off as he stared at the leather under my mail. “Icon. That hide was made with the energy of an Icon.” 
 
    “He tasted like kale,” I replied as I stared the demigods down. “I don’t know how that was possible, but it’s true. Maybe the energy of every Icon tastes that way. But Raw-maw’s secret didn’t lie in his tracking skills, or his magic, or his physical might.” I pointed again at my tabard. “His real strength was that he makes a fantastic jacket. I mean, check out this swag. Both warm and fashionable. Right?” 
 
    They didn’t answer me. 
 
    Swag? Wrong-me asked. Really? 
 
    Hush and don’t be jealous. 
 
    “We actually have an answer for you already,” I continued. “Go ahead and show up at that river you guys mentioned, that Bear-Paw, or Chicken’s Foot, or whatever. Bring your entire army. Both of you. So that we can tell you no, and we both can end this whole war right then and there. You can even come early if you want. We’ll be waiting. And I’ll be hungry—” I bared my teeth again—“and probably ready for a new pair of boots.” 
 
    Fuar stared at me, all mirth gone from her face. The temperature around me dropped a few degrees with that glare. 
 
    “You overstep with your threat, Challenger,” she said frostily. “Do not pretend you will dare to do what no other Challenger has ever—” 
 
    “Bitch I eat people,” I said, before she could finish. She gazed at me for a moment longer, and then vanished into ice and snow. There was a sound of a horn, and when I looked over the Bloody-Horned Huntsman was gone as well. 
 
    How was that? I asked Wrong-Me, still hating that I needed to work with the insecure idiot. 
 
    That was actually perfect, thanks, Wrong-Me sent back. Great job. 
 
    Gratitude and approval emanated from his side of our body, and I felt repulsed. 
 
    That’s it, I snapped. If you’re going to get weird, I’m done. Take the reins again. 
 
    I crawled out of the driver’s seat as fast as I could, so that I would have enough energy to stop Wrong-Me from doing something stupid later. 
 
    I stayed as still as I could while I waited for Teeth to surrender control. Afterwards, I turned around to look at the crowd of people and Icons staring at me. 
 
    “That was,” the Stag Lord began, slowly, as if he had trouble searching for the right word. “Effective,” he finally said. 
 
    Merada and Lady Titania were both giving poor Breena angry, incredulous looks. 
 
    “Your new Challenger is a cannibal?” the fairy queen demanded. 
 
    “Ye let him eat people?” the Woad Princess shouted. “Blood and thunder, Breena! Ye had one job!” 
 
    “It’s not her fault,” I said, holding up my hand. “It’s a side effect of the dragon bond an ancestor of mine underwent. The power is activating now, and so are the habits that come along with it. But so far I’ve only eaten things that would have either eaten me or harmed someone else.” 
 
    “A dragon bond,” Great Pan said, nodding in comprehension. “That makes perfect sense, then. Thank you for explaining.” 
 
    Everyone else seemed to relax at my words as well. 
 
    Really? I thought angrily at Breena. I play the dragon-race card, and now my behavior is socially acceptable? 
 
    I don’t know what to tell you, Wes, Breena sighed to me. Stereotypes are still a thing, okay? 
 
    “Back to the matter at hand, Challenger,” the Stag Lord said solemnly. “Your courage is admirable, but it may have doomed us all. Our losses have been great. Even if we pool our forces together, we will still be overmatched when we come to battle.” 
 
    “No, actually, that won’t matter,” I replied. “In the first place, because Fuar was lying about where she is going to attack. They’ll be attacking the Three-Arm River, not Bear-Paw. And they’ll be attacking a week earlier than she said they would.” 
 
    “How do you know this?” Mother Glade asked intently. 
 
    “Because her ambassador lied in his report,” I answered. “He thought I was one of the Malus Men and spilled all of the details when he tried to negotiate with me. Then he covered his story with Fuar to save his skin. And since the Malus Men really have been screwing around with her so much, she believed him.” 
 
    Great Pan started laughing. The other three Icons shot him a disapproving look. 
 
    “That does give us an advantage,” Lady Titania said, “but the problem of starvation remains for all of our people. Even the sprites,” she added sadly. “The late frost has killed too many crops, animals, and other sources of mana. The mutations from the Chaos Wound has corrupted and prevented their regrowth. Our peoples will still starve at the end of this year.” 
 
    “No they won’t,” I replied firmly. “The Steward is coming with more food. And even if she can’t make it, I brought about a thousand pounds of food and the seeds to plant more. If it’s still not enough, then after the Tumult is conquered, I’ll go back to Avalon, get some more supplies, and come back here with enough food to make sure your tribes make it through the next planting season.” 
 
    “Can you truly do all of that?” Lady Titania asked curiously. “Challengers do not normally possess that degree of authority, to command such resources from Avalon.” 
 
    “This one does,” Breena nodded confidently. Merada and the Icons looked at her curiously. 
 
    “Why?” the Stag Lord answered carefully. “Did the Steward command Avalon to grant him this degree of authority?” 
 
    “No,” Breena said simply. “But he can do so for the same reason those dozen Woadfolk in Woadfather tattoos have been standing quietly behind him all this time.” 
 
    Four glowing heads swiveled over to examine my retinue. The Gaelguard had been muting the glow of their tattoos to look like normal Woadfolk, but as the Icons watched, Alum gave a nod and the dozen warriors suddenly lit up. 
 
    “Gaelguard,” Mother Glade breathed. “Their kind has all but died out, like the Woadfathers.” She looked at me. “Where did you find these men and women? And why do they follow you?” 
 
    “They were in stasis inside of an ancient structure on Avalon,” I answered. “And I will let them provide their own reasons for following me.” 
 
    I looked at Alum, and he nodded and stepped forward. He raised a fist over his heart, causing his tattoos to flare brighter for a moment as he answered the Icon. 
 
    “Greetings, honored Icon. We follow Lord Wes Malcolm to fulfill the obligation of the Woadlands made long ago to the Lord of Avalon. Avalon itself has bestowed the mantle of authority to this man, and so we raise our shields in service to the new Lord of Avalon.” 
 
    At that moment I realized everyone was getting tired of all the surprises I had brought with me today. Mother Glade began blinking. 
 
    “There hasn’t been a Lord in Avalon since before our time,” she said carefully. “The existence of new Gaelguard is impressive, but can the Challenger provide further evidence… of this… claim.” She trailed off as I unbuckled Breaker and held it up its handle and scabbard. I then transferred the weapon to one hand as I re-summoned Toirneach into being. 
 
    “Will these work?” I asked needlessly. “I know they’re both really old, but I’m assuming you still have some knowledge about them. Especially this one—” I waved the legendary axe around in a circle—“since it came from your world, anyway?” 
 
    “That is the lost axe of the future king of the Woadlands tribes,” the Stag Lord sighed. “Icons themselves have coveted that weapon, in order to unite the entire planet under one force. But it will fly from the hand of an unworthy wielder.” He stared hard at me. “You say you found this weapon on Avalon, and that the world truly recognized you as its planetary lord?” 
 
    “I did,” I replied, “and if you want official witnesses—” I motioned to the Testifiers, and all three stepped forward. I saw their eyes settle on Weylin, who looked at me and gave me an apologetic shrug. 
 
    Yes, famous family, the elf admitted privately. They went missing long ago exploring the site of an ancient Challenge. I don’t like to talk about it. 
 
    “Honored Icons,” he then said, turning his attention to the four demigods. “We have been with the Challenger ever since he helped us escape from the Malus Men’s dungeon. We have borne witness to all of his recent acts, including the recovery of the Woadlands weapon, the discovery of the Woadfathers and their Gaelguard, and the announcement from Avalon itself proclaiming him to be the rightful Planetary Lord. Rest assured that all said events have been…” He trailed off as the three of them prepared to recite their traditional oath. 
 
    “Witnessed in script,” Karim began. 
 
    “Witnessed in song,” Weylin dutifully added. 
 
    “Witnessed in stone,” Eadric finished. 
 
    “Therefore,” Weylin continued, “know that Lord Malcolm’s claim has been verified by representatives of all three colleges of our order.” 
 
    “Well, damn it all,” Great Pan quipped. “Let’s just all agree to do what he wants, before he pulls out another surprise, shall we?” 
 
    “What is the rest of your plan, Earthborn?” the Stag Lord asked tiredly. “And please, no more surprises.” 
 
    “Too late,” I said as I dismissed the axe and summoned the Woadfather seeds. “I don’t owe you these,” I said darkly. “I’m already here to clean up a mess the rest of you made by not honoring your part of the pact. These are two of the Woadfather seeds I possess. I have more. I have the resources to help you recover hundreds of previously lost trees, herbs, and other fauna. You’re worried about being able to recover? I can help the Woadlands undergo a period of discovery and prosperity, without counting what will be gained from ending the Tumult or Trial. But if I do that, the four of you, and your associated chieftains, elf lords, and fairy queens all submit to me. I won’t ask for much. I want the Woadlands to prosper, just as you all do. In fact, I really don’t want anything beyond a few trade deals and your promise to aid when I call for help, whether it’s to aid Avalon itself or another world under attack.” 
 
    “That last one has never been done,” Mother Glade interjected. 
 
    “From what I can tell in the unsealed ruins of Avalon, yes it has,” I rebutted. “But even if it hasn’t, understand that your world is in this state specifically because evil people from another planet have been attacking, sabotaging, and subverting it. And they’re good at it, because they practiced all the time back on their own world, where no one really had the power to stop them, because unlike you all, Earthborn don’t gain any power for doing the right thing. Until now.” I pointed to myself. “The only way you’re going to win, and stay winning, in case they decide to come back, is to get a leader that understands how they think, and use it against them. I did that on Avalon, and I can do it here. So here are your options,” I concluded. “Listen to me and my directions, and agree to do so in the future. You’ll have the permission to offer input and request aid, and I swear I’ll do my best for the Woadlands, and give you as much autonomy as I reasonably can. I’ll also provide resources to you, such as seeds to plant new Woadfather trees. I can give you these two right now if you agree to help. I have a whole grove of Woadfathers. If we put our heads together, we could probably find a way to bring back a Woadfather Monarch. That’s your first option. The second is to ignore me and to try to find one of the ancient Pathways and escape with your people, like the Dark Icons were offering, even though I just told you that she was lying in her offer, and both Merada and Breena can back up my story. I’ll give you five minutes to think it over.” 
 
    With that, I turned and walked away to give them space to discuss. My people followed me over. 
 
    “Bitch I eat people?” Val asked, walking next to me and giving me a side-eyed glance. I just shrugged. 
 
    “Seemed like the right line for the time. Can’t claim I came up with it though.” 
 
    Damn straight, Teeth said smugly. 
 
    You actually can’t claim it either, I told him sadly, remembering an ancient cartoon parody. 
 
    Wait, what? Teeth sputtered. No fair! I was gonna get it on a t-shirt and everything. 
 
    Yeah, well too late. 
 
    “So what will we do if they tell you no?” she asked. I shrugged again. 
 
    “Try to save the world without them. If we can’t, we’ll haul as many people back with us as I can fit through the Pathway. If we win, I yell at them, withhold all sorts of cool stuff from them, and probably still take as many people as I can fit through the Pathway.” 
 
    “They won’t say no.” Breena shook her head. 
 
    “Aye,” Merada agreed. “They won’t like it, but ye have too much on yer side. They’ll try to hedge first, though.” 
 
    “Hedging’s fine,” I decided. “My goal is to save lives and not get stabbed in the back. I’m not looking to take their jobs any more than I need to.” 
 
    And that was the truth. I didn’t want to manage an entire extra planet. They could keep it. 
 
    “By the way,” Merada said, putting her hand on my shoulder. “Thank ye.” 
 
    “You’re welcome,” I said with a grin. “But we’re not out of the woods yet.” I gestured to the forest around the clearing, hearing at least several groans at my horrible pun. Merada shook her head, but was still smiling. 
 
    “Ye got us this far,” she insisted. “So thank ye. Yer a good man, and good men don’t hear thanks often enough.” 
 
    “Neither do their friends,” I said as I smiled back, looking around. “Everyone, thank you for following me through disaster after disaster. I couldn’t ask for a better team.” 
 
    At that moment, one of Titania’s servants flew toward us. 
 
    “The Icons are ready for you to hear their decision, honored Challenger.” 
 
    My people and I followed her back to where the Icons were standing. The Stag Lord nodded, and began speaking for the other three. 
 
    “We have agreed to submit to your counsel, Challenger,” he said, and I noted his omission of any noble title, despite my earlier words and the ability gained from my Profession. “Should you save us from this disaster, we will go one step further, and recognize your claim upon Avalon. At that point, we would like the opportunity to negotiate what that means for the Woadlands.” 
 
    “That’s fine, though I won’t change my terms,” I replied. “Now, I believe you said that you were going to follow my directions?” 
 
    “Yes,” the Stag Lord replied after a pause. 
 
    “Okay,” I said, “bring me up to date. I’ve heard a bit about how the Frost Tumult is slowly and inexorably sweeping its way through the Woadlands, but what has the Chaos Wound done?” 
 
    “The Chaos Wound has migrated and mutated to one of the Primary groves of the Woadlands,” Mother Glade answered. “It is currently bound to one of the remaining Woadfathers in our world, and it is corrupting plant and wildlife at a rapid rate. We have attempted to strike it, but the Malus Men have reinforced the site with a variety of monsters, including Horde, and the Bloody-Horned Huntsman himself guards the site. We have been able to keep the corruption from spreading, but striking into it has resulted in losses. Since the Bloody-Horned Huntsman guards the place himself, we are prevented from using our might as Icons to destroy it directly, and in truth such an act would overtax our corporeal forms, allowing Caill Fuar, or even the vestiges of previously destroyed Dark Icons to finish us off, and then bring about the Woadlands’ defeat.” 
 
    Right, I reminded myself, it was hard to kill an Icon permanently. Except when you eat them, apparently. But enough of that. 
 
    “So you know the location of the Trial’s center, you just don’t have the resources to destroy it yourselves,” I clarified. The antlered giant nodded. 
 
    “Were it the only Trial, I could rally our armies, battle my brother directly, and allow our heroes to confront, overwhelm, and destroy the Chaos Wound themselves. But it would be costly,” he admitted. “And I would need my fellow Icons to defend me from attack while I recuperate. Our losses and my diminished strength would prove to be our undoing when the Hoarfolk attacked.” 
 
    “Alright,” I said. “What if a small, tightly-knit team were to strike at the Chaos Wound themselves while you held off the Huntsman for us?” 
 
    “If there was still such a team left, it could work,” the Stag Lord admitted. “But the strongest of our heroes are all spread among different tribes, unused to working together. And many of those who did band together have lost too many people. We would simply be feeding the Chaos Wound with their corpses. And I would be drained from transporting so many warriors myself. I would no longer be a match for my brother.” 
 
    “What about my team?” I asked. “We just took a Horde Pit apart yesterday, with no losses. It was led by an enhanced Spawn and two of his brethren.” I pointed to the Gaelguard behind me. “How well do the heroes of old stack against the heroes of today?” 
 
    “Very well,” the giant man admitted. “There are a few chiefs and champions that surpass them, but for their size…” He pondered for a moment. “They may be the strongest force left in the Woadlands.” 
 
    “Send them,” Merada said, stepping forward. “I’ve had time to speak with them. To figure out how to merge me Woad magic with their own.” She turned to look at me. “Let me lead them for this. I can magnify their tattoos with me own. And I can bring me own guard to reinforce them, like we did before. This’ll work, Malcolm,” she insisted, looking at me. 
 
    “Rumor has it that you can no longer resurrect, Challenger,” Mother Glade spoke up. “Are you truly willing to risk both yourself and the Woad Princess if this mission fails?” 
 
    “No,” I answered bluntly, and Merada’s face darkened. “But I have to. Every day our foes get stronger and we get weaker. It’s time to hit them with our very best or we have already lost,” I announced, and Merada’s scowl lifted. 
 
    Much better, the huntress sent with a sniff. Next time lead with that. 
 
    “I will still be too weak to battle Bloody-Horns if I transport you all,” the War Icon announced reluctantly. “And Mother Glade is spending her energy slowing the damage to the land caused by both great Challenges. Lady Titania must also spare her energy for resisting her fell counterpart.” 
 
    “Let me come with you, then,” Great Pan said, as he sat back down in the air. 
 
    The Stag Lord slowly turned to regard him. 
 
    “Are you sure?” the somber Icon asked the other carefully. “You have… other responsibilities.” The female Icons both nodded at that, which was a bad sign. 
 
    Um, Merada? I sent. What’s going on right now? 
 
    Pan be a bit difficult to work with, the Celtic huntress said privately to me. Always changing a plan a bit at the last moment. Always has time for pranks. Even the fairies think he be a bit much. 
 
    Can he do the job, though? I asked. 
 
    Oh, certainly, Merada sent. He’ll just make it randomly embarrassing for someone. Probably you. 
 
    I can live with that, I decided. I’ve had people be actually mean to me. Calling me cripplehead, or a pedophile’s brat. Harmless teasing was nothing. 
 
    I walked up to the talking Icons. Great Pan seemed happy, while the other three were wearing resigned, defeated expressions. 
 
    “Pan and I will go, Challenger,” the Stag Lord announced hesitantly. “I will be the vanguard and engage my former brother, but you must rely on Pan to power your transport. I will understand if—” 
 
    “If you get us there and back with no difficulties, I’ll have a drinking contest with you after the world gets saved,” I said to the mischievous Icon. “You will be the first creature in the entire Expanse to have ever seen me, Wes Malcolm, Challenger and Lord of Avalon, drunk. If I pass out during that time, I’ll let you draw on me without punishment. In fact, I’ll have a copy of the drawing preserved for historical purposes.” 
 
    “Hail to the rightful Lord of Avalon!” the hooved Icon suddenly boomed. 
 
    Great Pan’s opinion of you has improved, my mindscreen informed me. The Icon now recognizes your claim to Avalon’s throne and pledges his allegiance to you. This is conditional upon you keeping your earlier promise. 
 
    “Fantastic,” I said dryly. “Let’s get ready to leave. I want to hit them immediately, before they’ve realized we plan on attacking. Is that possible?” The four Icons nodded. 
 
    All that was left was to put our plan in to action. Merada’s team of fairies had remained close by, so they were reintegrated, along with a few of Lady Titania and Mother Glade’s champions. I saw Petal fly up to Breyn and smile shyly at him, and saw him smile shyly back, before his mother walked over and began scowling. The two quickly got back to checking their equipment and magical spells. As I did the same, I walked over to the nine-foot-tall Icon responsible for our passage. 
 
    “Hey, Pan,” I asked quietly. The glowing satyr turned and grinned at me. 
 
    “Finally, someone willing to shorten my title. What can I do for you, Lord Challenger?” 
 
    I removed Carnwennan from Breaker’s scabbard. 
 
    “This white-gripped dagger can shroud me and my people. I’m wondering if it can somehow mask our presence as we enter in. What do you think?” 
 
    The Icon’s boyish face widened in surprise. 
 
    “If that is the weapon I think it is, then I suspect our little endeavor just got a great deal less desperate. My powers merge marvelously with items of subterfuge. We will be able to enter deep into the Wound’s territory before anyone notices.” 
 
    “Great,” I replied. “I’ll let my team know.” 
 
    “Er,” the trickster Icon hedged. “That would actually weaken the effect. You see, I was being rather literal when I said ‘anyone notices.’ If you start telling members of your team, my magic will be affected and we will no longer be able to take advantage of the Dagger of Avalon’s holy shroud.” 
 
    “I can’t leave my team unprepared,” I protested. 
 
    “Nor should you,” the Icon said carefully. “But I don’t think that will be an issue.” He pointed to his left. “Do you see how Mother Glade’s entire guard is pulling your people over to whisper to them in hushed, urgent tones?” 
 
    Sure enough, all of the locals were giving each other these incredulous ‘are they seriously doing this, I can’t believe it and we’re all going to die,’ looks, all while pulling my teammates over and whispering what looked to be a twelve-step survival plan into their ears. 
 
    Hey, bro? Val sent me. Just so you know, the locals are saying that using this Pan guy is the worst decision you’ve ever made, and that we need to be super-prepared for literally anything, because things will go certainly and horribly wrong. Do you know anything about that? 
 
    And that there, was the problem with working with family on things like this. 
 
    Nothing I can say, I sent back carefully. But I think their ideas are practical. Go ahead and be safe. Expect trouble as soon as we land. 
 
    Grrr, my fourteen-year-old adopted sister sent back, who, all things considered, had been doing a fantastic job of handling everything. Fine. But if things get too bad, I’m totally going to yell at you afterwards. 
 
    Yup, I noted through the mindlink, saying nothing more. Fortunately she didn’t pry and went back to checking her gear and refreshing her Shadow Magic spells. 
 
    My tattoos are fully resonating with yer Gaelguard’s now, Merada sent me. We be as ready as possible. 
 
    Breena and the Testifiers all gave me similar ready checks. Everyone’s magic was refreshed. Everyone’s weapons and gear were ready. I did a double check over my own gear and enhancements, paying special attention to my Blood Magic spells since they were probably going to be the most relevant. 
 
    After one final check, we gathered around Great Pan, with myself in the circle with him, and the Stag Lord standing just outside of it. I held out my scabbard, with Carnwennan in its sheath, gripping the handle while the Icon put his hand over the pommel. 
 
    “Everyone form a chain of hands,” the hooved Icon commanded. “Those closest to the Challenger should put their hands on his shoulder, while those farthest should touch the shoulder of those in front of them. Then, close your eyes.” The rogueish face grew serious. “When you open them, you may find yourselves in the fight of your lives.” 
 
    “I will be your escort,” the Stag Lord rumbled. “I will draw the ire of the Huntsman and his retinue. When you land, make haste to the center of the Chaos Wound, for every moment counts.” 
 
    We nodded as we all did as they directed. I felt Carnwennan’s shroud swirl as it contacted Great Pan’s power, and the experience terrified me. Not because of the Icon’s vast might. 
 
    It was because Carnwennan felt like it could swallow whole the Icon’s power, if I just had the strength and skill to wield it properly. 
 
    But that sensation quickly passed, and we were all wrapped in a comforting, slightly ticklish presence. Our eyes remained closed, but tiny dots appeared in my vision anyway. I felt like each dot represented a member of my current warband, Icons included. 
 
    I saw our dots soar into the air as one, clustering around myself and the trickster Icon. We left behind the dim impressions of trees and began to whip through the air. I felt behind us a great, hungering cold, stripping away all of the light and life in the distance behind us. I felt brave men and women of all three races—Woadfolk, elf, fairy—battle hard against the furry shapes in the encroaching cold, but slowly give ground to it nonetheless. 
 
    Don’t worry, I thought silently at the Tumult. You’re next. 
 
    And on we soared, flying past the land below. I saw the tall trees of the Woadlands, and wondered what they’d look like when the giant Woadfathers once again grew in their midsts. 
 
    As we flew onward, gradually the land began to change. I saw more Woadfolk and elves stationed on the ground, forming patrols, standing in trees and lookout towers. A few more feet, and I saw bare patches of earth, as if trees and shrubbery had been pulled free and dragged off to the direction we were going. A few more feet, and I began to see weeping trees, dripping blood and swaying in unnatural directions. 
 
    We grow close, the Stag Lord warned. Prepare for combat. 
 
    Oh, they will, Great Pan whispered smugly. Or at least, they will be more prepared than anyone else. 
 
    I dread what you might mean by that, the Stag Lord replied, but pressed no further. The fact that he knew to do so was probably the mark of a good leader. 
 
    The trees grew more and more deformed, the Chaos tumors in them more evident. A horn sounded, and a voice suddenly boomed through our ears. 
 
    “You have returned early, and alone, brother,” the Bloody-Horned Huntsman said in a solemn voice. “Have you come for some sort of secret meeting, perhaps? Or have you come alone to settle the private matter between us?” 
 
    I felt all of the lights around me twitch in surprise. 
 
    He couldn’t sense us. 
 
    Go, the Stag Lord’s light said quietly to our own, and we barreled forward. 
 
    Behind us, I saw the light representing the Stag Lord flare out into a full-fledged bonfire. 
 
    “You have wrecked and damaged my world, my people, and my once-fond memory of you beyond all repair!” the Icon’s voice boomed. “I refuse to let you profit off of my people’s demise! I reject the offer you have made in bad faith, and demand you accompany my world into the grave!” 
 
    In the distance, we heard Bloody-Horn chuckle in contempt. 
 
    “Finally breaking under the strain, brother? I wondered when this day would come. You are a leader of prey, not true hunters! Come, let me see if I can finally show you the difference between the Stag and those who consume them!” 
 
    A blood-red light appeared before us, but it ignored our presence and flew toward our escort. 
 
    “Come, hounds!” Bloody-Horns boomed. “We go on our greatest Wyld Hunt yet!” 
 
    Another horn sounded, and a torrent of howls and bellows answered the Dark Icon’s call. 
 
    “Bring all the help you dare, False Horn,” the Light Icon called out from behind us. “It will not make the difference for today!” 
 
    The two blazing balls of power and heat clashed together, shaking the air we flew in. I was suddenly, painfully made aware of the difference between a weak, nascent Icon such as Raw-Maw and the two ancient, powerful behemoths behind me. But I couldn’t let that distract me. The Stag Lord had given us the best opening we would ever get. 
 
    Stay close and silent, Pan cautioned, and we flew deeper into the bloody woods. 
 
    Through the weird shadow-bond Pan had formed between us all, I felt several people muffle gasps at the sight below. In this weird shrouded space, most of the terrain was still murky and hazy, but right below and before us we could make out details from the horrible shapes. The trees and other fauna were no longer just plants with a fleshy parasite attached to them. They now resembled something I would much rather spend the rest of my life trying to forget, instead of trying to describe. I saw a tree rustle to shake both branches and long bloody horns. I saw roots lift out of the ground with long, bear-like paws attached. One tree shook itself as if to wave at us, grasping with three-clawed talons at the very end of its branches. 
 
    The Wound is becoming more aware, Great Pan told us. I cannot take you much farther. 
 
    Shocked impressions washed over me, as people suddenly realized just how deep into the bloody woods we had gone. 
 
    More shapes flew under us. These moved more naturally, suggesting that they had never been plants. But their bodies were still bloody and wrong, and yet… they felt familiar. One part of my subconscious recognized what they once were and felt revolted, but the other, darker part whispered that I should command them, that I should put them under my heel and force them to obey. 
 
    There was only one specific group of creatures that would make me feel such things. 
 
    These were mutated Horde. 
 
    The final guard force of the Chaos Wound. 
 
    And as one, their bloody, misshapen heads turned in our direction. 
 
    This is as far as I can take you, Great Pan whispered through our link with him. You have a little more than a hundred yards to go, Lord Challenger. I wish you success. 
 
    Wait we’re already near the source of the wound? Breena demanded. 
 
    Yup, I said. Get ready to start wrecking stuff. 
 
    But we— 
 
    The little dots of flame disappeared, and we all became visible. So did the rest of the world around us. 
 
    We had only gotten a hazy view of it before. Everything beyond a few hundred feet had looked murky and hazy, making the mutated plants and trees suddenly jump out when they came into view. Now though, every mutated plant, tree, and beast was visible to the naked eye. We were literally surrounded by hundreds of tumor-faced Horde and hairy, rasping trees. Heads and limbs swiveled simultaneously toward our direction, and a sense of panic began to pound through the mindlink as everyone tried to process a hundred different nightmares all at once. 
 
    A split-second later, I realized I was still in charge. 
 
    I began shouting commands, pitching my voice to make use of the song magic Weylin had taught me. “Forward!” I called out, hitting the proper pitch to create a basic focus effect. “Don’t look! Just kill! Kill and move forward!” I moved and alternated my pitch as I spoke, hitting the notes once more for focus, then courage, then focus again, alternating back and forth until people began moving behind me, following me like they were pulled by a string. “Forward!” I repeated, snapping a quick widen spell script through the air and punching a fireball through it. “Kill and move forward! We are a hundred yards away from going home!” 
 
    My warband seemed to wake up after the fireball went off. They began slinging arrows and spells of their own in a tight wedge, killing enough warped Horde and plants to clear a trail. Just now, the monsters began to lurch after us. We had the element of surprise, and the changes wrought by the Chaos Wound made most of the creatures clumsy, letting us sprint for several dozen yards before they began forming a tight net around us. I sketched a quick, sloppy empower rune through the air and hurled my stored lightning bolt at a tree pulling itself toward us on four badger limbs, striking directly at the tumor where the limbs connected. The tree actually let out a creaking scream, but kept coming, pulling closer on its scorched, fleshy arms right until an Air-enhanced arrow from Weylin splattered the tumor apart. 
 
    As we ran another dozen yards I saw the circle of monsters tighten, and I knew we would not make it. The Chaos Beasts were clumsy but incredibly tough. The mutated Horde took several times the amount of damage their normal counterparts did, and the trees themselves took whole volleys before they became inert. My own panic was starting to rise until I felt Merada tug at me through the mindlink. 
 
    The Guard and I can keep the way the clear for ye, she sent, but we won’t be any good for the last dozen yards. Think ye can handle that bit on yer own? 
 
    No, I said as I looked up, seeing the massive, pulsing tree slowly coming into view. But I won’t have to. Testifiers, Val, Breena, you’re all with me. 
 
    Got it, bro, Val sent to me. Also, this is absolutely terrifying and I sorta hate you right now. 
 
    Yeah, Weylin chimed in. What she said. 
 
    Before anyone else could complain about the gory hellscape I had led them all into, Merada opened her mouth and shouted out some Gaelic-sounding language that my mindscreen didn’t translate. The Gaelguard all shouted back as one as their tattoos glowed brighter than I had ever seen. As I turned back to notice, I saw the tattoo on Merada’s face light up again, for the first time since we grappled yesterday. She held her spear above her head in both hands as the glow from her tattoo spiraled up and down her entire body. That same glow mingled with the glow from the other Gaelguard until everyone seemed connected by tiny roots of light. Then, Merada took her spear and slammed it into the ground, letting out an eagle-like shriek as she did so. Then green fire geysered out from her entire body, covering the entire area around us, like a round dam that had burst in a hundred different directions at once. The fire incinerated nearby Horde and burned the plant-based tumors clean off of the trees they had gripped. 
 
    Hurry, she sent tensely over the mindlink, and I needed no further encouragement. 
 
    While Merada and the Gaelguard created their firestorm, the fairies and elves opened fire into the area just ahead of us, clearing the way for my small band of mindlinked warriors. I drew Toirneach and began cutting my way through mutated wretches, miscreants and mongrels until I could finally get a clear view of the Trial’s source. 
 
    Oh, Icons, Breena breathed, and I didn’t blame her. 
 
    Directly up ahead of us was the second-largest tree I had ever seen. The tumor-covered tree was half again the size of the normal Woadfathers back on Avalon, and as I watched, the reddened woad glyph suddenly pulsed, causing bark and tumor to creak, swell, and expand. 
 
    “It’s growing,” Breena said softly to me. “It’s growing into an actual Monarch.” 
 
    “I thought that was supposed to be a different species of plant?” 
 
    “It is,” Breena replied as we closed the final distance. “I mean, they’re related, but still, you can’t get a Monarch from a Woadfather seed. But this—” She shook her head as the tree expanded again. As it did so, one of the numerous tumors coating it burst open, and three mutated Spawn fell to the ground. Their bodies were coated with extra, discolored sinew, and their faces were masses of bloody, featureless tissue. They whipped their heads around, and the wounds on their face began to suck in air as if they were sniffing for us. 
 
    Gross, Val sent in disgust. 
 
    Yep, I replied, already tracing symbols through the air. Kill them quickly. 
 
    This time, I had traced a large enough copy and empower symbols for Breena and Karim to fire their own lightning bolts through. While they did so, I poured my fingerbolts in next, then followed it up with my Friction Slice spell, casting it again and again until the script magic faded a few seconds later. 
 
    One of the disfigured Spawn was shocked and sliced apart, another was injured from the chaining effect of Journeyman-level lightning bolts, and the final one somehow drew the blood from the dying Spawn’s body into a burning orb in front of it. 
 
    The fleshy mass on the Woadfather pulsed again, and this time we heard a voice speak from it. 
 
    “Fleeeee,” the massive tree creaked. “Noooo… king… here…” 
 
    That’s a real bad sign, I thought to Teeth. Can we try to transform? 
 
    No, damn it, Teeth cursed in frustration. Cavus burned us out. 
 
    I threw my axe into the burning blood-orb the center Spawn was still shaping. The orb splashed apart, sizzling all over the mutated freak, who went right back to reforming it, unconcerned for its smoldering flesh. Arrows and arcane bolts began to pepper it. To my left, I saw Eadric and Val sprint for the wounded Spawn, weapons drawn. The corrupted tree began to pulse again, and several dozen tumors swelled, each the same size as the ones that just produced the mutant Spawn. 
 
    I was struggling to think of how we were going to handle over a dozen more Spawn when Breena called for my attention, speaking, tugging my shoulder, and sending mental messages all at once. 
 
    “Wes,” she said, eyes locked downward. “Look.” 
 
    Her wand was pulsing in sync with the corrupted Woadfather, alternating between pink and purple light. 
 
    “Breena,” I said quickly, remembering my earlier plan to transform. “Do what you did against Cavus.” 
 
    She hesitated for a split second. 
 
    “I still don’t know how I did that,” 
 
    One of the tree’s pustules ripped open, as a Spawn stuck its arm out. 
 
    “I think I remember,” I said gently, choosing not to scream about how every second counted. “You realized that you are brave, and beautiful, and that you wanted to take back something that was lost.” 
 
    He called out to her again, right at that moment. 
 
    Daughter, the quiet voice said. Use me. Seek what is lost. I rage. 
 
    I saw Val shudder out of the corner of my eye, as Shadow Magic wrapped around her. 
 
    Do it, Breena, she sent over the mindlink, leaping into the air with Shadow-enhanced strength and slicing open the wounded Spawn’s throat. You can trust him. 
 
    Breena sighed, closed her eyes, and began to grow, glowing with the light she had shown with earlier. 
 
    Her merger with Invictus was different from my own. She didn’t begin shouting a chant about light or Ideal magic. She just grew to a size larger than Val and hovered above our heads. 
 
    “Can you hear me?” she asked the corrupted Woadfather. “Do you remember what you used to be?” 
 
    I heard an angry, hissing sound come from all of the flesh coating the giant tree. But a patient creaking noise soon followed. 
 
    “Yes,” the sentient tree replied. “Light. Used to have light… Miss light…” 
 
    “You have been robbed and wronged,” Breena said as she shined with a gold-pink light. She pointed her wand, her ‘boom-stick,’ at the largest part of the tumor coating the giant tree. “Give back what you have taken,” she commanded, and then, pulling on a power whose source I couldn’t sense, she fired a blast out from her wand twice the size of her human-sized body. 
 
    The blast struck the centermost Spawn on the way, catching the top of the monster and utterly vaporizing its skull. Then it dug into the dirt, and I felt Breena strain and pull the pillar of golden fire upward, directly into the Chaos Wound. The tumorous mass bubbled and hissed in both anger and pain as clumps of it broke off and dissolved. The Chaos Wound quickly expelled more altered Horde, but Breena’s wings began fluttering, blasting shards of sharp light into them. But I felt her strain, and I knew she could not keep this up for long. 
 
    Use me, the quiet voice said to me next, I rage. 
 
    I reached for the Soulcurrent, but instead I found myself grasping Breaker, in its blade-less form. The handle vibrated in my hand, pulling me toward the tree. I let it, flinging myself forward as fast as I could. The Woadfather quaked and swayed, but Breena had blasted a way clear for me 
 
    “Miss… light,” the giant tree croaked again, and the Chaos Wound hissed angrily at it. But the Woadfather strained, and a patch of burnt tumor suddenly fell off of it. “Here… take… buried… light.” 
 
    Breaker was pulling me directly to that patch. Using my Air magic’s enhancements, I launched into the air, dodging a pustule of Chaos Wound that suddenly fired off of the tree at me. As I grew closer I saw a form indented into the patch of bark. One more leap brought me close enough to see that the figure was human-shaped, and what was clasped in his hands was the object Breaker was pulling me over to find. 
 
    “Take… light,” the tree begged. “Uncover… use… give… light.” 
 
    One more careful leap, and I was next to the patch on the giant tree. 
 
    It was a human figure, either one of the ancient Woadfolk or a very muscled elf with a well-groomed beard. The body was regal even covered in bark, wearing a thin crown and some sort of segmented platemail. Clasped in the bearded lord’s hands was a short blade, a little longer than the arsenic bronze short sword I had loaned to Alum. 
 
    As Breaker buzzed in my hand, I knew that this blade in front of me was even older than my old short sword. It may have predated time itself, if such a thing were possible, but who would know if it was? 
 
    Furthermore, a voice told me, this blade and its wielder did not belong in this tree. Entombing a body in a Woadfather was both blasphemous and harmful for the tree itself. And this blade should not have been covered up, an instinct growled inside of me. It should have been somewhere accessible, in case the Woadlands or its king had need of it. 
 
    Whoever had entombed this ancient king and this blade here must have done so recently, with the express purpose of making sure it would not be easy to find. 
 
    They had planted a bloody forest just to hide one blade. 
 
    I couldn’t get the warrior’s corpse out at this moment, but my hand moved to the bound weapon on its own accord. If this sword got free, we all had a chance. We just needed to hope long enough to see the light. We just needed to… 
 
    I trailed off of as Breaker’s hilt touched the bark-buried blade. Light and sound cracked out from where they met, and as I fell backwards, Claimh Solais, the sword of light, leaped into my hand and imprinted its name into my mind. 
 
    The weapon had taken Breaker’s place, merging directly into the weapon on a level only Carnwennan had done. It was a sword with a thick, flanged guard, and a blade that flared out a few inches away from the hilt. The blade was a little over two feet long, longer than my dagger but not as long as my spatha. But as the sword of light, it didn’t need to be long, the voice told me. Its purpose was to show light in dark, tight places, to make sure light traveled there, and to stab and hew apart any obstacles between the light and the hopeless people that needed it. I felt the bright weapon pleasantly warm my hand, telling me that at least some of the weapon’s light brought heat as well. 
 
    “Light…” the Woadfather groaned again. “Share… light.” 
 
    “No!” a bubble popped, and in that sick moment I realized how this Trial had gotten so strong, so fast.  
 
    The Malus Men had somehow created a Horde Pit directly inside the Chaos Wound. 
 
    Breena let out another powerful blast, scorching the massive bubble that housed the Horde Pit inside of it. Secondary bubbles popped all along the giant bubble’s surface, but the Pit itself did not crack. 
 
    “Hurry, Wes!” Breena cried out in a grated voice. “I can’t finish this thing off on my own!” 
 
    “Trial,” another bubble popped. “Trial…aids…defeat… impossible…” 
 
    “No,” the suffering tree creaked beneath the Pit and Chaos Wound. “Use… more… light!” 
 
    “On it,” I said, suddenly knowing what to do. 
 
    The longer I held Claimh Solais, the more I knew what to do. The Horde Pit and Chaos Wound were reinforcing each other on a level that not even Cavus could. They were both taking horrible damage from Breena’s attack, but with every minute the blood-tainted woad glyph would pulse and undo some of that damage. 
 
    That very thought told me what to do next. I leap-climbed my way up the Woadfather until I could reach the reddened woad glyph, and then I held out my new sword in front of the tainted glyph. The short blade flared up like a propane torch as it brushed up against the corrupted sap. The next moment, green light began to burst from the tree’s mark. 
 
    “Nooo,” the Chaos Horde Pit shouted with another massive bubble popping. 
 
    “At…” the Woadfather creaked. “…Last.” 
 
    Claimh Solais still blazed, bright enough to where I needed to look away. But out of the corner of my eye, I could see the woad sap in the glyph glow even brighter than before. The lines of woad sap all along the tree turned green as well, burning away the Chaos Wound’s taint and causing big chunks of warped flesh to fall from the tree. Behind me, Breena sagged but redoubled her blast, pouring more light through her new wand and into the Pit-Chaos Wound hybrid. 
 
    The Woadfather kept reacting to the light of my new blade, creaking toward it ever so slightly, the way a potted plant might turn its leaves toward the light. It stretched as it shifted, making my footing stumble as bark, roots, and branches kept expanding. I remembered that the Chaos Wound damaged plants the most not by changing them to something else, but by changing them halfway, giving them an incomplete form that was only useful for the Wound’s purpose. The tree was trying to complete the change, but it seemed to sputter in its growth, as if it was lacking one final, crucial element to finish its transformation into a Woadfather Monarch. 
 
    I was about to tell it to stop changing, to try and remain what it had been before it had been damaged, but the quiet voice stopped me. 
 
    No, it said. The plant can now only diminish or become greater. It can never go back to what it once was. So crown it. 
 
    What? I asked, baffled, as my footing continued to keep up with the shifting bark. 
 
    Crown it. Seek the lost. Then crown them. They will be kings. They will be queens. 
 
    I will be king, something in my own heart answered. I will protect. I will prevail. I will be king. 
 
    Crown them, the voice repeated. Seek the lost. Then crown them. 
 
    I knew what to do. 
 
    Breaker had not lost its storage function when it merged with Claimh Solais. I still retained over a gallon of Woadfather Monarch sap within the weapon’s storage space. I summoned the sap out of my weapon’s handle, and the green liquid traveled through the bright light and directly into the Woadfather’s glyph. 
 
    The tree creaked again in response, and then continued expanding. The belt of flesh constricting it now fully broke off, burning up as Breena’s light incinerated it. The main bubble holding the Horde Pit finally burst, and I saw Ball-ee leap out of the back of Val’s bag and begin heading over to the spilling muck. 
 
    “I… see…” the giant tree said behind me. “Thank you… fathers…” 
 
    I turned my head back to look at the transforming plant, wondering if it was talking to me, the sap, or the voice. 
 
    All, the voice said inside of me. Crowning is fathering. Crowning is mothering. 
 
    It’s why I tried to crown you, son, my father’s voice suddenly swept through my mind, making me tear up and shudder all over, in spite of the storm of magic happening all around me. 
 
    And I will crown you as well, the quiet voice promised. Be king. And crown others. Then the voice vanished before I could question, distrust, or argue with it. 
 
    “I…” the tree creaked again, growing and shifting still, shuddering one final time. “Am… whole.” 
 
    Then the massive tree went still. I sighed and lowered myself off of it. 
 
    I had wanted to get a better view of the tree and the battlefield, but one final obstacle got in my way. 
 
    “Usurper,” the mist said as it drifted from the dying Pit. It loomed over me in the shape of a multi-headed winged dragon, much like the one that rose out of Raw-Maw’s corpse. “You have broken that which you cannot even comprehend. This will destroy you. This will—” 
 
    I swung Claimh Solais out in front of me. A blaze of light leaped out from the weapon and swirled into the nearby phantom in a slash-shaped beam. The beam tore the misty dragon in half, and as he dissipated, I inhaled.  
 
    “False king!” the dragon screamed as the top part of its torn form drifted into my open mouth. “I will bury you under a mountain of angry gods!” 
 
    Nom-nom-nom, Teeth answered as I felt my own dragon consume the angry vestige. Also, shut your digested ass up. 
 
    Language, I admonished just because I could, before turning my attention back to the battlefield around us, counting off the members of my team. Val and Eadric were still standing next to the mutated Horde they had killed. Karim and Weylin had turned their fire outward, onto the remaining enemies, but it seemed a formality at this point. The death of the Chaos Wound’s central mass had caused the secondary tumors controlling its forces to dissolve and melt off. This affected the trees immediately, depriving them of both the means and desire to murder us. The Hordebeasts’ integration with the Wound had been even deeper, so when their tumors fell off it took much of their bodies with them. Karim and Weylin were left with just putting the monsters out of their misery. 
 
    Everybody’s pretty much okay, Wes, Val informed me. Merada’s got some wounded with her, but Ball-ee is already on his way over to them. Breena’s a little tired, but the Ball-ee that just came out of the Pit is watching her. 
 
    I turned and saw Breena resting on a pile of leaves the new smaller copy of Ball-ee had somehow dragged over, back to her smaller size and completely drained. 
 
    “Di-rec-tive?” the little ball of jelly squeaked, bumping into my fairy companion. “Rest? Sleep? Heal?” 
 
    “I will if you stop touching me,” the little sprite moaned. “Wes, making me do that a second time has completely tired me out. I’m sore and if nobody’s dying, I’m going to bed right now.” 
 
    Merada, are we really okay? I sent worriedly, while at the same time wincing at Breena’s choice of words. 
 
    Aye, the Woad-woman replied. A whole lot of us would’ve died if ye had taken five minutes longer, but now yer little jelly be treating the worst of the wounded. They all won’t be fighting tomorrow, but at least they’ll be breathing. 
 
    Great, Breena told us, and promptly fell asleep. 
 
    She was right, I decided as I scooped her up in a spare cloak. If the fight was truly over, then everyone had earned a rest. Then I remembered two demigods were still battling somewhere, and bit back a loud oath. 
 
    Speaking of which, a blood-curdling roar sounded out from the distance as the Bloody-Horned Huntsman finally felt the loss of power from his sponsorship of the Chaos Wound. 
 
    “Impossible!” the Dark Icon snarled audibly from miles away. A loud boom sounded afterward, and I gained the impression that the Stag Lord had suddenly gained the upper hand. “Subterfuge? From you, brother?” I felt a powerful awareness turn toward my direction, and then a horn blasted like it was right next to my ears. “I will take their lives before I take my leave!” 
 
    A blur of power rushed its way towards us. Its presence made my head swim, and I fought to clear it. I summoned Toirneach again, raising it along with Claimh Solais as I faced the last foe of this Trial. 
 
    “No,” a creaking voice said behind me. “You are not king here.” 
 
    I turned and saw the new form of the Woadfather for the first time. The wooden monolith had doubled from its previous size, with leaves and branches that spread out just now to make a canopy covering over a mile of the forest. One massive branch swayed to move in front of us, disrupting whatever attack the Dark Icon was projecting at us. “Begone,” the new Monarch said in its creaking voice, and the new woad glyphs covering its bark all flared together at once, sending out a combined beam of green fire. The beam spiraled outward to strike an invisible figure dozens of miles away, one who roared in pain and agony several moments later. 
 
    “CHALLENGER!” the Huntsman roared. “YOU HAVE MADE A SWORN ENEMY TODAY!” 
 
    The Bloody-Horned Huntsman now views you with abject animosity, my mindscreen informed me uselessly. 
 
    Hypocrite, Teeth thought as the Dark Icon responsible for nearly destroying this world retreated into whatever haven his kind rested in after nearly being destroyed. You better run. Or you’ll see if we don’t kick your ass in a couple more Rises. 
 
    Speaking of which, power began to thrum and whirl about inside of me. For a moment I felt as I could have undergone several Rises at once, but then I felt something lock down on me again, something try to restrict me once more. 
 
    ERROR, my mindscreen projected. Previously corrected algorithms are once again attempting to subvert the Challenger’s natural increase in power. Further accomplishments may be necessary to overwhelm unauthorized restrictions. Further examination by the Starsown or Avalon itself may be necessary to determine the algorithm’s origin. 
 
    That was annoying. We had done well here, but I needed to be able to Rise soon, because my enemies were still growing stronger. I would have to find some other way to grow— 
 
    Update, my mindscreen beeped again. A Chaos-based, Trial-level Challenge has officially been overcome by the allies and inhabitants of the Woadlands. Both the source of the Trial as well as the Dark Icon sponsoring it have been removed from the world. Power will be gained by all parties as well as the planet directly, reversing harmful mutations and applying beneficial ones in their place. Crops will become more durable, produce more yield, and provide more benefits upon consumption. Animal life will adjust to become more resistant to diseases and the elements. Childbirth has become safer and more successful for all species. Finally, the increase in vitality will specifically grant all life +5 to Strength, Constitution, and Intelligence, as well as an increased resistance to cold due to better circulation of nutrients. 
 
    Creatures that directly participated in overcoming the Trial will additionally receive +10 to Strength, Constitution, and Intelligence as well as an even greater resistance to cold. 
 
    As the Challenger of Avalon and the primary one responsible for defeating the Trial, all benefits are doubled. ERROR: multiple Earthborn Challengers detected in the vicinity. Applying the award of power to both Challengers. 
 
    Holy status update, Teeth groaned as the information swept through us. Also, why does it now feel like we didn’t skip leg day? 
 
    Before I could answer him, a new torrent of information poured into me from my mindscreen. 
 
    A nascent Planetary Lord has participated in the ending of a Trial. Right to Rule has been gained. The Lord will receive the same benefits as the inhabitants who participated in the defeating of the Trial, +10 to Strength, Constitution, and Intelligence, as well as increased resistance to cold. The Lord further gains +10 to Wisdom and Charisma for lending assistance on an allied planet. 
 
    ERROR: detecting allegiance from at least one Icon of the Woadlands. Right to Rule has further been increased. Further detecting that the nascent Lord has played a direct role in ending the Trial, including the use of his personal retinue. The Lord will further gain an increase in Wisdom and Charisma equal to the highest increase granted to a member of the Lord’s warband. As a Challenger has been detected among the Lord’s warband, said increase is +30 to Wisdom and Charisma. The Planetary Lord has also gained a deeper tie to this world, allowing for a deeper association with this world’s ancient magic and skills. The Planetary Lord has gained an increase in affinity for inherent Woadfolk skills as well as the right and ability to make use of Woad tattoos. Affinity for Water and Earth magic has also been increased. ERROR: Detecting a pre-existing affinity for Woad tattoos and several Woadfolk skills. Also detecting maximum comprehension for aforementioned Ideals. Applicable power is attempting resolution… 
 
    Something inside my body shifted. The pressure inside of me grew heavier. 
 
    Applying resolution, my mindscreen informed me. The Planetary Lord will receive assistance from the planet itself during the creation of his first woad tattoo. The nascent Planetary Lord will also gain two ranks per Rise in his choice of Elder Woadfolk skills. 
 
    I still had no idea what the woad tattoo would do for me, but I could always make use of more skill ranks. Especially since Breena had enough stress as it was. 
 
    The Challenger has successfully negotiated an agreement with the Icons of a planet, and has honored the first part of his commitment. The Challenger has taken an additional step along the Path of Kings. The Challenger has completed his first journey along said Path. All previous benefits will be increased. The Challenger has also gained an affinity for influencing beings under his command. 
 
    The Challenger has successfully led his forces against a planetary Trial, resulting in the completion of said Trial. The Challenger has taken an additional step along the Path of War, leading to the completion of his first journey down said Path. All previous benefits will be increased. The Challenger has also gained an increased awareness of battlefields, allowing him to have a better sense of all present combatants. 
 
    I had never heard of Paths containing ‘journeys.’ I would have to talk to Stell or Breena about that… 
 
    Update: sufficient energy has been gained to circumvent hostile algorithms. Attempting now. 
 
    Wait, I thought at my mindscreen, don’t— 
 
    A crushing, piercing weight settled over my chest, and it felt like my heart had suddenly seized up. Before I had time to question my instincts, my subconscious had already grabbed hold of the weight, wrestled it about, heaved… 
 
    And pushed. 
 
    And pushed. 
 
    And then pushed one final time. 
 
    I attempted to throw out one last expletive before I blacked out, but failed.


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER EIGHTEEN: GOING WOAD 
 
      
 
      
 
    I woke up to another barren wasteland, with an oppressive sky and mocking voices over my head. 
 
    He has done it again, the first voice said in a disappointed tone. 
 
    What? the second voice exclaimed in exasperation. To this extent? How? There were so many protocols in place at this level. No matter what he tried, he should have been unable to advance. Which protocol failed to work properly? 
 
    This time the speakers sounded as if they were right next to my ear. But I couldn’t see them no matter where I turned my head. In fact, I couldn’t see anything but a multicolored, shapeless mass that shifted all around me. 
 
    Judging by the readings, the third old man replied, all of them. At once. Three times in a row. 
 
    How did he even do it? the first voice asked. 
 
    Brute force, apparently, Third answered. He just kept overcoming difficulties until the pressure on the algorithms was too great to bear. 
 
    But the data shows that it has only been a short scale of time since his last Rise, Second pointed out. For him to have gained this level of accomplishment… The old man trailed off. 
 
    He would have had to thwart a Trial, Third confirmed. 
 
    As I concentrated, details began emerging out of the formless mass. The first sensation came in the form of touch, as my feet realized they stood on shaky, loose ground. Like standing on a pile of books, or balls in a children’s ball pit. I shifted to remain steady, as the frightened old men continued to talk nonsense about me. 
 
    Then this has finally become serious, First said. He is walking down the same road as the ancients of his race have walked before. If he forms a habit of such interference then the Expanse will know the same terror that gripped it in the time of the tyrants before him. 
 
    “Why?” I asked, looking up because I knew the frightened old voices were standing over me no matter how close they sounded. “Tell me why I am so terrifying? Why does saving lives scare all of you so much? Why is overcoming a Trial a bad thing?” 
 
    He speaks to us again, Second sighed. 
 
    Must he? First groaned in disgust. This is so undignifying. 
 
    Just cover your mouths and keep your distance, Third said. And make sure you don’t step where he has, or you’ll spend forever trying to wash off the taint. 
 
    “Wow,” I said as I searched for a proper expletive for these guys. I failed when I remembered all the things that these decrepit idiots had said about Stell. “Okay,” I decided, and began pushing against the heaviness I felt from the sky above me. This time, though, I didn’t tear right through it. I pushed just enough to stretch it, letting me stretch to my full height. I began walking, kicking clutter out of the way until I found something high and solid enough to step upward on.  
 
    What is he doing? First asked, sounding tense. 
 
    I pushed, kicked around, found another solid mound, and took another step upward. 
 
    He is coming closer! Second shrieked. He is coming closer! Stop him! 
 
    We cannot, the third said in a trembling voice. This whole landscape is meant to contain him! 
 
    “But I can leave on my own, apparently,” I said to the figures. “This time though, I’m not doing so without answers.” 
 
    He demands much, First said in disgust. Shame on him. 
 
    You do not know just what you’re asking of us, Earthborn, Second said in a nauseated voice. You do not know the violation others feel when they must talk to a member of your race. 
 
    Tell him nothing, Third cautioned. His kind defiles the Expanse with every bit of knowledge they gain. 
 
    “In that case,” I replied, pushing and moving upward again. “I’m on my way over to give you three a hug.” 
 
    You would not dare, First spat, though I heard uncertainty in his voice. A lowly Earthborn like you? Touch one of us? Do you think the Expanse would even allow such an indignity? 
 
    “Maybe a punch instead of a hug?” I offered, taking another step up. I thought I could make out their shapes ahead and above me. 
 
    He’s not listening, Second said. 
 
    No, he isn’t, Third sighed. 
 
    If he touches us, we will never live down the indignity, First said. Others will believe they can take our positions, our power, and our slaves. We will lose everything. Even that which we have hidden. 
 
    Speak, Earthborn, Second said in defeat and disgust. Speak, and come no closer. And shame on you, for the filthy ambitions you have already displayed. 
 
    “The feeling’s mutual, you obnoxious jackasses,” I spat. “Now tell me what exactly I have done that is so terrifying.” 
 
    That answer is simple enough, Third said grimly. Look to your feet. 
 
    I glanced downward, and my eyes finally made sense of the objects beneath my feet. What I saw almost made me step backward, and lose all of the progress I had gained, all because of the horned skull gaping at my feet. 
 
    I had been climbing a hill of bones and corpses. 
 
    This is what you have done, Earthborn, Third explained. In ending the Trial of a Thrall World, you have aborted and starved thousands, possibly millions of other organisms. 
 
    “These are,” I began, kicking away the small horned skull. But it was only one of many, and the very next moment I noticed a horse-like skull just inches away from my right foot, a Spawn’s skull. “These are Horde.” 
 
    “They are perhaps the most cunningly designed race in existence,” Third replied gravely, projecting his voice to where I could hear him clearly. “Their creation filled a niche in the armies, slave camps, food processing, and entertainment centers among a dozen different planetary empires. The business opportunities their potential provided would have been enough to lift several fading dynasties back into their proper place.” 
 
    “They kill, eat, and degrade people in the most horrible ways possible,” I rebutted. “Your omission of such things frightens and baffles me.” 
 
    “We know,” Third sighed. “The degenerates among your ancestors reacted much the same way. It was the last straw the Council refused to bear.” 
 
    “Tell me what the Council is,” I demanded, kicking away the Spawn skull and lifting my foot as if to take a menacing step upwards. “Tell me what my ancestors did that enraged them so much.” 
 
    “Did?” Second scoffed. “What didn’t they do?” 
 
    “The Council was the governing body of most of the Expanse,” Third answered me. “Their rulings maintained a healthy balance between the numerous worlds and allowed for countless civilizations to flourish. There has never been, nor will there ever be, any ruling body like it.” 
 
    “And the Earthborn were members,” I stated, recalling what the other beings inside Avalon had told me. Also, I recalled that this jerk just extolled the Horde as a galactic economy boomer. 
 
    “No,” Third protested vehemently. “The Earthborn were a leech. A race of parasites that attached themselves to a key position and never let go.” 
 
    “Okay,” I said thinking, “that would mean that they either granted the other races a resource to where they couldn’t afford to do without my ancestors, or we became so powerful that you were forced to acknowledge us. Judging by how asinine you three are, I’m guessing it was the second.” 
 
    “You are wrong, but certainly closer than you were with your first guess,” Third said, and I thought he made a spitting motion as he did so. “Your ancestors certainly didn’t provide us any resources. Instead, they denied the entire Expanse of thousands of resources.” 
 
    “Really?” I asked sarcastically. “I didn’t get much of a hoarder vibe from what I’ve learned about them.” 
 
    “Learned about them?” Second asked suspiciously. “He should not have been able to learn about them on his own.” 
 
    Which means I probably wasn’t supposed to learn about them from you, I resisted pointing out. 
 
    “It is irrelevant, Third sighed, especially now. Your race, Earthborn, attempted to change the very way the Expanse functioned. They rose up on their own, seizing power from others, overturning their empires and economies, and for the longest period of time we were all forced to tolerate it. But in the end, your people reached too far, and so the civilized races seized their chance to end their collective nightmare. We were unable and unwilling to wipe you out for good. Instead, however, we enacted every protocol we could to keep your people from seizing power again. Now as I behold you, however, undoing the same resource that forced the Council to turn on you in full, I fear we may have been mistaken.” 
 
    “Were we?” Second asked, dubious. He is still only one. 
 
    “The first rebel Earthborn was only one,” First said. He still proved to be too many. 
 
    “But he is no first Earthborn,” Second scoffed. “He can barely call himself one of the Dusk Era.” 
 
    “Stell”, I said suddenly. “What about Stell?” 
 
    “It is just as we told you,” Third sighed again. “The Last Starsown has been sentenced to suffer the punishment her actions have merited. This is an issue that has been settled back in the Dusk Era of your race.” 
 
    “That’s nonsense!” I snapped. “Stell wasn’t even alive during that era! How could you possibly sentence someone before they exist?” 
 
    “In her case, easily,” Third replied. “The Starsown’s reproduction are easy to chart, much like the movement of the stars they are tied to. The birth of the one you named Stell was charted to occur at an appointed date, and her appearance and nature were quickly predicted based on the genetics of her family and the star she was tied to. Once those predictions were complete, it was a small matter to rule a conviction, decide on the sentence, then auction off the privilege of carrying out that sentence.” 
 
    “No!” I shouted, fed up with all of the constant nonsense I’d had to put up with. “Stop it! Stop saying nonsense! You cannot justify passing a prepartum conviction for a crime that may never even occur!” 
 
    “Highly irrelevant,” First snorted. “And frankly insulting, to say the least. Then again, you are an Earthborn. Implying that a unanimous conviction, agreed upon by literally every single civilized race on the Council to be unjustified, is rather par for the course when it comes to your race.” 
 
    A scream tore from my mouth then. The dragon in me roared, and I leaped forward, swinging my newly taloned hands at the hazy shapes of the old men. I heard them hiss in surprise just before they fled backwards and upwards. I went crashing down upon another pile of Horde bones. 
 
    “Ah,” Third said when they flew a safe distance away. “This explains much.” 
 
    “Does it?” First replied. “It makes him quite cannibalistic, does it not?” 
 
    “Exactly,” Third affirmed. “And at any rate, we should be relieved. The source of his strength has been discovered. He is still contaminated, but he will not reach the height of the Earthborn of old.” 
 
    “Then he is nothing more than a minor roadblock,” Second said in relief. “We—I mean, the Expanse is safe. The Starsown’s claimant will take care of him. Our job is done, and we need not interfere.” I felt his gaze fall upon me. “This is as far as you go, little mutant. You will not reach our height.” 
 
    “You are forgetting,” I roared at them. 
 
    I swiped a talon directly into the emptiness above me, this time tearing it apart. 
 
    “These are not my skies!” 
 
    # 
 
    My eyes snapped open, and the roar died in my throat as I realized I was back in the Woadlands. 
 
    “Evening, darling,” Merada’s accent washed over my ears. “Gave us all quite a scare now, didn’t ye? How are ye feeling now?” 
 
    The beautiful Woad Princess was standing over me. No, kneeling, I realized, she was kneeling over me. I was in a room similar to that of the Woadfather Monarch we had discovered on Avalon. Which meant I was actually in the room of the new Woadfather Monarch we had just helped create in the Woadlands. The wooden cavern was much barer, lacking all of the furnishings that the Keeper Queen had accumulated. I was resting next to the cavern’s pool, with a number of cloaks stuffed around my head as padding. Breena appeared to be snoozing nearby, also resting on some kind of cloth. Merada was smiling patiently, still waiting for me to answer her question. 
 
    “I’m pretty sure I’m okay, now. But I don’t know, Merada,” I answered honestly. “Passing out after overcoming Challenges is starting to feel like a recurring theme for me. I think you’re the only one it still scares.” 
 
    Merada snorted. 
 
    “Ye think a bad thing happening more often makes it better?” she asked. 
 
    “Point taken,” I answered. I started to stand, but she stopped me. 
 
    “Hold still a wee bit longer,” she said. “I’m almost done.” 
 
    “Done doing what?” I asked suspiciously. The next moment my eyes widened in realization. “Merada, where are my clothes?” 
 
    I was naked from the waist up, and even below I was only clad in undertrousers. 
 
    “Most of them are still being washed,” she answered, not paying any heed to my sudden alarm, “along with yer armor. Ye need to wait a bit before ye can put them back on.” 
 
    I was about to ask what she was doing, but then she lifted her finger away from Breaker’s pommel. The digit was dyed green, and as I watched she traced it along my shoulder. I felt the Woad sap sink into my skin, stinging slightly as it began to swirl on my body. 
 
    She was tattooing me. 
 
    Like she had promised. 
 
    “You could do that while I was sleeping?” I asked, surprised. 
 
    “Aye,” the huntress answered. “Tis a bit easier, in fact. The process tends to sting and make people jump.” 
 
    “Yeah, it does sting a bit,” I admitted as she pulled away her hand. “How does it work, though?” I asked, narrowing my eyes with my next question. “And how are you able to pull the sap from my sword?” 
 
    “No idea on the second question,” Merada shrugged as she put her finger on my weapon’s round pommel. She swirled it around, as if she was dipping her finger in ink, and when she pulled the digit away the result was close. She began tracing some swirling design onto my shoulder and chest, coming close to where my heart was. “Best I can figure, near anyone can pull items out of that magic box inside yer sword. Ye might want to be a tad more careful with the thing.” She knitted her brows in concentration as she finished scrawling a line on my chest that I couldn’t see. Then she lifted her finger and began scrawling another line beneath the first. “As to how it works, that I mostly know,” she said as she began tracing some kind of circle. “But I can’t really describe. Best I can tell ye is that the art be where script magic and shaping magic meet. Tis more of a ritual, than a skill, and one ye can only do with the Woadfather’s sap. But the sap itself teaches ye the basics of the design. Ye just have to be powerful enough to make the design happen.” She finished weaving the script or symbol on my chest. Then she raised her hand over the design and closed her eyes, summoning her own green energy to filter into me. “There,” she said a moment later. “Almost done. Moving to the last part now.” 
 
    “For what it’s worth, the process isn’t nearly as painful as I’d been led to believe from people back home,” I admitted, and she smiled at that. 
 
    “Aye,” she answered. “Most tattoos take needles and such to remain inked into yer skin. But the magic does most of the grunt work for us. We just both have to be strong enough to handle it.” 
 
    “So how is the design looking?” I asked. “Not to complain, but I was kind of hoping I’d be allowed input on how my new tattoo should look like.” 
 
    “Sorry,” she grimaced. “It was mostly done to make sure ye were healthy. Breena tells me that something in yer head keeps trying to scramble ye. Something to do with either what ye went through back home, or what ye discovered back underground in Avalon.” 
 
    “I think it’s the second one, at this point,” I admitted. “It tries to keep me from Rising. But it passes as long as I fight through it. But according to my mindscreen, the danger seems to have passed,” I said, checking my condition through the semi-reliable status screen still in the process of logging all my gains. 
 
    “Well, at any rate, none of the healers knew what to do but let ye rest. I figured doing the tattoo now couldn’t hurt, since it’s strongly linked to recovery magic. Bet ye’re wondering what it’s going to do for ye, though,” she guessed with a smile and a challenging eyebrow. 
 
    “You’ve got me read pretty well at this point,” I admitted, grinning back. I shooed away the annoying corner of my mind that told me to freak out over being almost naked. “Not sure if my body can handle any further drastic changes though.” 
 
    “Aye, and yer bonded Monarch agrees with ye,” Merada replied. “Especially with all the muscle ye just gained.” She smiled, making my teenage mind desperately hope that she liked what she saw. 
 
    I glanced down and found that I had a full eight-pack of abdominal muscle now, something I didn’t even have during my best shape back on Earth. 
 
    “But the tattoo will give ye gradual benefits,” Merada explained. “For now, it’ll mainly enhance yer regeneration. Ye’ll heal faster and recover yer mana and vital guard in only half the normal time.” I raised my eyebrows at that, because that was a really big improvement. “It won’t grant ye the same protection that other tattoos grant their Gaelguard, but it will work to complement the protection ye already have, be it what ye wear or what ye work through magic.” I nodded, because that was the right call. I was already walking around with three layers of defense, including my armor. Even without it I still had my Earth and Script magic. 
 
    “It should also resonate with the magics ye already can perform, making the motions a little easier. And for now, that’s all it’ll do.” 
 
    “That’s probably plenty,” I admitted. “Thank you, Merada,” 
 
    “Yer welcome,” she said with a smile, dipping her finger into Monarch sap and scrawling a final line into my body. Then she waved a glowing hand over the spot, held it there for several seconds, and then finally sighed in relief. 
 
    “There,” she said. “All done. Would ye like to see?” 
 
    I nodded, and she brought me a silver mirror. The sight surprised me. 
 
    My tattoos scrawled down my shoulder in a series of intricate loops, until they reached my chest. There, they trailed into cursive writing, leaving two words written over the center of my chest: 
 
    Protect. Prevail. 
 
    “Stell told me what she saw in ye that day,” Merada said softly. “It be the real reason we trusted ye enough to accept ye as our Challenger.” 
 
    I touched the words on my chest, remembering the time she had pulled me crying off the ground, and made me believe I didn’t have a monster hiding inside of me. It was before I learned about the truth behind my father’s death, when everyone was still whispering that I would turn out like him one day, and that I probably wouldn’t be able to help it. It was after I met the first Hordebeast that could talk, and heard him beg me to make him into something darker, and more depraved. I had thought it to be confirmation of my worst fears, until Stell spoke into me. She threw my Deeds at me, what I had actually done versus who my fear told me I was. She did anything and everything she could think of to rip off the lies coiling around my heart, until I could see the words buried deep underneath. 
 
    Protect. Prevail. 
 
    The tattoo flared as those words ran through my mind, and I felt my heart beat in rhythm with them. 
 
    It hit me then, that whatever happened next, whatever new lie people tried to paste into my damaged and traumatized mind, I now had a permanent reminder of who I really was. 
 
    “Merada,” I said softly. “Thank you. This means a lot to me.” 
 
    “Yer welcome,” she said, looking down. “And thank ye, again. Ye’ve had the worst welcome a Challenger ever received, on any of our worlds. I even took up arms against ye. Yet ye worked as hard as any of them, began saving me people the moment ye got here.” She stared intently at me. “Do ye even know that no Challenger has ever ended a Trial as quickly as ye did, two days after ye arrived on our world?” 
 
    “No,” I shrugged. “But did every Challenger have a crack team of people behind them, Icons supporting them, and uncover an enchanted weapon that helped them turn the tide, just when they needed to?” 
 
    “Aye.” The woad-marked woman nodded. “That all be part and parcel for solving Trials.” Then she cocked her head at me. “Was that a serious question?” 
 
    Her answer had surprised me, until I remembered a couple dozen stories on my own world. 
 
    “Fair enough,” I shrugged. “I’ll take the compliment.” 
 
    “Please do.” She smiled again. Then she opened her mouth and closed it. 
 
    Great, I thought. She’s got the problem, too. 
 
    “Don’t leave,” she said suddenly. Then she looked away guiltily. 
 
    “What do you mean?” I asked. “Why would I leave? Your world still has a Tumult going on.” 
 
    “I’m sorry,” she said, looking back at me now. “I meant, don’t leave after the Tumult. Stay with me longer.” She bit her lip. “It was selfish of me.” 
 
    I slowly sat up. My tattoo glowed again, throwing green light into the room. 
 
    “Merada,” I said slowly. “Why do you want me to stay longer?” 
 
    “I don’t,” she said glumly. “And ye can’t. Other worlds will die if ye do.” She chewed her lip a little. “But I wish ye could. And,” she added, taking another breath, “I want ye to want to stay, too. I’m sorry.” 
 
    “Why?” I asked as I leaned forward, frustration getting to me. “What is it you really want to tell me?” My eyes narrowed. I threw a quick glance to Breena, who was still sleeping near the corner of the room. “Can you even tell me?” I couldn’t help asking. “Or is this going to be like my conversation with Breena and Guineve?” 
 
    “That,” she said sadly. One of her hands moved a little closer to mine, then stopped. “Aye. She said I wasn’t supposed to tease ye anymore. That ye don’t appreciate it. I’ve tried to respect that.” 
 
    My chest and shoulder pulsed again. 
 
    “That’s not what I told her,” I said, looking her in the eye. “I told her I needed to know what was going on. Because I’m completely confused. Because all of you beautiful women are somehow the same person, and that you all seem attracted to me, but I don’t know for sure, and Stell has supposedly made you all unable to clarify the matter for me, for reasons I don’t fully accept. The uncertainty of it all tortures me,” I said firmly. “I hate it.” 
 
    She cocked her head at me. 
 
    “Why?” she asked. “Why would it matter what all of me feels about ye?” 
 
    “Because,” I growled. “Every side I’ve seen of Stell so far has been absolutely incredible. Every aspect of her has been fun to talk to, and funny in a way that always made me smile. Every aspect has been smart, brave, fierce. And yes, I mean you too, Merada-Stell,” I said firmly. “I’ve enjoyed fighting by your side. You’ve complemented me perfectly, whether you were teaming up with me or handling an entire army behind my back so that I could worry about something else. The fact that you also happen to be an exotic, wild Celtic princess on top of it all is just too much. So when you flirt with me, I don’t get uncomfortable,” I sighed. “I get hopeful. I think I might have a chance at a woman far beyond my wildest dreams. But I’m just old enough to know that not every woman who flirts with a man does so because she’s really interested. I think you’re beautiful and fantastic, Merada-Stell,” I said firmly. “I think the same of the other pieces of you. But I don’t really know how you feel, thanks to this stupid restriction you all have—” 
 
    “Restriction?” Merada asked, baffled. 
 
    Her hand started crawling toward mine again. 
 
    “The one where you can’t confirm or deny any romantic intentions,” I sighed again. “I assume it’s because Stell didn’t want any complications with her Challengers, but it seems that—” 
 
    Her hand gripped mine. 
 
    She lifted it, clasped her other hand over my palm, and brought my hand to her face. 
 
    “Milord Wes Malcolm,” the Woad Princess said softly. “There be no laws that bind me mouth or me heart. If ye be willing to court a wild and unruly woad-maiden, I be willing to claim ye as me hero.” 
 
    The room went completely still. For a moment I just stared at her face. Her head leaned forward, with her light-brown hair covering the woad tattoo over her face, and our three hands covering her lips and chin. Through all of that, her chestnut-brown eyes peeked out at me, vulnerable, hopeful, and so very brave. 
 
    “You mean that,” I said slowly. 
 
    “Aye,” she answered, nodding behind our hands. “I do. Did ye mean what ye said earlier?” 
 
    “Absolutely,” I said firmly, telling all of my jittery, cowardly impulses to shut the hell up. “But you’ve known me for less than three full days,” I said carefully. 
 
    I had been raised under a father that believed in the traditional school of courtship. A man was not entitled to either a woman’s heart or her body, unless he demonstrated his sincerity to care for both. That meant work. That meant a long period of protecting her reputation, her health, and her happiness, and that any man callous with those three pieces of a woman was completely unworthy of her. A number of people had insisted that stance was that of a misogynist, of an overly nice and timid guy, or even that of a ‘beta male,’ but my father had raised me not to care. If you loved something, you took care of it. Especially a woman willing to risk intimacy with you. Period. End of discussion. 
 
    The two years I was disabled, it hadn’t really come up. But it was coming up now, and that meant it was time to find out what kind of man I was. 
 
    “And?” Merada contested, with just a hint of fire entering her eyes. 
 
    “And,” I replied carefully. “A man shouldn’t feel entitled to the heart or body of a woman he just met. That’s what I was taught.” 
 
    “Ye think he should work for her,” she replied, lifting an eyebrow. “Even if she’s already willing?” 
 
    “Especially if she’s already willing,” I answered, wondering if I had just somehow made a horrible mistake. “Especially if she has already honored him in that fashion.” 
 
    She kept staring at me, and I kept thinking the very next moment she would drop my hand and walk away from me. 
 
    I’ll let you handle this, the Freaking New Guy suddenly spoke up, but if you screw this up, I’m hemorrhaging you. Just so you know. 
 
    “Right then,” she said, and for a wild moment I thought I saw traces of a grin. “So ye should at least eat dinner with me sometime?” 
 
    “For starters,” I said with a nod, relieved that I hadn’t screwed anything up yet. 
 
    “And indicate that ye’d be able to provide for me, should I need it?” 
 
    “That too,” I replied. “Especially in the long term.” 
 
    “And not lash out and try to hurt me, even if I make ye mad?” 
 
    “That one’s huge, actually,” I nodded. Domestic violence was very much a thing on Earth and it needed to not be one here. 
 
    “And meet others dear to me, and try to earn their approval?” she persisted. 
 
    “A man should try, at least,” I said with a nod. “It’s not always guaranteed, though.” 
 
    “Very true,” she said, lowering my hand so that I could see her face. She didn’t look nearly as apprehensive as I still felt. “What about respecting her, and standing up for her when others treat her unfairly?” 
 
    “Definitely.” I nodded patiently. “Those are really important.” 
 
    “Mmhmm,” she replied. “What about protecting her, or that which she cares about? Even at risk to yerself?” 
 
    “That’s the classic one,” I affirmed. “Not that you really need much protecting.”  
 
    “Ye do know I die if me world dies, right?” she asked, still keeping her eyebrow raised. 
 
    “Yeah,” I began. “That’s another reason we need to—” 
 
    She moved one of her hands to cover my lips. 
 
    “Right then,” Merada said, eyes sparkling. “Since ye’ve met all of that, be a dear and help me get undressed, will ye?” 
 
    # 
 
    My whole body froze for the briefest of moments, and then the dragon inside of me growled, and I pulled the beautiful amazon into my lap. 
 
    She shifted her legs to get comfortable on me, smiling when my body shuddered upon the contact with her. Then she rested her hand against my bare chest and began caressing my new tattoo. The words and spirals flared at her touch, bathing her hand in green light. Her own tattoos glowed in response, and I suddenly realized that Merada was the first Gaelguard I had seen with blue-glowing tattoos. 
 
    I also realized I hadn’t pulled her clothes off yet, and that my dragon was getting impatient over that. 
 
    I put all of my will into controlling my passion, making sure I touched her gently. My right hand rested on her waist, and began moving up and down, gently searching for one of the straps on her leather garments. 
 
    Slow down, part of me said, don’t take this too fast. 
 
    Her other palm reached down to guide me to her buckle, and I suddenly felt like I was moving too slow. 
 
    My hand began working at her buckle, as the other hand held her waist to steady her. She smiled wider when she realized how careful I was being, and shifted on my lap again. I couldn’t tell whether she was trying to help me be careful or punish me for taking so long. The next minute it didn’t matter, because the buckle came undone, opening that side of her leather harness. She guided my hand to the latch just below her shoulder, and I almost tore it off before I clicked it open. I growled again when I realized there were more latches on the other side, and she gave a throaty laugh as she just shrugged her way out of the open half of her leather chestpiece. Now only a thin piece of cloth covered her lean runner’s torso. She smiled, then suddenly shifted again. It was fast enough to where it might have been accidental, so I reached out with my other hand to steady her, pressing gently against the side of her ribs. My gallantry seemed to amuse her, because now she was smiling enough to show teeth. She leaned her forehead closer to me, still bracing against my chest with one of her hands. Her other hand began inching her shirt upward, and the corner of my eye caught sight of her smooth stomach. I moved my hands to grip and caress the uncovered portions of her waist, waiting for her to continue revealing herself, and trying not to breathe too hard. She pulled her shirt up until her entire stomach was bare, and then she pulled it forward, letting the opening around her neck reveal the lines and inner sides of her breasts. She heard me inhale, then stopped pulling and brought her hand to my lips, telling me to wait just a little longer, chuckling softly when I growled against her finger. Then she rose out of my lap and shifted her legs to either side of my own. Her free hand first guided one of my hands to rest lower on her waist, then it guided the other one to the belt buckle on her pants. Again, I began clumsily unfastening one of her many damned straps, but before I could complain she tilted my face toward hers and caressed my cheeks with both of her palms. 
 
    Our foreheads touched. Both of our bodies suddenly glowed. Then she closed her eyes, opened her mouth and moved her lips to my own. 
 
    Crackling energy suddenly sounded behind us, stopping us both in our tracks.  
 
    I was a second away from throwing Merada clear of danger and leaping at the intruder with teeth and claws. But then I heard Stell’s voice, the voice of the Starsown’s primary body, call out. 
 
    “Merada!” the Steward of Avalon shouted breathlessly. “I’m here! I came as fast as I could with supplies! Listen! I need to tell you—hurk—” Her voice ended in a strangled gasp.  
 
    I turned my head to see her. 
 
    Her primary body had changed again, losing the gray blurriness it had in its transition stage. Right now it was a beautiful chocolate-brown, with night-black curls cascading down her forehead. Her body was a bit shorter than it was before, making me a full head taller than her right now. She was also a glorious mixture of muscles and curves, especially in her biceps and hips. But the rest of her body was hidden behind one of her many baggy t-shirts. This one had a picture of a twenty-sided die, and underneath it were the words ‘crit happens, stop whining about it.’  
 
    Holy cow she’s gorgeous, Teeth said. Why haven’t I gotten to talk to her yet? 
 
    She had a shocked, angry expression on her face, and I realized in the next instant that I had noticed her just as she was about to yell at us. 
 
    “WHAT ARE YOU TWO DOING?” she shouted loud enough to make my ears hurt. 
 
    It was quite possibly the first time she had ever shouted at me. And I was too full of conflicting instincts to answer her. I wanted to apologize for hurting and disappointing her, and then explain just how this happened. I also wanted to say I’d done nothing wrong, and that she had no right to be upset about what another part of herself had initiated with me. Additionally, I wanted to yell back at her, because she was interrupting us, and that the appropriate thing for her to do would be to leave and give us our privacy back. Finally, I wanted to compliment her timing, and gently but firmly insist that she get over here and join us. 
 
    I’m not very proud of that last one. 
 
    Merada sighed, and I felt her warm breath waft over my face. 
 
    “Evening, Stell,” she said calmly as she looked over my shoulder at her primary body. “Don’t suppose ye could come back in a few minutes, could ye?” 
 
    “MERADA!” Stell screamed again. “EXPLAIN!” 
 
    “Me garments have too many buckles,” she said with another sigh. “Never knew it was a problem until today.” 
 
    “THAT IS NOT THE ISSUE RIGHT NOW!” Stell screamed, and it was beginning to hurt my ears in this enclosed space. She saw me wince, and rounded on me. “AND YOU! WES MALCOLM!” She stomped and clenched her fists. “I LEAVE YOU ALONE WITH MY SATELLITES FOR JUST A FEW DAYS, AND YOU ALREADY HAVE YOUR HANDS DOWN ONE OF THEIR PANTS!” 
 
    Oh, that’s why, Dumbass said in my mind. Hurry up and stop making her mad. 
 
    “Took ye far too long, frankly,” Merada muttered in my ear. It made me feel a little less guilty when she said that, but my hands still jumped off of her. Then they hovered aimlessly through the air, because I didn’t know what else to do with them. 
 
    “Wes,” she gasped, and I finally saw the hurt in her face. “How could you? How?” 
 
    “He almost couldn’t,” Merada said, still not getting off of me. She moved her hands to rest on my shoulders. “Gave himself a test to see if he was worthy of me. I had to cross off every item, one by one, before he would even let me in his lap.” 
 
    “You came onto him?” Stell said as she blinked and shook her head. 
 
    “Aye,” Merada said confidently. “And now that he finished his test, I don’t suppose I can get back to grading him?” 
 
    “But you can’t!” Stell insisted stubbornly, ignoring her Satellite’s second question. “It’s supposed to be impossible!” She looked at me again. “And why are you naked? Why did you take your clothes off around one of my Satellites?” 
 
    “I didn’t,” I protested, as my brain finally figured out how to answer her. 
 
    “That’s right,” Merada added. “He didn’t.” 
 
    “Well, did they just fly off on their own? What happened?” She rounded on me again. “And why do you still have her in your lap? Get your hands off of her!” 
 
    I finally decided I was the one that had been wronged. 
 
    “Merada, I’m going to need you to get up,” I said calmly. The tattooed brunette grumbled but obliged me. I did my best not to look at her legs as she did. Somehow I didn’t think anyone else was proud of me over that fact. I stood up and turned to address the Starsown’s primary body. “Stell, in answer to your question, one of your Satellites undresses me almost every time I get knocked unconscious, supposedly to treat my injuries. This is not a new thing.” 
 
    “You don’t have any injuries,” Stell said as she peered at me. Then her eyes widened and looked away. 
 
    “Can’t know unless I check now, can’t I?” Merada quipped as she crossed her arms. 
 
    “That,” I said, pointing a thumb at Merada. “That, there, is what normally goes on with your Satellites. All of them,” I added, still trying to make eye contact with my Steward. “That time way back when you told me that none your Satellites would be attracted to me? Categorically untrue. Breena and Guineve can’t outright say anything, but they’re sure making me wonder how you really feel about me. Merada has just been the most obvious about it. I think you and I need to have a talk about this.” 
 
    “Fine,” Stell said, still looking down and to the left. “But can you please put some pants on, first?” 
 
    “Sure,” I said. “But will part of you just take them off again when I’m asleep?” 
 
    “No!” Stell shouted. 
 
    “Meh,” Merada said at the same time, shrugging. “Reckon I can stop if he asks me to.” 
 
    “Where are my pants, anyway?” I asked Merada. “They’re not in the corner where my armor is.” 
 
    “Breena wanted them,” Merada pointed to the still-sleeping fairy. “She said ye have the best pockets. I didn’t pry.” 
 
    “You two got frisky in front of Breena?” Stell asked, incredulous. “I can’t believe you guys! What were you going to do if she woke up?” 
 
    “Find out where the real Breena went,” Merada retorted confidently. “I kept giving her sweets until she tired out and nodded off. If she wakes up right now, she’s no fairy.” 
 
    “Stop yelling,” Breena muttered from the pile of clothes. “And don’t take my cookies.” 
 
    “See?” Merada said as the little fairy began snoring softly. “Best way to keep her from barging in.” 
 
    “Wow,” I said in realization. “You really thought this through.” 
 
    “Thank ye,” Merada smiled, straightening her shirt and belt. “I’ll be leaving to let ye talk with me other self. The two of us can catch up later.” 
 
    She winked at me, and with a slow roll of her hips the beautiful huntress strolled out of the giant tree’s opening. I tore my eyes off of the sight and onto the other beautiful, but far angrier woman, still in the room. 
 
    “So,” I began, not really knowing what to say next. 
 
    “You’re still naked,” Stell said, looking down. “Can you not be naked?” 
 
    I sighed and walked over to Breaker, looked for a second pair of pants, couldn’t find any, sighed, and finally found a spare cloak that I was able to wrap around my waist. 
 
    “I am now as clothed as I am going to get,” I declared, “since a certain someone’s Satellite literally ran all of my shirts and trousers through the laundry. But it’s okay, though, because that Satellite can’t ever come onto me, can she? Because the rest of her isn’t interested in me, either, right?” 
 
    I put more of an edge into that than I meant to. But then again, I was also extremely frustrated right now. Stell’s eyes inched back onto me, and then she sighed. 
 
    “Wes, I’m sorry I freaked out. I didn’t know Merada could, or would do that. And I thought you were joking the first time you warned me about her back on your first Challenge. But in my defense, I’ve been moving through portals and Pathways trying to stay one step ahead of all our enemies and still get food and supplies to the different communities on different worlds. I know I’ve been asking a horribly great deal from you—” her voice turned blunt—“but I was kind of expecting you to be able to get to work on at least this planet’s Trial before you took things easy enough for Merada to jump you.” She sighed as soon as she said that. “No, wait, I’m sorry. I’m being horrible right now and you don’t deserve it. And from the looks of it, you somehow managed to get a Woad tattoo, so that’s already a great start—” 
 
    “Stell,” I interrupted with a sigh of my own. I held up a hand to tick off information for her. “Two days. Trial’s already overcome. The Malus Men have been driven offworld, and their contacts have been destroyed or sabotaged. Horde Pits have all been destroyed, unless there’s one Merada hasn’t told me about yet. I’ll check on that either tomorrow or after the Tumult’s taken care of. Are you following?” 
 
    “Yeah.” She started to nod, then froze. “I think I… two days? You’ve only been here for two days?” 
 
    “It should be the second day’s evening,” I replied. “But yes. The Icons are willing to work with me, and time has sped up on Avalon, so I’ve been able to prepare and unearth some more artifacts there. I’ll tell you about them later. But yes, two days. One Trial down. Merada said that was a record, but honestly it felt like I caught a lot of lucky breaks right at the end.” 
 
    “Already?” Stell breathed. “You just got here, and you’ve already taken care of that for me? On top of everything else?” I nodded. “Lost Icons… You really have earned some… nevermind,” she began to mutter under her breath, so softly she probably didn’t expect me to hear her. Then she shook her head and began speaking at a normal volume. “What happened after that? Why was Merada trying to… treat you? Aside from the fact that she probably feels really grateful over all you’ve already done,” she added quickly. 
 
    “Well,” I began. “I tried to Rise right afterwards, but something interfered again and I fell unconscious. Apparently that was when Merada decided to tattoo and look after me.” 
 
    “So you’re still having trouble Rising?” Stell asked as she tilted her dark head. “I thought we took care of the device, and undid all the restrictions I installed?” 
 
    “You did,” I answered darkly. “But someone else put in restrictions long before either you or my own enemies did. Long before I was even born. Stell,” I asked, “do you know anything about the old Earthborn?” 
 
    “No.” She shook her head. “Almost no one does. As far as most races know, your people live on a cursed planet where they can neither Rise or Descend, and so they grow to be warped and confused. But…” she hedged. “When I was really little, my mother would tell me stories.” She lowered her head, and her eyes fell to the floor. “I can’t remember the details in any of them, but they say your people used to be more. That they used to be so great and shine so bright that every monster and oppressor in the Expanse feared them. She only got to tell me a few of their stories, and she made me promise not to share them with anyone, but… after my world was eaten—” she shuddered, but kept speaking—“and after I managed to escape, and grow, and become the Steward of Avalon, and found I needed heroes from another world, I chose your own. Since then, I’ve never needed to look back. That’s all I know about your race, Wes.” 
 
    “Okay,” I said as I processed her words. “Stell, we didn’t really have time to tell you about this before, but when we activated the Shelter on Avalon, we found bodies of Earthborn there. Bodies that predate my planet’s recorded history by possibly hundreds of millions of years. I can’t even tell how old they are.” Her eyes widened as I spoke. “When I interacted with one, my body changed, supposedly becoming a little more like their own forms. This was even before my dragon bonds emerged.” I pointed at my chest. “After I reached the next stage of Rises, I’ve started having these strange flashbacks of false skies and of frightened old men who keep demanding that I bow my head low and give up on all my dreams.” I looked at her, trying to see if there was any recognition in her eyes. “They said they were there on behalf of a council, and to make sure my race did not terrorize worlds any longer. Have you ever of this council, Stell?” 
 
    “Not unless they’re talking about the Stellar Council,” Stell replied. “But that’s not really a thing anymore. The last time I even remember hearing about it was from my father, before my world ended, and I was too young to remember or even understand what he said about it.” 
 
    “They talk about you,” I told her. “Every time they discuss whether or not they should end me, they decide not to. Because I keep trying to save you from what they think will doom you.” 
 
    “What…” She began blinking. She took a deep breath, and swallowed. “Cavus? Do they mean Cavus?” 
 
    “I think so,” I answered. “Someone knew Cavus would come for you.” I had to grit my teeth when I remembered the bastard’s words. “They knew, and they approved. Possibly before you were born.” 
 
    The dark-skinned turned woman away from me and began pacing. 
 
    “The Umbra,” she said softly. “Their attack came as a surprise. I remember that much, now. None of our allies showed up. Everyone wondered where they were. They swept over my people, before we had a chance to raise the alarm. They picked us apart, nation by nation.” She walked over to a raised part of the floor and took a seat. “It all happened in less than a full day. Wes,” she said, looking back up at me with eyes sparkling painfully with tears. “Are you saying… are you saying it all happened because of me?” 
 
    “No,” I growled. “And I will probably beat anyone who does. I tried to beat them when they told me that, but the cowards always ran away when I got angry at them. I think you were an excuse, an excuse for horrible creatures to do horrible things to a world. I think they were afraid of your people and my people, and they did what they could to stomp both of our species into the mud,” I finished. 
 
    “But you said they were part of the Council, Wes,” Stell pointed out, eyes still shining with pain and grief. “The Stellar Council was supposed to save worlds. It was supposed to help govern them. The Council was supposed to be a force of good.” 
 
    “It wasn’t,” I said firmly. “And these were not good men. They were cowardly, arrogant, bitter, and vengeful. They said the Earthborn were the reason the Council declined, but then they praised the creation of the Horde as a practical innovation.” 
 
    “The Horde?” she breathed. “Why would they even know of the Horde?” She shook her head, and anger splashed the sadness out of her eyes. “Why wouldn’t they wipe them out once they found about them? The Horde aren’t economical, Wes. They’re a filthy nightmare that does filthy things to every intelligent creature they catch. Every single race on every one of my worlds isn’t going to consider anything but banding together and fighting for their lives once the Horde are discovered. There’s no way any kind of interplanetary council would be happy with their existence, Wes.” 
 
    “I hear you,” I answered. “I have my own problems with them. But Stell, these old freaks didn’t just praise the creation of the Horde. They said that my own race’s war with them was the last straw that drove them into acting against my people. These guys are the reason I’m having trouble Rising, Stell. They seek to keep me from becoming the way my people were so very long ago. They want me to crawl beneath low skies, bend my back under false heavens, bow my head toward unworthy gods. And they hate us, specifically.” 
 
    I sat down next to her. Then I remembered I was almost naked and scooted a couple of inches away. 
 
    “And they think you’re doomed, because you’re trying to save me,” Stell finished. “Because they think Cavus will kill you the way he’s killed every man that ever tried to protect me. Because they don’t know that Cavus already killed you.” Stell’s voice trembled. “And he killed you because I threw you to him like you were a bone tossed to a rabid dog!” 
 
    “You didn’t throw me,” I said firmly. “I ran back after him.” 
 
    “That doesn’t matter!” Stell shouted. “What matters is that bad things happen to good men that care about me! Bad things happen to everyone that cares about me! That’s why you can’t care about me, Wes! That’s why you were supposed to just do a job and go back home! That’s why I live on a planet all by myself! Because something hungry and strange has been after me ever since I was a little girl! And he’s been after me for so long that I thought he wasn’t real, that he was a boogey man I dreamed up to explain how my family all died! But as soon as I stopped believing he was real he came and found me—” her voice cracked—“he found me like he always did in my dreams, except this time I didn’t get to wake up and escape at the last minute! This time I wake up and I know that he could be just around the corner, that I could be just moments away from becoming his, from falling into whatever nightmare he put the rest of my family in! So, no, Wes! No to there being a you and me! No to me liking the fact that you are kind and brave and smart and handsome and all of those things in a way that your stupid world ignores and that I can’t stop thinking about! I don’t get to have you, Wes! Because then you’ll just get thrown away!” Her voice cracked again. “I don’t want you to be thrown away! I don’t want that to be my fault, too! Please, Wes! Please understand!” 
 
    “Two,” I said simply. 
 
    “Two what?” she sobbed, cocking her head at me. “Two times he killed you? Did he tear you apart again, Wes? Did he hurt you again? Was it my fault again?” 
 
    “Two of your family are free,” I answered her, my voice a bucket of cold water launching out of my mouth. I turned to look at her. “I’ve fought Cavus three times so far, Stell. The first time he killed me like you think he did. The second time we fought, I knocked one of the lights out of his mouth, and it called out your name as it flew away. It said it was coming for you, and for you to hold on. The third time happened a few days ago, on our way to the Woadlands.” Stell’s eyes widened at that. “There was a piece of him waiting for me and Breena in the Pathway. I don’t know how he got there. I didn’t even know he could split up like that. But he taunted Breena and I had to fight him.” 
 
    “Idiot Wes,” Stell hissed. “You should have run. Why don’t you ever run?” 
 
    “Because the woman telling me to keeps forgetting that she was the one to help restore my legs in the first place,” I answered. “You don’t get to cherry pick, Stell. You don’t get to convince me to believe in myself, and then tell me to turn and run away when you need my help. You missed your chance to make me a coward. Cavus and I fought, and it was close. Breena turned the tide. We beat him and knocked out another light.” 
 
    “Breena.” Stell gave a short, panicky laugh. The sound didn’t belong in her, but she kept talking. “A piece of me helped you fight off Cavus. A piece of me won against Cavus. That’s rich, Wes. That’s hilarious.” 
 
    “Your older sister’s name is Lucima,” I answered flatly. Her head rocked back as if I had hammered it. “She’s looking for you now, too. We last saw her in the Shelter’s Pathway between Avalon and the Woadlands. It was just a piece of Cavus, Stell, but the power that helped me in my second fight with him swept through Breena, and then she tore him apart. It wasn’t even close. That same power helped us conquer the Trial together, Stell. Breena is free. A piece of you has already conquered your worst nightmare.” 
 
    Stell scooted away from me. 
 
    “Wes,” she said. “I don’t understand half of the words out of your mouth. I think the stress is getting to me. I’m sorry. I can’t handle the rest of this. Let’s talk after I’ve had some time to think. Some time to rest.” 
 
    “Okay,” I answered. “How long are you staying here? Is this just a quick trip, or…” I trailed off, because I wasn’t sure if I could offer for her to spend the night here or if that would start another fight. 
 
    “Right,” she said. “Right, right. I came here to make a delivery. And to talk to the Icons. I wanted to tell them about you, because they’ve had to deal with imposters on this planet for almost fifty years, and they needed to know that the real Malcolm was on his way to help,” she sighed. “Glad I was able to help with that, Wes. Really glad I could be useful.” 
 
    “Can I point out that it’s my job to help you instead?” I asked. “You know, since you have half a dozen entire planets to manage?” 
 
    Apparently that was the wrong thing to say. 
 
    “You could, Wes,” she said in an exasperated tone. “If I was actually doing a good job of that, instead of spending half of my time in hiding. And no, I’m not going back to Avalon,” she said flatly. “Not when there are so many people that can get killed there by my own problems.” 
 
    “You need to talk to Breena,” I growled, frustrated and unhappy. “Since I’m just making you upset.” 
 
    “Wes,” Stell said, wincing. “I’m sorry. Please forgive me.” She put her face in her hands and blew out a breath. “I’ve been yelling at you since I got here, and I hate myself for it. Thank you for everything you’ve done for me. I’m sorry I’m such a mess, and that I don’t treat you better. Please forgive me,” she repeated, removing her hands and revealing her trembling face. “And please don’t go.” 
 
    Now I was the one who felt like a jerk. 
 
    “Stell,” I said, reaching out to take her hand, “I have nowhere left to go. I’m not leaving. But talk to Breena, okay?” 
 
    “I will.” She nodded, looking grateful and relieved. “And thank you. You don’t hear that enough.” She looked at me, smiled, and then quickly looked away. “Now let me go get Breena. So that you can get dressed.” 
 
    She slipped out of my grasp and walked over to her gently snoring Satellite. “Come on, Breena,” she said as she scooped the tiny sprite out from her new nest. 
 
    “Noo,” Breena moaned sleepily, trying to pull away from her Starsown’s hands. “No take cookies.” 
 
    “I can’t because you already ate them all,” Stell said tiredly, finally tugging the sleeping fairy free. “Now come on. Wes needs space to change. And you all need to quit messing with him when he sleeps,” she rebuked firmly. “That’s super not okay.” 
 
    “Can’t hear you,” Breena muttered. “Still sleeping.” 
 
    Stell sighed and carried the other part of herself out of the room. 
 
    “I’ll talk to you again before I leave,” the Starsown called from outside. “Okay, Wes?” 
 
    “That’s fine,” I called back as I grabbed my pants and leg armor. “I’ll just… go back to bed, I guess.” 
 
    I lay back down, sighed, and tried to think of daisies. It didn’t work. Then I remembered that I had just gained three Rises in one go, and pulled up my mindscreen. To get a better grasp of my gains, I activated all of my enhancement spells, and that number listed in parentheses. I whistled when I realized just how much my Dexterity was being enhanced by my Fire and Air magic. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Wes Malcolm 
  
      	  Origin: Earthborn (Dusk Era), Avalonian (Challenger), Woadfolk (Elder). Other bloodlines unknown 
  
      	  Rise Level: 18th Rise (Candle) 
  
      	  Saga: Unconquered Hero 
  Act 2: Unbowed Bones. +5 Con, Will, Str. General resistance to crushing damage and pressure-based attacks 
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    Combined with the bonus for ending a planet’s Trial, everything but my Dexterity had increased by roughly a third of its original total. I went ahead and applied my spare Rise points there, and took a moment to let myself adjust to the sudden increase in coordination and flexibility. Then I allocated the rest of my points to make sure my combat and magic abilities were still keeping up, spending most of the points to raise my Testifier schools. I kept a few left over to help deal with any new types of skills I might have to learn. 
 
    I had learned enough by now to have a better appreciation about my power. There were a number of heroes, monsters, and Icons who had greater abilities than me. There were also quite a few that still had more Risen or Descended levels than I did. And the Malus Members were supposedly descending at a much faster rate than I was Rising. But the number that wielded the amount of power I did at my current Risen level was probably non-existent, in any area. That didn’t change the fact that I still needed to get stronger. The Woadlands were said to be the safest of the six worlds. From here on out, my enemies were going to get much more dangerous. Especially since I was going to lose the element of surprise sooner or later. 
 
    Speaking of surprise, I took another look at my mindscreen. 
 
    The Stag Lord is impressed with the Challenger’s success upon completion of the Trial. He now fully recognizes your authority as a planetary Lord over a world in command of his own planet. The Challenger has advanced in his Profession. The Challenger now has increased contact with his territory. 
 
    Increased contact? I wondered. That was kind of vague. Could that mean that I— 
 
    “Avalon greets its Planetary Lord,” a familiar voice said in my mind. 
 
    No way, I thought. 
 
    “Status report, Avalon,” I commanded. 
 
    “Confirming that citizens continue to successfully integrate into the new location. Confirming that supplies hold and that the Woadfather Kingtree continues to grow. Confirming that the Lord’s new tattoo has increased the bond between Kingtree and planetary Lord. Further updates available, if the Lord currently has time to hear.” 
 
    “Tell me about them,” I said, and as Avalon began to inform me of developments, a new plan began to form in my mind. Afterwards, I felt a pull on the device in my head…


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER NINETEEN: BRYTENWALDA 
 
      
 
      
 
    Request for monitoring detected. Checking authorization now. Recognizing Draconic-Level Imprint. Authorization granted for Wes Malcolm. Access granted to current monitoring log regarding Chris Rhodes. 
 
    Chris’ perspective, 
 
    I floored the throttle until the gunshots were far off in the distance. 
 
    “Don’t call for backup!” I shouted at Davelon’s father. “They will kill us all if you call for backup!” 
 
    The large man turned to look at me in horror. 
 
    “Don’t give me that look,” I snapped, out of patience for this shit today. “You had to know they were keeping tabs on you. Dad would have made sure you got at least one sufficiently vague threat a month.” 
 
    “I didn’t believe they would go this far,” the investigator said numbly. 
 
    “What do you mean, honey?” Veronica Brown said, trying to keep the panic out of her voice. “What’s going on? Why are people shooting at us?” 
 
    “Davelon,” Thomas Brown whispered, horror creeping into his voice. “They could be after Davelon as well.” 
 
    “Davelon?” Stephanie Malcolm blinked, coming out of shock. “He said he was out with Rachel…” Her eyes widened, in the way a person’s did when their sanity had already taken a heavy battering. “Where is Rachel?” 
 
    “Where is Davelon?” the other mother in the car asked at the same time. 
 
    “On it!” I shouted, trying to prevent bedlam from erupting in my SUV. “I swear to God I’m already on it! They’re already safe!” 
 
    I really hoped I wasn’t exaggerating, but now wasn’t the time to admit that. I slowed down to avoid triggering one of the many speed traps on the outskirts of town. 
 
    “Where are you taking us?” Mother Malcolm demanded. “And where is my son? You said my son was alive. Where is my son? Where is my daughter? Where is my son? Where is my—” 
 
    “It’s okay, honey,” Veronica Brown soothed, hugging the other woman and trying to help her hold on to her sanity. 
 
    “I swear you’ll see him, okay?” I said, panic creeping into my own throat. “But only if I can keep us alive long enough to get us somewhere safe.” 
 
    I can’t believe it had come to this. Me, Chris Rhodes, valedictorian and title-winning quarterback, stuck in a car chase scene straight out of a bad B-movie that I wasn’t even the main character in. 
 
    “Just let me drive, and I swear to God that if we live through this you’ll get your answers.” 
 
    “I’m not sure I should believe you,” Thomas Brown said quietly, putting a hand near where he probably kept his concealed handgun. 
 
    I couldn’t help it. I laughed. It was the most panicky, cracking sound I had ever made. 
 
    “Believe me?” I couldn’t stop. I kept cackling, looking like a total idiot. “Do you think I still believe this? Even after seeing it happen? Was I the only one that just saw a guy get shot in the forehead, and him shake off the first bullet? Yes? No?” 
 
    The cop sitting behind me suddenly hissed. 
 
    “That’s right,” I said, getting most of myself under control. “You’re going to see a lot more impossible things than that. And for the record? Don’t waste a bullet on me. If I go down, and you still have company, put all of your bullets into the other guy’s face. All of them. Until you see his brains leak out. Because if you stop before then, he’ll get back up and kill you.” 
 
    The massive man opened his mouth again to talk, closed it, then leaned back in his seat, closing his eyes as well. 
 
    “Just let him drive,” he said finally. “And pray. Lord Jesus help us all…” 
 
    His wife began praying as well, still holding Wes’ mother as she did so. I tried not to sneer. My faith in any kind of heaven had been beaten out of me a long time ago. Absolute confidence in several kinds of hell had sort of taken its place. 
 
    I reached the end of the city limits, where the speed limit picked up, and I began to accelerate as much as I dared. Every fiber in me wanted to floor the damn thing for all it was worth, but I knew being inconspicuous was my best chance at survival right now. I had no idea how Malcolm had managed to get Dad’s people to fight each other but as long as his own team won they probably wouldn’t call in immediately. That was because if they actually defected they wouldn’t let the Malus Members know and if they had been tricked they weren’t about to announce that they had shut down an op. Aside from that, lots of people were probably calling 911 after so many loud gun shots. 
 
    …Which meant the police would get involved, and that my cover was about to be blown anyway. 
 
    I swore and began to speed. 
 
    # 
 
    After the vision with Chris, and doing what I could to ensure my people were alright, I finally fell asleep, and woke up on my own the next day. Someone had returned my clothing and armor, all laundered and even repaired. It finally occurred to me that I had no idea how Merada had gotten my laundry done in the middle of a previously corrupted forest. I’d add it to my list of things to find out about. For now, I had managed to get through a whole night without any nightmares or further awkwardness. I decided that was a huge victory. I took one more look over my gear and walked outside. 
 
    I found everyone waiting for me just outside the tree. They were all dressed and ready to go. My Gaelguard lined either side of the door, and the elves and fairies formed rows directly in front of me. Val and the Testifiers stood on one side, while Breena, Merada, and even Stell stood on the other, looking formal, dignified and patient. Directly hovering behind the gathering were all four Icons of the Woadlands, shining gloriously. As soon as I exited the cave, the natives all bowed, calling out with one voice. 
 
    “Hail to the Challenger, and Lord of Avalon!” 
 
    I tried not to flinch too visibly as the surprise greeting. 
 
    “Thank you,” I said, nodding my head as regally as I could. “I hope I didn’t keep everyone waiting for too long.” 
 
    And ladies, I projected to as many pieces of Stell as I could. What exactly is happening? 
 
    We all forgot to tell you last night, Breena sent me apologetically. It’s customary for a Challenger to be formally recognized after liberating a world from a Trial. 
 
    I get that, I replied, but I haven’t exactly finished saving it yet. How long is this going to be? 
 
    Not long, she told me, because of the very reasons you just mentioned. But remember that this isn’t Earth. Here, neglecting to show gratitude to heroes isn’t just an insult to them, but an insult to the people they rescued. Alright, the Icons are gonna talk to you now. 
 
    My fairy friend went silent as the four Icons drifted forward. They wore the same clothing from yesterday. Great Pan looked a tad fatigued, but somehow healthier. The Stag Lord had a number of cuts and bruises on his body that looked to have been already half-healed. Lady Titania and Mother Glade, however, glowed even brighter than they had before, as if they were flush with health and power. 
 
    “Lord Challenger,” the Stag Lord said, using that title for the first time with me and bowing his head. “We would like to formally thank you for your role in freeing our world from the grip of the Chaos Wound. We apologize for not having time for a more formal ceremony. But know that you have completely earned our trust. You will have the full support from us that a Challenger can be expected to receive during a Tumult. As you should have received earlier.” 
 
    “You’re welcome,” I answered honestly. “And thank you, everyone,” I said, looking around. “I didn’t do this on my own.” 
 
    Psst, I sent to Breena, since she was the only part of Stell willing to answer my questions right now. Do I need to say anything else? 
 
    No, that’s all of the ceremony. You’re good, we’re done. 
 
    Thanks, I thought back to her, addressing the local deities again. 
 
    “I suppose we should get back to work, then?” They nodded. 
 
    “Would the Challenger mind if we discussed our strategy inside his current quarters?” Mother Glade inquired respectfully, nodding toward the new Monarch. 
 
    “If the tree doesn’t mind, I don’t mind.” I turned and looked to the three bodies of the Starsown. “Would you mind accompanying us?” 
 
    “Yes, Challenger,” Stell finally said, and all three of her bodies began moving. 
 
    She followed in behind us, and then Val, the Testifiers, Alum and a few local leaders trickled in as well. The Icons all marveled as they looked around the wooden room. 
 
    “An actual Monarch,” Mother Glade breathed. “They had gone extinct. I never thought I would see one again. But where are our manners,” she said suddenly, bowing in no particular direction. “I greet thee, sacred tree.” 
 
    “Welcome to my abode, protectors,” a creaking voice said all around us. The four Icons all glowed brighter, Titania and Mother Glade especially. 
 
    “This is a glorious occurrence,” Titania said with a smile. “My people have done their best to look after the plants of this world ever since the Monarchs died out, and Mother Glade has done her best to manage forests as a whole. You have done something wondrous, Challenger. Mother Glade and I will both be able to do more for our world because of it.” 
 
    “Indeed,” Mother Glade said, glancing at her glowing hand. “This Monarch will increase our personal power in addition to birthing new life for our world. We will be better able to defend ourselves from Dark Icon attacks, and have more personal power to perform magic and miracles for our people. And all of this on top of overcoming a Trial. If we can survive long enough,” she breathed deeply. “But I am getting ahead of myself. Starsown, do you have anything to add?” 
 
    Stell slowly shook her dark curls. 
 
    “Not in regards to this. We were fortunate the Challenger didn’t take the easier route and just destroy the tree.” 
 
    “Huh?” I asked, confused. 
 
    “It was weak and dying,” Stell explained. “The easiest solution would have been to finish off the dying Woadfather itself, depriving the Chaos Wound of its sustenance and putting the poor tree out of its misery. Instead, you carefully attacked with light energy, which both damaged the parasite and strengthened the host. Then, instead of trying to reverse or even just halt the process, you found a way to change the mutation to where it benefited the tree instead. You did all of that, instead of just having your people help you blast the tree to death, which would have robbed the parasite of its host and made it almost completely helpless. So thank you, Challenger, for your diligence and care,” Stell finished, with just a touch of irony to her voice. 
 
    “You’re welcome,” I replied, trying not to make it so obvious that the simplest, easiest solution had never even occurred to me. “Um, anything else, Lady Starsown?” 
 
    “No, my Challenger,” Stell said with an ironic smile. “That was it.” 
 
    “Then,” I began firmly, “I would like our esteemed Icons to address the Starsown’s earlier request for aid.” 
 
    Stell blinked at me. But all four of the planet’s deity figures turned to face the Steward of Avalon, bowing low. 
 
    “Lady Starsown,” the Stag Lord said gravely. “Please let us take this moment to formally apologize for not answering Avalon’s call for aid. We understand that we are very much in a crisis of our own making, and in spite of that fact Avalon has continued to offer us aid. We are humbled by your magnanimity and hereby pledge a new commitment to you and your representatives. Know that we will never take any request from you lightly ever again.” 
 
    “I accept your apologies,” Stell said formally. “And I appreciate your making such a commitment in a company of witnesses.” 
 
    “Witnessed in script,” Karim said from his corner, surprising me. 
 
    “Witnessed in song,” Weylin declared next. 
 
    “Witnessed in stone,” Eadric finished. 
 
    “Thank you, honored Testifiers,” Stell replied graciously, not missing a beat. 
 
    She wasn’t expecting you to do that, Breena whispered over the mindlink. She says you didn’t have to. 
 
    Yes I did, I sent back. This was a can of worms that needed to be opened, like it or not. 
 
    “If there is nothing else…” Mother Glade asked respectfully. I shook my head. 
 
    “No, and thank you for your patience,” I said. “Let’s plan how we’ll deal with the final doom plaguing this world.” 
 
    It took a long time, despite the fact that we had settled on a simple strategy. Caill Fuar would have gotten news of her ally’s defeat, and she would have been alarmed by just how quickly it had happened. She would have also been alarmed by learning that I was behind said defeat, and that I had brought it about after arriving on this world the day before. She was no doubt scrambling to prepare for a similar surprise attack. Which was a good thing. One, because none of us really expected the same trick to work more than once, even though it was now four Icons against one. A Dark Icon in the midst of their own Tumult was a powerful force, far stronger than one powered by a Trial, or Stell would have never needed to Call for Challengers in the first place. We all knew that. So we were going to reach for a strategy she wasn’t expecting right now, namely, that of charging straight through the front door. 
 
    Before this, Fuar had been planning a surprise attack of her own. She was striking the Three-Arm River in a handful of weeks, and she was planning on all of us massing at the decoy location she gave us during the parley. The tribes of the Woadlands no longer had to divide their attention between so many calamities. We could bring our full force down on her crystal palaces, destroying them one by one. 
 
    So the plan was for the Icons to gather all of the Woadfolk, elven, and fairy tribes, unite them back under one banner, and bring them to counter-ambush the White Witch’s own massing army. This they could do more easily, because Fuar was going to be much weaker at the edge of her Tumult and couldn’t reinforce her army in the same way we could, with four Icons drawing power from a new Woadfather Monarch as well as a freshly conquered Trial. 
 
    It would still be risky. There would still be losses. But it was the best plan we could find for wrecking the White Witch’s army and paving the way to strike at her directly. 
 
    With that settled, the Icons left to send messengers to gather the rest of their armies. Stell came over to me. 
 
    “I have to leave now,” she said awkwardly. “And not just because of what we talked about last night,” she added quickly. “I have to deliver the food and other supplies you gave me to the people on the other worlds.” She looked behind her to the exit. “I already dropped enough food for the people here to make it through the next season. In fact, after conquering the Trial and reintroducing a Woadfather Monarch to this world, they’re probably going to enter a population boom. As well as an economic boom. As well as a technological boom,” she added dryly. “Not that most other worlds will notice, because most of their learning centers around botany and agriculture. But still, new golden age already, Wes. Great job.” 
 
    “Thanks,” I replied. “How are you feeling?” I asked directly. She blinked again, as if she wasn’t expecting the question. 
 
    “Um,” she said to give herself an extra second. “Tired,” she admitted. “And frustrated. And scared. And angry. Pretty much like crap, except for all the great things you’ve managed to pull off.” 
 
    “Okay,” I nodded, taking in her honesty. “I want to apologize for not being more aware of that. I’m forgetting that you are going through a lot too, and I’m sorry I haven’t been more aware of your frustrations.” 
 
    “Wes,” Stell sighed. “Stop being so good. But thank you.” She took another breath. “What about you? How are you feeling?” 
 
    “Confident,” I admitted. “I just conquered my first Trial. I just freed a planet a month ago from the Malus Members. And I saw Breena beat the hell out of Cavus like four nights ago. Did she talk to you about that yet?” 
 
    “Yes, Wes, she did.” Stell blew out another breath. “It sounds completely impossible, and it probably wasn’t more than a scrap of Cavus’ total power. I’ve seen him eat too many powerful people for me to believe this changes much.” 
 
    “It changed a lot for Breena,” I answered quietly. 
 
    “Good,” Stell said. “And I mean that. But I’ve kept Breena from knowing and remembering the worst about Cavus. It’s not going to be the same if he goes after another part of me, Wes. And it’s not going to be the same for anyone who tries to protect me again either.” She looked directly at my eyes, trying to burn her point into my brain.” 
 
    “It will be in one way,” I answered. “I’ll be right there.” 
 
    “Wes,” she sighed again. 
 
    “Stell,” I sighed back, cutting her off. “I can’t make you realize you can beat him. I can’t make you believe me when I say I saw Guineve fight him to a draw, and that Breena and I beat him together, and that the real you, the full you, is a thousand times stronger than literally any woman I know, human, Earthborn, or Icon. But I can make up my own damn mind. I’m by your side. It’s too late to tell me to run. And Stell,” I said levelly, giving her a stare of my own. “I can’t go back anymore, remember? Earth’s gone for me. At least for the foreseeable future. You’re stuck with me.” 
 
    “Right,” Stell said. “You’re the new lord of Avalon. We’re going to have to figure out what that means. Which is another reason why the two of us need to be more careful. And professional,” she said meaningfully. 
 
    “Okay,” I said calmly. “Can you commit to having your Satellites not come on to me in future?” 
 
    “Yes,” she said. “I’ll talk to them all very firmly, and make sure they know it’s not okay.” 
 
    “Pretty sure you already did that,” I noted. “You said a long time ago that this would definitely never happen.” 
 
    “I did, and…” She shook her head, exasperated. “I’m sorry, okay? I’ll talk to them more firmly. That’s all I can give you.” 
 
    “In that case,” I said, “I’ll take your word. With the understanding,” I added, “that in the event Merada or another piece of yourself does come onto me again, I’m accepting their proposition.” 
 
    Her beautiful dark eyes snapped wide open. 
 
    “What?” she sputtered. “You can’t do that!” 
 
    “Correction,” I replied. “I will do that. In fact, I refuse to do otherwise,” I said firmly. “I refuse to spend the rest of my life on these worlds turning down different aspects of the most beautiful, smart, funny, fantastic woman I have ever laid eyes on. I refuse to let my own feelings for you go through such torture. I’m the Lord of Avalon. I don’t have the time for it.” 
 
    “Wes,” Stell tried. “You don’t understand.” 
 
    “Definitely not,” I agreed. “And it sounds like this is a very real possibility, because as best as I can tell you’re bottling up your own feelings for me. And I don’t blame you. I’m sorry. No one should have to go through what you’re going through right now. But we need to find a way to respect both of our hearts.” 
 
    “And how do we do that?” Stell asked, waving her hands angrily. “I don’t want to hurt you either, Wes. I’m just trying to be smart about this. I didn’t ask for this any more than you did.” 
 
    “And that’s on me,” I answered. “Because Stell, even when you’re stretched to your limits, I’d still give everything I could to spend time with you. So that’s the answer.” 
 
    “Explain your answer,” Stell replied. “Because you’re being sweet without making a lot of sense.” 
 
    “I’m saying let me take you for a walk some time, Stell,” I replied. “The next break we both get from all the monsters and nightmares and calamities, let’s sit down and eat dinner together. Or, if we have time and we’re near civilization, let’s watch a play or something.” 
 
    “What?” Stell said, blinking. “You want…” 
 
    “I want to handle my feelings for you the normal way,” I said. “Let me take you on a date. Somehow. Between Tumults or whatever.” 
 
    Stell laughed. 
 
    And then, to my delight, she actually smiled. It was a wide, glowing, teeth-showing smile. The kind she used to make all the time and I really missed. 
 
    “Wes,” she said, still beaming. “That’s a ridiculous idea.” 
 
    “Doesn’t mean it won’t work,” I insisted. “And there won’t always be time. But when there is, you and me. Out for a stroll. Or a picnic by the lake. Or whatever. I don’t care. Just as long as it’s with you.” 
 
    “You weren’t listening, were you?” she asked softly and sadly. “I told you last night. Bad things happen to men that care about me.” 
 
    “Yeah,” I said, “They regain the use of their legs, and brain.” I pointed to the places I had been disabled before. “They start to hope in themselves again. Throw off all the lies people back home poured over them. Learn magic,” I added sarcastically. “I’ve got to tell you, Stell, becoming a planetary king and a wizard is definitely not something I’d ever sign up for. I’d much rather go back to the way I was on Earth, damaged, disgraced, and with literally no opportunities whatsoever.” I changed my voice back to a softer tone. “I was listening, Stell. But it’s too late to escape the consequences of being by your side. Your enemies are now my enemies, for better or for worse.” 
 
    For a moment, she looked down and didn’t say anything. Then she looked back up at me and nodded. 
 
    “Okay, Wes,” Stell said. “You win. As an alternative to rampant, unchecked romantic tension, you can take me out sometime. If doing so won’t end any planets or kill anyone, and if I’m not running for my life. And as long as you don’t make a big deal out of it, or get too cheesy on the first date.” 
 
    “Cheesy?” I asked. “When am I cheesy?” 
 
    She started grinning again. 
 
    “You know what?” Her eyes sparkled. “Go ahead and be cheesy. Just as long as it still makes me laugh. That’s the biggest rule, actually,” she said. “We have to have a good time. Safely, I mean,” she quickly specified. “With our clothes on and stuff.” 
 
    “I can handle those rules,” I answered. “For the first date, at least.” 
 
    “Alright, let’s stop talking about this before people start making fun of how adolescent we sound,” the Starsown finished, but with a smile and a twinkle in her eye. “I have to get going. Vinclum won’t be able to veil my presence for much longer.” 
 
    “Where is he?” I asked. 
 
    “Guarding the other side of the portal,” Stell answered. “We thought an Icon would discover him if he came here in corporeal form.” 
 
    “Fair enough,” I answered. “Tell him I said hi.” 
 
    “It’s only a piece of him,” Stell pointed out. “You can talk to him just as easily as I can through your soul bond.” 
 
    “Yeah, but he nearly fried my brain when he bonded with me, so he deserves a bit of teasing. Ask him how the weather is. And if his scales are getting too cold, I can try and send him a scarf or something next time.” 
 
    “You’re still ridiculous,” Stell said. “I’m glad. But stay safe, okay?” she added worriedly. 
 
    “Yes ma’am,” I answered. “Only if you can do the same, though.” 
 
    “Deal,” she said with another bright smile. Then she reached up to touch my cheek. “Be safe, Wes. I want to see you again.” 
 
    I let myself caress her hand, and then the moment was over. She walked away from me to the back of the Monarch. She held her hands out by her side, and the ends of her hair began to stand up, as if she was full of static electricity. Then power began crackling around her, and a silvery disc appeared in front of her. She shot me one last look before she stepped into it. Then it closed, and she was gone again. I turned away reluctantly, and saw Breena and Merada standing behind me. 
 
    “Hey ladies,” I said, then started correcting myself. “Or, lady, I guess. I’ll let you pick. I give up,” I shrugged. 
 
    For a moment they both stared, and then we all began laughing. 
 
    We couldn’t figure out why, and every time one of us tried to ask it just made us all laugh harder. I decided to blame it on all the crazy, stressful events that had been happening to us for so long. Finally we all stopped laughing, and I rejoiced over the fact that I could still be near at least part of my Starsown. 
 
    Beyond that, I realized that I had one more reason to save this world. The thought smoothed out my nerves as the three of us finally walked out the door. 
 
    # 
 
    With the aid of their Icons, the armies of the Woadlands were able to gather in just over two weeks. By some Earth standards, the army wasn’t very large. The total number of warriors, including Woadfolk, fairies, and elves, were just under ten thousand, well below the hundreds of thousands of soldiers thrown about in late medieval Europe or in some of the World Wars. Merada said it was because the Woadlands was still an underdeveloped world, and because the Icons had focused on gathering the champions of each tribe. It would have to work, I decided. For my plan to work, all we really needed to do was to seize one of the ice palaces and one of the Hoarfolk lords. That second one was going to be the hardest part, actually, given their teleportation power. But Merada said there was a way to lock it down, so we made a plan for it. 
 
    Taking over two weeks was a much slower pace than my recent escapades had been, but it still felt like I barely had time to blink before the day of battle came. The next thing I knew, I was at the edge of another forest, staring at the gentlest part of a wide river. Behind me, hidden in the trees, were several hundred lightly armored and painted warriors, hooded elves, and dimly lit fairies. My dagger was drawn, as Great Pan poured his energy into it to conceal our presence. As he did so, Lady Titania coordinated logistics using her sprites as messengers and support staff (apparently a bunch of brownie sprites had been the ones to repair and clean my gear, for instance), Mother Glade used her magic to help protect our armies from the cold, and the newly healed Stag Lord stood ready to personally battle Fuar or any Dark Icon vestiges under her control. 
 
    Directly across the river was a frosted bank, with white crystals covering the tops of grass and shrubbery. Patches of snow peeked from tree branches here and there. High above the bank was a wall of massive clouds that darkened the other side of the river. 
 
    Beyond all of that was our target. It would come into view shortly. 
 
    Final ready check, I called through the mindlink. Various murmurs of assent came from my team directly behind me. 
 
    Lady Titania says the tribes be ready, Merada sent to me. I wouldn’t make them wait any longer, she added respectfully. I appreciated that. Technically, my status as Challenger made me formally the commander of this battle, but there were a number of leaders behind me with far more experience than myself. I did my best to make use of it while still being the figure for morale. 
 
    Speaking of battle, I thought to myself, closing my eyes and reaching for the powers granted by my Art and Path of War. A hazy sensation of the total number of warriors behind me manifested in my mind. To my surprise, a second, hazier sensation of the mass of total enemies ahead of us manifested next. As far as I could tell, it was roughly where the sprite scouts suspected. 
 
    I concentrated further on that sensation, knowing that my abilities were not unique. Anyone with enough Rises would eventually gain an Art, Saga, and Path, so I knew I wasn’t the only one with War-related powers. But I was the only recognized leader in Stellar War, which had begun as soon as I had killed the first projected body of a Malus Member. I had gained more power and more resources as I slaughtered more and more Malus Members, and while my basic mindlink was still limited to roughly ten people that were around my own personal strength, I had just recently discovered options to add other functions to it. 
 
    A few days ago, I found a function that let me link Paths with allied forces. 
 
    Battle with me, brethren, I sent to the chiefs and leaders of every tribe in the army behind me.  
 
    I gained an image of multiple people all walking down the same road, except that these people were all warriors, and the road we were walking down was War itself. I felt us all link hands and brace each other, dividing the weight of whatever baggage we were carrying, and then continue traveling as we helped each other. 
 
    To my surprise, I recognized some of the faces on this Path. Alum’s image grunted in acknowledgment, and Merada grinned and winked at me in pleasant surprise. 
 
    Battlelink successfully activated, my mindscreen informed me. Transferring appropriate Path power through the new link. 
 
    Now that be a nice trick, Merada thought at me, and the power of my Path suddenly left me, circulated, and came back stronger by over a hundredfold. 
 
    My awareness over the army behind me sharpened. I had a dim concept of the health and vital guard of every warrior under my command. I felt a general sharpening of skill in my own fingers, as the axe and shield I was holding suddenly felt more familiar. The impressions in my mind told me every other warrior was feeling this sensation as well. Finally, the hazy impression of our enemies solidified to where we knew they were exactly a thousand yards ahead of us, and completely unaware of our presence. 
 
    Ready? I sent to a now-larger audience. 
 
    Ready! a mass of voices answered me, along with mental shouts and whoops. 
 
    Bridge team, go, I sent. 
 
    A cluster of tiny brown, green and blue lights drifted forward along the bank. They moved quickly, stretching all of the water I could see, settling directly on top of the water’s surface. I saw the already-quiet stream slow down. I saw large patches of earth raise up out of it, long and large enough for people to walk over. Finally, I saw the remains of the water freeze, giving us a dirt and ice bridge wide enough to move large groups of people quickly. 
 
    Hurry, the sprite in charge of the bridge team sent tensely. We can’t hold this up for very long. 
 
    Charge, I commanded silently, and a chorus of whoops and cries sounded in my mind as we drew weapons and dashed across the altered river. 
 
    Weapons and armor rattled softly as Great Pan’s magic still poured into the white-hilted dagger I gripped in my left hand under my shield. I felt my new tattoo pulse warm under my skin, somehow reaching into the connection I had formed between all of the warriors in my army walking down the same Path. 
 
    King them, the voice of Avalon’s Kingtree said as my tattoo glowed. King them. Queen them. Crown them. Let me crown them for war. 
 
    Granted, I nodded, and as the army rushed across the bank I felt everyone’s limbs heat up. 
 
    We made it across and dashed into the frosted woods beyond. I felt everyone keep in step. The Woadlands may not have much in the way of organized armies Earth had back home, but these people raised themselves on guerrilla warfare. Rushing through trees to ambush their enemies was second nature to them, whether they were Woadfolk humans, elves, or sprites. 
 
    Our enemies just began to come into view when Pan’s magic began to sputter out. 
 
    That’s as far as I can get you, the trickster Icon sent, as a Hoarfolk goblin looked at me with wide eyes. The rest of your steps will draw blood. 
 
    Well it’s about time then! I roared through the mindlink, and over a hundred bloodthirsty voices shouted in agreement. I dispelled my dagger and raised Toirneach high over my head. I felt my tattoo reach into my Ideal of Fire and pull out a spell Merada had recently taught me, Burning Blades. Then I felt that same tattoo reach into the common Path shared between me and those putting their lives in my hands. The Kingtree poured the spell down into that Path, letting everyone behind me gain the same benefits of that spell. 
 
    The result was that swords, spears, axes, and arrowheads all around me began to glow with heat. Toirneach itself burst into flame, and I let out my angriest roar as I brought the burning weapon into and out of the panicked goblin’s throat. 
 
    A frightened cry sounded out a dozen yards ahead of me, as a host of other horned goblinoids rushed forward, and battle was finally joined. 
 
    War was nothing like my video games had taught me. I had known that, but it was still a shock to see a rush of chaotic images all around me, screaming, slashing, and dying, and on the greatest scale I had seen so far. I fought off the panic trying to throttle my focus and let my rapid cognition take over the work in front of me, recognizing and killing small blue shapes before the rest of my brain could realize those shapes were enemies and that it needed to figure out what to do about them.  
 
    I slashed my flaming axe through a horned head. I darted around a human shape and killed a smaller shape trying to stab at his back. Another snarling horned shape leaped out and onto my shield, trying to grapple it off of me. I let him stay there as I slammed my wooden barrier into the goat-horned face of another monster, and both monsters screamed as their bones cracked apart. 
 
    A loud, cold voice shouted out at me, and the rest of my brain perked up to process the words. 
 
    “Brytenwalda!” the voice shouted, over and over. “Brytenwalda!” 
 
    My eyes locked on a man-sized shape, with long, ice-colored ears and longer, snow-colored hair. He was garbed in crystalline mail with pieces of glacial-like plates over his shoulders, wrists, and legs. His head wore a light, tiara-like helm of similar metal and he was pointing a sharp, clear sword in my direction, still shouting. 
 
    “Brytenwalda!” the Hoarfolk noble shouted again. “Maróidh mé thú!” 
 
    Translating, the mindscreen informed me. Enemy leader, I will kill you. Subject appears to be challenging you to a duel. 
 
    “Come then!” I roared, as a pair of Merada’s burning arrows fired into the goblins between the noble and me. Dueling was usually stupid, but right now I needed to keep our momentum going. I slashed apart two more goblins in my way as the Hoarfolk commander ignited his own weapon with blue flame. He shifted his feet, and in the next blast of cold air he was suddenly in front of me, dancing his blade over my shield and inches away from my face. I gave ground as he pressed the advantage, darting around my flanks and nicking at my mail and warding spells, until I planted my feet, arrested my backward momentum, and slammed the rim of my shield into his mailed stomach. I heard ice crack and saw him double over in pain. I also saw his eyes widen in shock as he realized the force of my blow lifted him off his feet. Then I darted to the side, far faster than I had been moving a second ago, and slammed my burning axe under his chin. The winter fey shrieked in shock and pain as my blow sent him whirling and smoking through the air, his vital guard barely holding his neck and jaw together. I heard Woad warriors cry out in triumph as I leaped through the air and after him, raising my axe to finish him off. He landed, rolled, and looked up to see me descending upon him. His burnt, crushed mouth snarled in contempt as he disappeared into a plume of frost and blue fire just before I landed, axe slamming harmlessly into the ground his wounded neck had occupied moments ago. 
 
    “Coward!” I shouted for the morale of my warriors, who cheered in agreement as they stabbed and slashed into the smaller Hoarfolk with burning weapons. “Don’t let the rest of them get away!” 
 
    And form up, my team, I sent to my personal warband. Because he just went to go get everyone else out of bed. 
 
    Winter fey don’t really sleep, Breena pointed out, but yeah. This is about to get tougher. 
 
    A loud bellow sounded out from further in the trees as something other than goblins finally decided to engage my warriors. Nearly fifty of the woolly yeti-men I had seen before charged into view, hurling javelin-sized icicles into my warriors. Several warriors screamed behind me, but I couldn’t afford to look back and deal with it. I just had to trust that the healers would save whoever they could, because the yeti-men were heading in my direction anyway. 
 
    I grinned, because that was what I wanted. 
 
    I was a target in every sense of the word. Loud, clearly some kind of leader, and with far fewer Rises than a lot of the older warriors behind me. The shaggy giants formed a wedge and headed straight for me. 
 
    “No!” I shouted in mock fear, at the same time mentally sending a series of commands, projecting a sense of confidence through the massed battlelink. 
 
    Give them one volley, then let them come to my band. Clean up the ones that survive contact with me. 
 
    A dozen different chieftains silently acknowledged my command. Flaming arrows and fiery darts whipped over me to strike into the yeti-men rushing at me. A few of them fell dead, a number of them grunted in pain, but most importantly, all of them halted as they stumbled away from each other to avoid more of the volley. That brought them out of formation just enough for my own team to slam into them. 
 
    The fifty or so scattered, giant yeti-men found themselves face to face with a team of nearly a dozen Gaelguard and fairies, three Testifiers, two Earthborn Challengers, and a pair of Starsown Satellites, all working together and augmented by magic. I lowered my shoulder and slammed as hard as I could into the lead yeti. I heard the monster bellow in defiance, brace to pit his strength against my own, then shriek in surprise as I knocked him clear off his feet and into the monster behind him. As they went down, I hurled Toirneach into the face of the next yeti I saw, then I summoned my mace, leaped onto the two downed monsters and took four quick swings to smash their skulls in. I dismissed the weapon to catch Toirneach as the weapon returned to my grasp and the rest of my team slammed into the throng of shaggy beasts. 
 
    I fell in step with Merada, Breena, and Val as we all went to work. Merada had switched back to her spear and began thrusting and slashing the now-burning weapon over our heads, cutting and distracting the tall monsters. As she did that I would duck under to hack and bash at their knee-caps. Their lower limbs gave way to my newly increased strength, and as they went down Val would leap and phase on top of their chests to open up their throats, then flit away before they could catch her in their death throes. Breena drew her Boomstick and flicked it once, suddenly creating a controlled stream of lightning at the wand’s business end. Whenever one of the giant monsters came close enough to hurting us, the fairy would dart over and stab at their limbs, scorching or shocking them just long enough for the three of us to dodge free or finish the monster off.
I! she sent me as she continued to flit, blast, and taser enemies. Love! This! Weapon! 
 
    Glad it makes you happy, I sent as Toirneach cut clean through another giant’s leg. 
 
    Ten seconds later, my team’s charge had carried everyone completely clear of the monsters. The fairies had kept my Gaelguard healed enough to keep fighting, and I was starting to see the benefit of assigning every single warrior a fairy companion. 
 
    Speaking of which, my fairies all turned and fired one final volley back at the shattered unit of monsters behind us. More went down, with one losing its head to a blast from Breena’s new Boomstick, and then the rest of the Woadlands warriors tore into them, shredding the handful of yeti-men still on their feet. 
 
    That went well, Merada sent me as we kept advancing. Usually a band of those beasts can scatter or slow an attack like this. 
 
    They still did some damage, I thought grimly, remembering the javelins that tore into my army. But we’re attacking a disorganized army close to our size with the element of surprise and all kinds of other benefits. If the fight gets a lot harder it means I’m doing something wrong. 
 
    We’ll help ye fix it if ye do, she said supportively, and I loved her for it. 
 
    Again, we kept moving forward, trusting the fairies and other healers to make sure the wounded could still keep up. More goblins and yetis emerged and more javelins fell among my people. The only thing I could really do was to order concentrated volleys of magic onto the small packs of yetis and trust that everyone’s armor and wards would protect them from the small goblin arrows. 
 
    I continued to hack and slash and shout encouragements to the warbands following me. Goblin heads crunched, yeti kneecaps shattered, until finally we had reached the main camp of our enemies. 
 
    This far in we began to see snow line the ground. Every few moments a single flake would fall from the sky. The ground directly ahead of us was clear of trees, covered instead by a much thicker coating of snow and igloo-like huts, stretching out for half a mile. The end of the camp farthest from us was almost completely dark, but I could still see outlines of a massive, unfinished structure at the very end. 
 
    I would have to worry about it later, though. Right now a number of horned shapes were crawling out of ice huts or just popping out of the deeper patches of snow. I started to shout a command, but most of the chieftains were already acting, sending me messages of what they were about to command their bands to do.  
 
    Namely, charge and burn everything down. 
 
    I deferred to their experience and acted as if they were acting under my orders. The Hoarfolk rising up to attack were quickly pounced on by teams of painted warriors as flaming arrows began volleying all over the frozen structures. I left them to it. My battle-view let me tell that their numbers were evenly matched by now. Furthermore, the warriors I had brought with me were the tribes’ best, and had been further enhanced by magic and the merging of our Paths. They would be able to handle things on their own, even if more Hoar-yetis emerged. 
 
    But I had to get my people to the half-formed ice palace as fast as I could, and keep at least one Hoarfolk noble from escaping. 
 
    If our idea didn’t work though, that second one was going to be impossible. Either way, though, we had to try. 
 
    The sky began to darken further. Thunder rumbled as small shards of ice began to fall from the sky and onto the Woad tribes. On the ramp leading into the palace entrance were five elf-like figures. Three of them wore long, snow-white robes, while the two in front of them were clad in armor similar to the dancing wuss I had axe-slapped earlier. The three in robes were moving their mouths as they looked up at the sky, probably bringing about the hailstorm on my people. 
 
    Those are our targets, I sent to my team. And I think they’re about to kill our army. 
 
    On it, Merada answered. As soon as we get close I’ll open up on them. 
 
    Same, Weylin and Karim sent at the same time. 
 
    But as we charged headlong for them, one more bellow to our left sounded as a last group of goblins and yetis tried to intercept us. 
 
    Green fire ignited behind me as my Gaelguard activated the full power of their tattoos. 
 
    “Go!” Alum shouted as his people shifted to engage a force several times their number. “We will handle these!” 
 
    Thunder cracked over our heads and the hail began to grow larger. A lightning bolt crashed down somewhere behind us, and I heard a Woadfolk warrior scream in pain. I had to take Alum at his word and sprinted onward, my now-smaller team keeping pace behind me. As we grew closer I saw the Hoarfolk knights lock eyes on us and advance forward, crystal swords drawn. The one on the left suddenly started shaking, and now I could notice the fresh burn-scar under his chin. 
 
    I’ll take the one on the left, I told my team. Artillery, fire at will. 
 
    Aye, Merada sent back, as she, Weylin, Karim, and Breena all stopped running forward and opened fire at the three Hoarfolk mages channeling the hail storm. The arrows and arcane missiles streaked forward before they were frustratingly and predictably stopped by a shimmering barrier just in front of the fey wizards. 
 
    That’s no problem, I heard Breena say to the other archers. Keep hammering at it. I’m gonna go around. Then as Merada and the others kept firing, she dimmed her glow and began to shrink smaller than she ever had before. 
 
    Eadric, Val, and I continued charging. The two fey knights advanced to meet us, the burnt one moving just a step slower as he looked at me. 
 
    You sure you’re okay with both of us taking on the other one? Val asked carefully. 
 
    Oh yeah, I replied, as the two ice-clad warriors leaped to engage us. 
 
    I needed to give him credit, because my opponent had been wise enough to realize that the burned hand teaches best. When I tried to slam him again he leaped up and kicked off of my shield, landing back on his feet and darting toward my unshielded flank. I swung my axe to intercept his weapon, wincing as he still slipped past my guard to strike my mailed sleeve. His next swing went high but I ducked under it, stepped into his reach and struck him in his mailed stomach with my elbow. The blow knocked the wind out of him again, but he leaped with it, putting distance between me and him. 
 
    He must not have seen me throw Toirneach yet. 
 
    My flaming weapon went hurtling after him, and to my brief surprise the fey swordsman caught it. He did not catch the five finger bolts that followed after it, however, and as he jolted in shock for a few seconds I ran up, summoned my mace and brained him in the temple with it. The force of the blow cracked through his helmet, exhausted the last of his vital guard, and sent him whirling off of his feet and into an unconscious heap five feet away. 
 
    Guess they do sleep after all, I thought as I rushed forward, leaving Val and Eadric to handle the remaining warrior. 
 
    The left wizard took his eyes off the storm overhead to glare at me. 
 
    “Tá Éire seo chomh fada agus a thagann tú, Brytenwalda,” the Hoarfolk noble muttered, stretching out his hand. My mindscreen started to translate his words, but it became unnecessary as he unleashed a blast of ice and cold air into me. My feet skidded backwards from the gale-force wind, and I became painfully aware just how much one fey noble could differ in power from the next. 
 
    I got my shield in the way of the blast and began to slowly walk forward, inching my way step by step to my enemy. I heard him gasp in surprise, and then I felt the force of his spell intensify, making it hard to even look beyond my shield. A few moments later, I heard a gurgle and a crunch as the other fey knight went down, then the rightmost wizard released a blast of his own to try and stop my companions, all while fiery darts and arrows slammed into the shield just in front of their faces. 
 
    From my mindlink, I sensed Eadric cover Val with his shield, taking most of the icy blast, and digging his heels into the ground to keep from blowing backwards. Then I felt Val vanish from the link and reappear a moment later, on the other side of the three wizards. That was enough to make the middle one stop channeling the hail storm and turn to defend himself. 
 
    Before he could, though, a tiny light appeared next to his head, expanding into the shape of my fairy companion, magic wand pointed right at the wizard’s temple. 
 
    “Boom!” Breena shouted. “Headshot!” 
 
    Before I could even begin to shout out ‘hey we might need him alive,’ the pink fairy had fired off a lightning bolt thicker than both my arms into the side of the frost wizard’s face, knocking him clear off the ramp. Val leaped at the right Hoarfolk noble, grappling with him until Eadric slammed his hammer into the back of the ice fey’s head. The last one stopped casting a spell at me and suddenly vanished into a puff of blue fire and snow. 
 
    I guessed at where he was going and raced inside the unfinished palace. I felt the temperature drop dozens and dozens of degrees as I ran inward, passing rows and rows of unfinished sculptures that I wouldn’t have had time to look at even if I wanted to. 
 
    Finally I reached a large, round chamber that looked a little more finished than the rest of the palace. In the middle was a human-sized, floating crystal that the Hoarfolk mage stood to the left of. He appeared to be working some kind of spell that drew lines of blue energy from the nearby crystal and into a large, doorway-sized oval in front of him. 
 
    Perfect, I thought as I ran forward. We had suspected that they would only be able to teleport back to their closest ice castle. Since this one was still mostly intact, the nobles wouldn’t be able to instantly get away if we chased them here. Even better, they had some other, more complicated means of escaping to deeper into their territory. 
 
    That was just what we were looking for. 
 
    The Hoarmage looked over his shoulder and saw me running toward him. His eyes widened and he began moving his hands and chanting more rapidly. I leaped to the side with the help of my enhanced agility. Once I had a better angle, I blasted at him with my stored lightning bolt. The spell cracked into him and knocked him away from his half-constructed portal. He smoldered, tried to get up, and was knocked down again by my stored fireball and last five finger-bolts. He landed some distance, groaning in pain, vital guard largely depleted. I rushed forward and punched him in the face, knocking the back of his head into the floor. He went limp after that, barely breathing and probably not in good permanent condition. 
 
    Other nobles are all bound, Breena sent me. Val and Eadric had to kill the other knight, but the other ones out here were secured for now. I don’t know if they’ll survive their wounds without help though. Right now we’re helping Alum’s team with mopping up the minions. 
 
    Alright, I answered. I got the last noble in here. Coming to help. 
 
    Don’t think you’ll make it in time, Breena sent back, and I got the impression of another powerful lightning bolt discharging. They had to go all out with their tattoos, but they held pretty well. Just don’t expect them to fight again right away. 
 
    That’s great news, I thought back. Let me check on the rest of the army and we’ll go from there. 
 
    I reached into my battlelink and found that the Woadlands tribes had done perfectly well without my leadership. Apparently the loss of an eighteen-year-old commander didn’t count for much with a group of seasoned chieftains, especially since my battlelink had let them coordinate with each other with the same ease it had given me. There had been a few casualties, mostly due to the lightning from the hailstorm and the javelins from the larger yetis, but by and large the battle went perfectly. The people of the Woadlands could finally focus on one problem at a time. They made full use of that fact to throw the hammer down on Fuar’s weakest link, an unfinished ice palace she had thought to still be a well-kept secret. 
 
    That kind of battle was supposed to be a rout, but I could tell that the army enjoyed the victory nonetheless. Wild cheers ran all the way through the battlelink, along with the chants of ‘Challenger! Challenger!’ or ‘Malcolm! Malcolm!’ 
 
    For a moment the praise almost went to my head. I shook to remind myself that this was only the first stage of the attack. 
 
    I let the chieftains secure the area while I went back inside the palace. By now I found that my team had returned, and the unconscious ice fey nobles had all been bound with manacles created by Karim’s script magic. We dragged their bodies into the interior so that we could study the inside and enact the second stage of the plan. 
 
    You’re sure this will work? I asked Teeth. 
 
    Yeah, he responded confidently. Especially since we have four bodies to work with. 
 
    If you’re wrong… 
 
    Then you just do what you were planning earlier and wage a slow, careful war, knocking down the Tumult palace by palace. 
 
    Ugh, fine, I thought, turning my attention over to Breena, who was still examining the crystal floating in the middle of the room. 
 
    “Should I assume that gem is the power source for this place?” 
 
    “Pretty much,” the fairy said as Karim came over and helped examine the structure. “That’s the problem with using magic to just whip a building together in a short period of time. They can be destroyed just as quickly, as long as you know their weak point. Like this, for example.” She pointed to the floating crystal, her eyes hardening. “There’s a person in there, in suspended animation. They’re being slowly drained of heat, and their loss of heat is what’s powering the creation of this palace. The palace itself is doing a similar thing to the land itself, which is increasing the strength of the Hoarfolk and their Dark Icon.” 
 
    “Why does it feel like every one of our enemies gets ahead by turning another person into a prisoner, fuel, or resource?” 
 
    “That’s just how monsters like to build their empires.” Breena shrugged. “Does it work differently on Earth?” 
 
    Silence. 
 
    “No,” I finally said, wincing as I thought about just how many empires on my planet had sprung up through variations of that same idea. “Can we still save this person?” 
 
    “Yes.” Breena nodded firmly, flying around the crystal as if she was looking for a weak point. “That’s a thing almost every monster in the Expanse realizes. Your slaves stop being useful after they die.” Breena looked outside. “They are pushing this one to their limit, though,” she added worriedly. “We should hurry up and get them out.” 
 
    “Go for it,” I replied, and Breena began pointing to spots on the crystal for Karim to write script over. I turned my attention to the unconscious bodies on the floor. “I’m going to work on phase two.” 
 
    “Um, good luck,” Breena said awkwardly, sparing a glance in my direction. “Be careful.” 
 
    “Aye,” Merada agreed as she stepped over. “I’ll watch him.” 
 
    “Me too,” Val volunteered, opening her backpack to let Ball-ee peek out. As far as I knew, the other two new Ball-ees were currently working with the healers in my army. But the primary Ball-ee had insisted on staying close to my team. The little jelly was peeking out at me from Val’s pack. 
 
    “Di-rec-tive?” it asked, cocking its head-appendage at me. 
 
    “Help the person inside the crystal recover when he or she gets out. Do the same for any other prisoners here. And, uh, keep me alive if I do something stupid.” 
 
    “Di-rec-tive!” The little jelly nodded confidently. 
 
    I turned one final look at the dark blue portal still sparkling next to the crystal. 
 
    “That should hold, too,” Breena said without looking. “For now, at least. That kind of spell can be paused before it’s finished casting.” 
 
    “Can anything come through it yet?” I asked carefully. 
 
    “No, and it’s just a one-way portal anyway. They can’t pull reinforcements here until the palace is finished.” 
 
    “We’ll watch it anyway, just in case,” Eadric said as he and Weylin walked in front of it. “Go ahead and get to work, Lord Challenger.” 
 
    I knelt down the first unconscious body, the knight I had battled before, and had Teeth help me cast Vein to Vein. 
 
    Blood was a far more feared Ideal than the Foundational or Connecting Ideals. It wasn’t that it was a more powerful Ideal, not exactly. A Master of one of the four Foundational Ideals could do things blood magic just couldn’t, such as napalm an entire city with Fire, reposition one of the global jet streams with Air, reconstruct that napalmed city with Earth, and cause or stop a tsunami with Water. Blood magic couldn’t do any of those things on its own, and it didn’t need to for people to fear it. 
 
    Because it could save or end lives far more subtly, and in some ways far more easily, than any of the Foundational Ideals. An experienced Blood mage could walk into a room of sick people and immediately both reinforce their vital guards and reconfigure their bodies so that they could recover and never get that same sickness again. That same Blood mage could walk into a room of healthy people and suck their vital guards completely dry while imparting a blood-based sickness that they’d probably never recover from. It took time to reach that level of power, but the reality was that a Blood mage could do either of those things far more subtly than an equally powerful mage versed in destruction or healing magic. Partially because of that, it also had a number of abilities at the more basic levels that even scholars didn’t know about. 
 
    For instance, at the Journeyman level, it could borrow memories and magic. 
 
    And although my Blood magic had lagged behind the rest of my Ideal magics, the last Rises had been more than enough to push it into that rank. 
 
    I knelt next to the first Hoarfolk and cast Vein to Vein, letting its Journeyman signature power take from the knight’s mind, consuming part of the monster’s brain in the process. 
 
    Before I broke out of the dungeon, this act would have horrified me. It gave me all sorts of ‘evil necromancer’ vibes. Now, though, I realized that I was going to have to kill these fey anyway. Letting them die painlessly in their sleep, and in a way that would help me save hundreds of thousands of lives, was an opportunity I couldn’t pass up in good conscience. 
 
    The fey’s brain matter passed into me, and I found I couldn’t take most of it. A lot of the Hoarfolk’s nature was just too alien to me, and the information passed by in a confused jumble. I did learn a few useful tricks, mostly about combat. I wouldn’t be able to keep the memory of his specific techniques but interacting with them still let me refine my overall swordsmanship, even though I eventually would forget the cause for it. 
 
    More importantly, however, I was able to glean what he knew about the rest of the Tumult. Locations of the other ice palaces, numbers of troops, names and faces of higher-ranking Hoarfolk nobles. That was about all I got from him before his mind went silent. 
 
    Grimacing but determined, I moved on to the next one, the one I had knocked out inside the palace. This one had more memories to him, whether because he was more trusted or just older, I didn’t know. But in addition to refining my Water and Air magic slightly I was able to get a much better idea of how many total Hoarfolk warriors I was dealing with. The knowledge made me happy, because I was able to confirm that the army wiped out here was a noticeable percentage of their overall force. 
 
    Even more importantly, I learned the portal spell he was trying to cast. 
 
    That almost made this next phase a success then and there, but the truth was that this particular Hoarfolk wasn’t able to cast the spell on his own, which meant he had to borrow power from the slave in the crystal to complete the ritual. 
 
    That was something I still had a problem with. I’d kill an enemy combatant to save my own people’s lives, but if I had to start killing some of the people I needed to save things would get awful and confusing very, very quickly. I moved on to the next wizard, the one Val and Eadric had knocked out. This one had much of the same information, and wasn’t much more proficient in magic than the other guy had been. That left the senior mage, the one Breena had somehow managed to knock out, instead of char to a crisp, with her massive lightning bolt. 
 
    This one’s mind was much more difficult to take in. He was further along than the other three in all areas: age, intellect, and overall knowledge. If I hadn’t started with the three easier leaders, I wouldn’t have been able to grasp this last guy at all. As it was, though, I was able to learn the name and faces of the Hoarfolk inner court, the precise location of said court in the Woadlands, and—best of all—the procedure to cast the teleportation spell without sucking the life out of an innocent bystander. 
 
    That was all I got out of him before I destroyed his mind. Well, almost everything. I did get images of him performing all sorts of horrible torture on captured Woadfolk and elves, so good riddance to the bastard. I stood up and looked over just in time to see the crystal cracking apart under Breena and Karim’s careful use of magic. As the crystal shattered a shivering elven woman fell to the floor. Merada caught the woman before she could land and wrapped her with a cloak, whispering gently to her as Ball-ee hopped over and began releasing a warm, soothing vapor all over the place. 
 
    A few moments later, cracks appeared all over the unfinished walls, and chunks of ice fell from the half-finished roof. Light shone through the windows as the clouds overhead dissipated. 
 
    “Do we need to evacuate?” I asked, looking around worriedly. Breena shook her head. 
 
    “The ice over our heads is thin. Most of it will evaporate before it even hits the floor. See?” She tilted her head upward as the ceiling hissed from the sun’s heat. 
 
    “Let’s have someone come help us check for the prisoners,” I said next. “Phase two was a success, by the way.” 
 
    “Really?” Breena asked. “You got the location of their court?” 
 
    “And the means to strike there immediately.” I nodded. “I can only bring a small force, though.” 
 
    “I’m not sure that’s a good idea, Wes,” my fairy adviser cautioned. “The source of a Tumult isn’t as easy to deal with as the source of a Trial. And even then, we were pretty lucky last time. If you had a dozen more Rises I wouldn’t worry so much. I’m serious, Wes,” Breena added worriedly. “This isn’t going to go like the fight with Raw-Maw went. Even if the Dark Icon stays out of it this time.” 
 
    Avalon, I sent. Status report. 
 
    Status is ready, the planetary computer replied. Shelter is standing by for final phase of the Challenger’s plan. 
 
    “It’s okay, we won’t be alone,” I said carefully. “I’ll be able to open up another front as soon as I get there.” 
 
    “You sure?” Breena asked suspiciously. More ice cracked and evaporated over our heads. “What do you have planned, Wes?” 
 
    “Avalon showed me a new way to draw in power,” I replied, trying to tell her just enough so that she wouldn’t yell at me later. “I’ll be able to bring in all kinds of help after I get there. I know it’s risky, but,” I added quickly, as she started to summon her ‘mad Breena’ face, “I just saw inside these guys’ heads. According to what Avalon’s telling me, we should be able to handle the risk.” 
 
    “Wes, I’m not sure we even have to take this risk,” Breena cautioned. “Now that we’ve won here, we can just draw this Tumult out the normal way. I can help you get stronger, and the Icons can help us coordinate the overall war. If we can advance to destroy enough of these palaces, we might even be able to let the Icons finish off the White Witch directly.” 
 
    “That all sounds really smart,” I admitted, “except for one thing. In the weeks we’ve spent here so far, how many new Challenges have cropped up in the other five worlds? How much time has passed in those places? Have Rhodes’ people managed to create more Trials and Tumults? Are they already influencing existing ones? How much are they Descending, by causing all of this devastation? And, is there a way they can find themselves back on this world? What trouble would they cause here while we’re dealing with the Hoarfolk invasion?” 
 
    Stell had obstructed some of their portals, but if we could find Pathways and new routes, so could they. Breena blew out air in frustration. 
 
    “Knit and darnit, Wes,” she swore fairy-style. “I hate it when you’re right. Okay, let’s go over exactly what you’re planning. So that we have enough time to be mad about it.” 
 
    “Hear, hear,” all three Testifiers said in agreement. 
 
    Grieved and wronged, I laid out my master plan…


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER TWENTY: WOAD CHILDREN 
 
      
 
      
 
    The spell wiped from my mind as I completed it. The shimmering blue circle widened and stabilized, just big enough for me to walk through. 
 
    Just so you know, Breena sent me. I still hate this plan and so does everyone else. If this works, you’re helping Guineve make every single one of us ice cream. With sprinkles, she added firmly. 
 
    Everyone of us as just you guys? I asked. Or you guys plus the Gaelguard, or you guys plus the entire— 
 
    No more clarifying! she sent firmly. Now go through your stupid portal and don’t die! 
 
    I earned that, honestly. I’d have been super mad too if I was her. I took a deep breath, checked to make sure all my spells and gear were still ready, and then stepped through the swirling dark blue disk. 
 
    It was like stepping through frigid ice water, even with my environmental spells and my innate resistance to cold. I had just enough time to shiver, and then I was suddenly through the other side. 
 
    The first things I saw were shadow and blue fire. 
 
    The heatless blue light gave just enough illumination to show me a world of blue ice and snowy marble. Tiles of rock-hard snow flecked with some kind of blue crystal ran under my feet. Long, fluted pillars gilded the walls, decked with more torches of blue fire. Hanging high over my head were chandeliers lit with the same heatless flame, though I could see neither the ceiling nor the chains they hung from. 
 
    Between the pillars, lining all about the shadowy room, was the royal court of the Hoarfolk. Here and there massive yeti-men stood armored in plates of ice and carrying large glaives made of similar material. Behind them, some distance away, were small throngs of Hoarfolk nobles much like the ones I had killed earlier, only these looked to be dressed in formal-ball wear, without armor or magic robes. 
 
    Apparently they had not been expecting company. White-haired heads turned as I landed on the ground. Some looked at me in curious surprise, while others looked annoyed at the interruption, despite the fact that they were already just standing around in a circle anyway. A quick look to my left answered my question. 
 
    I had landed just next to their source of entertainment. Locked inside a giant, clear crystal were several small children of different ages, genders, and races, the youngest being a dark-haired human girl no older than five, and the oldest being a red-haired elven boy no older than ten. They wore clean, but thin rags, and they were all shivering as they looked at me with terrified eyes. 
 
    “My, my lords and ladies,” the boy said in a shivering tone. “Shall we continue singing?” 
 
    There was no way those rags would have been keeping them warm enough to live, I decided. Even with the benefits of the recent Trial, my Ideal of Water, my layers of clothing, and the protection spells I had just cast, it was still noticeably cold. They were probably given some protection from their clear cage, though not enough to make them comfortable. Breena’s words about keeping prisoners alive echoed through my mind. 
 
    “Your music no longer pleases us,” an imperious voice said from the front of the room. “Begone.” 
 
    The children began shivering more frantically as a flurry of snow and ice obstructed their cage. When the whirling storm cleared they and their cage had vanished along with it. 
 
    “Now then,” that same imperious voice commanded. “Why don’t you state your name and your reason for trespassing upon our court, without observing the proper rules?” 
 
    I turned my attention back to the front of the giant court. Moments ago there had been too much shadow to see properly, but now the blue flames flared brighter, letting me see a series of raised steps, with regally dressed Hoarfolk nobles lining each step, each looking older and more dignified than the last. Unlike the previous nobles I had battled, these had fewer human features, most notably eyes and hair of blue fire. The male Hoarfolk actually had wisps of the same fire lining their jaws in different styles of beards. At the penultimate step were two thrones, where a male and female noble sat, wearing sparkling white garments and dark blue crowns set with white gems. It was the male sitting on the throne that had spoken earlier. 
 
    Beyond them, though, was a final step with a larger, more elaborate, empty throne. 
 
    Alright then, I told myself. Final boss is up ahead. Those two would be my top priority targets. 
 
    “He is not answering,” the seated woman said. “Is he deaf? Is he mute?” 
 
    “He is confused,” I answered, delaying for as long as possible. The portal would reactivate in a few moments. I stepped forward, looking as cocky as possible. “I understand the meaning behind your words, but I do not understand why you think I am trespassing here.” 
 
    “That should be obvious,” the prince, or king, or whatever he was spoke. “Guards. Kill him if he displeases me again.” 
 
    “See, here’s the thing,” I explained. “It’s like this. Say I walk onto property you and your people have owned since the beginning of time. I build a house right on your doorstep. If you go into that house, are you trespassing? Or was I trespassing—or squatting, if you want to get technical in my native language—to begin with?” 
 
    “Oh?” the throned lady asked, her lips curling upward and the fire dancing in her pupils. “He has an argument with us, my lord. It seems he is gifted with more reason than the rest of the naked mongrels of this world.” 
 
    “I’m sure they’d object to your calling them that,” I said, taking another step forward. “At any rate, I’m aware that you’ve constructed this admittedly impressive property only recently, and I don’t think the aforementioned locals gave you permission to be here. So actually I’ve come to inquire about your trespassing, and subsequent squatting on this planet’s territory.” 
 
    “My, he has a tongue on him,” the woman said in amusement. “Can we make a perch for him? He can live there and speak nonsense for us whenever we command.” 
 
    “We are not sure we care for his banter,” the sitting male sniffed. He leaned forward and peered at me, his own fiery eyes dancing. “You are armed and armored like one of the local savages, but your mannerisms seem different. Are you one of the Earthborn that has angered Her Glorious Majesty?” 
 
    “Full disclosure,” I replied. “Yes. Definitely yes. I’m surprised she hasn’t taught you to recognize me.” 
 
    “Your people all look alike,” the haughty fey sniffed again. “It is beneath our dignity to pay you much heed. Now provide an answer for why you were so foolish as to insult our White Lady.” 
 
    I looked up at the empty throne above the royal couple. 
 
    “He is confused again,” the woman said. “Does he even know where he is? How did you get here, young Earthborn?” 
 
    “They let me in at the Three-Arm River,” I replied. “They said I needed to speak to you regarding the deal my people supposedly had with yours. They didn’t say who to talk to, however.” 
 
    I walked a few more feet forward. 
 
    “That is close enough, ignorant Earthborn,” the sitting ruler commanded. “Know that you stand in the Court of Her White Majesty Caill Fuar, one of the High Queens of the Unseelie Court. The two before you that you currently disrespect are her chosen monarchs, King Forgryn the Undying, and his royal consort, Queen Lillothi of the Dark Ice. By mocking our court with your ignorance, arriving unannounced, and displaying your earlier disrespect, we hereby sentence you to death, to be carried out immediately. Guards,” he finished with a simple glance. 
 
    As the armored Hoaryeti lumbered forward, I finally found what I was looking for. A gem that looked to be of the same nature as the one we had destroyed in the previous palace gleamed in the center of both of the monarch’s crowns, as well as on a pendant resting on their chests. It was a guess on my part, but it looked as if the regalia of the nobles themselves powered the magical maintenance of this place. 
 
    Which confirmed that I needed to deal with the King and Queen before I could destroy this palace. 
 
    One of the Hoaryeti roared and leaped for me. 
 
    In response, I finally drew Claimh Solais. 
 
    Warm, golden light flared into the room, raising the temperature and blinding every one of my attackers. The lumbering guard stumbled as he lost his vision. I stepped around him and slashed clean through his unarmored leg, the weapon blazing as it cut through the beast. The monster let out a hoarse scream as he tumbled to the ground, the golden fire still burning away at his body and melting his ice armor. 
 
    The power of the weapon shocked me, but it shouldn’t have, a voice said from the weapon’s handle. This was the blade of evil’s bane. Its special purpose was to destroy that which had dared to Descend instead of Rise. 
 
    And it was growing impatient, the voice informed me. I should stop being so hesitant with it. I was directly in the enemy’s camp, it said, and the time to keep the weapon hidden had passed. 
 
    Fortunately, I agreed. Following further advice from the blade, I held it over my shoulder, poured mana and will into it, then swung the short sword around in a complete circle. A blast of golden fire swept out in all directions, whirling toward the heads of the shaggy beasts surrounding me. 
 
    They roared in shock, stumbled a few more feet forward, then staggered to a stop as their heads all tumbled to the floor. 
 
    Cries of shock sounded from the winter fey court around me. 
 
    “That sword!” Forgryn shouted. “Why does he wield the blade of this world? Why does he have the Woadlands’ sword?” He raised his voice and began shouting at the other end of the hall. “Alarm! We are under attack!” 
 
    Footsteps began thundering from the distant hall behind me. Hoarfolk nobles all around began drawing swords and staves and daggers. 
 
    I raised Claimh Solais, but the voice said I would need to wait before I could unleash another powerful blast like that. 
 
    “You are the Challenger Earthborn,” King Forgryn spat. “The one whose death we had been long assured of. You were the one who had the gall to threaten our White Majesty herself. You were a fool to deliver yourself alone to our very court.” 
 
    “Actually I didn’t,” I answered, looking at the snow-colored tiles beneath my feet. My Path battlelink was still technically active, though I was too far to be able communicate with the Woadlands army back at the Three-Arm River. But my sense of enemy forces still remained. There were at least several scores of nobles in this room, for instance, although most of the royal guard were now dead. There was a faint sense of oncoming forces behind me, two at a time, out of the same portal I had just exited. 
 
    And just beneath me, were hundreds, if not thousands, of weakened, vulnerable allied forces currently unable to move or act. 
 
    And that was the final piece of information I needed to pull off the most important part of my plan. 
 
    I took a few steps back to stand roughly in the center of the room. One of the lesser nobles hurled a blue and heatless fireball at me. An arrow in golden fire pierced it and shredded it to nothingness. Something landed gracefully next to me. 
 
    “Taking yer time, are ye?” Merada asked sarcastically, as I heard Breena flutter around her shoulder to blast her fairy darts out of the Boomstick. “Is there a reason ye haven’t pulled off yer magic trick?” 
 
    “Just managing the audience,” I said with a grin, and plunged Claimh Solais into the snow-stone floor. 
 
    “The Lord of Avalon hereby honors his commitment to the people of the Woadlands!” I shouted. “In this time of Tumult, I now open the doors of my Shelter! People of the Woadlands, give me your frightened, your tired, your poor! Give me your sick, your lost, your orphans! Give me your lost, your cursed, your damned! Avalon hereby opens its doors to those doomed to die! Let their lives be won back!” 
 
    “Acknowledged,” a familiar voice spoke all around me. Hoarfolk heads swiveled about with widened eyes as gray mist slowly flooded into the room. “Activating Phase Two of In Case Of Trouble Protocol. Stand by.” 
 
    The ground and walls began to shake. 
 
    “Wait,” Merada said. “What are ye doing? I thought ye said ye could summon help directly from Avalon.” 
 
    “Yeah,” I grunted, holding Breaker’s hilt steady as I kept the weapon plunged into the hard ground. “Still true. Gotta concentrate though.” 
 
    “What do you mean you have to concentrate, Wes?” Breena demanded as she fired off more magic to keep our enemies at bay. “Because I don’t remember the word ‘earthquake’ coming up in your description of ‘Phase 3’ of your master plan!” 
 
    “Will talk in a minute,” I grunted, maintaining concentration. “Almost… got it!” 
 
    A blast of cold whistled by my head, deflected by a short figure with a shield. 
 
    “You’re doing it wrong,” Eadric grunted, coming up from where he had just landed. “That thing’s not supposed to go in the ground.” 
 
    I looked behind me to see Karim and Weylin add their fire to Breena’s own. Merada had drawn her spear and was now fending off the fey nobles’ blades. “I’m going to help her out,” Eadric grunted. “Don’t play with your sword any longer than you need to.” 
 
    I ignored him, rose to my feet, summoned Toirneach and hurled the axe into an unprepared Hoarfolk face. 
 
    “Everybody step about five feet to the right,” I said offhandedly as I kept walking forward, catching the axe as it returned to me. Back at the very center of the rumbling floor, the ice cracked apart to make room for a wooden structure to slowly rise from it. 
 
    The rest of the palace shuddered violently, causing great chunks of ice to fall from all around us. The winter fey began shouting in alarm. 
 
    “What did you do?” Breena screamed. “Why is a building poking its way out of another building, Wes?” 
 
    The palace continued to shudder from all around us. The wooden structure continued to rise until an entire story poked through the floor, windows clearly visible. Further off into the distance more snowy tiles shattered as long, sharpened poles began to poke their way through the floor. 
 
    “The manor?” Breena screamed as she launched a series of small lightning bolts into the disoriented and confused Hoarfolk. “You brought your freaking house here? Why? How? I can’t even—” 
 
    “Transportation successful,” Avalon boomed as mist began to pour through the top window of my manor. “Endangered inhabitants secured.” 
 
    My battlelink confirmed that very fact. The endangered allies I had sensed earlier were now all safely within my manor, which had apparently grown since then, or at the very least inside the outer walls of my fief. 
 
    “Sorry,” I said out loud. “Wasn’t entirely sure it would turn out like this.” 
 
    Also, I flat out didn’t know how to explain ‘hey guys, I can summon houses now.’ 
 
    Correction, Avalon said into my mind. The Lord Challenger can only summon the Shelter to worlds he has already established a significant degree of influence in. 
 
    Thanks, Avalon, I sent back sarcastically, turning my attention to the battle at hand. A large number of goblins, yeti, and lesser nobles had come charging in from another part of the palace. Before I could engage them, though, they screamed and disappeared as white fire blasted up from all around them. 
 
    “Good morning, dear Wes,” Guineve said as she gracefully stepped out of the second-story window and floated around the rest of the cracks in the ice. “Good morning, Little Bree. And hello Merada, it’s been too long. How are you all this day?” 
 
    “Guineve?” Breena shrieked in surprise. “You left Avalon? How did you manage to leave Avalon?” The pink sprite shot Merada a helpless, panicky look, who just shrugged and looked at me. 
 
    “I didn’t, little Bree,” Guineve answered as she sent another burst of power into a pocket of fey nobles, scattering them through the air. “This land now counts as Avalon, for as long as the Shelter remains here. I can bring my full power into play, as long as I stay near Wes’ Manor.” She looked off into the distance. “I suspect I will need to use all of it.” 
 
    More of the massive ice palace cracked apart. It was beginning to look like its destruction was already guaranteed. But then I heard a thundering, banshee-like scream tear through the air outside the broken walls. 
 
    “WHAT HAVE YOU DONE?” Caill Fuar’s voice echoed throughout the chamber. I looked to a new hole high up in the wall and saw a large mass of thundering clouds rolling toward us. “I WILL END YOU! I WILL FREEZE THE SOULS INSIDE YOUR BODIES AND SHATTER THEM TO PIECES!” 
 
    Meh. I’d heard worse threats. 
 
    “This one is stronger than Raw-Maw, dear,” Guineve said as she stepped closer to the opening in the wall. “I’m back to my full strength, so why don’t you let me deal with her while you and the others end the rest of the Tumult?” 
 
    “Alright,” I said uncomfortably. “If you’re sure you can handle her…” 
 
    “Mmmhmm,” Guineve replied, and I recalled Stell when Stell said Guineve could match most Icons even on a very bad day. Right now she didn’t seem like she was having one of her bad days. “Just leave her to me, dear Wes. I’ve missed being able to do this.” 
 
    “Got it,” I answered, turning to my team of people. Right then Val appeared out of the portal next, landing with her blades drawn. “We’re hitting the pompous idiots on the steps. Let’s move.” 
 
    Blue fire suddenly burst in front of the steps as armored Hoarfolk knights teleported in from somewhere else, apparently in response to their Icon’s rage. There were at least thirty of them. 
 
    But before I could decide to worry about them, more of my own warriors began leaping out of the second-story windows, led by a familiar, armored skeleton. 
 
    “In formation,” Virtus’ deep voice shouted. “Just like we practiced.” 
 
    The warriors, clad in bronze plate and Woadfolk mail, formed up into a wide wedge. 
 
    We’ll clear the way, Virtus sent to me. Try to take down their leaders so we can end this early. 
 
    I needed no more encouragement. I conveyed my intent through the mindlink and my team rushed forward, an army of former refugees behind us. 
 
    More and more Hoarfolk knights appeared in front of us. I got the impression that Fuar was summoning them from all over her territory. By now there were almost fifty, and I began to worry as they spread out to intercept us. My friends and I slowed, spreading out to try and make sure one of us could somehow get through this army. Even though they were reinforced by the leftover Gaelguard, I didn’t want to risk over half of my population against the elite enemies of the Woadlands’ Tumult. But if I could take out their leaders fast enough… 
 
    Virtus barked out another command, and the militia of Avalon raced through the gaps in our own charge. Just before they impacted against the elite Hoarfolk knights, Virtus barked another command and they began to glow with Woad tattoos. 
 
    Every. Single. One of them. 
 
    In the time I had been gone, taking advantage of the accelerated time on Avalon, Virtus had trained my militia to each bond with a respective Woadfather from my new grove. It should have been impossible, because a warrior already needed to undergo a certain number of Rises before their bodies could handle a tattoo. 
 
    Then I remembered that overcoming Challenges is how people became stronger in the Expanse. And my people had already survived imprisonment, torture, slavery, and damage from being in a Horde Pit. 
 
    While I had been busy worrying about them, they had been busy becoming far stronger than I would have ever thought possible. 
 
    So now over a hundred newly promoted Gaelguard were slamming into less than fifty Hoarfolk knights, led by a deathless soldier that had probably seen more battles than I had hairs on my head. 
 
    Virtus barked one more command just as the two groups clashed, and the final row of his people stopped running forward, raised their hands, and began firing all sorts of spells into the Hoarfolk mages standing behind the knights. As I ran by them I looked closer, and realized that they were some of the newly resurrected Avalonians. One that could have been Talitha even winked at me as we ran by. 
 
    My team turned to strike at one of the weakened edges of the Hoarfolk knights. I wielded Toirneach in one hand and Claimh Solais in the other, and the powerful weapons crunched through the winterfey’s armor like a pick did through ice. I had smashed my way through them before I even realized it, killing a small cluster of mages on my last step out. Then my team and I were charging up the steps. Several of the nobles raised their hands to cast spells, only to shriek in rage as Merada’s and Weylin’s arrows pierced their hands. 
 
    King Forgryn and Queen Lillothi stood from their thrones, gracefully stepping down the steps to meet us. Lillothi had drawn a white and blue-tipped wand from her waist while Forgryn was holding a sword with an icy-blue blade. 
 
    “You still will not win, Brytenwalda,” the male monarch called out imperiously. “Her White Majesty has taken the field, and will crush you all in a matter of moments.” 
 
    “Yeah, we’ll see how that goes,” I replied, unconcerned, as I heard the familiar sound of Guineve’s fiery blasts behind me. From outside, a scream of surprise and rage tore through the air. 
 
    “THE STEWARD OF AVALON? THIS IS IMPOSSIBLE! YOU CANNOT LEAVE YOUR WORLD! YOU ARE BOUND TO AVALON ITSELF!” 
 
    “One shouldn’t make so many assumptions, Madame Icon,” Guineve admonished calmly, but somehow with a voice that carried all the way over to us. “They lead to all manner of accidents.” 
 
    “YOU HAVE NO RIGHT TO BE HERE!” the White Witch shouted from the sky, and hurricane-force winds roared through the broken wall’s opening. Guineve just hummed contently and canceled the furious wind with a blast of her own magic. 
 
    “Impossible,” Lillothi breathed as she saw the Guardian of Avalon match strength with the Dark Icon of her race. “This is all impossible!” 
 
    “Pfft,” Breena blew a raspberry. “For being around Wes? This is just a normal Tuesday. Wait.” She cocked her head. “Is it Tuesday? And if so would it be Tuesday here, or on Avalon?” 
 
    “Avalon.” Forgryn’s flaming eyes narrowed as they locked onto me. “He was the one who summoned the world of the Steward to here.” He turned his head to his consort. “We must isolate and destroy him, or our defeat is guaranteed.” 
 
    “It will be done,” Lillothi replied, pointing her wand at me. “But do not fail to kill him, or our White Majesty will never forgive our king.” 
 
    The monarch scoffed, and as he dashed toward me walls of white crystal suddenly burst from the floor, forcing me to jump away from my team and engage the Hoarfolk king. 
 
    The next breath I took, he was right before me, slashing with his long, slender blade. 
 
    I jumped and somersaulted over him, but his double-edged sword still caught me in the leg, tearing through the script shielding, Stoneskin spell, and even the hem of my Icon-crafted aketon. I landed with a wince about a dozen yards away and threw Toirneach at him. 
 
    The winter fey king knocked my axe contemptuously out of the air with a sweep of his blue blade. The axe thunked into the enchanted crystal and did not immediately return to my hand. 
 
    “Script magic?” the winter king sniffed as he cleared the distance between the two of us in a single step, his sword flashing all over me like a rain of icicles. “Ideal magic?” he asked as I parried his first two blows, giving ground. “Swordplay, and axe play?” His weapon scoured a line on my bicep, cutting through the mail and barely piercing my padding underneath. “And even a bit of Blood magic, judging by the portal you created here.” He knocked my sword out of position and drove two quick jabs into my lower torso. “How do you expect to live long enough to excel at any single thing, when you spend your scant number of years trying to learn everything at once?” 
 
    I leaped out of his weapon’s reach, adjusted my momentum, summoned my shield, and charged back toward him with my barrier in the way. 
 
    “An amateur of all sorts of weapons and magic,” Forgryn continued scoffing as he leaped over my head, narrowly missing my neck as he slashed along my left shoulder. “Fighting against an opponent with untold centuries of practice with his favored weapon.” He landed behind me, and I barely turned to get my shield in the way before he ran me through. He launched another flurry of attacks, and when I brought my shield up high to take them, he swept his foot up and into my stomach, knocking the air out of my body with the force of his deceptively strong attack. Then he stabbed his blue blade straight into my chest. 
 
    I felt my entire body grow cold as the flame-eyed king sneered into my face and twisted his long blade. The air crackled around the weapon as an icicle suddenly launched out of it, launching me across our improvised arena and into the farthest wall as the missile currently impaling me lodged itself into the crystal wall. I dropped my shield and began to futilely pull myself clear of the bloody trap. 
 
    “Tell me, Brytenwalda,” the asininely acrobatic fey said as he cleared the long distance between us in just a handful of steps. “Tell me why you squandered such a powerful body and such powerful equipment.” He slashed at my sword arm in an attempt to make me drop my weapon. It hurt, but I didn’t let go. “Tell me why you squandered all of that to be just good enough to fail when you needed to win the most. Tell me how you qualify as the Lord of Avalon, or the Challenger of Avalon, or even the Brytenwalda of the Woadlands, when right now you are failing at all three?” He pointed his blue sword right at my face, and white frost began whirling around it. Apparently he felt like he had time to hear my last words. Somehow. 
 
    “Qualify as man,” I grunted painfully, still struggling with the icicle stuck in my chest. “Not a bug…” 
 
    He cocked his head at that, curious. 
 
    “Explain,” he commanded, and so I called upon the words of the late, great Heinlein to do just that. 
 
    “A human being should be able to change a diaper,” I began, pulling myself inch by inch off the frozen spike, “plan an invasion, butcher a hog, conn a ship, design a building—” I coughed, but I was halfway off the spike—“write a sonnet, balance accounts, build a wall, set a bone, comfort the dying.” My head was hanging low and I was panting, but I was almost free. King Forgryn seemed mesmerized by my speech, still not acting yet. “Take orders, give orders, cooperate, act alone, solve equations, analyze a new problem, pitch manure, program a computer, cook a tasty meal,” I gasped, finally pulling myself free and collapsing to my knees, unable to raise my head, but still speaking. “Fight efficiently, die gallantly. Specialization is for insects.” 
 
    I finally raised my head and gave him a bloody grin. “Now shut up and go splat, you overgrown roach.” 
 
    I finished speaking, surged to my feet and activated my Battleform. 
 
    # 
 
    As power wrapped around me like a quilted cloak, King Forgryn swore and leaped away. 
 
    I leaped right with him. 
 
    My bright, short blade scoured across his own bicep, and the wound sizzled with heat. 
 
    “Impossible!” he shouted. “You were beaten! You were on death’s door!” 
 
    It was my turn to scoff, as I parried his next attack and riposted, slicing into his leg. 
 
    Because there actually was something I had spent a fair bit of my life practicing. In fact, for at least two years of my life I had been practicing this discipline every day. By some counts, I had spent a hundred lives refining this key skill of mine. 
 
    That skill, that discipline, was a two-fold technique. 
 
    The first fold was to handle extreme levels of pain. 
 
    The second fold was to do the first thing, but to do it far better than anyone ever expected me to. 
 
    I had not been nearly as wounded as he thought I was. 
 
    “Lillothi!” Forgryn called out as I slashed another wound across his torso. “I need help!” 
 
    “Too late,” I answered, as Teeth roared forward and activated our Dragonform on top of our Battleform. 
 
    Don’t expect much, he sent me. We overdid it back with Cavus. I can give you less than thirty seconds. 
 
    That’s too many. I grinned as gold and red scales covered my limbs and armor. A golden talon grew around Claimh Solais, lengthening and augmenting the weapon, while more scales grew over my head to form a dragon-shaped helm and extra jaw. As the winter king leaped away I barreled back into him, impaling him a few inches lower than the spot he impaled me at. As he coughed white blood and tried to swing his weapon at me, I channeled my stored fireball through the weapon and blew him clean off my sword. 
 
    He went spiraling and smoking through the air but still managed to land on one knee, his chest a pierced, scorched, and blackened mess. But he was still not nearly as wounded as he should have been, and from what I could tell he possessed a trinket or spell that protected him against fire, and fire specifically or the other Ideals working my blast would not have been able to harm him. The Hoarfolk king snarled in rage and charged me, shooting a barrage of icicles out of his sword at me. 
 
    I calmly stepped several feet closer to the nearest wall. I swung Claimh Solais again, able to discharge a blast of my own this time, and the wave of light disintegrated the icy attack before blasting harmlessly into the air. Then I reached out toward the wall and ripped Toirneach free, glad that I had kept track of where the weapon had been the entire fight. I closed the distance again with a dragon-empowered leap, stabbing out with my sword to catch my opponent’s own weapon, and then before he could react, I slammed my giant tomahawk into his primary shoulder. The weapon crunched through my enemy’s clothes and bone. The very next second I triggered my Outer Current spell, discharging the power of all six of my Ideals through my axe and into the wound. The shoulder popped and cracked until the arm attached to it dropped its weapon and hung loosely down Forgryn’s side. The winter fey sank to his knees, clearly not used to this level of pain. 
 
    “How…” he began to ask, but then his eyes went wide. “Bond… dragon… traitor-pri—” 
 
    “Nope,” I answered. As he sank downward I had already let go of Toirneach to begin scribing words in front of his chest. Widen. Pierce. Empower. I kept it simple and used English this time for the script spells. “No last words for you,” I finished speaking, piercing him with my glowing blade and discharging my stored lightning bolt. 
 
    The Hoarfolk were weak against heat. Even a non-gamer would draw that conclusion. And naturally the Hoarfolk had come up with ways to protect themselves against fire magic. But they didn’t bother with lightning magic for two reasons. The first being the fact that the Ideal of Lightning is actually a very rarely comprehended Ideal. It takes much more energy and resources to proof oneself against it, and Lightning mages are almost non-existent. I haven’t met a single one outside my own team. 
 
    The second reason is that almost no one realizes just how much hotter lightning is than fire. 
 
    The king of the Winter Court had time to let out one final scream before his body blew completely apart. My spell had been enhanced by my Battleform, my Dragonform, and Claimh Solais. Apparently the sword worked much like a fairy wand. Which was another reason to use it more often in the future. Meanwhile, I would use the hole my super-enhanced lightning bolt had blown in the wall to exit the impromptu dueling ground, stopping briefly to pick up the dead king’s long blade. 
 
    When I stepped through the crystal wall, I found that the battle had all but ended. The Testifiers and Val had made short work of the court’s remaining honor guard, while my warriors below had completely routed the Hoarfolk knights, especially since our portal had remained open and the rest of my original Gaelguard had been able to filter in. A final glance showed Merada and Breena standing over Queen Lillothi. Breena was in her glowing, full-sized Dawn Fairy form, holding a smoking wand still pointed at the Hoarfolk queen, as the Woad Princess drove her spear into the ice fey’s chest. 
 
    “I owe ye this a hundred times over,” the huntress spat as she twisted the glowing weapon through Lillothi’s torso. “But I’ll settle for killing ye, and making sure ye never hurt one of me people ever again.” She twisted one more time, and the Hoarfolk queen went limp. Her crystal jewelry crumbled, and her burning eyes extinguished into empty pits. 
 
    A giant crack suddenly rumbled along the entire palace, stretching along walls, curling through the ceiling, running back down the ground. I heard Caill Fuar shriek in rage and anguish over the destruction of her capitol. She was the last combatant standing, her white robe smoking as she continued to duel Guineve in magical combat. 
 
    “My Tumult!” she shrieked. “My kingdom! My people!” 
 
    “I would have let you keep the last two,” I answered, walking toward her as scales began to fall from my body.  
 
    Ten seconds left, Teeth cautioned. 
 
    “But then you went after my own people. My own treasure. My own hoard.” 
 
    “No!” she howled, ice whipping through the room. “I do not accept this! I do not deserve this!” 
 
    White flames blasted out from Guineve, and this time the Dark Icon caught fire. She ignored it, turning toward me and rushing over. As Guineve continued burning her the White Witch turned her body into a misty vapor, aiming to rush past me while swiping one long nailed hand at my face. 
 
    Five seconds, Teeth advised. 
 
    I sidestepped and swung the sword of light through Fuar’s offending hand, severing the smoky appendage. I caught it in my other claw and stuffed the mist into my mouth, fulfilling another promise I had made earlier to the Dark Icon. 
 
    Once again, it tasted like kale, only kale with freezer burn. Fuar shrieked again and turned toward me, but Guineve let out a blast of misty fire this time, driving the broken remains of the Dark Icon out and into the winter sky, leaving the once-powerful being as nothing but a broken vestige. 
 
    And just like that, the final threat of the Woadlands was over. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 CHAPTER TWENTY ONE: KINGMEET 
 
      
 
      
 
    I walked toward the stony mound. 
 
    Is this truly necessary? I asked Merada through the mindlink. She nodded at me, and I tried not gawk over how beautiful she looked in her deep green gown. 
 
    I know ye have much left to do, Merada answered sadly. And I’ll miss ye when ye finally leave. But this be important.  
 
    I didn’t mean any offense, I answered. I just wanted them to know that I would have taken a simple pledge of allegiance from them. 
 
    And it would have been insufficient, Merada said firmly. These Icons have never pledged fealty to any being, Malcolm. Not even Stell. They don’t wish to repeat the wrongs they did to her. 
 
    Fair enough, I thought as I stepped onto the tall stone outcrop. I was garbed in my repaired armor and clothing, with a long green cape attached to my back. My green mail gleamed with polish over my tabard and padding. I wore both of my strongest weapons, Toirneach and Claimh Solais, strapped to my belt. 
 
    Far down below me were the chieftains, heroes and elders of all three Woadlands races. Many below had gone through unspeakable tragedies alongside their people. But at the end of the Tumult, when the last of the captives were finally rescued and their territory had finally been recovered, their losses proved to be far less than the blessings they gained upon their combined victories over their Tumult and Trial. Even conquering the Horde and the Malus Order proved to have provided them benefits. They looked flush with health and power, some of them sparkling with new magic, others adorned with treasures recovered from the Hoarfolk’s vaults. The plunder alone was enough to spark a new golden age for the Woadlands, not counting everything else they had acquired. Such a reversal of fortune should have been impossible, by Earth standards. But then the Universal Laws echoed through my mind. 
 
    All is not lost. 
 
    Failure is non-permanent. 
 
    Greater things are yet to come. 
 
    I shook my head to regain focus, looking up. Floating around me were the four Icons of this world, garbed and glowing with power. They took up position some feet away from me, all bowing once before beginning the ceremony. 
 
    “Hail Wes Malcolm!” the Stag Lord shouted. “Challenger of Avalon!” 
 
    “Hail! Hail!” the masses repeated below me. 
 
    “Hail Wes Malcolm!” Great Pan shouted. “The recognized Lord of Avalon itself!” 
 
    “Hail! Hail!” came the chorus. 
 
    “Hail Wes Malcolm!” Lady Titania shouted. “Savior of the Woadlands!” 
 
    “Hail! Hail!” 
 
    “Hail Wes Malcolm,” Mother Glade called out in a clear, commanding voice. “Worthy High King, of the Woadlands themselves!” 
 
    “Hail! Hail!” 
 
    Merada stepped next to me, unclasping her hands from behind her back. Now I could see that she had been holding an armband, made of two twisted metals, burnished gold and silvery arsenic bronze. It looked much like the torcs ancient Celtic peoples once wore on Earth, save that it fastened over my bicep instead of my neck. 
 
    “And hail Wes Malcolm,” Merada said softly. “Champion of the Steward of Avalon,” she began speaking even softer, to where only I could hear her, “and conqueror of this part of her heart.” 
 
    She wasn’t supposed to say that last line, and I knew it. But she smiled with her usual, reckless confidence, and fastened the armband around my bicep, giving me a brave look that said she wasn’t sorry and that she wasn’t taking back her words. Power surged through me as the armlet fastened upon me, traveling to my core, to Breaker, and to Toirneach. 
 
    The force of her feelings melded with the impact of the honor I had just been bestowed. It combined with the burden of all the responsibilities heaped upon me, and with my exhaustion and all my memories of pain and failure. It combined finally with the voices of three frightened old creatures that shouted “Unclean! Unworthy! Unholy!” over and over, and pressed down upon me with all of their exalted arrogance. 
 
    The weight tried to wrap up and smother my heart, my hopes, and my dreams. It even crept up to the forefront of my mind, until it was the only thing my soul could see standing over me. 
 
    But just because it covered my vision, didn’t make it my limit or my end. 
 
    This burdensome mass was not my sky. 
 
    It was not my heaven. 
 
    It was not my god. 
 
    With a defiant inner roar, and a fierce, accepting smile at the woman who had just professed her love to me, I wrapped both knuckles, both talons around the constricting mass… heaved… 
 
    And pushed. 
 
      
 
    End of Book 3. 
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 AFTERWORD 
 
    Hello everyone! I hope you enjoyed my book and I really appreciate you reading up to this point. This is my third published work, so I would love for you to leave feedback on a review on Amazon, especially if you liked it. Reviews are the lifeblood of indie authors like me, helping our books get the exposure readers need to find them. If they can’t find out books, they can’t buy them, and then we authors starve and die, instead of continue writing. Is my writing still good enough to where I should keep going? Please leave a review and let me know what you think! 
 
      
 
    You can also join my facebook page for more information on dates for my work and also meet other people who read my stories. It will be my primary method of communication, so that no one gets lots of email spam. Barring that, you can also follow me on Amazon by clicking the button here. I can also be contacted at the email address nathan.thompson.writer.email@gmail.com 
 
    Thanks to all the people that helped me polish my book: Dantas Neto, Ezben Gerardo, Adam Shook, Regina Benton, Sean Bradley, Brock Daniel, Augustus Blackmer, and Santi Baruh. I greatly appreciate both your feedback and time spent reading my drafts. Special thanks also to my editor, Celestian Rince, who has worked figurative and probably literal magic on this story. Finally, thank you Antti Hakosaari for your phenomenal cover art, and May Dawney Designs for your excellent typography. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    LITRPG is a growing genre, and there are a number of places to find more books like mine. One of those is the facebook group, LITRPG Books. You can find both authors and fellow readers there, who can help you discover this genre. https://www.facebook.com/groups/LitRPG.books/permalink/2153320044691320/ 
 
      
 
      
 
    Gamelit is also a growing genre in fantasy, mixing elements like video or tabletop gaming into literary form, albeit with slightly less mechanics than what LitRPG has. To learn more about Gamelit, talk to authors including myself, and just have an awesome time, you can join the Gamelit facebook Group here: https://www.facebook.com/groups/LitRPGsociety/ 
 
      
 
    If you’re looking to discover other Indie authors, Indie Fantasy Addicts is an excellent place to find fantasy books of all stripes—LITRPG, Dark Fantasy, Epic Fantasy, you name it. Authors and fans both visit that group regularly, and host all kinds of events—including giveaways. Check it out!  
 
    https://www.facebook.com/groups/indiefantasyaddicts/ 
 
      
 
    This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, businesses, places, events, locales, and incidents are either the products of the author’s imagination or used in a fictitious manner. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or actual events is purely coincidental. 
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