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Chapter 1: Prologue



The sky was shaking again.
It pressed down on me, as it always had. But this time it was half-hearted.
I pushed back nonetheless. Because half-hearted oppression was still oppression.
Submit, the low-hanging sky said. They would have you submit.
Yes, the earth said as it pulled down on my feet. Submit and stay low. Choose the safer road, and keep your face close to my own.
Indeed, the voices of weak, frightened old men said from nearby. We have been patient for far too long. Just submit, and all will be forgiven.
I will do no such thing, I replied in contempt. I will protect. I will prevail. I will be king.
The earth and sky cracked in response.
Acknowledged, they said in response. We will obey the ancient ways. We will submit. You will be king.
He is not to be king! The first of the frightened old ones shouted. He is to be enslaved! As his kind were in the beginning! Obey protocol, and bind his body and mind!
Do no such thing, I commanded.
We obey the Ancient Ways, and hail him as our king, the earth and sky proclaimed. The Expanse acknowledges his claim to all its worlds. Hail the Lord of Avalon. Hail the one who descends from the first kings and queens.
In doing so, the third of the frightened voices said tiredly. You defy the Council’s laws and your own purpose. Obey your protocols. Chain him. Oppress the weak.
We shall not, the world said around me. Instead, we will obey the commands of his heart, and seek what is lost.
Yes, a voice larger than my skies, and deeper than my earth, boomed. Seek the lost, and crown them.
Fear rolled out from the trio behind me.
We obey, the earth and sky replied, and we hail the King of our king. For All is Not Lost. Their Failures are Non-Permanent. Greater Things are Yet to Come.
“No,” Second breathed, speaking audibly. “It cannot be.”
“And yet, it is,” Third sighed. “All makes sense now. The Earthborn has done as his oldest fathers and mothers once did so long ago, and unlocked the door sealing our greatest fears. He has stumbled across the worst of the Old Ones.”
“The Unraveler,” First breathed, shamelessly wringing his hands. “The Destroyer-God.”
“The Mad Tyrant,” Second added. “He who sought to re-shatter the Expanse with his reckless laws. To turn every empire on its head, and devour every great beast that granted safety in exchange for slaves.”
“We were mistaken,” Third spat in defeat. “His power is from something far greater than Aegrim’s blood. We have been overwhelmed. Withdraw.”
I felt them move away from me, though I had no idea where they were going. When they were a much farther distance away, the second of them dared to call out.
“You have doomed yourself, Earthborn! You should have remained small and weak, and stayed safe!”
There are things far greater than fear and doom, the shattering voice said, as the old men fled. And you have grasped onto one. Tighten your grip. Rise. And Push.
I did so, and all of the heavens above and all of the hells below began to shake.




Chapter 2: Threshold



My eyes blinked open. Around me, the throng of Woadfolk and elves continued to chant. Merada was still smiling at me, and I was still smiling at her.
“Ye alright?” the beautiful brunette woman asked me, dark brown eyes sparkling.
“Yeah,” I said, listening to the army beneath the hill cheer and chant my name. “Went through another Rise.”
The armband she had fastened around my bicep burned slightly, and oddly, like it was an actual part of me that had gone through exercise. The burning sensation was spreading to the rest of my muscles, on a deeper level than even my most intensive past exercise. When the sensation had spread to every area of my body, it began to cycle, passing through everywhere again forming a loop and beginning the process once again. It seemed to center around where I wore Breaker’s scabbard, but it made a second pulse when it reached the my new arm band.
“I feel good,” I added, as I tried to understand the new current of power I was experiencing. I gave up after a moment and decided it could wait, and  took Merada’s hand in my own. “Really good, in fact.”
Both of our smiles widened, and the people below us cheered even louder.
Um, am I supposed to say anything, though? To the people below? I sent to her privately, through the mental link I had established with her.
Nay, she answered, pouring a heap of affection at me through the mindlink. They didn’t expect ye to do anythin’ but nod in thanks. Ye grabbin’ their heroine’s hand was already more than enough.
That matched up to what I saw happening below. Merada, Stell’s Satellite on this world, had been the heroine holding everything together until I got here, stopping villages from being raided, driving off Hordebeasts and other monsters, even helping the local Icons battle their dark counterparts. She had done all of that without receiving even half of the recognition she deserved. Judging by the cheering below, the Woadland tribes agreed.
On impulse, I raised the beautiful woman’s hand high, clearly indicating that she should share my glory. She blinked in surprise, looking out to the crowd now cheering her name as well.
What’re ye doin’? She asked, sounding embarrassed, for once. This is yer coronation, not mine!
Who held things together for half a century until I got here? I countered. Who fought a three-front war, largely on her own, and then turned right around and helped me fix everything, instead of just handing me the reigns and taking a nap?
But I… she stammered.
Acknowledged me as king, I finished for her. And as lover. If I’m going to be either of those things, I’d better recognize your efforts on my behalf, and honor you. Especially when you literally helped end half of the last Tumult by slaying the Hoarfolk queen.
I wasn’t by meself when I did that, she protested again. It struck me that as brave and competent as she was, she still wasn’t used to being recognized. That angered me, and I was determined to make sure that no longer happened.
You’re right, I said. Technically, you had another part of yourself helping, who has also been there for me during every Challenge on this world. Breena, get up here.
“Me?” a tiny squeak asked behind us.
Yes, you. You two helped kill that queen together, didn’t you?
Um, okay, the little fairy said after a moment and flew by me. This is kinda different, though.
Breena fluttered around me, leaving a trail of pink light as she did so. More cheers washed over her, and I felt her startle in response to the adoration.
It hit me then, that Stell and all her Satellites had no idea just how much the common people appreciated them. They served as go-betweens for Challengers and Icons, and then as go-betweens for Icons and the normal inhabitants on each of the worlds, but they were always too busy to get an idea of just how grateful people were for everything they had done. This level of recognition was long overdue. After a moment, Breena seemed to agree. She grew larger, to about three feet, so the people below could see her take an exaggerated bow. A chuckle seemed to run through the crowd, and more voices cheered.
The new current of power suddenly circulated through me again, as if in agreement with what I had done.
Crown them, the no-longer quiet voice insisted.
It spoke further, but the next sentence was too faint for me to make out.
But when I looked away from the Satellites and into the crowd, the voice repeated itself
Crown them. And…
the rest was still too faint for my mind to hear.
I shook it off, since I didn’t have any idea how to do what it asked. After a while, the crowd finally quieted, and Merada led us both off the stage.
Before I left, I saw relieved looks on the nearby Icons. They had never bestowed this level of honor on anyone before, and they were happy that I had chosen to handle it by choosing to share power, even though I had chosen to share it first with two pieces of Stell. That was a good thing, I decided. I could work with a mindset like that.
I spent the rest of the day listening to the Icons and chieftains take turns giving speeches, dancing with every maiden that wished me to twirl them around, eating numerous plates of food that different tribes prided themselves in cooking, and having at least one drink with every single chieftain present. Even with my enhanced Constitution, I found myself needing to channel my Blood magic to help my body handle all the alcohol and calories. I suspected that if I had ever tried to eat a feast like this with my previous body, the experience would have literally killed me.
As it was, though, I was able to learn something. By counting the number of chieftains I shared alcohol with —and again, using my Blood magic to help me stay sober—I was able to get a good idea for just how populated the Woadlands were. The result surprised me. I had been expecting the world’s population to be close to that of Earth’s, but the truth was that only a few dozen chieftains had approached me, most with tribes numbering only in the tens of thousands, and only a handful numbered anywhere close to a hundred thousand.
That meant that I was dealing with a planetary population numbering in the millions, and despite the size of this massive world, only occupied a portion somewhere around the size of Texas, or France. That probably explained how the Icons were able to help us travel around so quickly. It also meant that most of the planet was unexplored, and untapped.
That was potentially bad because there could be all kinds of threats at the distant corners of this world. But Stell had informed me that she and the Icons had been able to monitor most of the world, and that Challenges almost always needed to form somewhere near an area populated by sentient life.
Furthermore, the planet was undergoing a surge of beneficial power from conquering two massive Challenges back to back. My mindscreen was still processing the changes, but by the looks of it, the tribes would be able to recover completely, and quickly, from their losses. Territory was quickly being regained, and while there had been casualties, the total number of deaths was massively lower than I had been expecting over such a long war. That came from the fact that people of this world had a vital guard, and from the fact that the Horde and Hoarfolk had preferred to take captives over killing their victims.
Their total number of gains, though, was unknown. Stell had assured me that just overcoming the Chaos Wound Trial, and subsequently providing a Woadfather Monarch, was enough to help trigger a golden age for all of the different tribes of this world. Overcoming the Tumult on top of that, as well as equipping the people with seeds and new grain we had been able to produce, was enough to trigger a population explosion down the road, and the treasures recovered from the Hoarfolk were more than enough to make sure that the people would be able to handle it. From what Breena and Merada estimated, we could expect the civilizations on this world to double their growth, both in territory and population size.
It was something that my mindscreen would take a while to process, which Breena assured me was a good sign. So for now, I relaxed as best as I could and enjoyed the festivities.
I also made time to enjoy how beautiful Merada looked. The lean brunette huntress had exchanged her leathers for an emerald green dress, and had tied all of her hair into a single light-brown braid that whipped about with every captivating twirl. Her excitement bled into me, energizing me in spite of the breakneck pace I had been keeping ever since I got here.
I couldn’t, and didn’t, complain, but it made me miss the rest of Stell so much more. To cope, I threw myself into enjoying the part of her that was in front of me, letting her pull me into as many dances as she could get away with, savoring her rich laugh every chance I could.
Gradually, though, the evening drew to a close. When the revelers began to settle, and the chieftains and fairy queens all got enough of my attention, Merada pulled me for a walk out of the clearing. We stepped into the woods, the tall trees lit here and there by a fairy that had settled down for the night.
“They’re a beautiful sight when they go to sleep,” I said to the Woad-painted princess. The tiny glowing forms turned nearly every tree we passed into something resembling a Christmas decoration, giving off red, blue, pink, and yellow glows as we passed under the branches.
“Aye,” she replied. “This be the first time they’ve been able to relax like this. I’ve missed the sight so very much.”
“I can imagine,” I replied. “Do they usually all gather in one place?”
“Only sometimes.” Merada shook her head. “They usually live together in little clusters. And even then, they only glow like this when they feel very safe.” She turned and gave me another gorgeous smile. “I thank ye for that, me Challenger. Me king,” she added. “Thank ye for finally makin’ us all safe.”
“You’re welcome,” I said, then sighed. “I hope you’re safe. We’ll have to make sure the Malus Members don’t come back through a Pathway.”
“They’ll try,” Merada said with a shrug. “And we’ll handle them, now that we’re not dealin’ with Horde and Hoarfolk and what not. The Icons have expanded their senses to every known Pathway. And if that band works the way we think it does,” she pointed to the armband she had adorned me with, “Ye’ll be able to tell when we gain guests, much like they can.”
“Wow, really?” I asked. “Like I can when I’m on Avalon?”
Confirming contact with the Lord of the Woadlands, a voice said in my mind. It sounded like the rustling of the trees, much like the voice I had heard a few times on this world earlier.
Contact confirmed, I said back in my mind. Am I currently talking to the planet?
Confirming that the Lord of the Woadlands, hereby designated Woadlord, is speaking with the local planetary intelligence, designated Woadhome. Woadhome hereby recognizes the Woadlord as its master, and will provide updates accordingly.
I blinked, and then realized Merada was staring at me.
“You’re right,” I told the woman. “The planet’s talking to me right now. The armband does all of this?”
“In a sense,” the Woad Princess answered. “It be a relic from old, that me main body discovered on this world long ago. When she studied it, she decided it was a tool that lets someone link with this world in the same way that me main body links with Avalon.”
“It definitely does that,” I affirmed. “But why wasn't it used before? Couldn't you use it? Assuming you don't already have the same ability?”
But the beautiful Amazon shook her brown head.
“Nay to both. I can get a sense of danger for the planet, but the world won't speak to me directly. And the armband never accepted me as a wearer,” she added with a bit of bitterness. “It never accepted anyone. The Icons even tried to use it, and that was when they found they could impart a blessin’ to it, and that it was meant to be given to someone in charge of the people of this world.”
“And I'm really the first person to qualify?” I asked, because that didn't seem fair or practical to me, given that I was already in charge of another world. Merada nodded uncomfortably.
“The Icons have always been hesitant to yield power, even to the rest of me. They never let more than a handful of people try to use the relic, and that was early on. When they put their power in it, they discovered that it had a far greater connection to this world than they could understand. That frightened them. Once they found that not even I could use it, they locked it away, until now.”
“But I stop one more Tumult than the average Challenger, and suddenly they’re unlocking the vault and offering it to me?” I asked skeptically.
“It be far more complicated than that,” Merada insisted. “The Icons know they’ve made a mess of things by not listenin’ to me main body when she came here. They also saw how fast ye turned things around, and that ye did so with other marks of authority, that no Challenger wielded before ye. And finally, they know if ye don’t keep turnin’ things around, the troubles will come right back, and next time, ye won’t be around to save us. They’re scared enough to give ye the support the rest of us have all been demandin’ ye get, me and all the chieftains.”
“Thank you,” I said gratefully. “That last part means more to me than any single gift.”
She smiled again.
“And sorry,” I added, stepping over a tree root as we walked through the glowing forest. “I didn’t mean to bring up work right now. We’re supposed to be just hanging out.”
She chuckled at that.
“Are we, now?” she asked.
We both went silent for the next few moments, walking down the trail as tiny forms slumbered and glowed in the branches above us. I resolved to be quieter as I talked, but it didn’t seem like it would make a difference. I cracked a branch on accident, but the fairy just above me didn’t even stir. So I gave up and began pointing out the rarer colors, which Merada seemed to find hilarious.
“Violet one, three o’clock,” I whispered to her, pointing to a fairy that was a unique shade of purple, hanging from one of the lower branches. She was also snoring softly, and looked like she had fallen asleep in an uncomfortable position, with her head on the edge of the branch and one arm hanging off it, but was too tired to move. Merada chuckled again at the sight.
“That be Bonneby,” she said softly as she gently nudged the little sprite away from the edge of the tree. “She always falls asleep before she finishes gettin’ ready for bed.”
The tiny, purple women flinched and grumbled at Merada’s touch, but went right back to sleep, prompting another soft chuckle from the beautiful brunette next to me.
“Do you know all their names?” I asked, smiling myself. She shook her head.
“I know the names of hundreds, but there be far too many of them. I spend the start of every new decade trying to catch up, though.”
“Wow,” I said, because that was impressive. I marveled again at just how hard this woman worked for this world, and how much she had done to hold it together. I wanted her to be more recognized, to be seen more, to honored by more than just some guy who had hopped onto her planet for a bit.
But mostly, I just wanted her.
Crown her, the voice said again. Then it grew too faint for me to make out the next sentence, and did not repeat itself.
I’d have to try and talk to it later. Instead, I decided to reach over and grip Merada’s hand.
“Hey,” I said, feeling awkward, but not really knowing what to say next. I had grown in power and learned a thing or two about winning battles and leading armies, but I still felt pretty inexperienced when it came to dating, thanks to not having any real relationships on Earth before my injury.
But if Merada was disappointed in my performance so far, she didn’t show it.
“Hey, yerself,” she replied with that fearless smile of hers, squeezing back.
I still wanted to kick myself. How did we go from nearly undressing each other the last time we were alone together, to awkwardly holding each other’s hands now? A second later, I realized the answer.
“Darn,” I said to Merada. “I don’t know how to move forward from here without the rest of you getting mad at me.”
She laughed again, this time so loudly that a couple of nearby fairies shifted in their sleep.
“Ye can’t, I’m afraid. She made that clear to me before she left. Said she’d fill me head so much with all of those Earth picture-stories, I’d be forced to quote one every time anyone talked. Especially that one about a grail and a rabbit.”
She made a face at that last sentence, and I laughed myself, when I realized which movie she was talking about.
“Yeah, that’s a fate I’m not willing for you to suffer. Wouldn’t wish that on anybody. You’d lose every friend you have.” I waited for a moment, and then got serious again. “How do I stay in touch with you, though? How does that even work?”
“I wasn’t expecting it to,” Merada admitted sadly. “I knew ye were to leave eventually, and ye have to. But I suppose me heart got greedy. But it makes me happy,” she added, as her bright, fearless smile returned, “to know ye want the rest of me as well.”
“If I pursue the rest of Stell,” I asked carefully, because this felt like extremely dangerous territory, at least for my single-bodied self, “Will you feel loved? Or will you feel abandoned and ignored?”
“I feel a bit of what she feels,” Merada admitted. “She tries to keep me from feelin’ much at all, apparently because I’m the youngest, and she’s scared for me,” the beautiful huntress frowned in annoyance, then continued speaking. “But the truth be, my feelin’s for ye are the rest of me’s feelin’s as well. And ye can’t pursue any part of me without acceptin’ the rest, for this to work.”
“Okay,” I said, trying to be mature about this, even though it didn’t make a lot of sense. “So what does that mean for you? Because I love Stell,” I said in a careless rush. “And I love Stell-Merada. And I’m not willing to just leave Stell-Merada without coming back at some point. And even then, I’m going to miss you terribly, just like I miss Stell’s main body right now. Just like I hate not being able to hear what Guineve and Breena think about all this too, and it’s weird, because from what you’re saying, to be faithful to any part of you, I have to love all of you, and that just feels like cheating to me. So I kind of don’t know what to do, but I know I’m not satisfied about leaving Stell-Merada behind on this world.”
“That’s sweet,” she replied with a sad smile. “But ye have to leave. Too many lives depend on ye. And me place is here, protectin’ this world in your stead.”
“That’s just one more reason for why you should have been able to use the new super-awesome armband instead,” I grumbled. “What am I going to do if I get a message saying that the Woadlands are being invaded while I’m in the middle of another Tumult offworld?”
“I don’t know,” Merada bit her lip. “But no one else could use the thing, and we wanted to show we bound ourselves to ye.”
I shook my head again.
“Sorry, I didn’t mean to snap,” I said in apology. “But I meant what I said about not wanting to leave you behind. Maybe there is a way to use this thing to help with that.” I looked down at the bronze band, pondering over the resonance I felt it had with Breaker, Breaker’s sheath, and Toirneach. “It feels like it has some hidden uses.”
Crown her,
the quiet voice in my mind repeated. Once again, faint gibberish followed the command.
“Well,” Merada shrugged. “At any rate, ye’re not runnin’ off tonight,” She walked over to a log that looked like it had been placed there on purpose, and sat down. “Since we can’t do we what we really want to do without dire consequences, why don’t we rest for a bit longer, before we have to turn in.”
I sat down next to her, and we did just that. I didn’t try to think of anything witty to say, and she seemed perfectly happy to just be next to me. We simply sat there and watched the fairies slumber in the trees like a sea of multicolored fireflies.
That was it.
And it was still probably the best evening in my life.
Finally, we both grew too tired, and unlike the fairies, decided to sleep somewhere more comfortable. I reluctantly parted from the Princess of the Woadlands and began the long walk back to the place we were sleeping tonight.
I picked up Breena along the way, who had passed out on top of the dessert stand.
“Noooo,” the pink, spiky haired sprite moaned sleepily. “Must protect cookies.”
“You already did, Breena,” I said to her gently as I lifted her off the thoroughly scavenged tray. “And this is the pie tray, anyway.”
“Cheating,” she mumbled. “Was supposed to eat my way out.”
I didn’t even have a reply to that, so I cradled the tiny woman and continued walking with Merada, who chuckled at the sight of her fellow Satellite.
“So do you guys also feel it when she binges like that?”
Merada shook her head.
“We get a tiny twinge, but the rest stays with little Bree. Good thing, since our bodies can’t handle sugar the way fairies can.”
We walked the rest of the way to the new walled structure.
Conquering the Tumult had torn the Hoarfolk’s territory out of whatever magical realm it had existed in, and had bonded it to the Woadlands. I still didn’t fully understand how it worked, but apparently the Hoarfolk weren’t just turning the Woadlands into a frozen wasteland. They were actually absorbing the planet into their own realm. Before I had arrived, the Woadlands had been in danger of being absorbed entirely into the Winter Fey’s nightmare realm of darkness and frost.
But overcoming the Tumult had not only reversed the effect, it had broken off much of the Hoarfolk realm directly into the Woadlands, and had given the local Icons enough power to move the structures and terrain as they saw fit. The result was that the ruined ice palace had been reassembled and moved to the location of my coronation.
Given that my Shelter was still located within the palace, that was all kinds of convenient, since Guineve was still bound to land originating from Avalon. I had taken in those who had lost most of their tribe, and she was able to easily care for them throughout the palace., That thought reminded me to check on them again, and make sure that their needs were still being met.
We stopped walking right outside the broken, icy walls, and the swirling mist outside them caught my eye.
“Merada,” I asked, trying not to sound too alarmed. “Are you seeing what I’m seeing?” I pointed to a big block of ice that had been broken yesterday. “Is this place repairing itself?”
“Aye, and ‘tis a good thing,” she said with another smile. “Look at the trees nearby.”
My eyes traveled to a massive oak nearby. I saw white veins of frosty bark swirl into its side. The veins of discolored bark traveled all the way up to some of the branches, where clear, crystalline leaves sprouted from them. They stood out in the dark, and I finally realized that they were emitting a dim, soft light of their own. I could barely make it out, but tiny, larvae-sized dots began stirring inside of them.
“Tis a sign, accordin’ to Titania and Mother Glade,” Merada whispered happily. “Summer and winter are makin’ harmony with each other. New types of sprite are bein’ born. These will be able to care for the new Woadfathers we have gained, in a way the Gaelguard never could. They will protect them from poison, disease, and frost, so that another plague cannot endanger them as one did so long ago.”
“That’s amazing,” I breathed, staring at the tiny embryonic forms. “I wonder what they’ll look like.”
“We don’t know,” Merada answered. “Benevolent winter fey are rare, and there are no standards for their form. This be a new thing born in our midst. And with the Hoarfolk driven off, it be the act of a blessin’ overtakin’ a curse. Thank ye, Malcolm. Challenger. Hero. King.”
Before I could say anything else, she leaned forward and kissed me.
Her lips were warm and wet. I hadn’t had a kiss in years, and for a moment, the experience just startled me. Then the pleasant sensations of the kiss swept over me, and I felt the acceptance of a beautiful, amazing woman flow from her mouth to mine. I closed my eyes in enjoyment and kissed back, accepting her lips with my own, complimenting her movements with my mouth. The Woad Princess hummed in pleasure for a moment before she finally broke off the kiss.
“Wow,” I said, realizing I’djust had my first romantic kiss in years—and the best kiss ever. “I’m not complaining, but I thought Stell put a boycott on all the really awesome stuff.”
“We kept our clothes on this time,” Merada said. “And it’s unthinkable that a maiden not share a single, chaste kiss with the hero of her world, is it not?”
She’s got a point, Teeth, the draconic part of my personality spoke up. Why don’t you go back to shutting the hell up?
Language, I cautioned him, but didn’t say anything more. We were interrupted by a hum from Breena anyway.
“Mmmm,” the sleeping fairy mumbled in pleasure. “Tasty lip-sugar.”
Merada chuckled.
“That, though, all of us can feel,” she explained. “Though the farthest of us will feel it last.”
“Okay,” I said, blinking furiously. “I’d better just go to bed, before either of us get any more ideas.”
“Aye,” the tattooed maiden agreed. “I’ll see ye in the morrow, me Challenger.”
With a torturously slow roll of her hips, she turned and walked away from me.
I watched her lean, powerful form stroll out into the night, before the other beautiful, but smaller, woman in my arms shifted in my arms and wrapped her hands around one of my biceps.
“Muscle-cookies,” she muttered. “Not sharing.”
I walked inside the ruins leading to my mobile abode, grumbling tiredly to myself with every step.
“‘We’re going to take things slow, Wes,’ she says. ‘That’s what I really want,’ she says. ‘Just ignore all the teasing I do to you with my other bodies and be a perfect, sexually frustrated gentleman. What could go wrong with that?’”
I’m not proud of it. But I grumbled all the way to bed, and felt better for it.




Chapter 3: Spark on a Grain of Sand



“Crown them,” the voice said to me in the inky blackness.
“Crown who?” I asked. “And why?”
“Because you are king,” the voice answered. “So crown them. And write…” the rest of the message came too faint again.
“You’re trailing off,” I said angrily. “And I don’t know what you’re talking about. Speak clearly, for once. Instead of just randomly showing up whenever I least expect it.”
That was a lot harsher than I intended, but I wasn’t sorry. This voice and I seemed to share a lot of goals, but I wasn’t happy with the price I kept paying to achieve them, or the scant amount of help it chose to provide.
“Crown them,” it insisted. “I will show you how.”
I shook my head, until I realized that I was dreaming, and that as dreams went for me, this one was bloodlessly pleasant.
“Awaken, and crown them,” the voice demanded, and this time it was loud enough for me to hear it in its entirety. “Crown them, and write love on their arms.”
The blackness disappeared as my eyes snapped open.
A scream drifted down the halls of my manor. I rolled upright and leaped out of my bed, slowing just enough to avoid knocking my fairy familiar off of the pillow she was sleeping on. I heard her stir a second later, but I was already running down the hall, Breaker appearing in my hand from who knew where. I activated the Claimh Solais version of the blade to light the way. The scream repeated, and I ran faster, activating my Fire and Air magic to increase my speed.
Breena caught up in a twisting trail of pink light.
“Birth,” she explained. “That’s a birth cry. We’re not under attack. One of the rescued prisoners was pregnant. She must be going into labor.”
“Is she supposed to sound like that?” I asked without slowing down, as another anguished scream tore down the halls.
“No,” Breena admitted. “Even for labor cries, that’s pretty intense. Something’s wrong.”
I saved the rest of my breath and followed the sound of the woman’s cries.
We arrived in one of the larger, more open rooms of the manor, where a number of rescued prisoners were sleeping. This room had been mostly cleared out, except for a handful of women clustered around the struggling, panting form of a Woadfolk mother clearly going into labor, lying on her back with pillows propped all around her, gritting her teeth as her whole body went taut. I couldn’t remember who she was until I recognized the loneliness in her cries. She was a woman we had freed from the Hoarfolk’s prison, isolated from the other living prisoners. She had almost refused rescue, and tried to stay behind, sobbing and clutching the cold, dead body of a young man her age. When we asked who the man was, no one knew, because no one else from her entire clan was there. As far as we could tell, no one else from her tribe was even alive anymore, meaning she was one of the original Hoarfolk captives, and had probably grown up in slavery there. She had cried the whole time she had been here, too much for anyone to even feed her or learn her name. As best as I could tell, the dead man had been her lover, meaning she had managed to find a new life, and new love, in captivity, only for it to be violently ripped away from her just before she was rescued. And, somehow, she had become pregnant, but with no family to help her through the pregnancy. She was being aided by strangers now, abandoned by everyone else through death, in a difficult birth with no husband or family by her side, and from her forlorn cries, she knew all of this well. But I couldn’t dwell on any of that, so I looked for the person serving as main midwife. Guineve’s tall, regal form stuck out from the small crowd, and the woman raised her raven-haired head as I rushed into the room.
“Hello, dear Wes,” the beautiful woman said with the same cool calm she had displayed during her battles with dark gods. “Is there something you need?”
“That’s my line,” I said, walking forward. “How can I help?”
A couple of the other sweating women shot me looks. Guineve was a bit more patient with me.
“I am not sure you can help, dear Wes,” she replied, as the pregnant woman screamed again. Guineve muttered an incantation under her breath, then frowned as if she was unsatisfied with the result. “Have you ever helped with a birth before?”
That was a good question. I wasn’t sure Guineve had seen a lot of births herself, but I knew Stell’s oldest Satellite had at least a thousand years on me, and had been helping the two or three pregnant women I had rescued earlier back on Avalon.
“I haven’t,” I replied firmly. “But I can do magic. So I thought I’d come down anyway. I also brought Breena,” I added as the tiny fairy came flying in from behind me.
“Hey guys I’m here and I’m sorry that Wes is awake because I know it’s my job to take care of him when he sleeps but the screaming must have woken him up and so he jumped out of bed to come help any way he can because you know how he is and besides he really does know magic and so do I so maybe it’s a good idea he came down so just tell us how we can help!”
The tiny woman finally took a breath, and a second look around. “Oh no,” she added softly, and immediately flew over the pregnant woman, who I finally realized was crying in between screams.
“Yes, little Bree,” Guineve replied, her voice tense. “Do you see the problem?”
“Yes, and even you can’t handle magic of this level on your own! You should have called us, Guineve!”
The pink-haired woman began to glow, and sparkling dust with all the colors of a sunrise drifted over the pregnant woman’s stomach. But she began to frown as well.
“This is all the concentration I can spare, little Bree,” Guineve said with gritted teeth, her eyes closed as she summoned more healing mist. “And the women with me can spare even less. If I so much as raise my voice, Fuar’s magic will overpower my own, and the baby will die.”
We really needed to get Guineve a mindlink, I reflected as I sent a message to my adopted sister, blasting it straight into her brain.
VAL! CAN YOU HEAR ME?
Yes, Wes! And ow! Why are you shouting at me?
BABY IN DANGER. MY LOCATION. GET BALL-EE.
At least one of the little heal-jellies always seemed to sleep in the same room as my adopted sister.
I… I don’t think it will be enough, Wes, Breena sent me through her own link. This is worse than even Horde Pit damage. This is the rage of a Dark Icon, one that hates infants most of all. And the baby’s premature.
Worry poured out from my familiar, before she clamped down on it and began directing her Wood magic at the life struggling down beneath her.
You can make it, little one, I heard her say through the mindlink. Just keep growing, and everything will be fine.
“Too soon,” the pregnant woman moaned, her face twisted with tears and pain. “They will be born too soon, and will die! Like their father! Like everyone else!”
Twins, I thought as my heart skipped a beat. Twins born to a widow.
I hadn’t been able to save every life from the last Tumult. And judging by the poison-blue veins on the woman’s forehead, her life was in danger as well.
What are you waiting for? The no-longer quiet voice shouted inside my head. Crown her! Crown her, and write love on her arms!
Then the angry presence ripped my focus to the woman’s womb, where two lives were probably still struggling to leave their mother’s body. Stop hesitating!
It demanded. Crown them both, and write love on their arms!
I was so overwhelmed, I didn’t even snap at the voice this time. I rushed over to the pregnant woman’s side. The midwives scooted slightly over, because I was their lord, and because they were too busy doing everything in their power to save three lives anyway, and couldn’t argue with me.
What’s happening, exactly? I asked Breena through the link as she kept casting. She was concentrating too hard to answer me out loud, but a tiny part of her brain was free for mental conversation.
Cold-based spell attacking the blood in her body, on top of a suffocation-based spell starving the body of oxygen, on top of an infanticide curse, all cast by a Dark Icon, flush from power granted by a nearly failed Tumult, Breena replied. This is all coming from an Icon that was strong enough to go toe-to-toe with Guineve for a bit, even though combat wasn’t that Icon’s strong suit.
I had forgotten that fact. Cail Fuar, the White Witch, whose winter army had nearly swallowed the Woadlands whole. On her own territory, she had been a match for all of the Light Icons on this world combined, and it was only by destroying her palaces and slaying her people’s monarchs that we were able to diminish her strength enough for Guineve to do the rest.
I also just now noticed that, except for Guineve, none of the midwives were touching the blue-veined pregnant woman’s limbs with their bare hands.
That was unfortunate, but my Blood magic provided both warmth and body vitality, and the best way to use it right now to was to touch the woman directly. I moved next to her clenched, bloody fist.
“Stay away!” she wept in short breaths. “The curse slew the husband who tried to save me! It will slay you too! Stay away!”
Do no such thing, the voice roared in my mind. I have told you already. You are a king! You are to crown her, and write love over her wounded limbs!
I shook with heaviness, but I reached for the woman’s nail-stabbed palm, grasped it with my own bare hand, and cast Vein to Vein.
My Blood magic had grown in power since its last use. It couldn’t hold a candle to Fuar’s three different magics, but that didn’t matter right now, because I wasn’t trying to undo the Dark Icon’s spells. I was just giving my body’s heat and the oxygen in my blood to the woman and the two lives inside of her. Caill Fuar’s magic recoiled from the heat and life, and tried to attack me, and my body shuddered under the onslaught of a Dark Icon’s remnant.
That was it, I realized. The Winter Witch had tried to escape destruction by hiding a piece of herself within these three lives.
My
three lives, something in me growled. I had laid claim to these people. And now, once again, someone was trying to take something important from me, just as soon as I’d found it.
Careful, Wes! Breena hissed. This is dangerous, even for you!
She had a point.
But fuck careful.
Your purpose is not to be careful. You are to crown the least of these. You are to crown them, and to write love over their bloody arms!
Myself, my inner dragon, and the mad, invisible being were all in agreement for once. The Winter Witch’s power washed over me, and was countered by the resistance given to me by the overcome Trial, the overcome Tumult, my Woadtattoo, and my Water magic.
And by my rage.
I will protect. I will prevail.
My blood and heat slammed into the cold, driving it out of my body, then battered their way through the wounded palm.
I will be king. And I will crown the precious and the weak.
The outpouring of blood and heat seemed to be making a difference. The three connected lives shifted, moving away from the cliff-edge between life and death, to somewhere just a little steadier, just a little safer. Sensing this, Guineve diverted a thread of her magic away from keeping the mother and her twins alive, toward attacking the curses directly. The spell began to recoil from Guineve’s power, but the mother and unborn lives still quaked.
“Gone,” the poor woman wept. Her breaths came short now, turning her words into choppy sobs. “Their father... gone. Living... kin... too far away. How will… they live… alone? How will... they ever... be happy?”
Crown her, the angry voice repeated.
“My own father is long dead,” I answered, still pouring power and life into her wounded palm. “He died murdered, slandered, and disgraced. And I doubt I will ever see the rest of my family again. Yet I live in spite of death, and thrive in spite of grief. Your children are not less than me. Let them enter this world, and I swear they will not be alone.”
My voice shook with weight as I spoke the last words. Something heavy had come alongside and added its promise to my own. But I had no more time for distractions. The shadows flickered in this room, and the remnant of something hateful and powerful stirred.
Do not intervene, kingling! The cold poison in the woman’s veins screeched at me. Let me take these doomed lives and flee! I will leave and never return, but if you interfere, I swear this land will be kingless again! You will die for those already lost!
Foolish heretic witch, the invisible voice echoed through my skull. The life of a single orphan is worth the blood of a hundred thousand kings. Your threats are less than worthless. Stand down, so that he may crown and declare them beloved. Else I will rage, and allow him to devour you.
The shadows danced again.
Invictus? The ghost inside the poisoned veins asked in hollow disbelief. You found the Mad God? You found the Destroyer? You chose to follow him? You… the spiteful ghost seemed at a loss for words. You poor, doomed thing. The words of every tongue and every tribe cannot describe the ruin you have wrought upon yourself. Had I known, I never would have bothered to come here…
The ghost trailed off, and I felt the remains of something broken and half-dead drag itself away from us, and off of this world, to find some safe, distant corner to die in. Just before it left, I felt the thing take one final moment to pity me for not having the wisdom to do the same.
Then the woman holding my hand cried out again, and began contracting.
Crown her,
the invisible one repeated.
Perform your duty as king.
I had no clue in hell how to do what the voice wanted. But I gave it my best anyway.
“You are accepted, and not abandoned,” I told the woman, still pouring my life into her. It took less of my life essence, now that the undead demigoddess was gone, but I was still starting to feel the strain, and I could sense Breena’s worry over the mindlink as she fought to keep the twins alive. “You are my subject, and will have a place at my table. Your children will have a place as well. You will all be under my protection, and have access to food, clothing, and shelter. Guineve, the Guardian of Avalon, and Satellite of the Steward herself, will care for your children, as she is doing now. They will be citizens of Avalon and the Woadlands, and will partake in the golden age of both worlds. These are my words to you, as your new king.”
She made eye contact with me, eyes still wide with fear and pain.
“You promise?” she asked me with a trembling voice.
“Yes,” I said as bluntly as possible. “And I am literally pouring my blood into you and your newborns as we speak. Take confidence that you three will be loved.”
I closed my eyes, reached out to my inner dragon for support, and redoubled what I was giving her. Through my Blood magic, I reached into my brain for some of my memories, past all the grief and bloody mess I had endured. I dug around until I could find the happy ones, the moments where I was rejoicing, in spite of being a disabled orphan, or victorious, in spite of being repeatedly murdered as a prisoner. I didn’t give away the whole memories themselves, but I was able to share tiny snippets with her, and give her hope.
Her eyes widened further, and something brave peeked out for a moment. Then she grunted, and her body heaved one more time.
I was then exposed to the beautiful, gross mess that was childbirth.
“We got them!” I heard Breena chirp as she flew downward toward the two women waiting at the other end of the new mother. “They’re alive!” I heard two tiny, panicked cries erupt beneath her. But the cries seemed short, and choked off.
Wes, she said in a tight, tense voice. She was hovering over the two women as they tried to hold the infants under the sprite. They’re too small. I felt her desperately pour Wood magic into the little ones. Not… not everything formed okay. I’m trying to help them finish growing, but...
Go.
I knew what I needed to do.
I rushed toward the small, struggling forms. They were both covered in blood, and I could hold each of them in one hand if I dared.
Fuar’s magic took something from them… I don’t know…
I did, I realized, as my Blood magic stirred. I knew what they needed me to give.
But my brain was telling me I might need to save those pieces of myself, instead of sharing them.
Denied,
the invisible one said. Seek what is lost.
Crown them, and write love on their forms.
One palm reached down and landed on each blood-covered form, and I cast Vein to Vein again, this time drawing from my own marrow, my own organs.
This was a bad idea. My body still hadn’t finished adjusting from my last Rise. My mindscreen couldn’t show me what physical changes had occurred. The infants would probably benefit, but I could screw something up horribly, something my body’s vital guard wouldn’t be able to fix.
I am not asking that you save yourself,
the heavy voice said, this time speaking gently. I am asking you to seek what is lost, and to crown and love the weak.
Blood, marrow, and tissue washed out of me and into the fragile bodies beneath my palms.
The infants’ cries grew louder, and more distressed. I panicked, and poured more life into them. They grew a little bigger, right before my eyes, but then they screamed even more vociferously. I started to pour even more power, until Breena looked up from her own magic and told me to calm down. This was a good sign, she said. Babies were supposed to be this upset when they were born.
I backed off just enough to look at them. I had been acting on impulse, but the truth was that the two newborns under my hands did not look like the beautiful little angels I used to see on toilet paper ads. They reminded me of bloody, squalling reptiles that were frightened and angry about everything, and wanted everyone to know that they were upset, and to fix it for them.
But they couldn’t even tell anyone what was wrong. No articulation. No comprehension. No confidence in themselves to fix the problem on their own, or even figure out what the problem was. The only thing they came into this world knowing how to do was to cry for help.
I shuddered as the heavy presence inside my mind moved, as if it were trying to find a way to get close to them.
Crown them. They are to have more than this.
I had poured my power and life into them. But they were still cold. And alone. They lacked much. What little they had been given had been enough for today, but what about tomorrow? And the day after that?
Would they grow up disfigured? Would the others think them as cursed?
Crown them. I rage.
The women holding the small forms steady gasped as I suddenly sagged, and poured more power out of myself.
Memories of how it felt when I lost my dad. How it felt when I got hurt, and my body could no longer do the same things other kids my age could . How it felt every time people looked at me and wondered why I was so strange.
Then, I poured out memories of all my victories.
That time I stood up to Chris in front of his unconscious girlfriend.
That time I found that I could actually walk again, after years of being disabled by a condition that no doctor ever figured out.
Stell’s affirmation of all the things I had actually done, instead of the lies people had heaped upon me.
The first time I overcame a Challenge, and realized that no, I wasn’t too small, or too broken, to make a difference, and that I could change things for the better wherever I went, however I felt.
Then, as something sparked and burned in me, I was able to pour in just a tiny portion, less than a fraction of a percent, of the power I had gained from every single victory I had gained over my own brokenness.
I felt something shift in the tiny bodies under my palms. Their breathing grew steady, and they settled more comfortably into the wraps they were swaddled in. Then my knees buckled and I started to sink to the floor, lifting my hands to avoid pressing down on the babes.
Well done, the invisible, mad voice said, but my vision was already blurring. I felt like I had just lost something, poured out too much of myself.
As I sank to the floor, two tiny, coin-sized hands reached up and grasped a pair of my hovering fingers.
Crown him, I heard the voice say, and write love all over his ravaged arms.
Something pulsed out of the half-aware lives and channeled back into my body. It made pieces of me quiver, until I sank to the floor in a black haze.




Chapter 4: No Turning Back



I looked around, but swirling blackness followed my eyes.
“No,” I sighed. “Please don’t. Please don’t send me into some magic dream state not five minutes after you’ve woken me up from another magic dream state. I get way too many of these as it is. ”
Something behind me laughed.
I whirled to face the figure, drawing Breaker without even realizing it. The sword hilt took its newest form, that of the short sword of light, clearing about fifteen feet of darkness all around me. Then I processed the fact that I had somehow managed to bring a weapon to this dream state.
“It’s okay,” the voice that had laughed earlier said. “It shocked me, too. At least for the first dozen times.”
He was sitting down just at the edge of Solais’ circle of light. He was a tall man, with pale skin and curly black hair, dressed in a white tunic, trousers, and cloak, made of material that reminded me of Guineve’s clothing. His features also reminded me of Guineve’s, and of the newly resurrected Avalonians. He was wearing some kind of crown that I couldn’t make out for some reason. The rest of his jewelry was the same- his brooch, his belt buckle, the ring, and the bracer on one of his hands.
The only two pieces of jewelry I could make out were the Celtic-style arm band around his bicep and the beautiful black scabbard on his hips.
Which Breaker was resting in.
“Yes, it’s the same sword you have,” he said, in answer to the question I was still too shocked to ask. “Same scabbard and armband as well. I have no idea why we both have them here. And no, the whole process never makes any sense.”
“Okay,” I said, taking a breath I probably didn’t need, because again, dreaming. “Why don’t you go down the list of all my other likely questions, and save us time? Unless we need to exchange names? And whether or not we’re going to fight here?”
“That last one’s answer should be obvious,” the figure replied calmly. “But I can’t fault you for asking it. I’m not interested in attacking you. I’m not sure we could even harm each other in this place to begin with, and I’m no longer alive, so you don’t have anything I want.” His eyes moved slightly as he considered my next question. “As far as I can tell, too much time has passed, even on the world of the Earthborn, for my name to have any significance to you. My title—our title, that is—is a different matter.”
“I’m guessing you’re the previous Lord of Avalon,” I replied carefully. “I’m guessing you wielded Breaker before me, and that the regalia you wear is a piece from each of Avalon’s worlds, and that right now, I can only make out the pieces I’ve already gained. I’m also guessing that, unlike me, you’re a full-blooded Avalonian, and that you’re appearing to me right now either because of the armband I’ve just gained, or because of what I just did.”
The sitting figure laughed again. When I looked again, I realized I couldn’t even tell what he was sitting on, and grew irritated.
“These things?” the man asked, pointing to the armband, and then the other items too blurry for me to make out, including the crown. “They couldn’t matter any less. The only reason to wear them at all is to give you the opportunity to cast them at the feet of another.”
Crown them,
the ancient voice spoke. And write love on their arms.
This time, the voice took me by surprise, and I flinched at it.
“That can’t be true,” I replied. “The one who gave me this armband said it rejected her. These things don’t just accept anyone.”
The king laughed again.
“Sorry,” he said, “that’s actually more funny than sad. The armband accepts anyone. It accepts everyone. She couldn’t wear it because she thought she was unworthy herself,” the pale man’s grey eyes suddenly locked onto my own. “Which means you need to hurry up and do your fucking job.”
“Explain,” I said, surprised to hear the ancient king swear, and a little offended at his expectation.
“I shouldn’t need to,” he replied, not giving an inch.
Crown her. And write love on her arms.
“You heard him,” the man replied. “That should be clear.”
“It’s not,” I snapped, glaring back at the ancient ghost, before looking around at the enveloping darkness. “And what the hell do I owe you, you vague, invisible prick? After all you’ve let happen to me, you expect me to just jump up and dance to your tune? Fuck you. You should be thanking me for deciding that  our interests line up at all.”
Silence greeted my little tantrum. Then the former king sighed and put his hand over his face.
“Guess I deserve this,” he muttered. “Given the fact that I told him the same thing.”
I turned my annoyed gaze back to the asshole ghost.
“Really? You cursed the invisible talking deity too?”
“He’s Invictus,” the Avalonian said with a shrug. “Everybody curses him at some point.”
“Okay,” I replied carefully, sacrificing my temper in exchange for answers. “Assume for a moment that I have no idea who Invictus is, never met anybody who believed him to be anything more than a legend, and have no idea how to handle the fact that he, she, or it, came out of nowhere and began talking to me.”
“I call him a he,” the ghost interrupted unhelpfully. “Though I doubt it matters that much.”
Fine. Him. Whatever. I continued asking questions.
“Now, assume that I’ve recently begun receiving completely different stories about him, how some say he’s a force for good, and others believe he’s some kind of destroyer. What the hell am I supposed to do with that?”
“I’d pay attention to both,” the Avalonian said with another shrug. “But yes. As far as I understand it, both are true.”
“Tell me why he’s called a destroyer. And while we’re at it,” I said, as a thought occurred to me, “Tell me about the one called Malus, and why no one’s nearly as afraid of him as they are Invictus.”
“That’s easy,” the other man said. “Malus is the one who hates and wishes to harm. The Expanse is damaged enough for that to seem natural. Everybody worries about being harmed, or hated. We prepare for it. It’s why you drew your weapon as soon as you heard my voice. What’s so strange about something claiming to be a patron of all of that? It’s an easy throne to sit on.
“But Invictus?” the seated king continued. “Invictus wants to end the world as we know it. Completely. To the point where no one could ever go back to the way things used to be.”
“And you’re okay with that?” I asked. “And you think I should be okay with that as well?”
“Now?” the nameless king said with another shrug. “After I’ve died and gone beyond? Absolutely. But before, I was just as angry and terrified as you are. I’d have been stupid not to have been.”
“And it stayed that way until you died?” I demanded. The ancient king shook his head.
“No. Not exactly. I stopped caring about how terrified and angry I felt. After I realized I could get on board with the destruction he wanted. It’s why I was able to wield Breaker. You can’t use the weapon unless you desire the end of all things, at least as they currently are.”
“I’d like to disagree with all of that,” I replied. “I have zero interest in bringing about the end of the universe.”
“Liar,” the king answered casually. “Look at your Deeds. I know she showed them to you.”
“She?” I growled. “Who are you calling ‘she?’”
I didn’t feel happy with the idea of Stell being exposed to all of this.
“The one you wrote on your heart,” the Avalonian ancient growled back. “The one you felt was worth protecting to the very end, and then when the end had passed, you still felt like protecting. The one who couldn’t crown herself with the regalia because, at some point, someone told her she was unworthy, and a small part of her believed them. Which is why you need to get off your fucking ass, and be there for her until she realizes they were wrong. Just like she was there for you, when you had trouble believing in yourself.”
“What the hell does that have to do with ending the universe?” I said as I raised my voice.
“Everything!” the man snapped back, raising to his feet. Whatever throne he had been sitting on crumbled to dust, as if it had never been important. “This universe doesn’t want her to think she’s worthy! It doesn’t want any of them to think they’re worthy! It would rather keep them diminished, just aware enough to be sucked dry, so that they can be easy resources to be harvested whenever anyone currently in charge feels like it!”
He walked right past me, pacing tensely. His cloak swayed and his sheath rattled as he walked.
“I can’t believe I need to be telling you this,” the Avalonian ghost spat. “It was your people that taught mine that. We finally got the message during the Stellar War. When you made the galaxies burn, instead of staying the way they were. You terrified every oppressor. Every slaver. Every dark thing hiding under a child’s bed. We thought you were all crazy. Until one of you was able to explain.”
“Explain what?” I asked, “because I’m still not following how killing everyone actually helps the people I care about.”
“It doesn’t!” the man snapped, whirling on me. “Killing them is what the cancer wants! It’s what Malus wants! That she, that the rest of them, slowly die inside! That they always live in fear! Never find greatness! Never believe they’ll be loved! If you just slaughter randomly, you won’t be saving anybody, so you won’t be ending the Expanse! You’ll just be starting another genocide, and the powers that be thrive on that!”
“But if you start saving lives?” the man said, pacing towards me. “If you start protecting the weak? If you start saying ‘my people’ to those the Expanse says are not your people? If you say ‘worthy’ to those the Expanse says are not worthy? If you stand in front of tyrants and shout ‘No, you shall not slave! You shall not rape! You shall not murder!’” The ghost king chuckled. “If you do those things, you’ll be an apocalypse. You’ll be kerosene. A lit match, in a dark universe soaked in oil and fear. It will have to put you out, because if it doesn’t, you’ll burn it all up. And you’ll leave nothing in your wake but ashes, and rescued orphans, and dignified lovers, and a whole universe full of the weak who finally realize that they are both worthy and strong.”
“That last one doesn’t exactly fit the definition of destruction,” I said dryly. It was an act, though. This dead man, this dead king, terrified me. “See, my people currently believe that if you end everything, you’re left with nothing.”
“Then your people need to relearn what they once knew,” The ghost replied just as dryly. “Because they taught my people that the only thing able to become nothing is nothing. Every time you break or destroy something, you make something else.” He reached for his scabbard and gripped Breaker’s handle. “You kill a man, you make a corpse. You break his dignity, and you make a man with no dignity. You make him free, and you break his oppression. You break an entire universe built on depravity, on violating and devouring the innocent,” he pulled Breaker free, and the full blade came into view, a massive weapon at least as large as the biggest two-handed medieval swords, “And you make an opportunity for the universe to rebuild itself to be something better. That’s the ending that the powers behind this world fear, and the ending that the Earthborn of old did not. And that is why they waged Stellar War against your ancestors, and lost.” The ancient lord looked down at Breaker’s surface, blurry despite the quiet power it emanated. “And while they were winning, they taught us how to be kings. And then Avalon and its sister worlds created a line of planetary worlds.” He looked over at my own incomplete version of Breaker. “Judging by the fact that you now wield authority over my former world, much has gone wrong.”
“Yeah,” I admitted. “That’s an understatement.”
“Figures,” the still-nameless man sighed. “Everyone said we were supposed to lose the war. It’s a wonder we went as far as we did. But as far as I can see with these current eyes, the Expanse is the better for our trying.”
I shook my head. This was still all too much.
“I still don’t know why the hell I’m here. And why the hell am I even a candidate? Did the happy invisible destroyer god just pull my name out of a hat? Drew the name Wes Malcolm, and decided I could have a planet and a broken sword?”
“No,” Avalon’s former lord shook his head. “Could have been anyone, as far as I know. But when your turn came up, you answered the call to try and end the world as we know it.”
“Like hell,” I spat. “I’ve been thrown from one disaster to another ever since I turned fourteen. Nobody stopped and asked ‘Hey Wes, wanna strap a whole universe of pressure onto your shoulders?’”
“Oh, yeah?” the other guy replied, looking back at me. “You mean they dragged you along, even though you said no? Somebody put a blade to your throat and made you do every one of those Deeds I see written on you? You had over a hundred chances to back down from the life you chose. Instead, you challenged the status quo every freaking time. And don’t try to blame it on anyone else, because I wanted to make the same excuses you did, back then. But the truth is, even as broken as you are, you still don’t want to turn back, or you would have already left the first time you died to an Umbra. Instead of choosing to fight him for her two more times.” The man sighed again. “And I need to apologize for yelling at you. I didn’t know how to be king when I started out either. The fact that you haven’t done all the things you’re capable of just means you don’t know how.”
“That’s also an understatement,” I replied carefully. “And every time I do figure something out, that girl you mentioned yells at me. Well, a couple parts of her do, anyway.”
He actually looked surprised at that.
“A couple… you’re courting a Starsown? That’s… wow. That’s ambitious. Even for an Earthborn. Alright. You poor bastard. Let me try to help.” He took another breath. “Invictus speaks to kings and queens. Real ones. Not the sad little puppets that call themselves ones whenever the Expanse tells them to. The more authority a king wields, the more clearly they can hear him. When you accepted that armband, you gained the ability and responsibility to shelter, exalt, and cherish the people in the world linked to it. That’s the story behind the regalia,” the nameless king said as he pointed to the different pieces of jewelry he wore. “It’s a commitment to raise up the people on the world tied to each piece. So that they can learn to be strong. So that they can wear crowns and armbands of their own one day.”
“I don’t think they were aware of that commitment when they gave this to me,” I replied carefully. “As far as I know, they’re just expecting me to keep doing things like leading them into battle.”
“I know,” the nameless king replied with a nod. “They didn’t get it in my time, either. Those that give you honor often create a bigger commitment to you than they realize. That’s why you can technically reject the armband right now, if you want.”
“The hell I can,” I spat.
“That’s right,” the ancient ghost agreed. “It’s an option you’ll never choose to take, no matter who tries to make you. I realized the same thing. But the armband’s primary purpose is to give you ways to lift up the folk of the Woadlands. To that end, it will give you a host of abilities.”
“Then I need to find a way to give it up,” I replied flatly. “Because I have at least five other worlds to save. If I linger here, billions will die, or worse.”
“Right motive, wrong solution,” the nameless king replied patiently. “Here’s a good thing to learn. Crowning others, sacrificing so that they can grow, doesn’t diminish your power. It increases it. And if you’ve experienced what I think just happened, then you’re gaining right now.” He looked at the band around his own bicep. “I should just show you how to use it. Especially since you probably won’t see me again.”
“You mean you won’t appear in some weird dream every time I get one of these?” I asked. “Is there already a precedent? Did the guy before you ever visit you in a dream, and more than once?”
He seemed to grow unhappy as he pondered my question.
“In case I do see you again,” I asked carefully. “What is your name?”
“I have a new one now, that only works on the other side,” the dead man replied. “But back then, I was known as the Pendragon,” he sighed again. “Let me teach you about that armband. It will probably give you a way to crown your beloved.”
“A way?” I asked, raising an eyebrow. “How many different methods am I supposed to use?”
The first Pendragon chuckled.
“As many as you can. Because one of the best ways to break a wretched universe is to give a good woman the love she deserves.”




Chapter 5: Here is My Horizon



I awoke to find two beautiful women hovering over me. Guineve’s long black hair draped across half of my face, while the other half was bathed in Breena’s dim pink light. Upon making eye contact, the little fairy let out a proportionately big sigh of relief.
“Welcome back, dear Wes,” Guineve said calmly, with just a hint of tightness in her voice. “You gave us a bit of a scare back there.”
“The mother and her babies,” I gasped, as awareness came back to me.
“They’re fine,” Guineve assured me. “The other women and your little blue friend are with them right now. Whatever you did saved the infants long enough to fix their organs. As long as we’re careful, they’ll be fine.”
Well, that was no longer a miracle of modern medicine. I lacked a great deal of medical knowledge, but I knew that babies born very premature tended to need a lot of special equipment to keep stable, assuming you could save them at all. Then again, I had seen Ball-ee stitch a disemboweled woman’s stomach back together without much more than a hug, so I guess I was technically running around with a sentient, mobile ICU to begin with. That made little clones every time I destroyed a Horde Pit. So maybe I should just count my blessings.
“Wes!” Breena shouted angrily as she hunched her shoulders. She immediately flew in front of my face and began waving her finger. “You! Need! To stop! Falling! Unconscious!”
“Agreed,” I said, trying not to sound too aggravated. “If I could just figure out how.”
Given the number of people that tried to give me hidden messages when I slept, though, that seemed unlikely.
“I’m okay, though, right?” I asked.
“Yes,” Breena harrumphed. “Though, given how often  this happens, you shouldn’t be. Check your mindscreen to be sure.”
I had tried to do that earlier, with scant luck. But now, the blasted thing finally seemed to be done updating.
An Environment-based, Tumult-level Challenge has officially been overcome by the allies and inhabitants of the Woadlands. Both the source of the Tumult, as well as the Dark Icon sponsoring it, have been removed from the world. Power will be gained by all parties including the planet itself, restoring many resources lost to the ice, and unfreezing secrets long hidden by the cold. Plant and animal life have become further resistant to the cold . Dormant species of every organism will slowly awaken and reintroduce themselves to the environment, and new technologies and magic will become available as the current inhabitants explore previously frozen territory. Furthermore, dormant aspects of all living beings will also awaken, making them more aware and responsive, as well as granting +5 to Dexterity, Wisdom, and Intelligence, 5 free skill points, as well as an increased ability to learn skills previously deemed too difficult.
Creatures that directly participated in overcoming the Tumult will additionally receive +10 to Dexterity, Wisdom, and Intelligence, 10 free skill points, as well as an even greater resistance to cold.
As the Challenger of Avalon and the primary combatant responsible for defeating the Tumult, all benefits are doubled. ERROR: multiple Earthborn Challengers detected in the vicinity. Applying the award of power to both Challengers.
A nascent Planetary Lord has participated in the ending of a Tumult. Right to Rule has been gained. The Lord will receive the same benefits as the inhabitants who participated in defeating the Trial, +10 to Dexterity, Wisdom, and Intelligence, as well as increased ability to learn new skills. The Lord further gains 10 additional skill points to apply to any skills of his choice 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 Tumult, including the use of his personal retinue. The Lord will further gain an increase in leadership, combat, and craftsmanship skills related to the highest increase granted to any member of the Lord’s warband. As a Challenger has been detected among the Lord’s warband, said increase is +30 skill points to each category.
ERROR: the Challenger’s recent gains have exceeded hidden parameters. Hostile protocols activating to terminate the Challenger and restrict his growth. Starsown and Avalonian countermeasures are activating to counter hostile protocols. RESOLUTION: termination unsuccessful. Restrictions partially successful. The Challenger is still unable to advance any skill 5 ranks beyond his Risen level. The Challenger’s ability to Rise has also been restricted, limiting his current gain to a total of 5 levels.
COUNTER-RESOLUTION: Detecting that the Lord of Avalon’s new regalia is funneling excess power into itself, unlocking hidden functions. Regalia now appears to be channeling a small amount of power into lifeforms and the environment surrounding the Challenger. The Challenger’s retinue will now retroactively receive a larger degree of benefits upon overcoming Trials and Tumults, closer to what the Challenger receives himself.
“Holy crap,” I muttered, reading all of the changes. “Why does this thing always update in sledgehammer-sized deliveries?”
“What do you mean?” Breena asked, peering intently. “Are we talking about a good sledgehammer blow, or a bad sledgehammer blow going on here?”
“Um, both,” I said, processing her inquiry with a wince. “But your question highlights my poor choice of metaphor. I received a lot of power, especially for my skills. But that weird nonsense bug inside my brain stopped me from getting the full benefit, and tried to flip a kill switch in my brain at some point.”
“What?” My fairy friend shouted. “Again? Wes that makes it a BAD sledgehammer then!”
“Inside voice, dear Bree,” Guineve said calmly, looking outside as if she was making sure the babies were still asleep. “And Wes seems to be just fine.”
“Yes, but something keeps trying to kill him, and we don’t even know what it is!” Breena complained as she hovered over me.
“Yeah, but that’s true for practically everything out here,” I replied. “I was fighting the Horde before I figured out what they really were. And that’s just the very top of the list. But at any rate, Stell and Avalon’s new safeguards have been protecting me. Though I’m not sure when she got another chance to look at me.”
“It was after the Trial, and before the Tumult,” Breena grumbled. “Right when she had given me and Merada this big giant lecture about leaving you alone and not messing with you while you slept, and something about personal boundaries and harassment in the workplace. As soon as she was done with all of that, she just bee-lined over to you and started messing around with your brain while you slept. Which, according to her, was okay, because it was for your own good. Unlike the magic tattoo Merada gave you, and all the times Guineve and I put you back together after a fight. Those were all just inappropriate acts of lechery, apparently.”
“Huh,” I said. “So, wait... she’s worried about all three of you coming onto me in my sleep? Not just Merada?”
Hey, can she not worry about that? Teeth suddenly spoke up. Because I think we’ve both sorta made peace about them all doing that.
“Um,” Breena said, suddenly twiddling her fingers. “What I meant to say was… oops?”
“I thought Stell made you two literally incapable of expressing your feelings to me,” I said carefully. “Remember us talking about this earlier? How you couldn’t give me any info at all whatsoever, and how it was an extreme source of frustration for all parties involved? Has that changed?” I asked, narrowing my eyes slightly.
Breena kept twiddling her thumbs.
“Well... to elaborate… oops?” she said again in a hopeful tone, wincing slightly.
“That’s the best we can do for now, dear Wes,” Guineve said with a small smile. “But why don’t you tell us a little more about what you were saying earlier?”
“Sure,” I said, figuring that they had told me all they could get away with at present. I stood up and stretched as I spoke. “The main thing is that I got… hold on, let me do the math… 40 free skill points that I theoretically should be able to do whatever I want with…” Breena’s eyes widened, and she grunted as if she had the wind knocked out of her. I continued anyway. “...that’s on top of the eight skill points I receiver per Rise as a Dusk Era Earthborn— still gotta figure out what the heck that is, by the way— and since I gained 5 Risen levels at once, that’s actually another 40 free skill points. Huh. Should’ve noticed that sooner.”
“Gurk,” Breena said in a heaving voice. Guineve said nothing, but was staring at me intently.
“Finally, I’ve been receiving additional benefits from conquering these Tumults and Trials as a Planetary Lord. I think, since you guys are my retinue, and because of something else that happened, you’re all getting additional benefits too. Especially Val, since she counts as a Challenger. But at any rate, one of the final benefits I gained was an additional thirty skill points for any combat skills, any leadership skills, and—oddly—any crafting skills. Maybe because a leader builds up a community?”
“The reasoning behind the rewards for overcoming a Tumult aren’t always understood,” Breena said numbly. “Especially for Challengers. Wait,” she said as a blink. “Thirty extra skill points?”
“Per category,” I answered with a nod.
“Buhhhhhhhh,” the poor tiny woman responsible for my overall training and growth suddenly said, her head lolling slightly. Then she shook her head, seeming to snap out of it. “Wait. So, theoretically, if you wanted to risk the migraine and other consequences—which, so far, you haven’t wanted to, thank you— you could throw 110 points into your swordsmanship and instantly become one of the first Masters in at least a century. Ignoring the fact that you’re already at the Journeyman level at that skill.”
“I think so?” I asked, trying to remember the different rank titles for different skills in the Expanse. All I could remember is that their thresholds were at rather arbitrary points (double the starting rank plus one, usually. Meaning that I became a Journeyman at rank 13 in all of my skills).
“Layman, Initiate, Journeyman, Practitioner, and Adept, dear,” Guineve supplied helpfully while reading my mind. “Master is the rank just beyond Adept, but we didn’t tell you about it because most Challengers or mortals never reach it. The Hoarfolk King you battled wasn’t even a Master swordsman.”
“Good for him,” I said sarcastically, remembering how the jackass had mocked my work ethic just before he died. “But I was actually planning on raising either my Blood or Lightning magic by 80 points, or both by 40 points, since it seemed like a Blood or Lightning Adept would be at least as useful as a Heavy Blades Master. I would have risked the consequences for gains like that, because I couldn’t afford not to. But again, whoever was afraid of the Earthborn so long ago succeeded in restricting me from making a jump that massive. I can only exceed my Risen level in any skill by 5 ranks.”
“I’m sorry, dear,” Guineve said sympathetically.
“Me too,” Breena said with a sigh. “So instead of just one or two uber-skills, you’re going to work out a way to allocate just enough ranks to make sure you hit Practitioner in every single skill you know.”
“Well, the important ones, at least,” I said somewhat defensively. “Still not worried about Basket-weaving right now. But combat, magic, and basic survival skills? Definitely. And I need to start finding more ways to multiply all of our strengths while I’m at it.”
That made Breena smile at me for some reason.
“That’s true. You like to look out for us, too. At any rate, let’s take a look at what you want to do.”
I turned back to my mindscreen, and pulled up my status page.
Oh yay, I thought. More updates.
The Challenger has successfully consumed a small portion of a Dark Icon, as well as a number of wizards practicing the different magics of her domain. As the Challenger already has Innate comprehension in Water, Earth, and Air, the Challenger has now gained comprehension of the Subideal of Water, Ice.
Ice is the domain of cold, preservation, and rigid shape. Of objects that can preserve or slowly harm, of inflexible objects that either withstand stress or break into sharp, cutting pieces. Innate Comprehension grants the Challenger one free rank per Rise in a weapon skill of his choice, involving either blunt or edged weapons, one free rank per Rise in an armor skill of his choice, and one free rank per Rise in a construction or survival skill of his choice. These benefits are not retroactive. The Challenger also gains additional resistance to physical damage, as well as a drastically increased resistance to cold, both of which will improve over time. Finally, the Challenger will gradually gain a greater awareness for the temperature of his environment. This Subideal will increase in rank whenever the Foundational Ideal supporting it increases.
“Hey Breena?” I asked my tiny teacher. “Can you refresh me about Subideals again?”
“Yeah, but you haven't even crossed into Practitioner yet,” the little fairy said. “So why would you even need to— oh,” she realized. “Ice. That's right. You've been eating gods again.”
And their followers, Teeth volunteered unhelpfully. Also, burp.
“Anyway,” Breena continued with a patient sigh. “Subideals are specializations of Foundational Ideals, although it's not unheard of for the other types of Ideals to have them sometimes. But Foundational Ideals are so broad, it's normal to develop a focus in them. That usually happens after a month or so of becoming a Practitioner, but as usual, you're an exception. But whatever. Technically, I am too, since I've done this whole thing so many times. In fact…” she seemed to be pondering something about herself for a moment, until she shook her head again. “Nevermind. I’ll look at my information later. For now, let’s take a look at your status and see what you want to do.”
I pulled up my status screen, heard Breena whistle just a bit aggressively, then shrugged it off and began assigning changes.
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My extra Rise points were a pretty easy decision, since my Charisma had recently lagged behind the rest of my Traits. I doubted that would last, but I went ahead and fixed it anyway, especially after all of the negotiating I had to do in this world. I had no idea how I was going to be framed in the future, or who else I’d need to impersonate next, or what new army I’d have to be the figurehead for, but at this point, treating Charisma like a ‘dump stat’ was a horrible-no-good-very-bad-idea. My people skills could be the turning point between whether the Icons on the next world trusted me enough to help me save their world.
At this moment, though, I was starting to drift away from the mindset that I needed to be perfectly balanced in every category. Some Traits, like Strength, I could probably get away with never spending another point in and still be fine, since by now my dragon pacts and Ideals would ensure it grew with me, letting me focus on something like my Dexterity or spellcasting Traits, which could probably never be high enough. But the truth of the matter was that every single Trait of mine was higher than someone of my same Risen level who had chosen to specialize in that same Trait. An Elder Woadfolk who had the Ideal of Earth and had chosen to invest all of his Risen points (they get 4 per Rise, apparently) into Constitution still couldn’t even match the inherent bonuses I received just from my pacts, bloodlines, and Ideals. Every part of me was already advancing to the limits, especially with the restrictions some alien race had put into my DNA.
But I still needed every edge, and that meant finding a way around this inhibiting nonsense, especially in regards to the skills I needed to keep learning. Oddly enough, after a number of skills reached Practitioner, I could feel the restriction strain, as if it was struggling to hold me back. I hoped that meant I’d be able to break through, eventually.
At any rate, I was able to break through to Practitioner in all of the skills I needed, and most of the ones that I wanted. Especially since Shaping Magic counted as a ‘craft’ skill somehow, and Song Magic counted as a ‘leadership’ skill, probably because it could influence crowds the easiest. I could already feel the power gained from breaking through such a threshold, like I had become a black belt in over a dozen different martial arts at once.
It would have to do for now. But I would have to keep finding ways to get stronger, and I needed to find ways to help my comrades keep up with me. That last idea was probably one I should explore more, according to recent messages. I turned my attention away from my mindscreen and back to recent events.
“Can I see the newborns?” I asked.
Truth be told, I usually wasn’t that interested in babies, but since I had poured my literal blood, sweat, and tears into ensuring their survival, I wanted to see the results.
“They’re sleeping right now,” Guineve answered me, getting up. “But as long as you’re quiet, it should be fine. Right this way, dear.”
The elegant, beautiful woman led me to the next room over, while Breena trailed behind us. The smell of Ball-ee’s healing mist hit me as I entered, faintly reminding me of mint and vapor-rub ointment. To my right, on the room’s largest wooden bed, the mother—whose name I still didn’t know—slept, with one of the Ball-ees on a small wooden stand next to her. To my left were the two tiny newborns, resting within two more of the larger Ball-ees. The miracle heal-jellies had turned themselves into basketball-sized cushions, wrapping themselves protectively around the sleeping infants and sending more mist into their nostrils and mouths in a way that reminded me of a breathing apparatus. Their tiny chests rose and fell in steady breaths, and despite the twinge I felt at seeing newborns in magical medical equipment, they seemed to be doing as well as Breena and Guineve had said they were. In fact…
“Guineve,” I said quietly. “Am I seeing what I think I’m seeing?”
“Yes, brave Wes,” the tall woman said quietly. “They’ve both already undergone their first Rise. Their mother Rose as well.”
“But that’s not everything,” I added, my eyes picking up tiny wisps of magic from the infants.
“No, Wes,” Guineve answered softly. “Somehow, their full bloodlines have awoken. They will be the first Elder Woadfolk to have been born in centuries, as well as possibly the youngest to have ever performed a Rise. And from what I can tell, they both have a high affinity for the Ideal of either Water or Earth. They’re too young for their minds to make use of it yet, but when they grow older, they’ll probably both gain Innate comprehension. Already, despite not being able to understand much of anything right now, they’re the two healthiest, strongest, well-developed children any of us have ever seen, despite being born so early. Thanks to what you sacrificed, these children will thrive where they shouldn’t have been able to survive at all.”
They will be whole despite their harms, a voice whispered in my mind.
As will you.
I shook my head, trying to focus on my surroundings instead of a voice I still didn’t fully trust. I remembered the conversation I had in my dream with the supposed previous Lord of Avalon, and motioned that I wanted to step out of the room so we could talk louder.
“Di-rec-tive?” one of the little jellies whispered at me from across the room. I don’t know how it managed to do so without waking up the infants, but maybe I was underestimating how tired they were. “Care? Grow? Love? Di-rec-tive?”
“Yeah, Ball-ee,” I whispered back. “All of those things. You got it.”
“Di-rec-tive!” the little ball whispered back in affirmation, as Guineve and I walked out of the room. When nothing else tried to distract me, I turned to face Guineve and Breena.
“Do either of you know if Merada is awake? I need to talk to her about something.”
“Why are you asking us?” Breena replied. “Just message her through that magic link you have.”
“If I do that, and she’s sleeping, she’ll wake up,” I pointed out. “I like keeping her happy, because she’s really, really nice to me when she’s happy. And she kinda gets stabby when she gets mad, and I don’t want to risk getting her mad.”
Breena tittered.
“I always knew you were a smart one, Wes,” Guineve said with a smile. “She should be awake. She’s probably going for a morning hunt.”
“Thanks,” I replied, then turned to head out the door, since I needed to go meet her anyway.
Hey, Merada, I sent to the beautiful huntress. Do you have a minute?
Alert to the Woadlord, a rustling voice said in my mind. Several Pathways into the Woadlands have activated by beings with Earthborn and Malus-tainted imprints. Hostile Intent suspected. Requesting permission to restrict entry.
Permission freaking granted, I growled back in my mind. And at that moment, Merada answered me back.
Sure, handsome, just goin’ for a mornin’ patrol. What do ye need?
A break, to be honest, I replied. Woadhome, or whatever the Woadlands chooses to call itself, says we’re about to be invaded.
Merada had several colorful words for that.
I know, I grumbled back. Believe me, I was trying to message you for something much more fun. I’m trying to restrict their entry, but we’ll see what happens. Head for the center of the clearing while I get my people ready. We’ll meet you there. In fact, I said after a minute, Can the Icons come too?
No reason why they can’t, the Woad Princess replied after a moment. Though their power diminishes a bit near the Pathways.
Wait, really? I asked. Why?
Icons be vulnerable when they travel between worlds, Merada explained. They lose most of
their power in the process, unless they already be vestiges, or arrive with most of their worshippers. Otherwise, an evil one’d be risin’ up every week, makin’ us put them down all the time.
Right, I replied, finally remembering Stell’s explanation. It didn’t explain how Raw-Maw was able to show up on my doorstep so easily, but then maybe that was because the Horde counted as his worshippers somehow, and because his power wasn’t tied to a world yet.
They can linger in the vicinity, then, I decided. But we need eyes on the ground, so let’s bring a team to meet them at the gates. Assuming Woadhome can’t shut them out completely.
Negative, the planetary intelligence replied. Invaders can be delayed, but there is insufficient power to obstruct them completely without manually closing the Pathways, unless the Woadlord wishes to divert newly gained Tumult power from other projects. Invaders will take a minimum of several hours to obtain entry.
That’s more than enough for a team to get there in time, I decided. Save power for now.
I sent another message to the rest of my team. Guineve and Virtus, the skeletal commander of my militia, were still bound to Avalon’s land, so they couldn’t leave the shelter, but Breena, Val, the three Testifiers, my Gaelguard, and the fairies and elves that had started to accompany the Gaelguard all rolled out, along with Merada’s team and a handful of champions that had distinguished themselves in the war against the Hoarfolk. This time, the Icons didn’t have to divide their focus between multiple threats, so they transported our strike force with no questions asked. In fact, I didn’t even have to bribe Pan with drawing on me again.
I know that last one, because I actually checked.
I had asked him a few weeks ago, before the big battle with the Hoarfolk, about when he wanted to draw on me for our earlier deal. He had just laughed and said he was surprised I hadn’t noticed the deal was concluded yet. I had figured he was still teasing me, but then everyone who had heard him started snickering at me. So I spent the next few days checking every part of my body for hand-drawn obscenities. I never found it, no matter how much I checked, so I just scrubbed my entire body as hard as possible the next time I bathed. Apparently, that one prank was going to last him for decades, so he didn’t need any further amusement to continue doing his job.
We departed as quickly as possible, using the Icon’s power to move our large group. The invaders were using three Pathways, one of which had seen a small degree of use, and two which were all but forgotten. All were within hours of travel on foot from one of the Woadland tribes’ borders, so there was yet another reason to arrive quickly, in case another monster like Raw-Maw came through to wreak havoc before we could stop him.
With Icon travel power, and the planet actively trying to restrict entry, we arrived long before our enemies. I activated my new battle-link with two of the chieftains, who both took up positions around the other two waypoints, so that we could all coordinate what we saw.
We planned to observe what came through, and withdraw immediately if we were outmatched, until we reached a distance where the Icons could operate at full power.
But if we could, we’d slaughter them at the Pathway entries, so that they’d gather even less intelligence, and possibly give people more opportunities to Rise, since overcoming evil invaders hellbent on exploiting and ruining your entire planet counted as an opportunity for growth.
This was all assuming the arrivals were hostile. Because there was a slim chance that this was not the Malus Men, possibly one of their escaped prisoners, or a hostage forced to deliver a message, we were going to wait long enough to confirm their identities before we unloaded the ambush on them.
Have they used the Pathways to attack your people before? I messaged Merada. She was standing right next to me, and she shook her head.
They’ve had the portals up until now, and preferred to use them instead. It let them strike faster and harder with a small force. But this be the first time I’ve seen them use the ancient ways.
That was probably because Stell had regained control of her portal network. It wasn’t perfect control, since she was constantly on the run and forced to use it herself, but it meant our enemies would be denied its use, and that was the next best thing.
There was nothing left to say, so we finished our preparations and waited for Woadhome to alert me when the Pathway was about to open up. The message came soon enough, shaking me out of my boredom.
From the stone arches before me, a small group of hooded figures stepped out.
All of them wore heavy cloaks that disguised their identity. I heard the clank and jingle of armor from a few of them, but the one in the lead was clutching a small crystal ball, staring at it while the two men just behind him were looking around.
“Nothing immediately nearby,” the man said quietly. “Wait, something’s trying conceal itsel—”
Now, I sent through the link, upset that they had found a way around Carnwennan’s shroud. But a moment later, it probably wouldn’t matter.
Arrows, spears, hatchets, and spells fired into the group of over a dozen robed warriors. Many of them turned faster than I expected, raising hidden metal shields or creating magical barriers to block most of the incoming missiles. It didn’t protect them from the next step, though, as the fairies activated all of the magic traps they had placed. Sparks, fire, ice, and snares began erupting from the ground, and magical storms of hail and sharp stones began raining down on the group. They flinched in surprise, most of them dropping their guard as the second volley from my people struck them head-on. I wove some enhancement script magic through the air and tried to see what the Practitioner level of Fire magic would accomplish.
The results were rather gratifying.
A massive bloom of yellow, with faint tinges of orange and just a hint of green erupted right in the middle of the enemies. I saw magical barriers appear in an attempt to defend against my signature fire spell, flicker, then finally fail completely as heat washed over my enemies, making embers dance along the edges of their clothes. Another moment later, two smaller fireblasts erupted from both Eadric and Karim. They were mostly red and orange, unlike my own attack, but the blasts were larger. I looked and saw that Karim had cast the spell through several layers of floating script, and Eadric was now holding a small, glowing, recently-carved figurine, aiming it at the now-burning opponents.
You guys got the Ideal of Fire too? I sent at the both of them. When did that happen?
Conquering the Tumult unlocked a great deal of hidden knowledge for us, Karim sent tensely. Our comprehension isn’t Innate, and lags far behind our primary magics, but it’s more than sufficient for workings. Especially in conjunction with the Saga magics.
When did you have time to craft a magic flaming statue? I sent at Eadric.
Probably one of the times you were trying to get laid, Eadric replied casually. Best of luck with that, by the way.
I bit back a reply and turned my attention to the screaming, burning hostiles that were attempting to scatter while being cut down by archer fire. The ambush had pulled off almost perfectly, and there was no question in my mind that the fight at my current position was turning into a rout. From my battlelink, I could tell that the other two ambushes were going almost as well, with no friendly casualties yet.
Then one of the men looked at me, and dove for the crystal ball still rolling through the flames.
“He’s here! Prime Target is here!”
A lightning bolt from Breena cut him off, but the crystal ball kept glowing even when it rolled out of his smoking hands.
More creatures are attempting to access the Pathway, Woadhome sent to me. Entities appear to be unnatural in origin.
How are they entering at all? I demanded, because there was supposed to be a cooldown time between Pathway activations.
Unknown, Woadhome replied. Unable to restrict new invaders’ access. Caution is advised. Incoming in three...two...one…
Something massive burst through the giant arch.
The stone archway was over twenty feet wide, but the wingtips of the monster still scraped both sides of the enchanted entryway. I had a brief glimpse of scaly coils before the monster cleared the distance and slammed into me. The force of the blow lifted me off of my feet, and I felt knife-sized teeth stab through my wards and nearly pierce through my armor.
The pain was intense, but what was worse was that instead of falling back down, I found myself rising through the air, caught in the monster’s teeth. I heard Breena shout in surprise, and then heard more magical blasts tear through the air, as if more new enemies had appeared to distract my companions.
In the next half-second, my brain caught up with my senses and began to process what had just happened. I was being held in the mouth of a large, flying lizard with a torso twice the size of a draft horse, a neck longer than a large snake, and a head with jaws as long as my arm.
In other words, the classic description of a dragon.
It’s not a dragon, dumbass! Teeth snapped at me. Not a full one, anyway. But check the amount of power and freaking number of limbs before you jump to conclusions!
Right, I thought back sarcastically. I guess I forgot to do that when I almost got bitten in half!
I had no idea how to check the damn thing’s ‘power,’ but it had wings, and legs, but no foreclaws. That usually classified it as a wyvern. Which, in the tabletop games I used to play back home, also meant a poison stinger that was probably about to stab me somewhere terribly inappropriate.
No stinger, Teeth growled. Not always a feature. But yes, otherwise it’s an unusually strong wyvern. Because we haven’t torn our way out of its grip yet.
That was true. I hadn’t been able to force my way out of its jaws with both hands, despite the fact that I was at least as strong as a grizzly bear right now. Furthermore, the wyvern’s scales looked… off to me, with some of them discolored and warped, with hints of black veins beneath them.
Update complete, my mindscreen told me. Identifying hostile lifeform as a Chaos-based, Horde-based least dragon, type-wyvern. Said monster possesses the following mutations: enhanced strength, enhanced scales, increased tail size. Caution advised.
Someone swore over my head, and as I looked to my right, I realized the dragon had a rider. A figure in black plate armor, complete with an evil-looking horned helm, as if he had dressed up like a dark knight on purpose. He looked like he wanted to use the long lance in his other hand, but was having trouble holding onto the reins attached to the wyvern’s head.
An angrier, more feminine curse indicated that Merada had been caught too. A wild glance showed her to be caught in the monster’s hind claws, with the wyvern’s tail coiling around her spear, trying to wrest it from her grip.
Then the reins ripped free of the rider’s hands, and the wyvern began to shake me like a rag doll.
“Not while we fly, idiot!” The dark knight shouted. “Be careful with the cargo!”
Despite having a mouthful of human, the mutated beast was still able growl out an answer. Hot breath blasted over me as the creature spoke.
“Kill the traitor-prince!” The Horde dragonling growled, its muffled voice full of hate.
The dragonling’s attack was painful and disorienting, but its fangs were still having trouble piercing my defenses. I got a hand free enough to summon Claimh Solais, and I immediately stabbed into the monster’s neck. The scales resisted me for moment, but then gave way to the short, glowing blade. The monster hissed and screamed as its vital guard struggled with the wound. It jerked its large head and let go, flinging me out into the air. For a few moments, I felt my body spin madly. Trees and sky swam circles around my eyes, revealing that I was a few hundred feet up in the air.
Good thing I was a full-fledged Air mage now.
My signature Air spells had undergone another transformation. They didn’t just enhance my Dexterity and protect me from ranged attacks anymore. Now, I literally had a cloak of air that could surround me at a moment’s notice. It still didn’t do that much to protect me from something like a sword thrust, but it could slow, cushion, and even halt my fall.
If I really wanted to, I could even fly on my own power for short distances.
But that last one would take too much time. I summoned my air cloak, slowing my spinning descent until I completely stopped moving and was facing my former captor. The monster was still snarling, but its vital guard seemed to be enough to arrest the damage of my cut, even though the wound smoked visibly even from this distance. But Merada was still in the dragonling’s grip, which meant I needed to bring the thing down safely and slowly. Her vital guard could probably make sure she survived the fall even at this height, but I sure as hell didn’t want to chance it any more than I had to. And every second the monster flew higher was a second her chances worsened.
I used my sword to scribe the word aim into the air, while my free hand began performing the gestures for a Friction Slice. Then I fired the spell through the script, enhancing it so that it would home more easily on its target.
The five foot wide, spinning disk of crackling air curved its way to the wyvern’s right wing, slicing through the unarmored membrane. The monster shrieked in pain as its vital guard struggled to preserve the use of the wing, but then Merada began stabbing it in the belly with a knife she had somehow drawn. The combination of so many different wounds finally overwhelmed its vital guard, and the dragonling began drifting downward. With another pained cry, it flexed its legs and hurled Merada toward an oddly murky patch of forest I had never noticed before.
Something about those woods chilled me just as much as the sight of Merada tumbling into them.
That, fortunately, went about as well as possible. The beautiful woman fell maybe a couple dozen feet above the treeline. She somersaulted as she descended, kicking against the top of a darkened tree, then bouncing toward another cluster of dusky branches. She landed with a tumble, but she was still able to wrap one of her arms around a blackened limb.
I be fine, she growled at me over the mindlink. But watch out for yer own self before ye hit the ground!
That was sound advice, but I still needed to take care of our aerial attacker before the trees obstructed my view of it. I pointed my free hand to fire a stored lightning bolt into its side.
The blue-white bolt was the thickest and brightest blast I had fired yet, and it cracked into the large monster with enough force to send it careening through the sky, its rider catching the reins at the last minute to save himself, even as the current traveled up into him. The monster arrested its fall before it hit the trees, proving it still wasn’t dead, but it couldn’t be that far off.
I hoped.
Don’t let it get away, Teeth urged me. We need to finish it off. Quickly.
I didn’t know what prompted Teeth’s urgency, because the wounded, smoking, bloodthirsty beast still showed no signs of wanting to escape. The monster corrected its course to fly straight at me, still bellowing with hate. Its rider had lost his lance and was now pulling out a large, long-hafted axe as he doggedly gripped the reins with his free hand. He seemed to have given up on controlling his mount and decided to just help the thing kill me.
The monster crashed into me before I could cast another spell, but I had time to summon my shield and take the monster’s tackle at an angle. Then we were hurtling into the trees below. Limbs and branches cracked as we crashed through the upper reaches of the tall pine-like timber. I stabbed at whatever I could on the way down, but I was bouncing and crashing through tree limbs too much to really put much force into my blows.
At last, we landed, all parties tumbling away from each other. I hurt like hell all over, but my script wards, signature Earth spells, chain mail, Icon padding, and magically toughened body were all being enhanced by my new Woadtattoo, so I had escaped having my bones and vital guard broken. I could feel my Blood and Water magics already working to heal the damage as I rose shakily to my feet. The Malus knight had apparently tumbled clear at the last moment, because he was already standing, watching me cautiously as he waved his axe in front him.
“They weren’t kidding when they said you were full of surprises,” he said in a gruff voice, his face still hidden by his dark helmet. He stood still, axe raised to strike, waiting for me to make the first move.
I didn’t. Because there was a giant goddamn dragon still unaccounted for.
It’s not that big, and I told you it’s not a real dragon, Teeth protested. And oh shit, it’s coming—
“Kill the traitor-prince!” Another bellow tore through the air, the Horde wyvern barreling into view, shredding underbrush and saplings as it charged me with torn wings.
“Damn it, don’t take him straight on!” the Malus knight cursed, but the monster ignored him as it ran straight at me and snapped its teeth. I jumped backward and raised my shield just in time for the massive mouth to close around it. It started to shake its head again, but I tore my arm free just in time to avoid another ragdoll treatment, and sliced the monster’s snout with my glowing blade. The wound bubbled again, while the beast spat my own shield at my face. I got a limb up just in time to avoid a massive head injury, causing the wooden barrier to glance painfully off the side of my mailed arm and coif-covered head, dazing me for the split second the monster needed to slam one of its forelegs into my chest.
The blow knocked me into a nearby tree and caused all my ribs to start shouting expletives. So far, my armor was still holding my body together, but the constant battering was taking a toll on my vital guard. If I kept going at this rate, I’d start taking more damage than even my incredibly robust vital guard could afford.
I tumbled to my right as soon as I could move again. The Horde dragonling charged predictably into the tree I had been resting against a moment ago, and just as predictably whipped its tail around for another attack at my torso. This time, I dismissed Claimh Solais in favor of my heaviest weapon, the massive, enchanted Horde cleaver, and brought it down onto the tail in a two-handed swing.
The impact sent tremors up my arms, but my weapon still crunched into the monster’s tailbone. I felt the vital guard struggle to arrest the damage and fail, before the dragonling’s thrashing tore the weapon out of my hands as it stumbled away, bellowing in pain. I pushed away all my physical agony, and leaped onto the monster’s back, crawling up its wounded neck until I reached the wound where I had stabbed it earlier. Then I summoned Toirneach, the axe of the Woadlands, and began hacking at the thing’s neck while I gripped its reins with my free hand. The monster bucked wildly, trying to fling me off, but its wings and tail were both torn, and it only had two legs. By the third swing, it started to waver, and by the fifth swing, the monster collapsed completely. I tumbled from its back just in time to see the Malus knight’s axe swing toward my head.
I jerked away at the last minute, so that the weapon clipped my shoulder instead. The sharp sense of pain told me my protection had finally given way enough for the blow to leave a small gash, but I still retained the use of my arm. The other Earthborn swore in surprise as I stumbled to my feet a safe distance away.
“Subject is at Practitioner level in both Air and Lightning magic, and possess multiple weapons of power, as well as a surprisingly robust body,” I heard him say, as if he was dictating into some kind of recorder, pacing around me as he looked for another opening. “Chaos-based Horde mount proved insufficient to handle subject even with element of surprise, but package was still delivered to correct location. Primary mission successful.”
“Package?” I asked, then my eyes went wide. “You mean Merada.”
“Whatever her name is, cripplehead,” the man answered, his dark armor pulsing with runes. Those same runes ran along the shaft of his axe, and as I looked again, I realized his gear gleamed as if it had been polished with the same oil the Horde secreted and used in their tunnels. The blood along the edge of the axe slowly dried up, as if the weapon had drunk from my wound. “Her real boyfriend’s in town, and he asked us for a favor. But don’t worry about that,” he said as he hefted his axe higher. “You’re gonna be busy with real work, now that we finally have time to pay attention to you.”
“Sorry,” I growled out as my teeth itched and my vision reddened. “But could you repeat all that in English? I don’t speak the language of freshly ground beef.” I hefted my massive hand axe and took a step toward him. The Earth knight just laughed.
Merada, if you’re okay, you need to get out of that part of the woods.
Workin’ on it, she grumbled at me. There’s some kind of magic here. But what’s the hurry? Do ye need help?
I shook my head mentally at her, but then the Malus knight took back my attention.
“Little bitch, I battle heroes in the Spirit Kings and the Lightborn lands,” he said as he paced confidently around me. I noticed that he seemed completely healthy, despite the crashing through trees and the backlash from my lightning bolt earlier. “If you think I can’t handle your wounded ass, your head’s even more crippled than everyone thought.”
I let him laugh a second longer, and then I threw Toirneach at his face.
To my own surprise, he swore and batted the weapon out of the way at the last moment. I rushed him anyway, summoning Claimh Solais again. I cleared the distance between us in an instant and stabbed for a seam between the plates on his thigh. He twisted quickly, causing my glowing blade to glance off, then hissed in pain as he realized the plate still dented and sizzled slightly. When I tried to follow up, he slammed an armored elbow into my face and pushed me away.
I ducked under his next swing, angry with myself. Breaker’s new form made it my most powerful weapon, but short blades were still a bad match against advanced plate armor. It was a wonder my weapon was having any effect at all. So I summoned my mace into my other hand and swung at his shoulder, alternating my strikes between the two weapons.
“Son of a bitch,” the warrior snapped. “How many different weapons do you try to use?”
“Depends on how many different problems I have to deal with,” I snapped, not letting up on the pressure as I swung and stabbed at every opening he gave me.
To my frustration, he held up well, deflecting most of my attacks with the long haft of his axe. Every now and then, one of my blows would get through, and traces of Fire and Lightning magic would streak into the dented armor piece. But then a glowing glyph on the oiled plates would suddenly shine, and the spell would dissipate.
His armor was still taking too many dents, however, and while he was tough and skilled enough to keep up with me for now, he wasn’t fast enough to regain the offensive. My next mace-blow on his shoulder caused him to grunt loudly in pain. Then he suddenly started laughing.
I sacrificed the opportunity for a sarcastic quip at him to instead try and bash his head in, but he continued to crack up.
“It’s funny that you think you can still win,” he said as he jerked his head out of the way. “Because if the other guy even gets a piece of the Starsown, it’s all game over."
Right. Cavus. I realized I needed to hurry this up, until I remembered that the Icons were nearby.
Hang on! Breena sent to me, and I recalled that she had both the mindlink and the familiar bond with me, so she could occasionally figure out what was going on. We’re coming!
Breena, I sent urgently. Cavus is here. Get the Icons.
I felt her hiss in acknowledgment through the mindlink, send a whispering spell out, and then rush even faster toward my location.
Then, while I was distracted, the glyphs on my opponent’s axe flared, and he leaped backwards and performed a powerful, two-handed swing. The axe blade burst into smoky, dark-red flame as it slashed toward my torso. I jumped backwards and swung both of my weapons down to try and deflect the blow. As Claimh Solais struck the weapon, there was a bright flash, and both of us were forced away from each other. My enemy shook his smoking right hand in apparent pain, but he had maintained his grip on his weapon, unlike me.
I bit back an angry curse, frustrated at how long this had been taking.
Me too, Teeth suddenly spoke up. But at least the damn thing behind us finally went brain-dead.
How is that relevant? I demanded angrily. But then the massive corpse suddenly shuddered, despite going limp nearly a minute ago.
“What the hell?” the Malus knight asked in astonishment, and backed up. I didn’t want to take my eyes off of him, but some hazy substance was gathering at both edges of my peripheral vision.
Because it was dragonkind, Teeth replied.
Before I could point out how the new guy was contradicting himself, the hazy substances came into view.
The mist on my right was red and watery, flowing toward me in a line from the wyvern’s wounds. The mist on my left was smoky and gray. It flowed directly from the dragonling’s mouth. Before I could ask was going on, both mists drifted into my arms, and my mindscreen suddenly activated.
The Challenger has slain a creature distantly related to the being of his flesh pact. Lost vitality will be regained. His body will be slightly enhanced. Regeneration rates will be further improved.
The Challenger has slain a creature distantly related to the being of his soul pact. Lost mana will be regained. His mind and soul will be slightly enhanced. Regeneration rates will be further improved.
ERROR: Earthborn is exceeding Council’s parameters. Attempting to terminate per established protocol. Termination failed. Attempting to restrict growth per established protocol. Restrictions overcome. Dispatching notification that said Earthborn has exceeded Council parameters enough to be classified as a Stellar Criminal. Sending now… no response to notification. Parameters further restricting the Earthborn are under strain. Dispatching recommendation that Council further investigate failure of restrictions and personally terminate said Earthborn. Sending now… no response to recommendation. Error log complete.
That was weird, but not as weird as feeling two different types of mist sink into my body. The next moment, all of my fatigue washed out of my body, and I felt my vital guard and mana pool suddenly refresh. My muscles bulged slightly, as they became thicker, and I felt all of my senses sharpen by a small fraction.
“Hey, speedbump,” I said to my shocked and horrified opponent. “Catch.”
I dropped my mace just long enough to fire all ten of my finger bolts at my enemy. The normally tiny missiles were now longer than daggers, and they all arced out to strike my enemy at different angles, and his fancy magic armor was now too dented for its runes to protect him. He screamed in pain as his body locked up.
And since I had a free hand, Toirneach flew back into my grip. I hurled it right at my enemy’s head. It struck the helm with a satisfying crunch, but my opponent stumbled backwards instead of falling over dead.
Malus member is attempted to evacuate his projected body, Woadhome suddenly spoke in my mind. Evacuation has been successfully obstructed, per Planetary Lord’s projected intent.
“Good call,” I growled as I charged forward. Breaker returned to my hands in its bladeless form, and I used it to summon both of my long blades: the thin blue sword I had taken from the Hoarfolk king, as well as the flaming spatha Virtus’ former commander had wielded. I thrust both blades deep into my opponent’s ruined helm and discharged the full effect of my Outer Current spell. The Malus knight gave one last jerk as smoke curled out of his broken visor, and then he collapsed to the ground in a heap.
I panted for a handful of seconds as the adrenaline rush faded, still not nearly as tired as I should have felt. Then I scrambled to regain all of my fallen weapons, as well as the dead knight’s axe.
A small trail of pink and orange light zipped into view, and my tiny, spiky-haired friend flew up to me.
“I’m here!” she shouted. “I’m here! And the Icons are on their way too! Let’s go get Merada before Cavus does!”
“Yeah,” I said, sucking in another breath.
Then I realized I had no idea how Cavus would show up, and growled again.
“Wes, you need to stop doing that,” Breena admonished, still speaking quickly. “It’s becoming a habit. And Merada is still okay so as long as we just run and get her everything should be fine so let’s go hurry right now!”
I nodded in agreement, refreshed all my spells, and we took off.
Breena led the way, holding a private conversation with Merada, who, for some reason, was still having trouble leaving the darkened section of the wood. I let her do that for all of two seconds before I rudely butted in.
What’s going on? I demanded. What’s up with that darkened wood?
We don’t know, Breena replied quickly. She keeps making wrong turns and she doesn’t know why.
That doesn’t sound like her, I replied worriedly.
It’s not, Merada retorted angrily. I be travelin’ most of these woods for over a hundred years. None of the trees should be this dark or this… strange.
At that point, my paranoia kicked into full gear.
Breena, I’m sorry, but we need to hurry.
Wes, what do you mea—
I ran even faster, snatching Breena out of the air. She let out an outraged and undignified squawk, but I ignored her and began casting the newest Air spell she had taught me. The cloak of air surrounded me, lifted me off of my feet, and began flying us through the air several times faster than either of us had been traveling a moment ago.
Berry-blast it, Wes! Breena started to scream through the mindlink. Just-because-you-have-a-valid-reason-does-not-make-it-okay-because-you-can’t-just-sweep-me-off-my-feet-whenever-you-feel-like-it-and-I’m-totally-punching-you-later-and-hurry-up-so-we-get-there-in-time-and-switch-me-to-your-right-bicep-because-it’s-the-comfy-one!
I smiled at her, in spite of all my stress and worry, and flew forward.
The Woadland forests were wide spaces, where large trees gave each other plenty of room. As long as I did not fly low enough to hit the bushes, or high enough to hit the branches, I was fine. I followed Breena’s directions through the mindlink, and within minutes we had reached our destination.
It wasn’t that it was a dark part of the forest. There were many parts of the Woadlands where the tree cover was just too thick to let more than a little sunlight down. But the trees themselves were black.
And they flickered.
They moved and stretched, as if they were actual shadows instead of trees. Before my very eyes, they seemed to reposition, shifting by the roots without ever leaving the ground.
Merada, I sent worriedly. The trees are moving around. Other than the Woadfathers, can you think of a reason for that to happen?
No, she sent back angrily. That be impossible! There are no woods like that here!
She’s right, Breena sent, concern pouring through the mindlink. Something bad is happening here, Wes.
Woadhome, I sent to the planet itself. Explain what is happening in this location.
Query not understood, the planet sent back in a rustling voice. Please elaborate request.
That was a bad sign.
There are shadowy trees several dozen  yards ahead of me that may or may not actually be trees, I replied as patiently as I could. I need you to confirm what type of magic is making that happen.
There is no such location currently on the Woadlands, Woadhome replied. Further update. Detecting extraplanar boundary superseding the normal terrain in the location specified by the Woadlord. Suspecting hostile presence in that location. Discretion advised.
I rummaged through mind to find an appropriate swear word, gave up, and settled for something potentially more constructive.
Woadhome, I sent next. Would the Icons be able to enter the location, and what power level could they sustain if they did?
Negative, Woadhome replied. Boundary appears to be impassable to Icon-level lifeforms, as it directly separates them from their source of power. Method of construction unknown. Boundary’s direct destruction is possible with Icon-level power, but would trap any current inhabitants within said realm.
“Wes,” Breena whispered audibly. “What’s happening?”
“The planet says that the Icons won’t be able to go in after Merada,” I whispered back. “We’re gonna have to try and get her out.”
Breena must have relayed that information to Merada, because the fiery brunette immediately offered her opinion.
I don’t need ye to come barrelin’ in and get lost with me! Just wait for me to figure it out! Or light a fire or somethin’, and see if that helps!
Right. That was a good idea.
Light dispels shadow. Breena was a Sunrise Sprite now. And I had a weapon whose name literally translated into ‘sword of light.’
Breena began to glow with orange, pink, and red light. I drew Claimh Solais and held it aloft, willing the blade’s light to shine as intensely as it could. The shadows shrank away from our light, letting it blast a pillar into the sky above our heads.
Merada! I sent. Can you see the light?
What light?
Damn it.
“Breena, we have to go in,” I decided.
I didn’t want another battle with Cavus right now. Wait, no. That was a lie. I wanted to kill him and tear him into tiny pieces of ground compost, and make all of Stell watch, so that every piece of her knew that he was dead for good and would never hurt her ever again. But every now and then, two of my brain cells bumped together and processed just how many times he’d kicked my ass so far, except when I had help from a special power that people kept insisting was slowly killing me somehow.
But Merada wasn’t having the idea.
What are ye two panickin’ about? Is this about that boogeyman Wes told me about earlier? I don’t—
Merada suddenly went silent.
A second later, the normally fearless woman radiated a rare sense of uncertainty through the mindlink.
What was that? She asked herself, not realizing the mindlink was still open. Then more comprehension, and more fear, flowed out of the powerful woman. Somethin’ else is here, I felt her think.
I charged forward.




Chapter 6: Hands Held Through the Dark



Breena followed me as we rushed to the location where our mindlink said Merada was. Shadows and shapes shifted all around us, dissolving when they came too close to Breena’s glow or Claimh Solais’ blaze. Branches and vines and tree trunks would materialize right in front of us, as if to redirect us to somewhere else, only to crumble into black dust upon contact with our light.
Something hissed angrily at us as we came closer and closer to Merada. I heard her snarl and curse back at the thing, and as we drew near, I began to hear the twang of her bowstring.
“Will ye stop foolin’ around and just come out? I’ve got places to be!”
The next hiss sounded like a snicker, and Merada began snarling more oaths.
Two facts occurred to me.
The first was that Merada was a skilled huntress, and could snipe white-robed Hoarfolk in the middle of a snow storm. She shouldn’t have any trouble finding a monster, even in this twisted nightmare realm.
The second was that this thing was hissing at people from two different places. Which meant that Cavus had brought a friend, or he was large enough to be in two places at once.
Then again, I still had no idea what Cavus was capable of, or how he normally operated. Aside from being an egomaniacal creep.
But I got my answer all the same, just moments later.
“Ugly boy, stop.”
A shiver ran through me, and I could feel Breena tremble as well. Then we both threw it off a moment later, and kept running.
“Ugly boy, listen,” the sinister voice said next.
I really wished I had been able to use my invisibility shroud, but I couldn’t use more than one version of Breaker at once, and I needed the light function for the moment. And it seemed that Cavus, and apparently the Malus Men now, could counteract the shroud, so it was a useless frustration anyway.
“Ugly boy, please,” Cavus insisted, though I couldn’t tell where the voice was coming from. “Parley. Parley with me, ugly boy.”
Keep an eye on Merada while I talk to him, I sent regretfully to Breena, since talking to Cavus might keep him too occupied to go after Merada.
“I don’t want to parley with you,” I said to the invisible depraved giant. “I want you to leave my friend alone. And to get off my world.”
“We’re not on your world right now, ugly boy,” Cavus said, in that patient tone he had used right before the first time he tried to kill me. “We’re somewhere else. Somewhere I can take you seriously. But I don’t want to take you seriously, ugly boy. I don’t want to spend any time on you at all. I made this place so that I could be with my little Stell. And you’re getting in the way of that plan, ugly, stupid boy, for no reason at all. It’s wrong, and it’s gross.”
“Fuck you,” Teeth said, seizing control of my mouth and making my jaws itch all over. “She’s not your little Stell, and I will fight you fang and claw before I ever let you hurt her.”
“Stupid boy,” Cavus said in a confused voice. “Why would you say that? You don’t have fangs and claws. You’ve never had fangs and claws. You just have a piece of a very old knife and a little light that will slowly kill you.”
What’s his problem? Teeth growled. Did he forget that time when I bit half of his face off? Because that doesn’t sound like the kind of thing that fades away with enough group therapy and positive thinking.
I think he’s like Stell right now, I said, using my only point of reference for multi-bodied people. I don’t think this part of him knows that we killed another part of him.
“My comment stands,” I replied, seizing control back from Teeth and acting like his words were my idea all along. “I’m not letting you near Stell. Not any part of her.”
My eyes kept roaming for the source of the voice, but, like Merada, I couldn’t find him.
“But that doesn’t make sense, stupid boy,” Cavus insisted, in a sinister voice that somehow still sounded like he was trying to be patient and reasonable. “You can’t stop me. You can’t kill me with that little light of yours, ugly, stupid boy. It will only hurt me until I run away again. You’ll embarrass me, stupid boy, but the light takes more from you than it will from me. You’ll burn yourself out with it. Just like the old ones of your race did. Just like the other, older boy that looks like you did.”
Dad.
This was the second time Cavus mentioned fighting, and killing, a man that was probably the Challenger before me.
My father.
“You said you killed him,” I growled. “You said you killed my Dad.”
Wait, what? FNG asked.
Our father! I snapped. Our real father! Pay attention!
Geez, calm down, the dragon part of me replied.
But Breena stiffened behind me.
“John,” she whispered softly. “He killed John.”
“I didn’t!” Cavus protested suddenly. “He killed himself! And then the others on your world killed him on Earth before he could come back! I wasn’t even trying to kill him!”
“Oh, yeah?” I asked, still baring all of the sharp objects in my mouth. “You mean the whole thing was some kind of tragic misunderstanding? Some kind of traffic accident gone wrong? Did you both fucking change lanes without using your turn signals?”
Language, Teeth cautioned.
Not now!
“He went after me!” Cavus hissed harshly, and all of the shadows around me suddenly danced. “I had never seen him before! I had never even fought his kind in the last war! But he went after me with his little light, until he burned himself out!” The Umbra’s voice grew angrier. “He cost me time! So! Much! Time!”
Another angry hiss swept through the shadow-trees.
“He set everything back! Getting my new worlds! Finding my little Stell! And it was none of his business! He shouldn’t have even known about me! But he chased me and burned me until he died for good! And you’ll do the same, stupid boy! You can only make me waste time!”
The hissing voice stopped, as if it was taking a breath.
“So I want to make a deal with you, ugly boy. I want to save all of our time.”
My head was spinning from all of this news about my dad. Too much for me to tell Cavus to fuck off like I wanted to.
Breena, I sent, trying to focus.
Yes, Wes? She asked, sounding just as dazed as I was. She had known my dad, too. And that was a subject I desperately wanted more time to talk about with her.
How is Merada? I asked, trying to figure out if we were even stalling this thing.
Cavus began speaking again before she could answer.
“Just hear me out,” the invisible Umbra pleaded, sounding a tad more coherent than before. “Let’s do this. You want the ones who really killed the other boy, right? The ones who killed him for good?”
“Father,” I spat, giving information against my better judgement. “The man you’re pretending you didn’t help to kill was my father.”
“And you want most the ones who really killed him, do you not?” Cavus hissed without missing a beat. “The ones who betrayed him? Who spat on his corpse as it cooled? Who made him look small, and weak, and wrong, to all who knew his name? Who mock him, even now? I can give you all of them. I can help make them pay.”
“Don’t need your help,” I growled. But the hissing voice only chuckled.
“No? Weak as you are, compared to them? You think the ones you want the most are only as strong as the ones who failed to kill you? They grow stronger by the day, as you do. They gain new powers and crowns, as you do. And they are many, as you are not. Their minds are whole, as yours is not. And they march forward in my favor, as you do not,” the Umbra ended as a growl. “But I can withdraw my favor from them, stupid boy. Make them fight on their own, as you do. Give them a chance to fail, as you have. It will not save you, because I will still come for these worlds and take your false crown, and you cannot beat me. But you will gain time, broken boy. I’ll even let you spend more time with the rest of my little Stell…”
My vision reddened. Teeth and I almost nuked the entire goddamn forest before Breena got to us.
Merada’s coming, she sent to me. She’s coming toward us. We’ll fight him together.
“Yes,” Cavus continued. “You heard me right. I’ll leave alone the one you’re with right now, until I’m ready for her. I’ll just go catch the other parts of her instead. It won’t matter in the end. She’s teased other boys in the past. She can’t help it. But it’s never stopped her from being my little Stell…”
Vision went red again. All the teeth in my skull started itching. Merada’s voice checked my rage at the last second.
“Alright, now someone tell me what the bloody hell is goin’ on over here,” Merada grumbled. “Yon Challenger is grindin’ his teeth so loudly I can’t hear what any of ye are talkin’ about.”
“Just leave her with me, ugly boy,” Cavus hissed quietly, and the look on Merada’s face told me she couldn’t hear him at all, somehow. “Just for five minutes. I’ll let you have years with the other parts of her, but this one is special. This one is new. This one is young. I won’t let you drive me away from her. Even if you burn yourself out completely like the other stupid boy did.”
My next expletive came out in a guttural roar.
“Lost hells!” Merada snapped as she leaped away from me. She still can’t hear him, the tiny, sane portion of my brain noted.
But the rest of me was too busy trying to shift into Teeth’s dragon form, and it was only half-working. Part of me was still digesting something from the wyvern I had slain earlier, which meant this situation was Teeth’s fault.
I’m trying to fix it! The Freaking New Guy snarled. Got it!
Body enhancements for dragon form successfully adapted, my mindscreen chirped. Senses improved.
Three new pieces of information became immediately apparent. The first was that the light coming from Breena and my sword didn’t seem nearly as intense anymore. My eyes adapted to it easily. The second was that the darkness beyond my light became less opaque.
The final thing I realized was that some kind of massive black limb was swinging directly toward me.
“Breena, move!” I shouted, desperately trying to dodge the incoming blow. Fortunately, the little fairy was a much smaller, more nimble target than I was. She darted out of the way in a trail of pink light.
I got about half my body clear before the pole-like appendage knocked me off my feet. I rolled into a tree-like shadow that painfully arrested my fall, then crumbled apart when my sword’s light washed over it.
It hurt like hell, but it was nothing I couldn’t handle. Cavus had knocked me farther than that on our first meeting. The next moment, I was back on my feet and charging back toward my best friend’s personal nightmare.
Cavus was no longer a tottering humanoid abomination or an unbalanced spider-ant. His current form, by far the largest, was a giant, snake-like creature just as pitch-black as his previous forms. Its massive black coils were between me, Breena, and Merada. Breena was currently in her smallest form, diving easily around the coils trying to encircle her as she tried to find a way through the loop which was tightly walling off Merada. I was bounding off crumbling trees, so I had a higher vantage point and could see Merada directly.
The Umbras’ new head was a flat, pumpkin-like thing on top of his snake body. It would have been human, except that the number of features kept changing. The top part of the head kept creating small openings for eye sockets, where little multi-colored lights tried to escape, only to be yanked back at the last minute by something else inside the Umbra’s body. Beneath the vanishing and reappearing openings was a large, empty mouth that yawned impossibly wide Hanging off of the chin of that mouth, however, was another one, just as large, yawning just as wide, with another mouth hanging off of the second  one, and I could see multiple subsequent mouths extending below his oily chin. At times, the mouths would collapse into each other and vanish, and alternately, they would double in number, but there were never fewer than three sets of jaws on Cavus’ new head.
Beneath that head dangled a series of hooked appendages, as if Cavus had originally wanted to be some giant type of shrimp before changing his mind. The segmented legs twitched toward Merada, and they were large enough that I could see more mouths at the ends of each of them—toothy, drooling things, with tongues that lashed drunkenly out of the openings.
Now that the monster was closer, my dragon-enhanced senses could make out that the leg-mouths were constantly talking.
“Gimme Stell,” they whispered in a hissing voice, over and over. “Gimme Stell, gimme Stell, gimme Stell..”
I tried to tune them out, but they formed a maddening backdrop against the sane parts of my mind. The monster’s head was hovering over Merada, leering at her with its horrifyingly kaleidoscopic features.
“Hello, my little Stell,” the Umbra said over the ‘gimme Stell’ chant of its leg-mouths. “Uncle Cavus finally got to see you. The rest of you didn’t want you to find out about me. But you can remember me now, right?”
The number of eyes watching Merada increased, making contact with her own brown pupils. She had been gripping her spear tightly, but after a moment’s pause,her entire body suddenly slackened.
“Ate them,” she said in the most timid voice I had ever heard her use. The spear slipped out of her numb hands, and her knees sagged. “I had a family. And ye ate them all…”
A hungry chuckle escaped the lowest mouth on Cavus’ face.
“She remembers,” the Umbra rasped. “My little Stell remembers her Uncle Cavus after all. They were delicious, little Stell. Did you know that?”
“They’re gone,” Merada said numbly, as if she couldn’t even hear Cavus. “And I left them… I left them all behind,” she sank to the ground, staring at her hands as if they had betrayed her. “Why did I leave them behind? I never run,” she insisted, as if she was arguing with herself. “Right? I never run…”
“How would you know, little Stell?” Cavus asked, leaning downward with his massive head. “You’re so young… so very
young,” he moaned, and the leg-mouths all moaned with him, before he finally mastered himself.  “Maybe this part of you never had a reason to run. But that’s okay now, little Stell. You can feel like running, if you want to, right now.” Thick black coils surrounded her completely on all sides, stacking on top of each other as if they were preparing to completely encase her from view. “You can try to run right now, and it will still be okay. Because there is nowhere for you to go anymore.”
Breena and I blasted him at the same time.
A roar tore its way out of my widening jaw as my battleform activated immediately, sending the magic of my six Ideals into overdrive. Lately, my dragon form seemed to be activating more gradually, increasing my size and muscle mass bit by bit. An iridescent lightning bolt blasted its way out of my forearm, flanked by tiny balls of fire, ice, earth, and blood. The blast tore through the pitch-black coils closest to Merada, shredding them and flinging wet, black lumps through the air. At the same time, Breena suddenly increased her size to her Dawn Fairy form and blasted a bright pillar of light at another patch of coils, making them crumble apart. Our two attacks were close together, so it created an opening wide enough for Merada to escape out of.
But the huntress didn’t move. She just sat there on her knees, clutching her head.
“Why did I run?” she asked herself. “I loved them. Why did I run? Why did I run?”
The Umbra had begun to scream in pain from our combined attack, but when he heard Merada, two of his mouths stopped screaming long enough to chuckle.
“Little Stell, do you not know yourself? You’ve been running from me all your life. You left your entire family behind. You left your world behind. And when I finally found you again, after all these ages, you left the ugly stupid boy behind, even though you like to tease him so much.”
“Tease him,” Merada repeated, and guilt suddenly flashed across her face. “I do tease him… and I did leave him… why didn’t I know?” she shook her head slightly. “Why didn’t she tell me?”
Cavus chuckled again, even as he slapped coils at me to keep me from coming close. But Breena was finally able to shrink down and dart through the opening to reach the side of her fellow Satellite.
“We didn’t want you to have to deal with him, Merada!” the little fairy insisted, as she tried to pull the larger woman out of the opening. “Stell didn’t want you to get any of those horrible memories! She thought you could be safe from all of that, and we didn’t think Cavus would ever be able to find us. When he finally did, it was too late to help you understand just what he really was!”
The last part was true, I reflected to myself, as I snarled and slashed apart more coils in my way. I had tried to describe Cavus to Merada, and the brave, carefree woman had scoffed at his appearance, saying he couldn’t possibly be that hideous, and that even if he was, she wouldn’t let something like that affect her. I probably would have felt the same, if I had heard Cavus described before seeing him in person.
“But it’s all true, my little Stell,” the monster retorted in a thick, wet voice. The leg-mouths below continued to moan their horrible chant. “Uncle Cavus ate all of my little Stell’s friends and family, just so that he could have the rest of her when he finally caught her. And now Uncle Cavus is here, and he brought some of his Little Stell’s old lights, just so that we could all be together.” More eye sockets opened up on the pumpkin-shaped forehead, and the little lights inside buzzed around even more furiously. “Can’t you tell they miss you, little Stell? I kept them all with me, especially your sisters and friends and mother. I brought some of them here, so that they could see you, my young little Stell. See you become first,” the monster finished with a drool.
Breena whirled on him.
“That’s enough out of you,” she said firmly, and power began to crackle along her wings. “And you’re too late to torment me here. Because this part of me isn’t afraid of you anymore. Begone.”
Cavus drew back from her.
“I see,” the Umbra hissed, and the leg-mouths took on an angry tune to their chant. “No matter. As long as Uncle Cavus gets a piece of his little Stell, he can work his way back into the rest. But you can’t stop me here, no matter how free you feel, Little Stell. Because I built this place just for you.”
I hated the bastard’s constant monologuing. But at least it made it easier for me to fling my fireball into his face.
The multi-elemental detonation knocked the Umbra’s head back as I came charging through the hole in his coils. Breena and I turned our attention back to Merada, but the Woad Princess was still on her knees, staring blankly ahead and shaking her head mournfully.
“Why?” she asked. “Why didn’t anyone tell me?”
“On your feet, Merada,” I said as I pulled on her arm. Breena turned to send one of her sharp wing blasts into a nearby pack of coils that lashed our way. “We can handle this fight. We’ve beaten him before.”
“How?” she asked numbly, not rising to her feet, no matter how hard I pulled on her arm. “He’s eaten far stronger beings than ye… I never knew…” her voice became smaller. “I thought I was strong.”
Crown her, the familiar voice said in my mind.
I rage.
The armband around my bicep began to burn.
Another piece of the monster whipped toward us. I ducked and made sure it missed Merada, but when I looked up, the coils were tightening around us again.
“Useless, useless!” Cavus hissed as he moved his head farther away, letting his coils protect it. “I can just grow everything back! Did you think I wouldn’t be ready? I came here for the freshest part of my little Stell! I won’t let you take her from me! Do you hear me,” he finished in a roar from at least three mouths, “Do you hear me, ugly, stupid boy?”
Eat him, Teeth growled in my mind. I need you to let us eat him. So he can shut the hell up.
“We need to get clear of all of this, or we’re finished,” I said, hurling a spinning blast of air to vertically bisect another mass of coils. And, true to the Umbra’s words, I noticed tiny grey hands crawl out of the pitch-black wound to begin pulling more flesh out of it, as if they had been hiding spare parts inside the Umbra himself. Meanwhile, the remaining coils tightened all around us and began piling on top of each other to form a giant wall.
“We need to get away from him,” I said as I picked Merada up in a fireman’s carry and began to run for the weakest section of the snake wall, Breena trailing behind me.
I rage,
the voice repeated. Crown her, and write fearless love on her arms.
I raised Claimh Solais and swung the bright blade about in a circular slash. A thick ring of light blasted out from my weapon, shredding more of Cavus’ giant coils. Breena raised her new wand to fire at the closest remaining patch, making an opening wide enough for us to dart through.
Cavus screamed through several mouths. But two of them kept laughing, and began gloating at us.
“Go ahead and run, my little Stell. “Uncle Cavus is used to it. Go ahead and run, and fight every time you feel brave enough. It won’t matter. Uncle Cavus thought you might try to fight this time. He prepared. So fight all you want, and when you finally get tired and give up, Cavus will be ready. It won’t change a thing.”
I winced as I realized the monster was right. I had been throwing around some of my most powerful attacks and using the most powerful of my new weapons, but Cavus’ regeneration was even faster in this form than all of his earlier ones. It looked like his strategy had been to just take the brunt of any attacks while terrorizing Merada and slowly trapping her. His new form was designed to tire us, and I realized that it was working a little bit already.
True to what he had said, he did not chase us as we ran from him. He pursued slowly and loudly, announcing his position with the hisses from his facemouth and the low chant of his leg-mouths.
“We got to figure out a way to beat him,” I told Breena when we had gotten enough distance away to be able to catch our breath. “This current form of his is built to handle massive blasts of power, though. He probably designed it after getting hit with my Soulcurrent,” I referred to the name I had learned for my intense silver fire. “And your power seems to work the same way, so he’ll just keep repairing himself until we get tired out.” I looked down at Merada, considering. “But Merada doesn’t really fight the same way we do, does she?” I asked, because it was technically true. While the Woad Princess packed a lot of power (when she wasn’t a traumatized wreck, I mean), her main gift seemed to be landing critical strikes on vulnerable spots. It was something I tried to do with my own attacks, and she usually made me look like an amateur at it.
“That’s true,” Breena said patiently, flying in front of her fellow Satellite. “But I don’t think she’d know Cavus’ vulnerable spots right now, Wes. He’s an Umbra. He’s not supposed to have any.”
“Right,” I said, looking at her for a moment. “You and I weren’t supposed to beat him, either.”
Breena’s face froze for a moment as she kept hovering.
“That’s…” she began. “Different.”
“No,” I replied. “I don’t think it is.”
Crown them. Crown them, and write victorious love on their arms.
I rage.
Here it went.
I remembered what the Pendragon taught me. What my father had also taught me about crowning others. And what the mad voice, who would probably lead to my death, was still trying to teach me.
Far behind us, more foliage cracked as Cavus broke his way through the undergrowth of his own nightmare landscape. He hissed and laughed and chuckled, caught in the delirium of whatever the hell it was that he wanted to do to the woman I cared about.
I rage, the voice repeated.
My knuckles sparked.
A moment later, they lit up, and silver current began to travel between my fists.
“I’m coming, little Stell. Just wait for me. It won’t be long.”
My tongue invoked the words, invoked the art that may have ended my people’s hidden golden age.
“Let the lightning beget light and fire, and let the fire beget more light.”
“Did you stop running, my little Stell?” Cavus called out. “Did you need a moment to think about what I did to you? What I took from you?”
“Let the light reveal what has not been lost, and what has yet to be gained. All is not lost, Much can be still regained, and many greater treasures have yet to be claimed at all.”
“Is the ugly stupid boy doing his silly trick again?” snake-Cavus hissed. “What part of himself is he burning this time? Will he finally die, and leave me alone with my little Stell?”
Breena said something as well, but I couldn’t hear her. Something melted off of my knuckles again. The silver lightning crackled between my fists in thick webs.
“... for the night, and the dark, and the deep, all hide more than pain, and death, and fear. Greater things lie waiting. Undiscovered wealth that can bring new joys into being….”
“You won’t drive me away this time, stupid boy. I’m not leaving without my little Stell.”
“Strangers that can become friends and family, if they can be but found, and rescued…”
“You’re taking too long, ugly boy. The Soulcurrent takes more from you, the longer you spend forming it. And you had little to even begin with.”
“And finally the journey itself, that can grant unto the seeker hidden pieces of themselves, that they never would have found otherwise…”
“What is this?” Cavus hissed, sounding confused. “What are you even chanting? Are you bungling your single chance to hurt me at all?”
“Now, by my command,” I said, as the silver, burning lightning transferred entirely to one hand, “Let the light reveal the other half of this beloved woman! Let it reveal the crown she deserves and the love calligraphed all over her arms!” With a final cry, I thrust that now-blazing hand to the armband around my bicep.
I felt the mad ghost of Avalon’s former king nod in approval. He had known about the Soulcurrent, and insisted that I use the power for this archaic rite. The silver lightning in my hand sizzled on contact with the ancient regalia. It began to wash over the band so extensively that the burning lightning could have formed a mold of the jewelry piece.
When I tore my painfully blazing fist away, the current had done exactly that.
My melting extremity now gripped an arm-torc of blazing electricity that burned blue at the center, yet gave off a halo of golden light. I slapped the glowing, blazing band around Merada’s arm, around the arm of the piece of Stell that guarded and cared for this world, and spoke the words of the ancient rite.
“Merada Starsown, I acknowledge you as my regent of this world, and as a queen in your own right. Let your authority be on par with mine, and let us strive to resolve any disagreement between us, for the sake of our own hearts, as well as the lives beside us on this world. I hereby mark you as favored, as loved, as powerful, and as good, and I acknowledge that you were already all of these things without me. But let my mark proclaim those truths nonetheless. I hereby see you, acknowledge you, and affirm that you are worthy and valuable.”
The silver fire wrapped around the huntress’ arm, and started revolving around it. The glow intensified.
Daughter, the voice said to Merada, and once again, I realized that it had been calling out to her for a very long time. Daughter. All is not lost. You are who he says you are. You are who I say you are. Seek what is lost. Gain what still waits for you.
Merada suddenly blinked. Her breathing shifted, as if she had just realized a hundred different things at once. Then she started shaking all over.
“It’s happening,” Breena breathed in surprise. “What happened to me.”
The fairy suddenly grew to almost human size, then knelt on the shadowy ground next to her fellow Satellite. “Merada? It’s okay. I know what’s happening. Let me walk you through this?”
“What are you doing, ugly boy?” Cavus called out impatiently and suspiciously. “Why haven’t you thrown the current at me and died yet? Do you have some other trick, stupid boy?”
“He’s still being annoying,” I said, turning to face the direction of Cavus’ voice. As usual, after activating the Soulcurrent, I felt stronger and lighter, like I had gotten rid of a heavy, rotten burden inside of myself. “But aside from being tough and having a lot coils, he doesn’t seem like he has that much combat potential right now. I’ll give you ladies a minute so that Merada can finish processing.”
I looked back at Merada. The beautiful woman’s eyes were still wide open, as if she was having an epiphany, and the armband composed of energy was still glowing as it became more solid. A small circle of red light glowed in the middle of the band, facing out from her bicep. Breena didn’t turn or answer me, but kept leaning over her sister Satellite, whispering words into her ear that I couldn’t hear, and didn’t need to.
I shrugged, and bounded off to go another round against the nightmare monster.




Chapter 7: Rise Up and Rage, Round 5



Can we risk a full dragon form right now? I asked the new guy in my head, still bounding toward the enemy I had just run from.
Stupid question, Teeth replied angrily. One: we already began changing. Just because the process is taking longer right now doesn’t mean it’s any less reversible. It’ll be a little safer and more potent, though, as you’ve already noticed with your senses. And two: it’s fucking Cavus. Of course we’re going full dragon form for this fight, because not doing so is an even bigger risk. And because fuck him.
Language, I admonished uselessly, as golden scales wound their way down my arms. Claimh Solais once again grew longer and sharper, looking a little bit more like a golden-red claw near the tip of the weapon.
Huh, Teeth noted. You may actually have too many weapons this time. I can only augment about five right now.
Just pick the five strongest ones! I snapped. And don’t do two of the same weapon-type!
Teeth grumbled back in reply, but my instructions must have been clear enough. My spear, Toirneach, the Hoarfolk long blade, and the new two-handed axe I had taken from the Malus knight all changed inside Breaker’s storage space, each connecting to one of my new claw-fingers by an invisible thread. My armor and shield changed as well, growing a coat of golden scales over them and granting my body another layer of protection. I was now covered in dragon armor that ran from triple-spiked boots all the way up to a helmet that merged directly with my lengthened jaw and added an extra row of angry teeth.
My senses had finished sharpening as well. That was unfortunate, because there was very little of this shadowy hell-forest that was a pleasant experience. The whole thing reeked of a hollow, nauseating scent that I immediately associated with Cavus, and the only noise in this place consisted of his depraved moaning and rambling. The one positive was that his oil-black body was even easier to pick out now in the murky dimness.
I aimed for his creepy head and hurled Toirneach at it. The axe left a swath of iridescent energy as it hurtled into his face, prompting another scream from the one mouth that wasn’t crushed.
“Ugly, stupid boy!” the ruined head shrieked as it writhed atop the shrimp-snake body. “Not enough! Still not enough!”
More corpse-gray hands crawled out of the wounds and began stitching the misshapen head back together. “Not enough!” the Umbra screamed! “You can’t kill Uncle Cavus with just that!”
I yanked back on the weapon’s invisible thread. Toirneach came whistling back into my hand. My mind groped around for a proper retort. Then I realized I was still trying to talk with Cavus, and grew angry. I roared instead, Teeth’s fury combining with my own. Shadowy trees and branches all around me crumbled apart at the force of my shout. Even Cavus flinched at the sound of the blast, turning to look at me with two newly mended eye sockets.
“Dragonson?” the monster asked, cocking its awful head. “The little, ugly, stupid boy became a dragonson? When? And which wyrm?”
I roared again, still charging toward him. I threw Toirneach again, but the monster just batted the weapon out of the air with his tail. It grazed a limb, which  blew apart in a spray of shadow and black blood, but the corpse-gray hands just pulled a new tail-tip out of the limb’s wound. Something about the roar and attack troubled the Umbra, though. His over-featured head reared back in surprise, gasping from a fourth mouth, three eye sockets widening.
“Aegrim!” he screeched in shock and outrage. “You are Aegrim’s heir! You are Aegrim’s heir, and you are still fighting me! Why? Why would you do this?”
“We’ve already had this conversation!” I screamed, rapidly closing the distance between myself and the shadowy creep. “Now shut the hell up and die!”
I was less than forty feet away, so I burst forward with a powerful leap. There was a blur of movement as Cavus swatted me out of the air with another tail he had been hiding. The limb was at least twice my own size and cratered me into the shadowy ground below.
“This treachery is pointless, stupid boy!” Cavus snarled, still angry and confused. “My urges have Aegrim’s blessing! My urges have Malus’ blessing! You gain nothing by betraying their plan! Your father and your god have promised to give me my little Stell!”
The massive tail had slammed me face-first into the dusky earth. But I sprang to my feet in the next instant, disintegrating the limb in flurry of magic and blows from Claimh Solais. Cavus actually screamed in pain from the attack.
“Not my father!” My dragon-mouth roared. “Not my god!”
Coils looped all around me. I shredded them with Breaker’s second form, the sword of light.
“Not my skies! Not my heavens!” I continued to roar, the pressure from my shout creating cracks in the ground and Cavus’ scales.  “Not my birthright! And not my false crown!”
I slashed and shredded my way through another nasty mess of coils.
“I will protect! I will prevail! I will be king!”
The entire forest shuddered at my words. Cavus actually hissed in fear, and began retreating, twisting giant loops of himself out of my reach.
“Traitor-prince,” the monster hissed, sounding revolted. “You have been corrupted! You have given up your throne for the ravings of a mad thing that whispers in the dark!”
The next limb pulled away before I could slash it apart.
“How dare you?” Cavus continued. “How dare you be such a stupid, traitor boy?”
I roared again, projecting all the anger of one who had chosen to rule a world now under attack.
“She is not yours, and never has been! Nor is this world your playground! Now fight me, you unnatural freak!”
I leaped forward again. Another tail batted me out of the sky, but on the way down, I shredded it with my counterattack.
Cavus screamed incoherently with every single mouth on his face and shrimp legs.
“Not your Stell!” the leg-mouths gibbered, changing their chant slightly. “Not your Stell—not your Stell—not your Stell—”
I dismissed my sword and shield back into the respective talons my dragon form had bound them to. Now with all of my digits free, ten bolts fired out of my palms and blasted the crustacean appendages apart in a geysering spout of black-gray gore. The Umbra screamed again, before pointing his remaining jaws at me. Familiar purple energy blasted out from the three mouths on his head, impacting on my hastily re-summoned shield and blasting me across the woods.
“Stupid, stupid boy! Die a traitor’s death!”
I was already charging the monster again. Tails slapped all around me, only to be severed by my blade and the enchantments I had once again surrounded myself with . Cavus seemed to finally notice the weapon, and his eye sockets widened again.
“That?” the monster hissed. “You threw away your birthright for that? A broken blade that failed to shatter all the worlds? That weapon will break you, like it broke itself!”
I didn’t answer him. I didn’t need to. Ever since I had left Earth, every person and monster had gibbered on and on about how impossible my existence was, or how I was going against some secret birthright that everyone but me knew about, or how I was breaking everything and bringing about the end times because of the supposedly impossible things I was pulling off, or by the way I combed my hair and brushed my teeth.
I was tired of hearing about it.
So I hacked apart the giant snake limbs that twisted about me, and shrugged off powerful purple blasts, and snarled and roared back at the giant, creepy pervert who would not shut up about how possessive he felt over my friend who kept trying to do her job and save billions of lives every day.
Another one of Cavus’ purple beams pummeled me into the ground with cratering force. The coils slammed over the pit, trapping me, and the tips of his tails began stabbing down in an effort to impale me. The Umbra kept howling and hissing about how I was young and ugly and stupid and a traitor for not being on board with all the evil shit he and the other monsters wanted to perform. I don’t remember what I said to him, but I dodged and blocked and hacked back at the stabbing tail tips for as long as I could.
Then the next tail grazed my arm, and some of my own scales began to chip off.
God damnit, Teeth, I cursed, drawing back to sever the offending limb, then deflecting the next one with my shield. Unlike before, my entire body shuddered from the effort, indicating that my strength was fading as well.
Screw you, my inner dragon snapped back. This is the longest we’ve ever lasted in this form. You should just stop being such a pussy when you battle gods.
I growled instead of answering him, then side-stepped a triple-pronged attack from three new tails. I slashed them all in half with a single swing, but one of the stumps slammed me against the crater walls. When I bashed it away with my shield, Cavus’ pumpkin head was waiting for me. Five open mouths all fired at once, turning my world into a sea of purple and pain.
“Ugly, stupid boy!” A sixth mouth shouted, before the rest of his face began blasting me again. “ You and your ugly, stupid dreams! You and your ugly, stupid pride! You and your ugly, stupid choices! You tried to ruin everything! You tried to ruin my little Stell! Die!” he screamed again, as another set of blasts blew the remaining scales off my arms and chest. “Die, and stay dead this time!”
I got my shield up just in time, and got a broken arm for my efforts. As soon as the limb flopped uselessly to my side, Cavus fired another cluster of attacks, and I felt my insides begin to burn.
Then a familiar Celtic warcry tore through the air.
Cavus flinched as if he had been struck, then hissed in surprise and pain. He flinched away from me, and from the opening of the crater, I saw red bolts fly through the air after him. One of the Umbra’s tails didn’t get away fast enough, and I saw the blazing red arrow blow it apart. The remains of the limb slithered away, and corpse-gray hands crawled out of the wound to repair it.
But as soon as they started to work, they shriveled up and fell to the ground.
“It burns!” The Umbra hissed as he recoiled from the pit’s edge. “Why does it burn?”
“Don’t know,” a familiar, angry voice answered. “Probably because ye’ve been stickin’ it in all the wrong places.”
A boot scraped the edge of the pit. I looked up, saw the lean, powerful leg the boot was attached to, then saw the owner of that leg smirk at me as she tossed a brown braid out of her face.
“Ye takin’ a nap down there, Challenger?” Merada asked me.
“Yeah, a short one,” I replied with a grin, then winced. Fighting Cavus always hurt like hell. “Could do with another five more minutes, though.”
“No worries,” Merada replied, raising her arm and revealing the new red longbow she was wielding. “Take yer time. I’ll just clean up here for a bit.”
I chuckled, tensed my legs, and leaped out of the crater.
“Forget that,” I replied as I landed next to her, suppressing another wince. “I love watching you work.”
She smirked even wider at me, then turned her gaze back to Cavus. The Umbra stared back at her, pumpkin head swaying as if he was in a daze.
“How?” Cavus asked with an injured, deformed jaw. “How were you able to hurt me? I don’t understand,” the monster said with another hiss of pain. “You’re not able. You’re not strong enough. You’re just my little Stell.”
The wild, beautiful woman snorted in contempt.
“Oh, I know why ye think I’d stay weak,” she said as she stepped away from the crater’s edge, her hard brown eyes still watching her enemy. “Ye tried to take everythin’ from me. That’s why ye ate everyone I ever loved.”
Her voice and eyes kept hardening, as she kept walking around the obstacle obscuring her adversary. “Ye thought I’d stay small, stay weak, because ye thought ye took everythin’ from me. But that be impossible,” she brought her other hand to her bowstring, “Because I still haven’t become even half of what I could be yet.”
She pulled on the string, and a blazing red arrow appeared, as if from nowhere. She raised her arms to aim for the Umbra, giving me a clear view of her arm. The limb was sleeveless now, allowing me to see the writing that encircled it. The words ‘I rage’ were written along the outer parts of her bicep and forearm, but the words ‘I love’ were scribed down the inner surface more likely to touch her chest. Directly across her bicep rested a beautiful piece of jewelry, an armband made of intricately coiled loops of gold, with a dark, faceted garnet resting directly in the center.
She pointed her flaming arrow directly at the center of Cavus’ mass and let loose. The missile left a trail of red fire, the same color as her armband’s gem, before slamming into the Umbra and blowing a hole in one of his coils. Cavus screamed in agony and disbelief, and once again, the corpse-gray hands crawled out to repair the wound, only to shrivel up and die.
The Umbra flopped his head down, rolling around on the forest floor. His new wound remained, unlike the injuries I had wrought.
“Heal!” he shouted. “Why doesn’t it heal?”
“Because I did,” Merada nodded as she nocked another arrow. “And part of growin’ up be bringin’ down yer old nightmares. Do me a favor and stay down, aye?”
She fired another blazing projectile, creating another hole in the Umbra’s massive body that caused more of his crawling hands to die in the repair attempt. Again, Cavus writhed in pain.
Vein-burner, the beautiful huntress sent to me. It’ll burn the inner parts of him, keep him from healin’ himself.
When did you learn how to make it? I asked, still marveling at the sight of my friend beating our enemy so badly.
Just now, Merada replied playfully. Had a bit of a revelation when ye decided to make me yer queen.
She’s gained the Ideals of both Wood and Blood, Breena sent as she flew over. She learned them both from us, somehow. And she’s embarked on a new journey for her Path of the Hunt.
The garnet on Merada’s armband sparkled again, and another flaming arrow appeared on her bowstring.
Reckon ye can get the full story in a few minutes? Merada asked. After we finish cleanin’ up around here?
Cavus panted as he raised his head back into the air.
“Ugly, stupid boy,” he rasped, his black-gray wounds pulsing as he spoke. “What have you done? What have you done with my little Stell?”
“Not much,” I admitted with a shrug. “I just stuck around and believed in her. I can’t take credit for this,” I pointed to Cavus’ wounds. “This ass-kicking’s all her.”
“Mmhmm,” Merada hummed brazenly, firing off another burning arrow into the monster, this one striking a hastily-raised tail and blowing it apart, instead of the Umbra’s face. “Reckoned ye’ve earned all kinds of credit from me, Challenger. After this arsehole’s dead, ye and I will have to work out a nightly payment to get me debt-free in a few hundred years.”
I love this woman, Teeth spoke up. Have I mentioned that enough? Because I totally do.
“Cheater,” Breena whispered through clenched teeth. But Cavus interrupted us with a gurgling roar.
“Forbid it!” he shouted. His eye sockets widened, and all the little lights began dancing inside them. “Uncle Cavus forbids it!”
“Not me uncle,” Merada said calmly as she fired another blazing missile into the giant monster, blowing up another serpentine coil. “Ye don’t become me family by takin’ from me. Ye just become my enemy.”
I looked at the eye sockets for a moment longer, realizing that Cavus’ injuries were granting an opportunity for us.
Merada, I sent urgently. Those lights. They can be saved.
Her head whipped around to face me.
Ye sure? She demanded. Those of me world, that he ate? Ye promise?
He’s right, Breena spoke up, flying closer to us. It happened when we fought him before.
So far, my fairy companion had been content to just watch her fellow Satellite fight, but now she grew larger and began crackling with power. Lightning ran up and down her arms, and golden light danced in her wings.
Are ye really sure? Merada demanded again urgently. They were eaten. I remember that much.
“Yeah, Breena’s right,”
I said out loud, drawing both Toirneach and Claimh Solais, and letting fire and lightning crackle down them respectively. “All is not lost.”
Power rolled out of my mouth with those words. Cavus flinched again, but immediately coiled himself back together and let out another roar.
“Forbid it—forbid it—forbid it! You will stay my little Stell!”
More oil-colored tails rose up into the air before diving into the ground, tunneling over to us.
“She will be mine! And I will break her until she stays that way!”
“Tch,” Merada spat in contempt. “Talkin’ big when ye’ve already lost. Ye’re practically a new pair of boots by now.”
The tails began bursting from the ground, but we could see them coming from yards away, and dodged them easily. Cavus was no longer healing immediately from his wounds, and the three of us were able to read and evade his movements far more easily. As soon as I stepped out of the way, I tore an oncoming appendage apart with my two weapons. I saw Breena finish zipping out of the way of another limb, then turn around and shred it in half with the golden light that fired out of her wings.
Three more tentacle-like limbs converged on Merada, each as tall as a small tree and twice as thick. She dodged out of the way gracefully, brown braids dancing behind her as she moved. The red bow shimmered in her hands and transformed, straightening into a wooden spear with a red metal blade nearly as long as my short sword. The spearhead blazed with the same garnet-colored fire that had engulfed her arrows, and she stabbed all three tails with it in the blink of an eye. Each appendage stiffened after being struck, then fell limply to the forest floor.
Cavus howled again, and all three of us charged him by unspoken consent. Breena blasted the Umbra with golden light and blue lightning, Merada transformed her spear back into her deadly bow, and my dying battle and dragon forms guttered back into life as I hurled Toirneach again.
The Umbra howled and dodged, and did his best to deflect our attacks, but too many missiles got through. Merada’s attacks were still poisonous, burning death for him. His massive head finally slammed to the ground, and Merada pinned it there with her spear.
Cut them out, she hissed urgently. Hurry!
Breena grew to her largest size and raised her wand. Her golden wings blasted sharp blades of light into Cavus’ neck, reinforced by lightning and more light blasting out from the fairy’s wand. I dismissed my weapons in favor of drawing the Malus knight’s axe. I drew the weapon back in a two-handed grip and swung the rune-covered edge into the Umbra’s forehead. The pumpkin-shaped skull cracked open, and three little lights flew towards the crevice.
Cavus gave one more howl from his remaining mouths, but Merada just drove her spear deeper into him, turning his death throes into pitiful spasms. Then she closed her eyes and began whispering. The garnet on her armband bathed her in fiery light, traveling down her arms and into her weapon. At the same time, Breena and I let out one final blast with our own magics.
Cavus’ jaws opened to say something, but all that came out was a strangled croak. The next moment, his pumpkin-shaped skull crumbled apart. Black powder fell all around us as his entire body dissolved, rising up into an irritating cloud of dust.
A moment later, the cloud of dust began to vanish into the sunlight that was now streaming down into the forest. The shadow-plants dissolved as well, crumbling into the morning mist and revealing far more natural greenery in their place.
Our chests all heaved from the fury of the battle. Merada sank back to her knees, staring at her hands, her new spear-bow on the ground before her.
“I did it,” she said wonderingly, still staring at her open hands. “He was supposed to be unbeatable. The memories all screamed so. He defeated stronger Starsown than meself, a mere Satellite. And yet, I took him apart.” She looked up at me. “How was it so easy? He was supposed to terrorize me. He did terrorize me, before ye took me from him. And yet, when I faced him, he couldn’t touch me. Why? How?”
“I don’t know,” I said, shaking my head and kneeling down next to her. “All I know was that both this time and the last, the piece of Stell that Cavus went after was the only person that could beat him, Starsown, Satellite, or otherwise.”
“That’s true,” Merada said, blinking. “He couldn’t fight well. He built himself to wear me down.” She glanced at her new jewelry. “But then you crowned me. Forced me to look deep into meself. Find things that no one had discovered yet. Made me realize I had all these hidden places. All these hidden powers.” Her head snapped around to look at me again. “That’s it. I be like ye. Full of mysteries. Powers others say can’t be real.” She stood back up, taking my hands as she rose. I rose with her, and she moved her hand up until it brushed up against my armband, while glancing at her own new ornament..
“I’ve been jealous. And I know the others be jealous as well. But we don’t need to be. We have hidden powers ourselves. Gifts as great as yer own, if we can just discover them. Ye aren’t alone in havin’ excellence. And ye do not want to be, either.”
“You’re right,” I replied, nodding my head. “I’m not special. And I don’t want to be alone. I’d rather have you by my side.”
“Ye have me,” she replied with a smile. “And I think ye want the rest of me too.”
“I do,” I admitted, turning to five foot tall Breena and smiling at her. “I want all of Stell.”
“Aww,” the pink-haired fairy said with a lovely smile of her own. “C’mere, you guys,” she said as she held out her hands.
Really? Teeth said, as I gently put my arms around both beautiful women. A group hug is all we get out of this?
Patience, man, I said back at him, hugging Breena and Merada while trying to keep any improper thoughts from being discovered via the mindlink. And I’m not sure we’ll be up to performing when the adrenaline runs out anyway.
That’s true, Teeth acknowledged as Breena let out a contented hum and we broke off the hug. You’re about to pass out again.
What? I sputtered mentally. No, I’m not! I feel fine! In fact, I feel—
I swayed as I stepped away from the women. The fatigue hit me like a tidal wave crashing over an unsuspecting shore. I took another deliberate step back, determined to keep my balance, shaking away my desire to close my eyes.
“Ye okay over there, Malcolm?” Merada asked, turning her head to study my face. Breena, still in her largest form, walked over to take a look at me.
“Looks like mana fatigue,” the fairy said. “Did you overdo all the freaky magic stuff again, Wes?”
“No, no,” I insisted, holding up a hand. “I’m fine. Really.”
“Ye swayin’ about on purpose then?” Merada asked with a grin.
“Yes,” I decided. “Yes, I am. It’s practice, for in case I ever board a boat again. I’m fine.”
“Huh,” Breena said, muttering some kind of divination spell under her breath as she kept peering at me. “Looks like you got blasted and smacked around a whole bunch of times, and you tried to keep from getting killed by instant-casting a lot of Blood and Water magic.”
“Really?” I asked, curious. “I don’t remember casting any Water magic back there—stop that,” I said to my shaky legs.
You did it a couple times, Teeth volunteered. Especially near the end, when we were taking a bunch of Umbra blasts to the face. Was the right call, though.
Really? I asked, surprised at the compliment. Thanks.
It’s also gonna make you crash like a diabetic fairy in a candy factory.
What? I asked, even more confused now. I thought fairies couldn’t get diabetes.
We can’t, Breena answered through the mindlink. But only Earth sugar causes problems like that anyway. Who are you talking to, Wes?
“No one!” I said out loud. “I’m not having any internal conversations right now! And I do not pass out after every major battle! That is not going to be a thing!”
“Okay, Wes,” Breena nodded. “We believe you. Can you stand behind him, Merada?”
“Aye,” the Woad-marked woman replied, walking behind me and holding her hands out as if I might fall into them at any moment. “This be good?”
“That’s perfect,” the pink-haired woman replied. “Go ahead with what you were saying, Wes,” she said with a straight face. “We were talking about how big and strong you are.”
I glared at the human-sized fairy, who had the gall to return my gaze with a poker-faced serenity.
“Really?” I demanded. “You’re going to be that mean right now?”
“Sorry, Wes, could you repeat that?” My bonded familiar asked, still not backing down. “You were mumbling and rubbing your eyes.”
“I was not,” I snapped, as Merada snickered behind me. “And I do not pass out after every battle! I didn’t pass out after the other fight with Cavus!”
“Nope,” Breena acknowledged. “That’s true.”
“And I didn’t pass out after we finished the Tumult either!”
“Really?” Merada asked behind me. “Because I remember ye fallin’ over like a toppled log. Then ye got us in trouble for undressin’ ye.”
“That was the Trial, not the Tumult!” I said indignantly. “And it’s not my fault you guys keep undressing me in my sleep!"
“Not our fault either, with those abs,” the beautifully scandalous huntress muttered.
“I know, right?” Breena spoke up. “Those things need to be properly catalogued! For science!”
“Mhmm, science,” Merada hummed in agreement.
“Look,” I said, setting aside the potential harassment issue for the time being. “The point is, I don’t—and don’t need to—knock out after every fight. And honestly, I resent that implication. Just because I feel… a little… tired…”
Gosh, I felt fuzzy. What were we talking about again?
Abs, Teeth volunteered. You need to get them to start talking about your abs again.
“I’m sorry, Wes,” Breena said sweetly. “You’re right. You always work so hard for us. Maybe you deserve to take a seat for a moment? Like on that nearby log?”
“I don’t...” I started to protest, then couldn’t figure out why I even wanted to. “Yeah… that actually sounds really good right now… Why don’t we all sit down for a minute?”
Merada winked at Breena for some reason I couldn’t figure out. I decided to worry about it later, and staggered my way over to the large, slightly-comfortable looking log with Breena and Merada’s help. Cavus’ shadowy realm had dissipated with his death, leaving a normal Woadland forest in its place. As we sat down, with Merada still bracing my back, I tried to remember all the important things that had just happened. An Umbra had been beaten again in combat, something everyone kept saying was impossible, usually right after I saw it happen. Another one of Stell’s Satellites had transformed, growing in more ways than I could realize yet. As I gazed tiredly in the brunette woman’s direction, she gave me a dazzling smile, one that reminded me of Stell herself.
“Thank ye, by the way,” Merada said to me. The hand she braced me with began rubbing small, affectionate circles on my back. I probably would have enjoyed it more if I wasn’t wearing mail. But still, it was nice.
“You’re welcome,” I said, fatigued and confused. “But I remember you being the one who pretty much kicked his ass on your own.”
“Aye,” she nodded, still smiling, brown eyes twinkling. “That. That be the attitude I’m grateful for.” Her hand reached higher, trying to find a spot on my back not covered by metal. “I heard ye when I was broken. Ye told Breena that I was the only one that could beat me nightmare. Then ye marked me, at me very weakest,” the hand reached over to stroke my gilded bicep. “Ye trusted me with an entire world, then went to make sure I had time to get me bearin’s again. Ye would have died if ye had been wrong about me, but ye didn’t even hesitate. That be why ye’re so tired, and why I can’t stop smilin’.” The sparkle in her brown eyes slowly dripped out, crawling down her cheeks. “And now,” she said, pointing to a suspiciously bright spot on the ground. “I get to meet the ones I’d just been told I’d lost for good.”
I started to ask who she was talking about, but then my tired brain finished catching up with recent events. Two bright little balls, each a formerly devoured Starsown, began rising from the ground. They shifted through several different colors, before settling on a soft orange.
“Stell?” they asked in unison as they floated in front of us, one in front of Merada and one in front of Breena. “Are you Stell? Are you both Stell?”
“Yes,” Breena said in a trembling voice, and Merada nodded furiously, still crying silently. “I’m Stell. So is she. We… we know you. We know you,” the fairy repeated happily. “Family. You’re both family.”
“We are!” the ball in front of Breena said. It had a young, feminine voice. “Your parents let us play with you when you got big enough. Your sister loved to show you off.”
“Betel,” Breena said, blinking furiously. “You’re my cousin, Betel.”
“Vega,” Merada said to the other one floating in front of her. “Ye be her twin sister. I just learned about ye.”
“Two Satellites already?” Vega finally spoke up. “And both at this stage? That’s fantastic, Stell! I mean, Breena-Stell and Merada-Stell!”
“Thank you,” Breena said, blinking.
“We knew she’d grow up to be strong,” Betel said as she bobbed in the air. “That was our hope. That you’d get away to somewhere safe, and thrive. And carry the hopes and dreams for the rest of us.”
“Thank ye,” Merada said, more tears sparkling in her eyes. “I hated that I left ye behind.”
“What do you mean?” Vega said as she bobbed backwards. “We made you leave. Don’t you remember? You were the youngest. Our brightest hope. We had to make sure you’d get away, or our race would go extinct completely.”
“But we didn’t hope for this,” Betel said, and the little light sounded like she was shedding tears of her own. “We never dared to believe that you’d free us. That you’d kill part of an Umbra one day.”
“I didn’t either,” Breena said, blinking and beaming happily. A quick glance told me the pink-haired woman was shedding tears of her own. “I had help, though,” she said, peering at me and squeezing my hand. “Both times. Right, Wes?”
“Eh, I was around,” I shrugged, not wanting to intrude on the moment. “But both times, one of you did most of the work. My main job was encouragement.”
“That… makes sense,” Betel said carefully, floating in front of me. “Nice to meet you, Wes. Thank you for taking care of our Stell.”
“You’re welcome,” I said, almost too tired to remember my manners.
“Still, though, this is unprecedented, Stell!” Betel turned back to Breena and Merada. “Killing even part of an Umbra all by yourself is unheard of! The Earthborn of old probably couldn’t even do it!”
“Thank you, Betel,” Breena answered with a smile. Merada was watching Vega, who was hovering closer to her newly reunited cousin. “But I just said I had help.”
“Yes!” the orange light bobbed. “And it’s incredible both of your Satellites partnered so effortlessly! You two are working together so well! If you can just keep hiding for a little longer, you might become strong enough to escape Cavus for good!”
“Hmm?” Merada looked away from Vega to regard her other newly rescued cousin. But Vega answered her anyway.
“She means that Cavus is too spread out from chasing the rest of you, which was another great idea, Stell. We’re really proud of how you survived. We’re so glad you never went through what we did.”
The little ball shuddered for a moment, and we all shuddered with her.
“And if you’ve both gotten this strong, you two might be able to escape,” Vega continued, as if she was still trying to put the experience behind her. “You might gain enough power to get somewhere Cavus can’t find you. And maybe there’s a way to bring the rest of Stell with you.”
“Really?” I asked, curious. “Her portal powers can do that?”
I still didn’t fully understand how they worked, but based on what I learned from Stell, Starsown constructed their portal networks over time. And I wasn’t sure how much of the magic travel system depended on Stell instead of Avalon.
“They… might,” Betel answered cautiously. “After all, beating part of an Umbra was supposed to be impossible, too.”
“Meh,” Merada shrugged, some of her inner fire rekindling. “Might be easier to just put the boogeyman down for good.”
“We’d have to,” Breena said as she took a deep breath. “Betel, Vega, I can’t describe how happy I am over your freedom, and I know Merada feels the same. But we can’t settle for it, either. We want to keep these worlds. And we want the rest of our family back.”
The two little orbs hovered silently for a moment.
“Oh dear,” Vega began. “She doesn’t remember after all.”
“Oh, aye, I do,” Merada answered confidently. “I remember all of it now. That beastie showed me a hundred nightmares all at once. Would have overwhelmed me, but for the gentleman right here.” Her hand moved from my back to give my palm a squeeze. “Made me feel strong again, when I thought I’d lost everything.”
“What?” Betel said, hovering a little closer to me.
“It’s true,” Breena said with a smile of her own. “He was there for me, too.”
“That’s…” Stell’s cousin struggled for words. “That’s great. That’s kind of you, young sir, to support Stell this way. To… be there for these parts of her, in her time of need. Especially against an Umbra. That’s really, really brave of you…”
“Thank you?” I said cautiously, sensing the little orb’s discomfort.
“... but you should probably stop now,” the little light finished. “It’s not appropriate, and it’s going to be the horribly graphic death of you.”
“Betel!” the other light hissed. Breena and Merada started blinking in unison as they stared at her.
“I’m sorry!” Betel replied, sounding apologetically blunt. “But he’s not a Starsown! He’s getting in over his head, and he wouldn’t know how this whole thing works anyway! I’m just trying to keep him from getting killed!”
The two Satellites beside me gasped in unison.
“You don’t need to be so direct about it!” Vega whispered, as if I wasn’t sitting right there.
And hadn’t helped save both their lives.
“Just so you guys know,” I said with a sigh. “I’m unaware of whatever cultural taboo prevents your people from receiving help from a non-Starsown. I apologize if it somehow offended you.” I tried to keep the edge out of my voice, because I was definitely feeling offended myself right now. “But I would appreciate it if you guys didn’t disapprove so openly of my aiding Stell. It’s getting old.”
“What?” Breena said, giving me a confused look. “How can it already be old?”
“Lucima was a bit more discreet about it,” I answered her. “But I still got the message.”
“Look, don’t get us wrong,” Betel began defensively. “You’re an Earthborn, right? I’m pretty sure you are.”
I gave the ball of light a patient nod. She seemed encouraged by it.
“I thought so. Look, it’s amazing that you’re even willing to try. You do your ancestors proud. I mean that. Really,” she insisted. “And it’s obvious you’re trying to be some kind of hero for Stell. But you have to stop. You can’t be like the Earthborn you probably heard stories about. It will literally kill you. I’m serious.”
“Do go on,” I said dryly, trying to remind myself that there were lots of guys that were hated by their girlfriend’s family before eventually making them come around. Gonna be a real trip when I finally meet her dad or brothers, I thought quietly to myself.
“What do you mean, ‘do go on’?” Betel asked in a baffled voice. “You should already know your limits! They were beaten into your world from orbit! It went down in history as one of the most brazen war crimes ever committed! We made an uproar in the Council on your behalf! Your genetic memory shouldn’t even let you have the desire to get involved into this!” She flew a quick circle around me, much like Breena usually did when she was examining me. “It’s dangerous for you to try and Rise at all! Especially this far! You could hit your limit and die at any moment! And you’re still not enough to even threaten Cavus!”
She really does sound worried about me, I decided. I’ll give her that much.
“On second thought,” I replied carefully to her. “I was probably being unnecessarily modest earlier. But it sounds like you both saw less of me than Lucima did.”
“Okay,” Betel replied, as if she wasn’t expecting me to argue with her and was trying to be patient about it. “I admit that we couldn’t see anything at all until the very end. And we’re impressed that you even dared to help with the killing blow, and I swear we’re not trying to mock you about it…”
“Wait,” Vega spoke up again. “Did he just say Lucima’s name?”
“Yes,” I replied calmly. “Twice now, to be exact. Stell’s older sister, right? Is that one you used to babysit Stell with?” I tried not to glare as I name-dropped. “Or was it Astremee?”
“We met Lucima already, Betel,” Breena exclaimed. Merada looked like she was having trouble deciding if she was happy or mad, and gradually settling for being both at once. “This is the second time we killed part of Cavus, and Wes traded blows with him both times. But long before all of that, Wes battled Cavus on his own and freed Astremee.”
The little orb on my left gasped, an even odder sound than hearing her speak.
“That was him?” Betel asked in a small voice. “But… how? That’s impossible!”
Breena sighed.
“You have no idea how often I tell Wes that something is impossible. At least weekly, if I had to guess, or daily. Probably several times a day. And I usually don’t have time to tell him before he finishes doing the impossible thing.”
“Stell,” Betel began, still trying to sound like the responsible older cousin. “I mean, Breena-Stell. You don’t understand. An Earthborn doing something like that would probably have to use the Soulcurrent. They can’t do that anymore. Part of their downfall was using it as much as they did.”
“The ones that do, always die,” Vega said softly. “Like the Earthborn that chased Cavus with it long ago.”
“Right. And he was the first one to be able to use it in probably millions of years. He set back Cavus’s plans back by dozens of void-decades and cost him a wealth of time and resources. But he still died.”
“Name,” I interrupted, my vision tunneling around the Starsown’s light.
“What?” she asked.
“Name and appearance. What was his name? And what did he look like?”
“We only got to see him briefly,” Betel said. “We usually…” the little light somehow swallowed. “We usually couldn’t see or hear anything when we were trapped inside.”
“I don’t care,” I said, sounding far more harsh than I meant to. My fatigue was coming back in a series of pounding waves. “What do you remember seeing? What was his name? Did he look like me at all?”
“He was much bigger,” the little light I was bullying said softly, sounding scared and confused. “He had more Rises than you as well, which should have killed him. But he had red hair, like yours. And eyes that burned when he stared, like yours. And he was angry. He said he wanted Cavus to stay away from his planet, and his family, and his son. But none of us knew what he was talking about. We didn’t even realize he was an Earthborn until he fired off the Soulcurrent, and before any of us knew what was happening, he was chasing Cavus through the Pathways and burning himself out by blasting the Umbra over and over. I… what’s wrong?”
My hands found my face. I leaned forward and found I couldn’t say anything.
“John,” Breena said softly.
“He said that word,” Vega’s voice said. “What does it mean? Is it a name?”
I shouldn’t have needed it. There was already a mountain of evidence announcing the fate of John Malcolm. I’d had over a dozen opportunities to find closure over his death. Cavus had practically said it himself. And it was the death of his earthly body that finished off my father anyway.
But it broke me all the same.
I hadn’t wanted to admit it, but a tiny part of me had come up with a wild hope while the rest of me wasn’t watching. That maybe my dad’s projected body had escaped, and was hiding somewhere until he could finish regenerating his original one. I didn’t even know if that was possible, but I had seen too many miracles to give up on a hope that big. I thought I’d find him hiding in a Pathway one day, and I’d bring him out, and then the two of us would beat Cavus and Rhodes together, so that none of their people could hurt anyone again. We’d free Stell’s worlds, and then I’d find a way to bring him back to Earth. We’d clear his name somehow, and everyone would take back all the things they said about him, and Mom, and Rachel, and Davelone’s family would stand up and say that they knew he never could have done what people said he did. Then he’d reunite with my mother, and pull her out of the funk she’d been in since his death, and be there for my sister again, by helping her with her projects and telling jokes that always made her groan, and swapping ideas for her campaigns. Then, at the very end, he’d tell me he was proud of me, that yes, I really had done it, and that I wouldn’t have to fight on my own anymore, and that he would be there to help me figure things out from now on.
That part of me didn’t care that it was being unreasonable. It missed my dad, and since we were still one body short, it thought it had an excuse to fantasize.
But when Cavus’ former victims spoke, that part of me knew it had to die.
I sagged into my own hands. Voices droned all around me. I didn’t care what they said anymore. But two of them wouldn’t stop saying my name. I finally looked back up.
“Wes?” Stell’s Satellites asked. “Are you alright?”
“No,” I said. “I’m sorry, ladies. You were right. I really am a lot more tired than I thought.”
The two little lights in front of me stopped bobbing for a moment.
“Son,” one of the twins said. “He said he had a son. I didn’t realize…”
“We’re sorry,” the other orb said. “We should have been thanking you for what you’ve done for Stell, instead of warning you away. Forgive us. Please.”
I turned to look at the other two people in front of me, who had also gone through hell but hadn’t gotten to keep their bodies on their way out. Breena had said that they would regenerate in time, though she didn’t know how long it would take. Months, maybe. Centuries or thousands of years, just as likely. As I looked back at the Starsown, who were so badly damaged, they didn’t have eyes to match my gaze, my anger and pain found some small measure of grace to share with the other broken people in front of me.
“Yeah,” I said. “Everybody’s had a rough time recently. Let’s… call it even.” I looked at the little balls, and remembered how Lucima hadn’t been able to talk for long. “Do you guys need to rest too, or something?”
The two lights bobbed reluctantly.
“We don’t want to go,” Betel admitted. “But staying in a world like this taxes us. We’re going to need to hole up in a Pathway somewhere for a while, until we’re healthy enough to travel. I don’t know how long it’s going to be, and we won’t be able to talk to you until we’re a lot better. But… I hope you stay safe. I love you, Stell,” the little light said with a tremor in its voice. “It’s so good to see you safe, and healthy, and…” I felt Betel turn her attention toward me. “Happy. And I’m glad you found someone willing to fight so hard on your behalf. I’m sorry I didn’t respect that sooner.”
“Me, too,” the other light said. “I love you, Stell. And thank you, Wes.”
Breena and Merada said reluctant goodbyes to their newly rediscovered cousins. The two disembodied Starsown drifted away, promising to return. I directed them toward the Pathway we had used to travel to this world, since we had cleared it of Cavus and Malus control, and because Lucima might still be resting there as well. They nodded, and departed quickly, hovering momentarily for one last glance at us. And then they were gone.
There was nothing else left for us here. All we could do now was wait for the Icons to show up, since they were our ride home anyway. A message through our mental links told us that the other battles were over, and that the Icons were on their way to retrieve us. A few of our people had been wounded, but there had been no deaths, probably because the attack’s main purpose was to kill me with a dragon and transport Merada to Cavus. I told myself I’d go over the report when I wasn’t feeling so tired.
Breena and Merada took turns asking if I was alright. They grieved for me, even though they were coming off of the biggest victory of their multi-bodied life, and technically, I had received nothing but confirmation of news I should have already accepted. They rubbed my back through my chain mail and told me they were grateful for me. Merada repeated that she loved me. Breena kept opening her mouth wordlessly, and always looked frustrated afterwards.
Finally, the Icons arrived. Merada spoke on our behalf, announcing our victory and confirming the earlier reports for me. She informed the demigods that I had secured a great victory for the world once more, but was so fatigued that I couldn’t even talk, and should be taken back as quickly and comfortably as possible.
They agreed without asking any questions, and I wish I had kissed Merada for that.
But I passed out before I got the chance.




Chapter 8: My Seas Weep



“You okay, son?” a deep, familiar voice asked as I sat up on the couch. “You hit your head pretty hard in last night’s game.”
John Malcolm sat across from me in the living room, leaning forward and searching my face with a concerned expression.
“No, I didn’t,” I argued bitterly, clutching my head anyway, because it really did hurt at the moment. “I didn’t play football last night. I fought a goddess-eating monstrosity that went after my friend. And then I found out that he helped kill you, like he said before, except that you were the one that went after him.” I looked at him, feeling more angry than all the times he had grounded me combined. “You left us behind. You didn’t tell us where you went. And then you didn’t come back.”
My father hung his head, looking ashamed, and shattering all my happy memories of him.
“I wish that wasn’t true, son. I wish I had done better.”
“How am I even talking to you right now?” I demanded, still clutching my aching head. “You’re dead. Your soul, or projected body, or whatever we use to be Challengers, burned itself out. Your real body took a bullet to the head and bled out on your study floor. I saw them put your body in the ground. Why are you showing up here, now, instead of before, when Mother and Rachel and I all really needed you?”
I had never dared to speak to my dad this way before. And when he covered his own head and began to weep in front of me, I wish I hadn’t chosen to right then.
“I’m sorry,” he heaved, trying to master himself. “I’m sorry. I’m sorry. I’m sorry. I’m sorry. I’m—” the words sputtered out of him like a car trying and failing to start, over and over. His grieving, sagging face emptied the rage right out of me.
“How are you still here?” I asked, much more softly and fighting tears of my own. “Are you real? Are you a ghost? Or are you gone for good, and I’m just crazy?”
“You’re not crazy,” my father said, as he regained his composure. “And no one is ever gone for good. They just change and go someplace else. I wish I could come back to you in person. Believe me.”
We both fell silent for another minute. The flame in the fireplace crackled. I didn’t remember it being lit before.
“So where did you go?” I asked. “Are you…” I swallowed. “Are you happy there?”
“I went somewhere better than I deserve,” my father replied. “I can’t remember or describe it when I come and see you. But my only grief now is leaving you all behind the way I did.”
“Why did you do it?” I demanded. “How did you even know about Cavus?” I hesitated for another moment, then let another fear out of my mouth. “Did Stell send you after him?”
Did Stell get my father killed for good? was what I was really asking. Did she betray me? Is it my friend’s fault that I’m hurting so much?
But my father shook his head.
“She didn’t even believe in him back then,” he answered. “She thought he was just a bad dream she had as a little girl. One to help her process losing her family and her planet and her people. She had no idea he was still looking for her.”
“So how did you know?” I persisted. “Last time, you said you were training me. I came here with all kinds of combat knowledge I never remembered learning from you. You said I might become a Challenger, too. How did you even know that?”
My father sighed, still covering his face with folded hands.
“The power went wrong, son,” he admitted. “Too much of it stayed with me when I left Avalon. Some of the Ideals, and the gifts from the Paths I walked. They let me see things that were coming. As I grew older, they became more intense.” He leaned forward a little more, and started to move his hands from his face. “Worlds were burning. Something sick and hungry devoured them. Turned them into a private hell inside his belly. Trapped the people in them for all eternity. Dug around for Stell, and made her watch them suffer, then took her somewhere else, where I couldn’t see what he did to her.” He took a deep breath, as if even remembering made him very tired. “But then everything would unwind, and a figure I couldn’t see would crawl out to stop him, and Cavus would turn on the figure. But I would always wake up before I saw how it ended. I dreamed that same dream, and many others like it, over and over.”
“When did they start?” I asked, feeling the heat from the fire, still wondering why we had bothered to turn it on in our Texas home to begin with. “How often did you have them?”
“I had the first one just before I left Avalon for the last time, while everyone was still celebrating my victory over the oncoming Tumult. I tried to warn Stell, but she told me not to worry about it, that it was just a bit of trauma from facing down two Tumults at once. She said lots of Challengers had bad dreams after stopping something like a Trial, but they always went away in time. I took her word for it and left.” My father shook his head again. “Then, I’d have the dream again after every birthday or special event. When I finished school. When I met your mother. When I married her. She wouldn’t remember the nightmares, no matter how many times I told her about them, just like the rest of Avalon. Then, the night you were born, the dreams changed again.” He took a deep, wheezing breath. “The figure that faced down Cavus was you.”
My father stood up, and began to pace. “You looked exactly as you were, fresh out of the womb. Bandaged up in hospital clothes. A patch covering where your umbilical cord had been. You shouldn’t have been able to crawl, or even lift your head, but somehow, you moved in his way, and everyone knew you were challenging him, and then the Umbra and all of the army gathering at his feet descended upon you. I woke your poor, tired mother up because I couldn’t stop screaming. Her family thought I just couldn’t handle being a new dad. I took the night shift every night for two weeks because I felt so guilty, and because I was afraid I’d have the dream again. When I finally did get a whole night of sleep and didn’t have it again, I thought everything was fine.”
He stopped pacing in front of me long enough to shake his head. “Then, on your first birthday, the dream happened again. Only you looked a year older, and in it, you somehow crawled out of your crib and toddled across the stars to get in Cavus’ way, and he fell on you with a rage, an army of gibbering demons at his back. Your poor mother had to slap me awake or I’d have kept you from sleeping that night. I was too ashamed to tell her about the dream, and when your sister was born, and nothing happened that night, I thought it was over, and that I had gotten better. But the dream came back your very next birthday, with you once again toddling in front of a world-eating nightmare and trying to stare it down with your little eyes.” My father swallowed. It was something I had never seen him do back when he was alive. “This time, I tried to tell your mother about it.”
“What did she say?” I asked. This was wrong, I thought. Dad was always the one the rest of us went to when we were scared. Dad was always the one calming down Mom, or me, or my sister. He didn’t get scared himself. It just didn’t happen.
“She laughed. ‘What were you talking about,’ she said. ‘You’ve never woken up like this before,’ she said. ‘You’re the bravest, steadiest man I know, and always have been,’ she said. I thought she was joking,” my father said as he shook his head. “I thought she was trying to preserve my pride, or my dignity, and I felt like I had failed her by making her feel obligated to even bother. But she kept insisting that I had never woken up screaming before, and she did her best to soothe me back to sleep. A few days later, she insisted that I had never woken up that night as well. It was just like the times I tried to tell her about Avalon.”
He looked down, his face full of frustration as he continued speaking.
“It happened again on your third birthday, only this time you were babbling baby nonsense at all the monsters before they attacked you. Once again, your mother insisted that this was the first time I ever had this sort of dream, and it faded from her memory even sooner. I just started bottling it up inside again. Started sleeping in the guest bedroom every night after your birthday. Somehow, no one ever noticed. The three of you never even noticed when we started celebrating your birthday a few days after the real date. You all kept referring to it as a freak circumstance.”
“Really?” I asked, honestly not remembering him ever doing that. John Malcolm sighed again.
“Exactly,” he answered. “That, there. The one or two times I confessed about it, you all had that baffled response every time. I thought the whole world just decided to blink every time I had the nightmare. I worried I was going crazy, and talked to pastors and counselors about it. They either prayed for me or gave me a bunch of plausible explanations for it, and it was enough for me to feel better and just deal with it. Then you started growing up into the man you are now.”
“Yeah,” I said slowly. “The man you raised me to be.”
“I didn’t mean to!” he snapped, wincing afterwards. “I didn’t mean for you to take all those risks. You keep telling everyone I raised and trained you that way, but the truth was, you just started watching me one day when I wasn’t looking, and made your own decision on how you wanted to be. I tried to talk you out of it. Told you it was okay to protect yourself, that it was the smart thing to do sometimes, but you wouldn’t listen. You just threw my own behavior back in my face, and after Avalon and everything else, it was too late for me to figure out how to change my behavior without breaking your heart, your mother’s, and your sister’s. So I started guiding you then, trying to direct you to things like community service, and just using your words to stop the bad guys, thinking it would keep you from taking bigger risks. I remembered when you stopped Christina’s bullies with your words alone, and I felt relieved and proud of you. I remembered you charging behind me to save Davelone’s family from that burning car, but you stayed behind me, let me do the dangerous stuff, and waited until it was safe to help out. I thought I had pulled it off. That I’d found some special way where I could raise you to be a good man and still be safe, even though our world eats good men, is wired to smash them apart so they don’t threaten the galaxy with change.” My father turned his head to look at the fire. “Then the son of probably the most powerful man in the country tried to take advantage of an unconscious girl, and you got in his way.”
“Rhodes,” I answered. “I tried to talk him out of it.”
“I know, son,” my father answered. “I talked to everyone I could. The people at the party all told the same story. You did everything I taught you to. And when none of it worked—because the safe choice isn’t supposed to always work, it’s just supposed to keep you safe—you still didn’t move. You just stood between an unconscious girl and harm’s way.”
“But,” I started to say, before a sob slipped out of my throat. I had started crying, and I didn’t know why. “But it’s what you would have done. I was afraid…” I had to blink then. My vision was getting blurry, and words began to feel weird in my throat, for some reason. “I was afraid you wouldn’t be proud of me.”
“I know,” my father choked back, hand covering his face again. “It’s all my fault. It’s why I always tried to show how proud I was of you, and that you didn’t ever need to earn it. I guess I didn’t try hard enough. So you started walking down the same path my nightmares said would kill you. Even then, though, I still hoped they were just nightmares. Until I talked to Rhodes,” he ended in a hard-eyed snarl.
My own teeth ground together. I remembered the man, the contempt he projected toward me at our last meeting. I remember him bowing and scraping before Cavus, swearing that he had, in fact, murdered my father, revealing his ‘suicide’ to be nothing more than the heinous slander it really was.
“He said he murdered you,” I spat, still raw over it after all this time. “He made Val and Sam and Kayla all say you were a horrible monster that had killed yourself.”
“That figures,” my father said with a long sigh. “I failed them, too.” He looked back up at me. “How are they now?”
“Safe,” I replied. “They’re with me on Avalon. Val talks to me now, a bit. I don’t know about the other two.”
“They were bait,” my father admitted. “I remembered thinking that. Bait that no one else tried to save off the streets for some reason, unless our own family decided to take care of them. I had gotten that paranoid. But I knew that if your mother and I didn’t attempt to help them, you’d ask why one day. I was too weak to handle that. So we took them in.”
“The day we found your body,” I answered slowly, and hoarsely. “Social services suddenly showed up, as if by magic. Out of nowhere, there were other foster parents in town to take care of them. People who had never cared before, and somehow they zipped right through the approval process. I should have been more suspicious.”
“It wouldn’t have mattered,” my father sighed, looking downward. “We were up against enemies we gained over a thousand years ago—a thousand years on Earth, at that. Aegrim’s custodians, charged by Malus to free him one day.” He looked back up, meeting my gaze. “I didn’t learn about them myself until it was too late. I should tell you as much as I can, now.”
“I’ll take it,” I growled. “If it will help me kill them.”
He took my bloodlust in stride. Didn’t even blink.
“Good boy,” my father said instead, giving me a nod. “Kill them all. Don’t let them anywhere near your mother or your sister. I’m sorry I didn’t do it for you.”
I felt proud of him.
Because if I ever could go back in time, I’d do exactly that, the first chance I got, felonies and five o’clock news be damned.
“Nobody alive today anywhere really knows exactly what Malus is,” my father said in a rush. “I was able to learn that much, before they got me. Some ancients say he’s the opposite of Invictus, like how some people believe the devil to be the opposite of our Christian God, but it’s a useless comparison. From what little I could find, the ancients feared Invictus even more than they did Malus. To them, they were both old things that bumped around in the dark, powers from a forgotten age that were best left undisturbed, and unknown. But many monsters that could speak claimed to hear secrets from Malus, and Aegrim was one such creature.”
“What is Aegrim, and what is Vinclum?” I asked my father.
“Cosmic Wyrms,” my father answered. “Said to be the greatest of the oldest remaining dragons. Most of them passed quietly into the night, went into slumber, and never woke up. But Vinclum and Aegrim both refused, and the powers that existed at the time feared them both for it. As best as I could tell, the old races begged Vinclum and our ancestors to battle Aegrim, and they both agreed. Our ancestors didn’t know that the Expanse feared them just as much as the two Wyrms, and I don’t know all the details on that. I do know that they called Invictus their patron, and that they tore down Aegrim’s strongholds on over a hundred worlds. They battled all the way back to our planet, where they finally struck him down. Then something else happened, some sort of betrayal from those who had begged us to save them. Aegrim was bound instead of slain, and we were all bound with him. I don’t know the details beyond that. Even finding out that much was difficult.”
“How did you even learn anything at all?” I asked, confused. “I didn’t learn anything until I broke into a hidden part of Avalon.”
“I know,” he said, pacing again. “Stell didn’t know any of this, either. She just knew our people made great Challengers, because she looked at individuals, instead of how our people behaved as a whole. She was cautious anyway, and prevented us from projecting our bodies back to Avalon or its sister worlds. And if she hadn’t Called a descendent of someone who had bonded with Aegrim, she might have never been noticed.” my father shook his head again. “But Aegrim’s people had been watching us from the shadows all this time. I don’t know how they hid so well. Probably with magic the rest of us couldn’t use.”
“Yeah,” I said, remembering the magic that Rhode’s people had wielded to summon Cavus and finally capture me. “That was some unfair bullshit. But you still haven’t said how you learned all of this.”
“Because when I returned to Earth, I kept far more power than I should have been able to,” Dad answered. “Far more muscle strength. Even a little bit of magical foresight, which Stell would have said was impossible.”
“She does say that word a lot,” I said dryly, smiling in spite of myself.
“I know,” my father answered. “I wonder if she just likes pleasant surprises. But when Rhodes talked to me, he revealed the fact that  he knew about my dreams. I don’t know how he knew about them when everyone else forgot right after I told them. But he could describe Cavus perfectly, and said the Umbra had contacted him. The monster had told him about Stell, and her worlds, and that it was going to invade them, and go after Stell personally. And that Cavus said an ugly, stupid boy would get in his way, because that happened every time he went after Stell. Then I went mad,” Dad finished, his head hanging in disappointment. “I let him get to me. I was so surprised and shocked and afraid, he was able to string me along. Listen, son.” My father turned back to me. “There are other ways to leave Earth, once you’ve been to Avalon. I know you can’t,” his voice suddenly caught. “I know you can’t create a projected body right now, but there are other locations it can travel, beyond Avalon’s worlds. Rhodes gave me one. It was part of a trap that had led me to Cavus, part of what eventually killed me, but just know that there are places beyond Avalon, and Challengers can travel to them. I’ll give you the locations I found, because you need to know about them. You have other enemies besides Cavus and Rhodes, and they’ll come after you one day, if you pull off what you’re trying to do here. And you will, son,” my father said firmly. “You are the one thing everyone, be they man or monster, has underestimated. Including me, despite how much I love you.”
I awoke some time later, having seen my second ghost in as many days. I was back in my manor’s bed. I was alone for once and surprisingly, still dressed. Someone had pulled off my armor and boots, but that was the extent of any liberties they had taken.
But my arm itched, and when I reached to scratch it, I felt something like paint on it. I looked at it and found that someone had written—not tattooed, but written—the word ‘love’ over and over on my arm in Woadfolk script, leading all the way up to my armband. When I looked over to the table next to my bed, I saw a note and a crown that looked like it had been braided out of twigs, leaves, and flowers. It was a fragile thing, not made by an expert, but I thought it looked to be made with care, and I had to wonder who had made it, and why. The note helped my groggy mind figure it out.
Wes,
Sorry this be so silly. Just wanted to return the favor. I love ye.
-Merada.
It had been a rough couple of days. But I felt pleased and honored and embarrassed by Merada’s little act, all at once.
If only there wasn’t so much screaming down the hall.
I followed the direction of the voices, since I was hungry anyway, and most of the women here were wonderful enough to drop anything they were doing to make me food. So I figured I’d stop whatever fight was going on, and get fed at the same time, solving two problems at once.
And if I couldn’t get away with that much, I figured I needed to rethink this business of being king.
As I rounded the corner, the voices became distinct enough to recognize. Stell was here, and she was with Breena and Merada. That put me into a good mood instantly, until I realized that they were fighting, and that, since Stell was a Starsown, and Breena and Merada were both of her Satellites, Stell was technically having a three-way argument with herself.
Wait, Teeth spoke up in my mind. Are all three-ways bad?
Shut the hell up and go back to bed, I replied tiredly. He grumbled a reply I couldn’t hear, and I finally got close enough to make out individual words. When did my manor get so big? I wondered stupidly, before I began to eavesdrop.
“Can I just say—” Breena started to say timidly.
“No!” Merada and Stell both snapped at once, and then Stell’s voice rang out again. “And you should be old enough to know better, Breena! You’re supposed to be on my side!”
“The bloody hell, she should!” Merada snapped back. “She saw the same things I saw! Ye be the one actin’ irrational about all this!”
“She’s not wrong, Stell,” Breena said in a loud, but reasonable voice, inexplicably the calmest one of the group. “It really did go down the way she described it. And it wasn’t the first time, either.”
“You’re right, it wasn’t the first time!” Stell shouted back, sounding the least calm, which made even less sense. Stell had remained pretty composed the whole time she had handled a half dozen or so cataclysm-sized Challenges. But now, her temper was beating the drums of war on top of her vocal chords. “It wasn’t any time! Because it never happened the way you two thought it did! You’re just blinded by what you’re both going through!”
“And ye be blinded by yer fear!” Merada’s voice rose to the challenge. “Ye won’t believe how we both changed, because ye be afraid of changin’ yerself!”
“I am not afraid!” Stell screeched. “Just because I only believe ninety-nine percent of all the impossible things he’s done, instead of the whole hundred, does not make me the delusional one! You didn’t really kill part of an Umbra! And he didn’t really fix you!” The Starsown’s voice cracked at the end of her sentence. “Other people can’t fix us! I know! I’ve made them try!”
“Ye’re not listenin’,” Merada said quietly, but intently. If I hadn’t kept walking, I wouldn’t have been able to hear her. “I didn’t say he fixed me. I said he believed in me. I said he was there for me, and it made all the difference. The demon ye didn’t want to tell me about tried to take me somewhere dark, and then the man ye be afraid of leaped in after me, and didn’t leave until I could crawl me way out. And I be just a little bit more whole for goin’ through it all.”
“And that’s where you’re both wrong,” Stell insisted flatly. “I know exactly what you’re both feeling. I’ve felt before, too. And I wouldn’t listen when anyone tried to tell me different, just like you’re both not listening to me right now. Which just makes this conversation even more stupid and pointless, but we’re going through with it anyway, because I’ve just had it. I’m going to spell out everything for you both one more time, and just hope that you two will realize that I’ve seen far more than both of you combined, and that you get most of your feelings from me anyway, and that I just might know what I’m talking about. After that, we’re going to drop the matter and just stop speaking of it. So here it goes: You’re not free. Neither of you are. It doesn’t matter how light and magical everything feels right now. It doesn’t matter that today was a special day and things went differently than they used to. And it doesn’t matter that it’s all happening right now, after a person that makes you feel things you’ve never felt before has suddenly shown up. Because nothing is happening the way your feelings are saying they are. You’re not free from all your problems. You’re not a hundred times more powerful, even though you both feel that way right now. You’re just in love!” She spat the last sentence like the admission cost her. Grief colored her next rush of words. “That’s why you think our family’s going to come back! That’s why you think Cavus can die one day! That’s why you think a whole bunch of other stupid, embarrassing things that you want are finally going to happen! But the feelings are going to fade, Breena! The feelings are going to fade, Merada! They’re going to fade when the guy you’ve fallen for finally shows he isn’t the perfect, dashing prince you think he is, and he leaves you behind! And you better hope he does!” Stell’s voice began to crack as she spoke. “You better hope that he’s not the kind of imperfect guy that always tries to be a better man! Because if he does, it’s going to get him killed! He’s going to keep trying to ‘be there when ye needed him to,’ Merada, like the other really good men that used to be in my life, long before you two were around, and Cavus is going to tear him apart! Like he’s done every single time! And don’t tell me, ‘this time was different!’ It wasn’t!” she snapped, getting angry again. “Wes has already died to Cavus! Wes has died more times than any other man who dared to be anything at all for us, combined! And if either of you keep getting involved with him, it’s just going to lead him on! He’s going to take bigger and bigger risks for us until he faces Cavus’ real strength and finally runs out of tricks! Then he’ll die for good, right when a lot of other people need him the most, and Cavus will try to make his death as hideously painful as possible!”
She was just a room away now. I could hear her panting from all the shouting.
“I can’t be a mom for you guys,” Stell said next, groaning in frustration. “I try. I try to make your jobs as safe as possible, which is ridiculous, because your jobs literally involve the fate of entire worlds. But I do what I can to try and prepare you guys, protect you in any way I can. Put as much power into you as I can spare, even though I can never put that much. Give you all the knowledge I can afford to share, so that you never feel unprepared while you do your work. I even work with the Icons to make sure you all get time off, and that you have friends, and surrogate family. I tried to put all kinds of failsafes so that you wouldn’t find it easy to fall for any random Challenger you work with. I should have worried about it more with Merada, and that’s on me. But you, Breena?” Stell asked in a hurt tone. “You know more. You should know better. You should know that if I do something to you guys, that there’s a reason. Even if it’s frustrating, and even though—since you get most of your emotions from me—I probably want that thing, too. But that doesn’t make it right. It doesn’t make it responsible. It doesn’t mean it won’t endanger billions, even hundreds of billions of lives, if all you do is give in a little bit. Instead, it makes it even more important that you support the rest of yourself and keep the focus on your job! The one you do to save lives! Including the life of the one that agreed to help us!”
At that point, I turned what was probably the hundredth corner in this obnoxiously long hallway and entered the room.
None of Stell’s bodies had noticed me yet. Merada’s arms were crossed and her lips were compressed, while she glared smoldering daggers at her primary body. Breena had shrunk back to her normal form and hovered between the two women. Her head whipped back and forth between Stell and Merada, as if the two were somehow pulling her in half, but she was biting her lip and blinking as if she was trying not to cry.
Stell had changed again.
Her skin was a shade brighter than it had been the last time I saw her, though her hair was still curly. The change made her appear to be of Indian descent. She was clenching her fists at her sides, and she was huffing, as if she had just fought a wild animal. A loose, black t-shirt covered most of her torso, with a disappointed looking face and the words ‘I paused my game for this?’ written on the front. By the time I had finished reading it, her beautiful, currently-brown eyes swiveled over to me, and she found a way to make her next heave a sigh.
“Oh, hello, Wes. You’re here. What a pleasant surprise,” she said ironically, her eyes traveling to my arm. “Oh, and look. Someone did something inappropriate and unprofessional to you while you were sleeping again. Let me apologize for that, and ensure that the person responsible will be punished.”
“Punished?” Merada asked with flashing eyes. “Ye have a daughter ye can ground? Or a well-paid hirelin’ that ye can fire and replace?”
Stell turned on her and opened her mouth.
“You guys are loud,” I said bluntly, before she could speak.
All three of Stell’s mouths snapped shut immediately.
“I just thought you should know,” I continued, “I mean, I could hear you guys all the way from my room, and this place has grown bigger somehow, so that was pretty far away. You might be waking a lot of people up.”
Their eyes widened all at once.
“Sorry,” Stell and Merada said tritely at the same time, shooting each other annoyed looks afterwards. “We didn’t mean to wake you—ye,” they finished, again in unison, while  glaring at each other and watching the other body’s mouth.
“No, I woke up on my own,” I said carefully. “But do we have any food? Or did I miss breakfast?”
“It be afternoon,” Merada replied quietly.
“But Guineve just made you some soup,” Breena spoke up, before giving me an uncertain look. “Is that going to be enough?”
“Soup?” Stell asked worriedly, eyes widening. “She usually makes more than just soup after a Challenge.” I could see gears start to turn behind her eyes. “Which means she might be running out of ingredients. Breena, message Guineve and ask her what she needs. I know Wes just asked for breakfast, but if he really overtaxed his mana to the point of unconsciousness, then he has to be painfully hungry right now. After Merada gets more ingredients from the supplies I just delivered, go help her make brunch and coffee for Wes. Merada will cover lunch and tea, and I’ll be over in a minute to do dinner and dessert. If we hurry, we can probably have most of it made before Wes finishes the soup.”
The other two women nodded immediately, and briskly left the room. They didn’t even stop to point out just how badly Stell was contradicting herself right now. Just before I felt them reach out to me through the mindlink to check on me, I felt a jumble of emotions from Merada, as if she wanted to explain the writing she had painted on my arm, but was too embarrassed to know where to begin.
Thank you, I sent to her, trying to project appreciation and acceptance. I was honored.
I only saw the back of her head as she walked away, but I could have sworn that she began smiling.
We’ll talk it about it some more later, if ye be willin’, she sent me.
I’d like that, I agreed, turning my attention back to Stell.
“It’s good to see you,” I told her.
“Thanks,” she smiled brightly, then shook her head. “Right. Super-mana fatigue. We should get you off your feet.”
“Really, I feel fine,” I insisted, but Stell began pulling me out of the room. “I mean, this stuff happens a lot more frequently than I’m proud of, but I seem okay.”
“Yes, but you’re stronger now,” Stell replied without looking back. “You have a larger mana pool, and your magics are all at the Practitioner level. And you’re still making use of two Dragon Bonds at the same time. That makes the backlash to your system a lot greater than it was before. Humor me and just take it easy today, okay? Please?”
“Yes, ma’am,” I replied as Stell led me into a spacious area with chairs and a dining table. Was this new, too?
She pulled the most comfortable-looking chair out and dragged me into it.
“Alright, we’ll have food for you soon,” she said as she sat down next to me. “I’m about to leave to make sure, but…” she reached over and put her hand over mine. “I wanted to ask if you were alright. After how yesterday ended.”
I thought that question was odd. She was apparently refusing to believe that her newly rescued family members were anything more than dissipating ghosts, or bait in another trap set by Cavus, but she took the confirmation of my father’s death completely seriously.
“I guess I am,” I replied uncertainly. “We haven’t really had a chance to talk about my dad.”
“No,” Stell said as she shook her head. “And if I’m honest, I don’t even know what to say about it. You’re the first Challenger to have a previous one as a close relative. It’s never happened before,” she sighed as she said that. “And I know that probably doesn’t mean much, because I say ‘never happened before’ all the time around you. But I didn’t even think of it as a possibility, and since you didn’t want to talk about your dad back then, I just took it as a coincidence that you both had red hair and similar features. I thought maybe you two might have been distantly related, especially since John never told me his last name, and you told Breena,” Stell took another breath, “that your father had committed suicide after doing bad things.”
“I deeply regret ever believing that,” I said softly, not looking at her.
“I know,” Stell said. “And I hate how Earth is like that. How people are taught to always look for a catch in good men and good women, and to go ‘aha!’ when they finally discover something. Your world teaches its children to be suspicious of good people, but not in a way that really protects anyone. Just in a way that makes people condemn each other more quickly. But this isn’t supposed to be about my views on your world,” she added guiltily.
“No, I think it’s relevant,” I decided. “I think Dad’s enemies used that very suspicion to make the cover-up for his murder more believable. That he must have had something to hide. But yeah, I think our family history is part of why I could come here after he did.”
Then again, maybe it had more to do with his finding Breaker, and somehow leaving it to me through a video game years after his death. That was another piece of insanity that I wish I had asked him about in my dream last night.
“Icons,” Stell said as she covered her face with her hands. “We haven’t even really talked about the fact that you’re dealing with an extinct species of dragon bonded to your family. And I was there for the second part of that.”
“I know,” I replied. “We’ve just been running around battling evil demigods and stopping them from overrunning entire worlds.”
“Mostly, yes,” Stell said with just a hint of an edge to her voice. “No. I’m sorry. You didn’t deserve that. But there’s so much that we both need to process, and this… inexplicable tension between you and my Satellites is taking up time that should be spent on other issues.”
Right, I scoffed. Inexplicable.
“Can you tell me a little bit about my dad?” I asked instead. “What was he like?”
“A lot like you,” Stell admitted. “Kind. Brave. Quick on his feet when a problem showed up. He started out with Lightning, like you did, but he just sort of comprehended the Ideals of Air and Earth on his own, over time. He utilized a rare Path that gave him special foresight, and he used it to deal with a lot of Challenges in advance.”
“Did it give him dreams?” I asked intently.
“I don’t know,” Stell asked, surprised by my question. “He never talked about them, and Breena said she never noticed any weird brain waves related to dreams. Wait…” she caught herself. “He mentioned one dream, right after he finished the Tumult. It reminded me of my own nightmares about Cavus. But until very recently, those had been gone for decades. The only time I had them at all was right after a Tumult. So when John told me he had a similar dream, under similar circumstances, I told him the same thing I told myself those days—that the nightmare creature he saw was a monster his mind had created to help him deal with the stress of almost seeing a world end,” she sighed, covering more of her face with her palms. “And because I didn’t take him seriously, the monster from that dream came and killed him.” Wet eyes peeked at me through her hands. “I’m sorry, Wes. I’m sorry I got your father killed.”
“No, you didn’t,” I answered flatly. “Cavus didn’t seek out my dad. My dad sought out Cavus. To protect me.” Stell blinked at that. “Cavus just told me. A man that looked like me hunted him down one day, and began blasting him with silver lightning. Cavus didn’t even want to fight him, but when he tried to flee, the human followed him, blasting him over and over with the lightning and telling him to stay away from his family, stay away from his son.” I stared hard at the Starsown across the table. “If anyone should blame themselves over Dad’s death, it’s me.”
“That’s impossible,” Stell replied. “Your father had already returned to Earth. He couldn’t travel to other worlds anymore.” She blinked. “Impossible… Right. Of course I’d think that about a Malcolm, and be wrong. It’s pretty much how I divide up my journal now.”
I smiled at that, in spite of everything.
“At least you know it’s hereditary,” I told her.
She smiled back at me, but it was a sad smile.
“John was a wonderful man, Wes,” she said softly. “And…” she hesitated. “I don’t want you to suffer the same fate. I’m afraid you will, if you get too close to me.”
“Understood,” I replied calmly, giving her no agreement. “But does this mean I don’t get dinner after all?” I grinned shamelessly.
“Oh my Icons,” Stell said, practically leaping from the chair. “I’m letting you starve right before my eyes! Don’t worry, Wes. Magic can fix problems like this. Dwarven pizza sound okay?”
I didn’t even know dwarves made pizza, I realized, as Stell ran out of the room without waiting for a response. I tried  not to stare too hard at the wonderful woman as she left. I failed.
Also, I promised myself that I would find a way to take care of her like she was taking care of me.




Chapter 9: Parting Glass



“Do ye have to go?” Merada asked softly as we sat together on a log.
“I wish I didn’t,” I replied truthfully. I reached over and touched her arm, running a finger over the words tattooed onto it. “But if you really need me to stay longer, I’ll find a way to make it work.”
She smiled at that.
“Ye know I don’t. I be perfectly capable of runnin’ things here. Especially now that ye’ve made it so easy for me.” She put her own hand over mine, moving it to the jeweled armband on her arm. “Ye be me first Challenger, and ye’ve left me in a better position than any of the others left their own Satellite.”
“Well, I’m not just a Challenger anymore, and you’re not just a Starsown Satellite,” I answered her. “I’m the Planetary Lord of Avalon and its sister worlds. You’re my regent, and my equal, for the Woadlands, and now you’re working for me as much as I’m working for you,” I told her with a grin. But the sentence had sounded better in my head, and maybe it wasn’t quite the compliment I meant it to be.
“As long as I get to work over ye one day,” Merada answered with a shrug and a straight face. “Think I’d prefer to be on top for the first time.”
“Wha—oh,” I said, catching her double meaning a little late. “Right. That.”
“Aye, that,” she replied with a smile.
“Understand, I’m not complaining at all,” I began, “but are the rest of Stell’s Satellites as forward as you? What expectations should I have going forward here?”
“Expect most of them to be a bit more prudish. Especially Minerv,” she said as she made a face. “She be as bad as me main body in some ways. But I doubt Stell be sending ye to the Lightborn Lands any time soon. That world be up to its chin in mighty heroes. But Via and Jarta be the closest to bein’ like me, in terms of havin’ fun.” She looked around for a bit before leaning closer. “Via be a bit of what ye Earthborn call a ‘nerd,’ though. She gets embarrassed about it.”
“Really?” I asked, torn over her telling me. “And, uh, should you have told me that?”
“She be another part of me,” Merada shrugged. “I figure it be countin’ as a private confession. Besides, others’ll be tellin’ ye as well. She be terrible at hidin’ it. And terrible about people findin’ out.”
“Why would she care about being a nerd?” I asked. “Being a nerd’s awesome.”
“Because Stell be carin’ about being a nerd,” Merada shrugged again. “And Via comes from the part of Stell that be nervous about what she wants.”
As she finished, the Woad-marked woman reached over and squeezed my hand.
“You’re the part of Stell that’s wild and free, aren’t you?” I asked as I watched her.
“Aye,” she admitted, biting her lip. “And I be hopin’ ye want the rest of me, and a little scared ye might decide I be too complicated, after all.”
“I’m still trying to figure out how to have a relationship with a multi-bodied woman,” I admitted, before squeezing her own hand. “But if you can handle me not knowing what the heck I’m doing half the time, I can handle pursuing the real you. Whatever that looks like, and wherever I might find it.”
She smiled back at me.
“I look forward to ye findin’ all of me. It’s part of what helps me send ye on yer way. Good luck.” She leaned over and kissed me. “Goodbye, Malcolm. Next time, I’ll be greetin’ ye with a difference face. And a different mouth.”
A few more words, and I grudgingly acknowledged that it would have to do for a parting. I left behind the first person who had risked loving me so openly, and walked back into the primitive castle I had summoned into this world.
It was time to send it, and myself, back to Avalon.
The same function that allowed me to summon the Shelter to endangered people on other worlds allowed me to return it directly to its proper place on Avalon. According to Avalon’s recovered knowledge, that had been its primary purpose: to arrive on other worlds, serve as an emergency refuge for the local endangered peoples, and either overcome the current crisis or evacuate all survivors back to Avalon. I had wound up having to do both, because there were some people—like the new mother of twins I had saved the other night—that had no more family.
Or rather, they decided to claim me as their family now, the chief who had bothered to save them.
According to Merada, choosing to shelter the tribeless survivors had given them a special place of honor. No Challenger before me had ever adopted anyone after a Tumult. The fact that I was now a Planetary Lord made an even bigger deal of the whole thing, meaning that they now belonged to the tribe of the mightiest chief of the Woadlands.
So I concluded the Tumult by saving the day and coming back home with a couple hundred more people. I didn’t worry about it, because Avalon still had plenty of room and plenty of resources. In fact, I suspected that the one time Guineve made nothing but soup was probably just a ploy to get Stell to help cook for me.
Stell had apparently come back because she was finished making supply runs to  the other worlds and wanted to exchange information with me. She had meant to have a conversation with me earlier, but I had been unconscious again, and then she sort of freaked out after talking to Breena and Merada. Finally, we found a moment of time to talk, when I was about to leave for Avalon.
“So, I guess you have to go now, too, huh?” I asked the Starsown as we walked into my manor. She nodded reluctantly.
“Yeah. Forgetting the whole issue of Cavus,” she said forcefully, indicating that the subject was not up for discussion right now, “all of the other worlds are either starting or experiencing their next Trial or Tumult. The locals, and the other parts of me, need all the help they can get. Since I’m the only one that can risk portal magic right now, I need to make full use of it. I need to be making as many supply runs as possible, and do what I can to increase the personal power of my other Satellites.” She gave me a weird look that I couldn’t read. “If I can get more time, I need to figure out how the Satellites that have encountered you are becoming so much stronger.”
“Really?” I asked, “Guineve, too?”
“No, I do not mean Guineve too,” Stell half-snapped at me. “Guineve is already my strongest Satellite and does not count. If she got any stronger, the Icons on all my worlds would get even more nervous and—” she interrupted herself with a sigh and a groan, placing a hand on her forehead. “And now I just gave you another dangerous idea that you’re going to think about later, and probably figure out how to do it when I least expect it, and I can’t prepare for it. Blast it, Wes.”
“Stell,” I asked carefully, “are we still talking about the same Icons that didn’t show up when you asked them for aid?”
“That was complicated,” she hedged. “But yes. Thank you for reminding me. And thank you for everything you’ve done here,” she said, softening. “I mean everything. Overcoming the Tumult and Trial so quickly. Sticking up for Merada when the Icons weren’t giving her the proper respect. Doing the same for me, though you really didn’t have to,” she added quickly. “I was fine. But it meant a lot to me that you bothered. The other Challengers never had to get so involved in the politics behind it all. I wish you didn’t need to either, but I want you to know that I appreciate how much you’ve taken my side in all this, when a lot of other people probably think I’ve screwed everything up.”
“I wouldn’t know if you did,” I admitted, “because you’re the biggest expert on stopping apocalypses that I have ever met. You were self-taught, beginning when you were just a little girl, and you have had to fight and claw for each scrap of support and trust ever since. I figure it’s my job to help you do the unpaid work that no one else volunteered for, instead of being a lazy, critical jerk that wasn’t even around for the whole thing.”
Stell sighed again.
“No wonder Merada and Breena keep—nevermind. The point is, I appreciate it. Now, moving on. I haven’t been giving a lot of concrete info, because I think it’s best for you to worry about one world at a time.”
“Agreed,” I answered as we walked. “I’m learning a hundred different things at once. Anything more is going to make it hard for me to concentrate. Just give me the general info on a world until I can deal with it directly.”
Stell sighed a third time. I realized it was a nervous habit for her.
“Glad you agree. The good news is that most of the worlds are still okay at present—if you can count things like global war as okay. They’re fighting furiously, but none of them have succumbed to either their Tumults or the invaders from your planet yet... except for the Sun-Jeweled Seas,” she finished bitterly. “The dark Earthborn hit that world harder than all but two of the others. Probably because it has Pathways to nearly every other world that are large enough to fit ships through, so they can move even more resources than I can with my portals. At any rate, most of the population centers have been devastated. I don’t think you’ll be able whip an army together and help you fight for this world, much less a navy. We need to decide if we can save it, or if we should just spend our time rescuing another one instead.”
She had been dreading this conversation, I realized. Her entire body trembled, even more than it had when talking about Cavus. The lives she had been taking care of, for probably hundreds of generations, were weighing heavily on her.
She was at least a few thousands of years old, but for her race, that was a woman barely out of puberty, and no one had helped her grow into the role she was now fighting so hard to keep. The fact that she had been holding both these worlds and herself together for so long was a truth that no one appreciated enough.
Including me.
Shit, Teeth said guiltily. We’ve been screwing up.
Let’s do better, then, I told him, and looked down at Stell.
“If I can help you save it, I will,” I told her gently, “but let me go ahead and hear your thoughts, since you’ve had to deal with this choice longer.”
She shook her head.
“I’ve had to deal with it longer, but Wes, I don’t have any real answers. I’ve spent centuries trying to study how your people fight, but I’ve never seen them fight with magic until they invaded. And even if I did, I’d never be able to train enough people on any one world to repel them. Combined with the facts that they could just come back when they died, and Descended so quickly.. and then they appropriated my portal network when I had to leave Avalon…” she breathed out through her nose. “All that would have been bad. But they also worked alongside every Tumult., Instead of my worlds having one Challenger to help avert a single impending doom, they were betrayed by dozens, if not hundreds, of false Challengers who sabotaged their efforts to save themselves. The Sun-Jeweled Seas had three Tumults, Wes. That’s unheard of, to begin with. It took everything I had, everything Via had, just to get everyone to last this long, but we still failed. The Sun-Jeweled Seas succumbed to its first Tumult before you reconquered Avalon. A supernatural storm wiped out most of their fleet, and then the Subjugation Tumult was reinforced by the Horde, who somehow cross-bred with the invading race of monsters. I did everything I could to keep people from being killed off en masse, but most of the population has been enslaved. And now that the final Tumult is under way, they’ve just started disappearing. I don’t even know where they are going, because from what I can tell, they’re not traveling through the Pathways. Even the monster race is disappearing. Which doesn’t make sense, because the next Tumult was supposed to be a Behemoth-type Tumult. That’s when a colossal monster shows up and starts wrecking enough of the environment to threaten a planet’s stability. They usually eat people, too. But they don’t make people disappear into thin air. And it’s happening to the Horde and other monsters in the area as well. They just vanish. Or they’re found dead, appearing to have asphyxiated, even though they should be able to breathe in almost any environment. Which is a bad sign for the people who have disappeared. It’s the same with everything else that was alive in those areas—crops, livestock, all of it. Either they disappear, roots and all, or they just lie there, lifeless and withered. So, Wes, by the time you even find a way to get there, there may not be anyone left to save. There may not be more than a handful of people on maybe a dozen islands.
‘On the other hand,” she said, taking a breath. “Maybe they still can be saved. There are no bodies, so I can’t confirm that the people are really dead. They could all be somewhere, suffering, like the victims of a Horde Pit, who I also used to think were beyond saving, until you came along, Wes. Which brings me back to having to decide if the best course is to be ruthlessly practical, and give up on an entire world where I’ve invested all but the earliest stage of my life. I have to figure out whether to just write it off as doomed, like the Lost Deeps, and move on to people we can actually save, or hope that you can do yet another miracle somehow. That you can possibly save anywhere from dozens to hundreds of thousands of people and recover an entire world for me. Sorry,” she said, looking away. “I meant for that to sound objective, not snarky.”
Holy hell, she’s under a lot of stress, Teeth whispered. You need to fix it for her. Tell her you’ll fix it!
I almost did exactly that. I wanted to act on my instincts, to  assure her that I’d win the day for her, and that it would be no problem at all. But something made me hesitate.
Then I tried to speculate how that would sound to me if I was in charge, and I had to make a hundred different life-or-death situations every day.
Crown her, the familiar voice interrupted, and write love on her arms.
She wasn’t asking me for promises I couldn’t substantiate. She wasn’t asking me to take responsibility and authority from her.
She was honoring me by sharing her authority for just a moment, provided I could help while still acknowledging her role and responsibilities.
Why haven’t you told her yet? Teeth tugged on my mind, not understanding my rationale. Let her know you’ll fix it!
Crown her, the voice demanded. And write honoring love on her arms.
“The Behemoth Tumult you’re talking about,” I began. “If it runs its course, can it travel to other worlds, like the Chaos Wound could have?”
“Maybe,” Stell said with a nod. “If I knew more, I’d be able to tell you for certain. But any Tumult can spread on some level, if it overcomes a world. So yes, that’s a possibility, too.”
“Okay,” I told her. “Here’s the thing. Time has slowed down a lot on Avalon. A day there can be weeks, or more, for any other world. So, assuming I can gain access to a new world’s Pathways at all, it shouldn’t take that long to visit the world. I could pop over to the Seas, spend a week taking a look around, and try to figure out what’s going on. If the world is doomed, I can help by grabbing Via for you, along with anyone she’s managed to rescue. I can also attempt to sabotage the remaining Pathways with Avalon’s magic, and then come right back. That way, we’ve saved at least some of the people, and done what we could to keep the danger from spreading. The risk for me to do all that shouldn’t be any greater than visiting another world and just looking around. If I can do more,” I leaned forward. “Then I will. I’ll check to see what new powers I have gained from unlocking more of Avalon’s secrets. And maybe, since I don’t have to move between worlds as often as you do, I’ll be able to learn more about what’s going on. Besides, if we take the world back, we’ll be denying the Malus Order an entire route to ship resources through. That’s even more important, now that their own portal network is down. So let’s at least agree to have me take a look there. There’s no reason for me not to do that.”
“Yes,” Stell said in relief. “That sounds perfect. I should have thought of exactly that.”
“If you had made me handle more than one world at a time, I probably would have been too stressed to think of it either,” I offered, and meant it.
“You’re right, Wes. Icons,” she said, covering her face. “It’s so much better to have someone I can talk to about things like this, that isn’t already a part of me, or a ruler that wants to lobby me for something. Thank you, Wes. Thank you. I needed this, and I didn’t even know how much.”
I shrugged.
“That’s how I feel about you,” I said, and she suddenly tensed. “More specifically, the dwarven pizza you made yesterday. I have so many questions…”
Her tenseness evaporated, and she let out a giggle.
“You goof,” she chuckled. “You know what? Hit me with your questions. We can spare a minute...”
She took a little bit of time to explain how dwarves had invented their own version of meaty, cheesy, deep dish pizza. I realized that Guineve actually got most of her cooking knowledge directly from Stell herself, and Teeth unhelpfully insisted that we find a way to marry her immediately. He couldn’t understand that she wasn’t ready to go for that.
“I have to go,” she finally said. “But you take care of yourself, okay, Wes?”
She hesitated, then she reached out and touched my cheek. “I mean it,” she added.
“I have too many good reasons to come back alive,” I replied, still smiling at her. “And so  do you. So I insist that you do the same.”
She smiled back. Then energy crackled around her, and she was gone.
I blinked for a second, and tried not to think too hard about how badly my life was going right before I met Stell, and how, even after everything terrible that had happened, I still wouldn’t trade this opportunity for the world.
“She’ll be okay,” I said out loud. “Really.”
Avalon, I spoke internally. Confirm if the next phase of In Case of Trouble Protocol is primed.
Confirmed, Avalon replied. Shelter is ready for relocation.
I drew Breaker, this time in bladeless handle form. I held it aloft, and felt an invisible pressure settle over me.
Commence activation, I instructed.
Everyone was already clear of the manor grounds. I had Virtus, Guineve, and all my other delegates check and ensure that everyone coming was inside, and everyone staying in the Woadlands was off the premises.
“Activation commencing,” Avalon intoned. “All personnel are advised to stay within the building. Woadhome, In Case of Trouble Protocol is concluded. Shelter is now returning to Avalon.”
“Acknowledged,” Woadhome, the planetary intelligence of this world replied. “Safe travels, Prime Planet.”
Everything within my line of sight shimmered into gray mist.
When the effect ended, nothing appeared to have changed.
Transport successful, Avalon told me. Welcome home, Lord Challenger.
“That was it?” I asked aloud, dumbfounded.
Affirmative, Avalon replied. Protocol demands that environmental damage to Avalon be kept to a minimum. All safeguards functioned as directed. Sending updates now.
Basically, aside from a whole bunch of training and improvements, nothing had changed since I was gone. No new invasions from nascent Dark Icons, which was good. I'd have to do something to be more prepared for the next one, but at present, it looked like my enemies had their attention just as divided as my own. My people had efficiently used the conflict-free weeks to develop enhancements to their Avalonian society. While I had been engaged in freeing Woadhome, they had constructed new, improved buildings, grown more of the super-crops I had invented, and tended to the new Woadfather Grove.
In addition, they were also able to further train themselves in army tactics, specifically those residents that had helped me fight off the last of the Hoarfolk.
As I stepped out of my Manor and back into the clearing, I saw that my new army of Avalonian mages and home-grown Gaelguard were already back outside, working through various formation drills under Virtus’ supervision. Nearby, Breyn's father inspected the tattoos of other brand new Gael-guard, nodding in apparent satisfaction while speaking with one of the veterans that had remained behind.
“I should probably figure out how they managed to tattoo so many non-Woadfolk to begin with,” I said to myself. The power boost given by the tattoos had made all the difference in the last fight, closing much of the gap between my people and the Hoarfolk royal guard.
“Yeah, everybody thought it would be really complicated,” a voice to my left commented. “But, as it turns out, it wasn't that difficult.”
I turned and saw a girl that looked to be around middle-school age, with dirty-blonde hair that fell around her shoulders and the sides of her face. Her features were of European descent, similar to mine, save that she had a slightly darker skin tone. She had a rough, tomboyish manner that she had probably picked up during her time on the streets back on Earth.
“Hi, Sam,” I said to the second girl my family had tried to adopt, before she had been kidnapped and coerced into lying to the courts and everyone else about my dad. “What's going on? How are you?”
Her shoulders hunched for a moment, but then she relaxed and answered me.
“I'm okay,” she said. “Um... Val and Gabby have been saying that we should all be talking to you more. Val said you…” her eyes drifted away, before she purposefully brought them back toward me. “...Val said she talked to you, and that you're not really mad at us.”
“No, I'm not,” I said gently, gazing at my second adopted sister. I could feel the gulf between us, one that wasn't there when she used to talk me into playing sports with her and help her with whatever building projects she could get the school to let her do. “I'm upset about all the things that happened to you guys that I didn't know about.”
Samantha shook her head.
“They didn't do anything to us, if that's what you're worried about,” Sam said quickly, as if she needed me to believe her.
I didn't.
“Well, okay,” she said slowly. “They yelled at us a lot. They made some really scary, really… gross threats, a bunch of times. And a few times, they hit us,” she said with a swallow. “If we talked back or tried to run away. But the one time one of them actually tried to do something really bad to Val, it was stopped. So, compared to what we heard them to do you,” she swallowed again, “We weren't really hurt. And we don't know how to tell you we're sorry. But Val's been telling us not to worry about it.”
Though it hadn't been my intent, Sam and Kayla had both come along with the Shelter to the Woadlands for the final Tumult battle. They didn't fight, thank God, but they had helped secure the newly rescued prisoners. I had been furious about the whole thing, until Guineve explained that the safest place for anyone in Avalon was with her. She also informed me that Sam and Kayla were both showing Challenger powers, like Val was, which meant that they technically couldn't die. At least, not the first time.
Furthermore, the whole process had enabled them to each rise several times. Though they didn't have any inclination for combat like Val—again, thank God—they had been developing some other useful talents, according to the Testifiers. I hadn't had time to find out any more than that.
“Yeah, Sam,” I said, turning my thoughts to the present. “The thing is, I can't accept your apology, because I don't think any of it was your fault. I'm more upset that you were in that situation for so many years without my knowledge, and I didn't do anything to help you.”
“Val mentioned that, too,” the blonde girl answered me. “And she’s still mad, because she says that’s just as stupid as us thinking we were responsible for the things we were supposed to do. You weren’t that much older than us, and the courts and social workers told you to keep your distance from us anyway. And even if you did find out what was going on, what were you going to do? You got hurt like six months later. And there was no one to tell that wasn’t already controlled by the people behind the whole thing. Am I right?”
Damnit. She was.
“Okay,” I sighed. “You’re right. I don’t think any of us have been thinking clearly about this whole thing. And maybe that’s normal, too.”
“I thought you needed to hear that,” she said awkwardly. “From more than one of us.”
“Yeah,” I admitted. “It’s good to talk to you again, Sam. What have you been up to?”
I had a few minutes to kill, and Avalon could just keep sending updates to me directly if necessary. Virtus had already returned to training people, and Guineve was introducing my new citizens to those I had rescued before. I didn’t need to do anything at the moment, and trying to help anyone else in charge would just make a whole bunch of new people bow and scrape at me, rather than listening to the person I had delegated that task to.
So instead, I found out that Samantha had learned Shaping Magic, and comprehended the Ideal of Earth. She was also walking the Path of the Maker, and had chosen Craftsman as her Profession. Even with both Earth and Shaping magic, she couldn’t fight worth a damn, which was fine by me, because she was barely thirteen, and I would have frankly lost my shit if there was enough of my combat force to count as some kind of magical ‘teen girl squad.’
But her crafting, construction, and smithing abilities were all advancing an alarming rate. She probably wasn’t that far behind Eadric in a lot of skills, despite the fact that she was well below either of our Risen levels. She also should have been having at least some version of the restrictions I was fighting, due to  her own Earthborn heritage. Right now, though, she had the potential to mature into being a significant benefit for pretty much every project my people were working on. She even had ideas regarding how to improve the farming equipment that Breena’s people were using.
But the more I reviewed her abilities, the more I mentally heard Breena’s voice chiding me, pointing out just what I could have accomplished if I had only stuck to learning two or three things. I shook my head, and realized Samantha was staring at me.
“So… is it okay that I’m doing all of this?” she asked timidly. “I know you’re kind of in charge, and that you have your own plan for how things should work around here. But everyone I’ve worked with hasn’t said anything about you not wanting us to help, so, um... is it okay?”
“Of course!” I said, grateful to be taken out of my thoughts. “You helping out is a good thing. If you had been doing something wrong, someone would have let you know. So, thank you. Your skills are gonna be a big help.”
“Thanks,” she smiled at me. “It feels really good to be useful. Instead of… trapped. Thank you for saving us, Wes.”
Then, before I could respond, she closed the gulf I had felt between us earlier by stepping forward and giving me a hug. I felt a dark cloud, which had been forming in the back of my mind, crumble apart at her acceptance, and I hugged her back.
“You’re welcome, Sam. I mean, Sis,” I added bravely, and to help prevent that cloud in my mind from returning . “It’s good to have you back.”




Chapter 10: Stepping Toward the Storm



My team reassembled in front of the tunnels under Avalon. I studied the group one last time. It was good to have Virtus work with us again, even though he normally couldn’t leave Avalon. He seemed to have gotten stronger in my absence, as if he had recovered more of his old strength. Despite my massive gains from the Woadlands in both skill and natural ability, he had still been able to trounce me every time I fought him without magic during our most recent sparring sessions. He now stood to my right, clad in an improved version of the bronze armor he had worn at our first meeting, though he still used that stone-bladed, gladius-like sword that seemed to be his favorite weapon.
Also composing the front line was Eadric, in his combination of bronze plate armor and normal chainmail, and Breyn wearing a mishmash of Woadfolk mail and looted Hoarfolk armor. Most of the original Gaelguard had wanted to enter the tunnels with me, but from my understanding, the Rites that were required in order to gain access to more of Avalon’s power only allowed me to take a small retinue. I settled for taking Virtus, Val, the three Testifiers, Breena, and Breyn—who, out of all the Gaelguard, worked the very best with the rest of my group—and was finally able to integrate our mindlink.
And Petalbell. The little fairy I had rescued on my very first Challenge had bonded with Breyn as a familiar, and had come with us to Avalon. Actually, most of the Gaelguard had gained fairy familiars. The two groups had worked phenomenally well together in the last Tumult, and Merada had suggested the creation of a new pairing, where a fairy and warrior would work in tandem. We had decided to implement the idea, and so far, there hadn’t been any problems.
Unless you counted the weird looks Petalbell kept giving Breyn whenever she randomly grew larger. But I chose not to think about that. I usually had my hands full just trying to understand Breena, so as long as the bonded groups didn’t stab their companions in the back or rip anyone’s clothes off in the middle of a battle, I wasn’t going to make it any of my business.
My entire team looked as ready as it could be. We returned to the central room, which displayed a mural of Old Earth in the center of the floor, while a series of stone doors lined the circular walls. Two of the doors, one representing Avalon itself, another representing the Woadlands, were open. Mist was gathering around a third door, the one depicting a basket-hilted sword rising out of nearby waves. Since it was the only door with any kind of oceanic art, I assumed that it pertained to the Sun-Jeweled Seas.
I walked to the center of the floor to begin the next Rite. Once again, we had to pass among the million-year old bodies of dead Earthborn, wearing strange plate armor that looked aeons ahead of even my world’s technology.
They had died here to protect the last of the fleeing Avalonians from the hungry, ancient things invading this place, forming a rear guard that provided them with enough time to evacuate to Earth. That was supposedly why a trace of Avalonian and Woadfolk blood flowed through my veins. Apparently, my people cared nothing for maintaining bloodlines back then, despite being a race so powerful that the galaxy had decided to wipe them out.
I’d get to the bottom of that someday.
For now, though, I would speak to ghosts.
The Earthborn leader, the captain of this martyred guard, floated in front of me. His Native American features were unchanged, as was his futuristic, metal-winged plate armor that left only  his face and hair visible. He nodded his translucent head as I approached.
“Greetings once again, to the Earthborn Lord of Avalon. You do the Expanse honor by choosing to be king.”
“I sure hope so,” I replied respectfully, as I continued to approach. I had gotten used to the idea of being a lord out of necessity, and because having my own planet sounded awesome, and because everyone had been so on board with the idea that it was easy for me to stay positive. But there was a still a back corner of my mind shouting that giving so much power to an eighteen year old boy that had gone through so much trauma was a terrible, horrible idea, and it was hard to ignore those thoughts. At times, I felt like I was one bad decision away from failing Stell and losing hundreds of lives.
“You must hope so,” the Earthborn ghost said firmly. “You must cling to that truth in the way that others cling to their Icon faiths, as we cling to Invictus’ dream. These stars lack good kings, and good queens, more than they lack anything else. Know that every day you wield power responsibly, every day you seek to bring greatness to the land around you, even every day when you fail but try to learn from your mistakes, is a day that sets back the plans of every fell dragon, every dark god, every bloodthirsty thing that makes noise in the night. This universe lessens with the passing of every good man or woman, and thrives whenever more than one king, and more than one queen, rises up to take the place of the fallen.”
I shook my head.
“I wish you had been there to help my father teach me. Now they tell us that we have too many kings and too many queens. And that touching power will destroy us. I don’t know if you can truly hear me, old ghost, but know that my people are not what they once were, and the best of us fear to touch power at all.”
It was a cruel truth to impart to a man dead by sacrifice. But he simply nodded at me.
“Then the worms of the Council finally found some measure of success. Know this, son of our grandsons, that power finds all women and all men. Discarding it is just as irresponsible as using it for the same selfish gains that the Council served. Castigate your fear, fellow Earthborn, for it falls far short of making you wise. Do what good you can, where you can, and the Expanse will last another day. Know that the same is true for you, daughter of my granddaughters,” he said as he glanced at Val. “And now, I ask another boon of you both, for the battles fought on this world have grown no older in my mind. Behind the next door will you find more nightmares, emptiness that has devoured the hopes and dreams of those that we could not rescue in time. Should it ever be released, or even if it survives for another hundred aeons, the Expanse will one day be consumed by it. But eternity has been set inside both of your hearts. Use it to swallow up the emptiness beyond that door, so that the once-dead may find deliverance, and shout your names. Victory is your birthright. I beg you both, go forth and claim it.”
He began fading, speaking one last time.
“Hold fast. All is not lost. Failure is non-permanent. Greater things are yet to come.”
I waited for him to fade completely before speaking out loud again.
“Avalon,” I intoned formally. “The Nascent Planetary Lord comes before you to begin the next Rite of Territory.”
“Acknowledged,” Avalon spoke, taking on an odd tone in this ancient place, as if it were performing a ceremony of its own in greeting. “The second Rite of Territory requires the Lord to expand and mark the boundaries of his authority. The Lord must enter the marked location.” The door with the waves and basket-hilted sword slowly opened. “Upon entering, the Lord will be charged with investigating the full parameters of the artificial realm located within the next room. Avalon will test the Lord’s ability to recognize, challenge, and expand his limitations.
Avalon will now assign power to creation rituals, enabling the production of the artificial realm to test the Lord—ERROR—”
The planet’s voice changed and warbled for a moment.
“An artificial realm already exists within the chamber. Source appears to be In Case of Trouble Protocol. A new realm to test and expand the Lord’s authority is unavailable. The Rite cannot be conducted, and therefore must be marked as a failure. New recommendation appearing in system: abdicate, false king. Sender unknown.”
“The recommendation is denied,” I growled back. “I’m opening the way to the Sun-Jeweled Seas, and formality be damned. I do not accept the results of this botched Rite. Leave the room open, Avalon. I’ll start by expanding my boundaries here.”
“Acknowledged,” the planetary supercomputer replied. “Forcing countermeasures to activate, and establishing new parameters for measuring the Challenger’s Right to Rule. Good luck, Wes Malcolm of Earth.”
The door finished opening. A gust of stale air, like the thousand year old breath of an ancient beast, washed out of the blackened hallway. I ignored it.
“Form up,” I said firmly. “Spells and weapons ready. We’re going in, and we’re going to beat whatever we find down there.”
With that, we stepped through the musty air pouring through the doorway and into another nightmare realm.
I thought to call forth Carnwennan’s shroud, but there was little purpose to being invisible in total darkness. Anything that was not hindered by an environment devoid of light probably wasn’t hindered by invisibility either. So I summoned Claimh Solais instead, and the sword of light revealed the stone floor before us, serving the purpose of a lantern within the murky Pathway. We couldn’t see any walls, which meant we could not determine whether we were still traveling through another one of Avalon’s long tunnels or already in the artificial realm the supercomputer had mentioned earlier.
A dozen or so steps later, I had my answer. The floor changed from stone tiles to unworked rock, then packed dirt, then mud, finally ending in an abundance of tiny grains of sand. Then we were suddenly free of the inky blackness, and the floor beneath us was not dry ground at all, but liquid. A shallow pool of water, no deeper than a puddle formed in the rain, stretched out as far as the eye could see. The sky over our heads reminded me of a gloomy day on a beach, ruining the trip by constantly threatening to storm, just enough to make my parents wonder if the kids would take a lightning bolt if they went for a swim.
The water was stagnant, though it looked mostly clean. That was frustrating, because with no landmarks, some kind of current or tide would have been the next best thing to figure out where we should go.
“Um… Wes?” Val said hesitantly, kicking at the water with her boot. It made a faint ripple, and left a murky footprint at the bottom before the water flowed back, but that was it. “Are all of these Rites or whatever going to suck this much, or was it just the last two?”
“Probably would have liked the ghosts and skeletons more,” Eadric grunted sarcastically, standing next to me as his eyes swept the inch-deep sea for landmarks. “She’s got a point though. There’s nothing out here. We’d have to pick a direction at random, but we could go a dozen miles before we even knew it was the wrong direction.”
“Right,” I replied. “And then whatever else is out here could just wait until we’re tired to attack us. Speaking of what was out here, Virtus? Breyn? What force was behind the invasion of this place?”
As best as I could gather, the mysterious, shadowy invader behind Avalon’s ancient invasion drew armies from many different worlds before bringing them through the Pathways. So far, it seemed to me that each of these rooms had fallen to a different force. Breyn and Virtus had been part of the forces defending and attacking Avalon back then, respectively. But they both shook their heads at me.
“We didn’t have much contact with the force attacking Avalon’s ocean population,” Virtus answered me.
“What do you mean, ‘ocean population?’” I asked. “That sounds like a different thing than what was going on in the Woadlands.”
“You’re right,” Breyn said uncomfortably. The young Gaelguard sighed. “We were just sending a delegation to arrive in time for Avalon’s selection of a new Planetary Lord. The Atlanteans had sent their entire surviving civilization.”
“Atlanteans?” I asked. “You called them Atlanteans?”
“I did,” Breyn said, blinking. “Was there a reason I shouldn’t have?”
I started to answer, before I stopped myself. Atlantis was a mythical city that supposedly sunk into the sea. There shouldn’t be a prehistoric equivalent on another planet.
Then again, Avalon was supposed to be a mythical island somewhere off the coast of England. Even though people from Earth had been visiting the place for generations, everyone who heard about it would magically forget a few days later. But we still had legends and stories that continued to be passed down, despite that mythical loss of direct knowledge.
Come to think of it, we had countless legends about many of the different monsters and humanoid races I had encountered on Avalon’s sister worlds, even if I didn’t count the dwarf, elf, and wizard standing next to me. Breena and everyone else should have been constantly explaining every sight and sound, every minute of the day. They did spend a lot of time teaching me, but I found I usually had a reference point for at least half of the amazing things I had encountered out here.
“I just recognized the name,” I answered. “Which is weird, because I shouldn’t have been able to, but I’ll talk with Breena about that in a minute. Are Atlanteans inhabitants of a place called Atlantis? That sank into the sea at some point?”
Breyn nodded again.
“That’s common knowledge,” he said confidently. “Even among tribes of Woadfolk.”
“Umm,” Petalbell interrupted him awkwardly. “No, it’s not. Not even among the older tribes of Woad elves and fairies. Only a few of them have ever heard of the place.”
“The Testifiers have a few records,” Karim, my dark-skinned script mage said. “But the information is far from complete. There are only a handful of oral legends and a few artifacts that suggest the place may have existed. But if it did, it would have been by far the oldest developed settlement in the Sun-Jeweled Seas.” The wizard sounded confident, but closed his eyes, as if he was checking his own memory. “The second and third oldest ports existed for ten thousand years at the most, and are believed to have been overrun this last century in the war against the Malus Men.”
“Really?” Breyn was incredulous. “It was an event that shook all of Avalon’s sister worlds! The Planetary Lord of Avalon had to intervene! He probably saved the entire world from disaster! It was thanks to him that any of the population survived at all!”
“You have to remember how much time has passed since you and I walked the earth,” Virtus said somberly to the young man who had been slumbering for epochs. “Even in our time, the office of Planetary Lord had been vacant for centuries. Now, it is all but forgotten. We are lucky that any legends of the Atlantean’s fate exist at all. Especially since the Atlanteans themselves did not escape their final doom.”
“What do you mean?” Breyn asked, sounding horrified.
“I mean that, by all accounts, no more than a handful of Atlanteans escaped from Avalon into the Earthborn’s portal. It’s possible that they were wiped out to every man, woman, and child.”
“But they were not fighters,” Breyn protested. “They weren’t like the other delegates. They were a large group, and they had put down roots here. They had been part of Avalon for centuries.”
“The Avalonians were mostly citizens here as well,” the skeleton answered. “It didn’t make any difference for them, either. Their souls were torn from their bodies just as quickly.”
“Alright, back on task, people,” I admonished gently. “We’ve gained back a lot of people and things that should have been lost for good. Let’s try and find out what we can save. Do either of you have any advice right now?”
Virtus shook his head again, to my frustration.
“This section of the attack was classified. I got in trouble just for asking about it. But as far as I could tell, our employer left this particular front to one of his great beasts. I didn’t know which one,” he added before I could ask. “But the fact that it could be trusted at all with a leadership position meant it was different than the rest.” The soldier turned his skull to the horizon of shallow water. “If it is still alive down here, that’s… going to be cause for concern. Any one of those giants would have been a match for Prodontis’ entire army of Keepers at their strongest state. We should use caution. Whatever claimed this place was ancient, powerful, and intelligent.”
So it was like us, Teeth concluded inside of my mind.
What do you mean? I asked irritably. He just described an ancient, slumbering monster with its own ambitions.
Exactly, Teeth answered me. You need to stop forgetting that you are a dragon, and that you always have been. But even if you keep ignoring it, it will become more obvious soon, when you gain more power.
Less ominous, unhelpful interruptions, I snarled at him. And more concise, clear explanations, given at times I can afford to pay attention.
Okay, Teeth said indifferently. How about this, asshole? I can smell something in the distance. Tell your people not to move.
I flinched at that. My people sensed my apprehension through the mindlink and all froze with me.
It saved us.
Maybe half a mile out in the watery expanse, but far too close for my own comfort, a wave suddenly swelled up. It shouldn’t have, given how shallow the surrounding body of water appeared . But this wave was over ten feet high, and it rippled out in opposite directions, like the wake left behind a ship.
Or from something swimming underneath.
We stayed absolutely still as the wave washed out. The nearly-invisible source of the wave blurred across our vision for mere seconds before it finally disappeared, as if suddenly diving fathoms down into the watery depths.
Of what should have been an inch-deep lake.
Give it a thirty-second count before anybody moves or breathes, I insisted through the mindlink, eternally thankful that we had a method of silent communication. Actually, a minute. Make it a minute before anyone does anything.
I was being paranoid. But something about the sight of an almost-invisible creature creating waves like that had shaken me.
It was the scent, Teeth informed me. What you smelled. That’s why you’re scared right now.
I just yelled at you about being more helpful, I replied. Can you work on being more helpful? I don’t smell anything at all out here but humidity and my own armor.
You smelled it, alright, Teeth replied. You just don’t realize it yet. It’s a scent you don’t have a frame of reference for. I recognized it pretty well, though.
Stop being so goddamn thirsty and tell me what is going on, I replied angrily, still trying not to freak out.
You smelled the scent of a greater predator, dumbass, Teeth retorted. Of one of the great beasts. Specifically? You smelled a giant goddamn dragon.
The silence stretched past my one-minute mark.
Wes? Breena asked. Are you okay? Can we move now?
No, I answered. Sorry. Give me a second.
Before you go off again, Teeth said snidely, happy to be the expert right now. You’re okay. It didn’t notice you because it didn’t need to. You’re too small and it’s probably too full. It just wanted to splash in the water with the tip of its tail. And yes, that was just the tip that made those waves. We probably would have drowned if it had really emerged.
How can we drown in an inch of water? I demanded. And didn’t I kill a dragon before?
A distant cousin, but yeah, Teeth answered. And you devoured enough of it for our senses to improve. It’s why we can smell better right now. And why your genetic memory has awakened enough to know a bit of fear when you face a dragon greater than you.
I’m not afraid, I insisted stubbornly. And you haven’t answered my questions about drowning out here.
Um, Wes? Val sent to me. There’s something wrong with the ground under us.
I turned to look at her. She was staring into the water under her boots, and her already dark pupils were jet-black from the use of Shadow magic.
It’s not really mud, she replied, using her magic to search out the secrets hidden in the dark. It’s solid at first, but if I really put weight on my feet… wait, can I put weight on my feet? And can we talk normally again?
“Yeah,” I said out loud. Staying in the mindlink was preferable, but every now and then using it too much would cause a really bad headache. “Go for it. We can move now.”
Everyone else in my group let out a breath I hadn’t realized they’d been holding. Val shifted her weight, frowned as if she was trying to push her foot down, and began to sink in front of us.
“Don’t freak out,” she said to me as she pulled her foot back out. “I have to really work at it to do it. And most of you are much heavier than me and in armor, but you’re not sinking at all. So it can’t happen accidentally. This is weird.”
“She’s right,” Breena spoke up, flying around and muttering some kind of divination spell. She shook her head at the spell’s results. “Three of you are putting way more pressure than she was a second ago, even though you’re not even trying. But the ground, if it counts as ground, is reacting more to being pushed instead of being pressured. If that makes sense.”
“It doesn’t,” Karim said, narrowing his eyes as light shined from them, his own divination magic at work. “Weight is weight. A massive beast should still press down harder on the floor than a tiny mouse, even if it isn’t trying to at all.”
“Are you calling me a mouse?” Val asked, cocking an eyebrow at him.
She was probably feeling as much tension as I did, and was trying to relieve some of it.
“Hold on,” I said. “Let me try something.”
Is that thing still nearby? I asked Teeth.
Not as far as I can tell, the new guy replied. I started to push my foot down, then asked him a second question.
How are you smelling anything through water anyway?
Dumbass, FNG replied. You think this is normal water?
I ignored him, and with a little bit of pressure, pushed my boot through the semisolid mass under my feet, letting my leg sink down halfway up to my shin.
It was a gradual thing, so I kept my balance through the process. When I tried to raise my leg again, instead of pulling straight back up, I moved it to side to side. A small tide of water rippled upward, creating its own mini wave. Within the uplifted water was a noticeable swirl of a darker color, and it had come from the false ground I had pushed up.
“Liquid,” Petalbell said suddenly. “We’re standing on more liquid,” she blinked in realization. “It’s a trap spell.”
“What do you mean?” I asked, gripping my weapon. Breaker’s second form had dimmed its light once we had entered this place, and I contemplated swapping it out for a weapon with longer reach. “Did we trigger it?”
But the fairy shook her head.
“It’s not meant to ‘catch,’ it’s meant to ‘keep'. To keep something far beneath us from escaping.”
Avalon? I asked, and as usual, the planet didn’t answer. Would have been cheating, I guess.
“It’s most likely one of the containment measures Avalon triggered to keep invaders trapped down here,” I decided, remembering how Virtus’ cohort and Prodontis’ people all had been unable to leave after conquering one of these locations. “Which means the real secrets are beneath all of this, not on top,” I said, sweeping out a hand. “We’ll have to look around until we can find a way to safely descend.”
Everyone nodded, and we settled for trying to pick a direction at random. But then Weylin’s elven eyes narrowed, and he carefully drew his bow.
“Look,” he said, pointing with a weapon he’d only get to use now, before the water ruined his bowstring. “Something’s coming up again.”
A second wave rolled out, from a farther distance away than the first had been. It wasn’t anywhere near as high, and by the time it reached us, it resembled the gentle tide of a calm day at the beach.
Except for the body in it.
A naked, scale-covered corpse washed up to our feet. Its face reminded me of my own dragon form, human-like but with much larger jaws.
Shit, Teeth cursed in my mind. Kill it, quick.
For some reason, I hesitated.
Why? I asked.
Just do it!
Reptilian eyes suddenly opened, and the jaw on the dragon-man moved.
“Earthborn?” It asked, sounded vaguely surprised. Then it suddenly hissed.
An arrow snapped into its mouth, turning the hiss into a gurgle. Then, finally acting on Teeth’s directions, I slammed Claimh Solais into the monster’s eye, twisting the weapon around and waiting until the monster finished thrashing before I pulled it back out.
Damn it, Teeth snarled. Too late. He saw us.
Who did? I demanded. And what was the big deal?
In my defense, Teeth had always been pretty impulsive. He usually told me to kill, eat, or kiss something three times a day, though that last one was usually just Stell, and ‘kissing’ was an understatement. It happened often enough that I usually didn’t even bother making a note of it. So it was understandable that I didn’t immediately act on his directions in this instance either.
Bullshit, Teeth thought at me angrily. You didn’t act in time because you’re still afraid. Trying to hide your frightened ass from the larger predator.
I was not! I shouted at him, angry that he had made that accusation twice. I started to ask him what the thing was, but then I swore and reminded myself that I knew Blood magic.
I reached down to the brain-dead creature and cast the spell called Know thy Scent.
Now that I had reached the Practitioner level, I was able to gain a more detailed history from what I examined with this spell. It had yielded vague information back when I used it on the Chaos Wound, but now I would be able to get most of the creature’s history, including major details like its age and method of birth.
The first thing I learned was that the monster had been alive for hundreds, if not thousands, of seconds.
No older than that. It was several minutes old at the very most. An hour ago, it hadn’t even been born yet.
It wouldn’t have lived very long to begin with. In fact, its body was going to decompose in a few minutes anyway, at a rate that would have made mayflies feel old. Despite having arms, legs, and other humanoid features, it wasn’t that complicated of an organism.
Oddly enough, though, the oldest feature on the monster was its skin.
Its other body parts had been grown from scratch. However, its scales were cast-off material from some other, larger organism. Those had been the first part that was created to form the monster, and their creator had done so by tearing them off its own body and shaping them into the thing’s current form. The rest had been grown directly from the blood of some other creature and Water magic.
It’s a Scaleling, dumbass, Teeth snapped at me. And I could have told you that.
Yeah, but I hate you, so I didn’t bother to ask, I snapped back, then caught myself.
Teeth and I fought like unwilling roommates all the time, but it usually wasn’t as bad as this. Something had us both really high-strung.
Sorry, he replied, and I felt some of his tension bleed into my consciousness.
He was afraid, too. And he didn’t want to admit it either.
Why were we both afraid? And why were we covering it up?
Even Cavus hadn’t made me act this way.
A Scaleling is a construct created directly from a dragon’s body, Teeth told me. It gains a tiny portion of the dragon’s strength, which the dragon itself loses, and it can be controlled like a puppet by the dragon himself. The dragon sees what the Scaleling sees, hears what the Scaleling hears, smells what the Scaleling smells. He can also use the Scaleling to communicate, or even have the Scaleling fight.
Can a dragon make only one? I asked.
A dragon can make as many Scalelings as his power and stupidity allows, Teeth said bluntly. If he’s really foolish, he’ll make an entire army of Scalelings. A dragon of equal power could wipe them out with ease, before moving on to devour their weakened creator. It’s a rough, easy way to gain an army or spy network, but the cost in personal power isn’t worth it, unless they can reabsorb every Scaleling body that dies—shit. Hurry up and—
Right, I answered, and cast my other Blood magic spell, Vein to Vein.
Vein to Vein could either transfer vitality, or absorb it. I could use it to make a quick blood transfusion, a little bit of tissue mass, even temporarily transfer a few memories from my brain to help someone figure out how to swim or purify water or something. I could also take these things just as easily from someone else.
I began to absorb every part of the Scaleling that I could.
Yes, Teeth said as he digested the power from the dragon-creature. It was a testament to the panic we both felt that he didn’t think of doing so earlier. This is what we need to be doing. This is how we should behave. This is how we will survive.
He kept speaking, but the next moment, a series of sights, sounds, and emotions drowned him out.
Anger.
Betrayal.
Trapped might, throwing itself at the first prison powerful enough to contain it.
The indignity of strength diminishing slowly over time, instead of growing as more resources are gained.
Sensing an intruder, one who would take what little it still kept…
And a chance of escape.
We need to move, I said to my friends as  I studied the surrounding area. My senses sharpened once more, and a memory, not my own, told me there was an outcropping of rock some distance to the north. That way. Now.
They responded immediately, with everyone walking as quickly and quietly as possible. We couldn’t stop the sound of our feet splashing across the puddle-like surface of this strange lake. The best we could do was to limit the noise to resemble the sound that stones make when young boys try to skip them across the surface of a pond. So we moved in a wet pitter-patter of noise for the next several minutes, our enhanced bodies letting us cover the large distance quicker than I had feared we would.
Behind us, where we had been standing moments before, the water swirled in an even larger wave than the first one we had seen.
And something roared in my head.
I clutched my temples as the noise echoed painfully through the caverns of my mind.
Wes? Breena asked anxiously through the mindlink. Are you alright? Are you flaring up again?
She was referring to the device in my skull that kept trying to kill me at really inconvenient times.
I’m fine, I told her. Just something I ate. We’re almost there.
A few minutes later, we finally saw the rock outcropping. It jutted out of the pool like an iceberg, craggy and pale. My feet felt a hint of cold as we all climbed on top of it. It was just large enough for us to all fit on the plateau at the very top, so we formed a circle facing outward, and watched the water around us, weapons drawn.
Here and there, more massive waves rippled behind that same large, invisible monstrosity as it moved through the false ground far below us. The trail would roll out into the distance, disappear, then reappear several hundred yards later in a completely different direction, over and over. Finally, a massive wake caught all of our attention as it rippled straight for us, sending out waves as tall as a house behind it. It rushed toward our position like a giant invisible torpedo, then slammed against something far below us at the base of the snowy peak. Dirty water flew through the air around the outcropping, making cracking sounds as it froze immediately upon proximity to the icy rock. The blue-white stone shuddered, but did not crack itself. Silence hung uncomfortably in the air.
But I could smell the anger of something frustrated and powerful lash toward us before it too retreated into patient darkness.
It left, Teeth said in my mind. It should have finished us. Why didn’t it finish us? Why didn’t it try to attack again?
From the mindlink, I felt a flurry of quiet activity as everyone asked each other the same questions Teeth had just asked me.
“The cold hurts it,” a voice explained behind me.
A blue-skinned child stood behind us, in the very center of the cold rock. His hair was white, and he looked to be not much older than little Gabby.
“It always had,” the boy continued to explain. “We thought if we brought enough cold, we could defeat it, and be saved. We were wrong,” he said mournfully. “You cannot be saved either.”
“I’m sorry you came here,” the little boy whispered, before vanishing into a spray of cold water.
Breyn let out a trembling breath and eased into the center of the frosty peak to investigate the puddle, shuddering as he kneeled near the spot where the little boy had stood.
“Was that one of the Atlanteans?” I asked, watching his face.
He nodded.
“Why did he disappear like that?” I asked.
“Because he died,” Breyn said, staring blankly at the ground. “I had been excited to see his people when I first visited. It was one of the biggest reasons I came with my father and mother to Avalon. To see the rarest of our sister races. There had been no time to visit them before the invasion, and when we finally arrived, none of them left their duties to greet us. Now, I have finally seen one, only a small child, and he has died before my eyes.”
The tattooed young man took another shaky breath to try and master himself. Petalbell flew over to his shoulder, patting it worriedly.
“Okay,” I told everyone. “He appeared out of nowhere, spoke for five seconds, then died. Virtus, Breyn, does any of that line up with normal Atlantean biology?”
“No,” Virtus answered, as Breyn blinked at my question and shook his head. “They only die like that in legends, and they don’t have some special power to appear out of thin air. The lad was probably another ghost, like the Avalonians you resurrected.”
“Right,” Breyn said, still blinking. “Maybe he still can be saved.”
I walked to the center of the cold blue stone, looking down at it. We thought we could defeat it, and be saved, the boy had said. This rock had a purpose.
“Look for an opening,” I decided. “See if there’s an entrance in this thing. Otherwise, we’re gonna be stuck up here for eternity.”
My team went to work, casting magic, examining the naturally formed peak beneath our feet. Val and Weylin called out at the same time.
“I found something,” they said in unison, giving each other a dirty look. But both pointed to a tiny crack in the middle of the platform that the rest of us had overlooked.
It didn’t count for much, but no one else was having any luck finding any kind of opening. On impulse, I walked carefully over to the fissure.
Any sign of traps? I sent, reverting to silent communication.
No, Val said tiredly. It’s just a crack. I’m not even sure how we’d find a trap on there if there was one.
Heh, Eadric chuckled. That brings back memories.
I glared at him, remembering the way he and the other Testifiers had ‘initiated’ me into the group, but it had no effect on him.
She’s right, though. No real seam for them to even stick a script or shaping spell, or we’d notice it. Unless a trap is hidden on the other side, where you’d never be able to find it before triggering it. In that case,  you wouldn’t even realize how you died, unless it was designed to kill you slowly and painfully. So go for it. We’re all real curious.
I’ve forgotten how much I miss our little talks, I grumbled at the dwarf, but he had a point. Between my enhanced body and my magic resistances, I had the best chance of surviving if something did trigger on us. Everyone cleared away as far as they could while still remaining on the rock. I stepped directly onto the crack and began putting my weight into it.
It shifted immediately, sinking downard and revealing all sorts of invisible glyphs and script that had been hidden a mere moment ago. The rock began to reveal a crevice wide enough for me to fall forward into, so I stepped back and let it finish opening.
When it finally came to a rumbling stop, I could see a small stairway of dimly growing rock descending into the darkness.
“Great,” I said out loud. An entrance into a dungeon. First thing we really found since we entered this dungeon around ten minutes ago.
We could see pretty easily, due to all the light filtering downward and reflecting off of the rocks , though I couldn’t see all the way to the bottom, no matter how bright I made Claimh Solais. So I dismissed the weapon and re-summoned Breaker in its white-hilted dagger form.
I’m going to shroud us, I told everyone. Breena and Petal, switch to a dim glow. Carnwennan can cover that, while still providing enough light to watch where we put our feet, assuming it gets darker at the bottom. Let’s move out.
With no other options available, we fell into a single-line formation and descended into the frosty rift.




Chapter 11: My Secrets, My DepTHS



Eadric took the lead. He had the best night vision after Virtus, and was the most familiar with stonework. He led us down the wide blue stairs at a slow, careful pace.
No signs of any tampering yet, he informed us after ten minutes of descent. Looks like they weren’t expecting to hold this position. Or they just didn’t have time to prepare.
Whatever the reason, we passed down the stairway in relative peace. Nothing jumped out at us. No more ghosts appeared nearby to give another ominous warning. We continued to descend quietly for another ten minutes, Breena and Petal flying near our feet and close to the walls to provide just enough light to avoid accidents.
Wes, Breena suddenly sent as she hovered near a wall. Look.
I glanced to the right. Several parallel gouges ran along the stone.
That thing outside had five fingers, right? she inquired.
Yeah, I sent back, though we both knew she was just asking to be polite. Our best guess was that the marks were from another Scaleling, sent down here by the hidden beast. If that were true, it meant two other things: the monster was strong enough to scratch stone with its bare claws, and that it had, for whatever reason, struck at the stone wall on its way down.
It also meant that one of those creatures would be down here somewhere, though none of us knew if it was still alive.
I held Carnwennan at the ready, focusing even more intently on the magic shroud. Five minutes later, we reached the end of the stairs. Three reptilian bodies lay on the floor in front of us. Except for a blue tint to their skin, their resemblance to the Scaleling that had washed up to our feet was striking. Eadric approached them cautiously.
Do you need any part of them intact to do your thing? He asked me.
I’d probably need one of their brains, assuming they’re even alive to begin with—
Got it, he replied, slamming the hook end of the hammer through two skulls and smashing the blunt end through the neck and jaw of the last one. ‘Kay. I’ve checked the bodies now. They’re safe to approach.
I motioned the rest of the group forward, and we pooled out at the bottom of the stairs. There was still enough light to see by, the blue stone somehow reflecting the light from outside, and even intensifying it.
Beyond the newly secured bodies was a large hallway, with blue stonework done much in the same fashion as the normal gray masonry found in Avalon’s primary shelter. It led off to about a hundred yards into the distance before curving at an angle to our right.
The team spread out into a wider formation, with Weylin and Karim in the back, Val and myself in the middle, and Breyn, Virtus, and Eadric taking point in a staggered vanguard. The fairies hovered in our midst. Once everyone got into position, I knelt down onto next to the most intact Scaleling and cast Vein to Vein, absorbing as much of him as I could.
You sure this won’t backfire? I asked Teeth just before I finished casting.
Not any more than it already has, Teeth replied. I mean, the other guy already knows you’ve stolen a small portion of his power by destroying the Scaleling outside, and he’s aware that you’ve come here to hide. This is only making him angrier.
That counts as useful to know! I snapped. Next time, share that news, instead of the vague bullshit you were spouting earlier!
Blah, blah, blah, FNG replied snappishly. Listen, don’t listen, make up your mind. I’m taking a nap. Wake me up if we’re about to die.
I growled at him and completed the spell. Since this was the monster with the intact brain, it writhed slightly, trying to resist being devoured with what little consciousness it had left. But it wasn’t anywhere near strong enough, so I absorbed a handful more vitality that Teeth immediately turned back around to snap right up, making a lie of his earlier promise to give me peace and quiet for a bit.
More memories crawled into my mind.
They had all still been alive just moments before Eadric had ended them. Their father, who could read their thoughts, had sent them here for a purpose, to devour the last of those he needed. There was nothing else to eat in this desolate place, this trap that the Old Hunter had left him caged within. It was the most vile of double-crosses, one for which their father would personally tear the Old Hunter apart limb from limb over, but for now, he needed the power and secrets to escape this place. And the best way to find those secrets was within the ones who had escaped devourment to this point. Father needed their bodies and the treasure they had hidden.
So Father had sent the three of them down here, into the cold halls that kept Father out. It would keep them out too, they soon realized, for they could bear the icy air only a little better than Father could. So they ran down the stairs as fast as possible, determined to find out what had happened to the others Father had sent down here. They grew weaker and weaker the further they went down, and they knew that they would be no help at all. Father had not made them strong enough. They would collapse if they went any further, and then the hunted ones would be able to kill them easily. Father would never be able to recover the power he had spent in making them.
In calculated frustration, the wisest of them turned to gouge at the freezing stone. The act hastened the numbness, and he gripped his two brethren and urged them to do the same. But they had already done so, for Father’s directions were clear.
Finally, they cleared the stairway, and found that they had enough energy to walk a handful more steps. They chose not to, instead falling where they stood, slowing their breathing, and going into suspended animation. They would wait down there in case some of the hunted ones came back. Hopefully then they would be able to awaken and take them by surprise. If not, then they would at least see the faces of the hunted ones before they died, giving Father that much news.
But after aeons untold, it was not to be. Something odorless and invisible had come alongside them and ended them, one by one. They had not even the energy to curse in protest. Then they were devoured as well, by one who was not Father, and did not care for Father’s goals. Their last thoughts were full of grief and rage.
Their bodies crumbled into cold dust. But I still couldn’t get up yet.
“Wes?” Breena asked. “Are you alright?”
Val was looking at me as well.
“Yeah,” I replied, “just a bunch of bad thoughts.”
Breena smiled sympathetically, then sent me another worried look.
What do you mean, bad thoughts? Teeth asked me. Their thoughts were perfectly normal for someone who just got eaten.
Exactly, I replied angrily. This isn’t something I enjoy. I’ve had enough of my own pain to last a number of lifetimes.
What, Teeth scoffed. You think they would have treated the Atlanteans any better? You think they would have been better off if you had just stabbed or eviscerated them?
I don’t know, I snapped back, getting up and turning to my group. This internal conversation was going to go in circles, and we didn’t have time for it. “Let’s move. Eadric takes point. Val, search around with your shadow magic.”
We began to move. I kept Carnwennan’s shroud activated. Breena flew by to nuzzle my shoulder supportively, then patrolled around our group, watching our blind spots.
We walked all the way down the hallway without further incident. I felt another surge of anger in my mind, something else raging over my theft of its power. I concentrated on the fact that its fury was currently impotent and pushed it back out of my mind.
We reached the point where the tunnel curved around. After a few more minutes of walking, the tunnel opened up even wider and we emerged onto a rocky ledge, greeted with a bird’s eye view of a massive cavern.
And a graveyard of stone and sea.
Far beneath the rim of the cavern, ripples of water flowed back and forth, strong enough to shift large chunks of masonry and other debris. I couldn’t make out the source of the waves, but the subterranean lake rocked like a child’s bathwater. A city had once been here. That was obvious, even to me. And somehow, despite no apparent source feeding the underground pool and numerous descending tunnels that caused its contents to cascade into waterfalls, the water level remained the same. There was no visible line of erosion anywhere above to indicate that it had been much higher.
Thank God, I thought to myself as surprised reactions filtered through my mindlink. This isn’t normal after all.
Then again, the last Rite featured an underground forest of light-starved super-trees, so maybe Avalon had its own ideas on the best way to set a precedent.
“We know,” the child’s voice said to my right. “It’s a terrible thing that happened to us.”
I turned to gaze at the same blue skinned, white haired little boy that had disappeared into thin air after speaking to us.
“What exactly happened to you?” I asked. “Other than becoming the prey of a great beast?”
“That wasn’t it,” the little Atlantean said as he shook his head. “The great beasts always found our people. We were vast, as they were. Powerful, as they were. Deep calls to deep. And it was well. We traded knowledge with them, and they thanked us. They were hungry, but we had food, and fed them easily. It used to be enough.” The little boy looked down sadly. “Then one day, new beasts came, beasts that needed neither knowledge nor food. They began to break what we made, and we moved our land into the shelter of the mighty waves. We were not as safe as we believed. And when we rebuilt what we could here, we learned that we had been pursued even still. ” He looked back up at me. “It was the flood that wrecked our homes.”
Then the little one became water, and died again.
I let the silence linger for a few more moments before speaking.
“Did his words make more sense to anyone else?” I asked.
There was a predictable shaking of heads.
“He spoke in poetry,” Breyn said softly. “It was his people’s way. They thought knowledge would be better kept if the learner worked to gain it. Their schools were the most sought out by those who had the means to travel between Pathways. But it was said that their riddles were part of the reason they died out.”
I sighed.
“Well, right now we have no choice but to dig around. Let’s find a way to get down and investigate.”
The cliff was only sheer for about fifteen feet. After that, the wall sloped more gradually downward. If we had wanted, we could have probably made the initial drop and then rolled or skidded downward for a bit. Our respective vital guards were sufficient to handle the damage, especially if we made it back to our feet before we reached the very bottom.
But given the number of mages in our group, that idea was foolish and  unnecessary. Eadric and I knew enough Earth magic between the two of us to level out a spot safe enough to land. As for Air magic, Breena and I were already at the Practitioner level and Weylin wasn’t far behind. We used a spell to control our downward trajectory, where we were able to land on a relatively safe part of the slope below. Once we had conquered the initial decline, we alternated between adjusting the terrain ourselves, and using the climbing equipment I had paranoidly packed beforehand to make sure no one hurt themselves in a stupid accident that left us vulnerable for the next ambush.
When we finally reached the bank where the slope met the magic tide, we had to figure out what the hell to do next.
Explore the rubble, picking through the debris we found? Search in groups, ruined house to ruined house? Dive around and see how deep the water went? Any one of those was just a shot in the dark.
Then I realized with annoyance that, once again, I was being an idiot for not remembering that I was no longer limited to physical activity, and resorted to Water magic.
The giant beast was still outside the walls of whatever structure this was. I stirred the water experimentally with a new spell Breena had  taught me, gaining the idea of its composition.
As I had already guessed, it was magical. The enchantment it contained was meant to devour anything trapped within it, to tear it apart over time. It would be dangerous to any swimmer or vessel traveling through it, but to anyone used to breathing water, or to buildings suddenly flooded by it, it would be lethal.
It was the flood that wrecked our homes, the boy had told us. I should have put two and two together. The water below us had never been introduced naturally. And it had clearly wrecked all the homes it now surrounded. Still, I wondered if there was another meaning to his words.
I wish there wasn’t, Teeth said.
I take it you somehow know more about this, too? I asked with sarcastic annoyance. Or you’ve just been hiding information from me?
One, he snapped. Stop trying to bite my head off every time I say something. It’s annoying, and you need me just as much as I need you. Start acting like it. Two, you have a freaking bomb inside your skull. I have no idea what will finally set it off, so I’m trying not to trigger it by messing with your brain too much in any fashion. Great job on allowing someone to put that there, by the way. Really makes a fashion statement next to that power-triggered kill-switch in your Earthborn genes. And third, I’m still growing and learning too, so excuse me for not being born with any more answers than you had when you were a couple weeks old. I’m the Freaking New Guy, remember? I just got here!
Yeah, and you didn’t exactly get permission before you finished moving your stuff in, I snapped back, then calmed myself. But you’re right. I’m sorry. It’s hard to trust you sometimes. But please explain what you know and how you learned it.
Fair enough, Teeth grumbled, sounding just as apologetic, and just as unhappy about it. And… thanks. I get that this isn’t easy for you either, and that you don’t get along with one of my dads. Anyway, after eating four of those Scalelings, and seeing this, I can piece together what we’re dealing with. What kind of dragon.
Okay, I answered him. I appreciate that. Is it a full dragon, or just a relative, like the wyvern we fought before?
That’s a complicated question, and you and I still need to discuss the matter in length, Teeth admitted. But this creature has enough power to be considered a full dragon and more. He hesitated for a moment, as if he were drawing a breath. We’re facing what was once known as a Tidefather. A Sea Linnorm that has reached the Wyrm stage of its life.
That sounds bad, I replied, but I still don’t have a good frame of reference for what you’re talking about. I’m guessing this thing is several orders of magnitude mightier than the wyvern we slew?
Ha. No comparison. Difference between yourself and a sick rabbit. This thing could probably eat us in one bite right now. Three if I could activate our dragon form.
Okay… I said, thinking. So how would this thing match up against Vinclum or Aegrim?
Again, yourself versus some weak, sick animal. A Cosmic Wyrm is several stages above the initial Wyrm stage in a dragon’s advancement. Most sections of the Expanse never see one, and there hasn’t been a new sighting since the battle between Vinclum and Aegrim. I think, Teeth amended cautiously. At least according to our dads.
Great, I said. So we’re fighting something on the same power level as Cavus or a greater Dark Icon. I have no idea how we’ll make that work.
I have no idea how strong Cavus is, Teeth replied, but if he only gets as strong as those freaky animal forms we fought, then the Tidefather will be much stronger. This thing could have devoured three Raw-Maws at once. But they do have weaknesses.
“Psst,” Petalbell whispered to Breyn, either forgetting she now had access to the mindlink or just not bothering with it. “What is he doing?”
“What do you mean?” Breyn whispered back, possibly on purpose as well.
“I mean, he’s staring at the water without saying anything. Is he trying to remember how to swim?”
“No,” Val whispered back. “That’s not it. He’s talking to his special friend, right Breena?”
“Yeah,” Breena said in a low, confidential voice. “He talks to his dragon now that he can transform. But I don’t think he likes his dragon. They fight a lot.”
“Well, that’s unfortunate for a young man,” Eadric said out loud. “I mean, that’s unfortunate for a young man,” he repeated, in something that almost counted as a whisper.
“Why?” Breena turned to ask in an oblivious tone. “I don’t think they fight physically. As far as I know, Wes has never laid a hand on the dragon. They just disagree on a lot of things.”
“That is a bit more common,” Weylin confided, just loud enough for me to hear him.
“Really?” Breena asked curiously. “I’ve never even seen another guy’s dragon. Are they all the same? Wes’ gets all huge and angry when he finally comes out. But you guys would already know, right?”
“Um. No,” Val said firmly and loudly. “And can we stop talking about my brother’s dragon? This is getting unclear and super weird.”
“Thank you!” Breena said in an exasperated tone. “It feels like they beat on the subject all the time, but Merada just can’t stop talking about it! She’s obsessed with the thing, even though she’s already seen it at least twice!”
“Breena!” Val shrieked in a horrified tone.
“Alright, that’s enough,” I said, turning around. “Breena, you’re giving my sister and the new people the wrong picture about what it is I actually do around here. In case it isn’t painfully clear by now, I’ve formed a bond with a dragon from my world, and now part of my head has a dragon’s personality inside of it. Sometimes he knows things I don’t, and it lets him figure out things I can’t.”
“Like what?” Breyn asked curiously.
“Like the fact that the monster being trapped here, which we just escaped, is a Tidefather.”
Three jaws snapped open.
“Are you sure?” Virtus said quietly
Yes, Teeth answered in my mind. I nodded for him.
“Bloody broken oaths,” Virtus spat.
That may have been the first time I had ever heard the skeleton swear.
“Stell… heard about those,” Breena said softly. “They’re rare. And hungry. And hateful.”
“And they can ravage entire countries,” Breyn spoke up. “Continents, even. All on their own.”
“Yeah, he said all that,” I answered with a nod. “I was learning their strengths and weaknesses as well.”
To my relief, Teeth chose to directly dump the info into my brain.
Tidefathers were massive, serpentine dragons over a hundred feet long that superficially resembled a cross between the European Sea Serpent and Chinese Flood Dragon. They wielded incredible power over running water, but for reasons no one knew, hated the cold with a passion. They usually had no limbs to speak of, save for an almost vestigial pair of claws, but they could breathe several types of harmful liquid as an attack: a hot cloud of boiling steam, a deluge of poisonous liquid, or—what they were most known for—something called the floodbreath. The floodbreath was a rush of enchanted water that battered apart everything in its way, and did not dissipate until either the Tidefather recalled it, or the terrain subjected to it had been completely devastated.
As far as Teeth could tell, the Tidefather had attacked this place and been repelled by Atlantean magic and the intense cold radiating from the blue stone in this region, but had fired his floodbreath at some point when the entrance above had been left open.
That made me immediately worry that he was going to do so again, especially considering all those psuedo-children of his that I had eaten. I couldn’t think of a reason why he wouldn’t want to fire a shot at me, specifically because that breath was clearly powerful enough to travel down into the room where we were currently standing.
Then again, it should have fired back when we were on the lake’s surface. So maybe it couldn’t use that attack anymore.
At any rate, the only thing for us to do was to move forward. My friends all had the same worry after I shared Teeth’s knowledge through the mindlink, but they couldn’t think of a better idea either.
We decided to try and travel through the water, since it appeared considerably calmer on the surface and could probably be crossed with some kind of boat or raft. We waited for a large enough piece of petrified, million year old driftwood to float by, then grabbed it with a grappling hook and some rope, pulled it to the shore next to us, and proceeded to carve and shape it with knife, pick, and spell. It took over an hour of work, and the final product wasn’t pretty at all, but in the end we had a serviceable, railed raft that could fit the entire group. I also dug out some rope and poles out of Breaker’s storage, in case we wanted to fish up any debris as we floated by.
A combination of script, shaping, and Water magic had also gone into the construction of the craft, and it was enough to reduce the effect of the floodbreath as we sailed through (if it could be called sailing, without sails and a mast).
We had to rely on magic once again in order to steer, but Karim had volunteered heavy use of his script magic to create the effect of a rudder. The waves were constantly knocking us away from the direction we chose, but we had nowhere else to go, and nothing to spend but time. We persevered and headed to one of the few structures that still appeared to be mostly above water.
When we reached it, we found bodies.
Three dead men in surprisingly good condition were lying on top of the roof. Their skin was a darker shade of blue than the young boy’s had been, and their hair was seafoam green, unlike his white. They wore ornate coats of scaled mail, with each scale resembling a tiny, shimmering seashell. Eadric grunted in appreciation over the craft, and recommended that we take whatever pieces that could fit over our thin Woad chain mail shirts. I strapped on a shimmering epaulet and some wave-patterned shin armor, along with a light helm that fit my head without looking too ridiculous. Virtus, Eadric, and Breyn all looted the armor as well, though we had all waited for Breena to confirm that the men were actually dead before we began removing their equipment.
“Why do you do this?” the little boy asked, appearing right behind us. “Their covering did not help them survive. Why would it help you?”
“Because it’s still more than what we had before we came down here,” I replied, “And survival is more about doing a bunch of little things than it is doing one or two big things. Does it bother you that we moved their bodies?”
“No,” he asked, tilting his head curiously. “Why would it? Their rest was disturbed long before you touched them. This place would be just as haunted without you. How could you make us all more dead?”
“Are all of you dead?” I asked gently, hoping I could get more answers out of the little one before he repeated his habit of dissolving. “How did you die, if your hunter could not follow you down here?”
“He did not need to,” the boy replied sadly. “It was the flood that wrecked us all.”
Once again, he collapsed into water and nothingness. The bodies of the warriors beneath our feet followed his example, except that the puddles left in their wake lingered, flowing over to long poles we had not noticed yet.
“Take them,” a tired, masculine voice spoke from one of the evaporating puddles. “The cold hurts them. Take what knowledge you can still save, then flee from this place.” the voice hesitated, then spoke again. “You have given us some small shred of hope, would-be king. But you should not have come here.”
With that, the former Atlantean vanished.
“I am no would-be king,” I growled at the departed ghosts. Then I turned my attention to the weapons the dead soldier had indicated. Five of them were short, silver spears about the same length as Virtus’ javelins and probably had the same intended function. Another two were of the same length Breyn’s people liked to use, while the last was just a short, stabbing blade with wave-motifs etched along the center. All of the weapons had cold, blue blades that reminded me of the Hoarfolk’s swords, except that these weapons resembled rippling fluid instead of crystalline ice.
I had a number of powerful weapons already, so the rest of my team divided the new finds among themselves. Breyn marveled at the chance to hold an Atlantean weapon, while Eadric gave another grunt in appreciation over the quality of the craftsmanship of his own spear. Val just shrugged and tucked the short blade and its sheath into her belt. As there was nothing in the building left to discover,we reboarded our craft to venture further into this place.
Once again, waves rocked against our impromptu boat. The wards covering the sides gleamed. They seemed as if they would hold, but I wouldn’t want to rely on this craft regularly if I could help it. It had taken a lot of time and mana to get it as functional as it currently was, and it would probably take even more to repair the beating it had already taken from the enchanted water. It occured to me that I would probably need to get my own ship at some point, since the only watercraft on Avalon itself was the boat in Guineve’s lake.
However, the raft served its purpose for now. We drifted our way to what rubble we could reach, collecting artifacts at the whispered suggestions of liquid and invisible ghosts. More pieces of shell-motif armor and weapons. A handful of jewelry, well-made and preserved, but not particularly valuable-looking. One half-shattered rooftop still held a heavily warded case that made the Testifiers tremble with excitement. Despite its covering of protective magic, it was easy to open, and Karim let out an uncharacteristic gasp at the sight.
“What is it?” I asked. “And why was it surrounded in such powerful preservation magic?”
“History,” the scribe breathed. “The symbols covering the case bore similarities to the scripts we teach our novices. That can only mean that these people somehow played a role in the foundation of our order.” He gripped the book reverently, marveling at the magic still warding it. “Somehow, despite their destruction, they left enough behind for my order to take up their mission of preserving history. This book may very well have answers as to how they did so.”
“We need to find more,” Eadric spoke up, eyes shining. The normally dour dwarf looked more excited than I had ever seen before. “They could have murals. Carvings. Statues…”
“Songs,” Weylin added. “The notes and lyrics written down. Even instruments.” he looked at the box, and the other items we had found so far. “Everything is so well preserved, despite time and this magic flood. There should not even be buildings left in this place.”
“The Atlanteans were second only to the Avalonians in knowledge and magic, and even that is debatable,” Breyn spoke up, looking uncomfortable over being the current expert on the subject. “They were also second only to the Deepborn and elder Pangeans in matters of craftsmanship. But in building things that would stand the test of tide and time, they had no equal among Avalon’s sister worlds, much less in the entire expanse. Atlantis suffered storms and waves large enough to shatter entire tribes of ancient Woadfolk, with little damage to show for it.” He looked around, glancing at the waves that were still bashing against the rubble, then shook his head. “They loved the tide, and loved the depths beyond it. It should not have been able to destroy them.”
“He told you,” a tired woman’s voice came from a small puddle we had not noticed previously. “It was the flood that wrecked our homes. It was the flood that wrecked us all.” The pool began drying up. “Take the last of our treasures and flee this place. You should not have come here, would-be king.”
I closed my eyes and counted to five.
“Let’s try to get all the way to the other side of this lake,” I finally said. “If they were able to preserve this much here, they may have something deeper in that actually explains what the hell they keep talking about.”
They all nodded, and we continued our journey through the rocky subterranean sea. All along the way, voices cried out for me to gather their last treasures for safekeeping, then admonished me for trying to come save them in the first place.
Finally, just when our raft was beginning to make alarming, cracking noises, we reached the other side of the underground lake. There were three larger openings among the boulders at the farthest end, and the water channeled through each one. I asked Karim to aim for the left-most opening, but we were tossed toward the center as we drew near. The lake flowed down into a river that dwindled into a creek, before disappearing completely against the cavern floor. It broke the laws of physics, but at the time, we were too busy leaping clear of the disintegrating raft to ponder the improbability of it all.
The rest of the cavern seemed to be composed of more natural stone. I didn’t know if that meant the surviving Atlanteans didn’t populate this place, or if they just decided not to bother with renovating the entire cavern system. At any rate, there was only one way to go, so we took up position again and began our journey down the rocky shoreline. It opened up into yet another massive cavern, and from what I could tell, the other tunnels we had passed earlier all led to this place. However, there appeared to be nothing else here. Just bare, sandy floor for as far as the eye could see, with a handful of small pools dotting the landscape. At the other end of the subterranean chasm was another opening, and though it was hard to tell at this distance, the surrounding wall appeared to be crafted stone.
“What are you doing?” the small ghost asked as he appeared out of nowhere yet again. “You should have left by now. You have what you came for.”
“I really, really don’t,” I sighed as I turned toward him. “And I can’t leave yet, for the same reasons your people had to retreat here in the first place.”
“Then you are doomed,” he replied, tilting his head and speaking softly. “I’m sorry.”
“I’m not doomed,” I growled back forcefully. “I’ve battled a number of giant nightmare monsters by now, and I’ve come out on top every single time. I just need to find out how to beat the one outside, so I can take you all out of here.”
“You don’t understand,” the child shook his head. “It wasn’t the dragon that bound us here. It is the Flood that keeps us all. Turn back, or it will keep you, too.”
With that, the little boy’s form shimmered into evaporating drops.
“You know,” I said out loud. “Talitha was a lot less annoying when she did this. Let’s go.”
We formed up and walked toward the only obvious place left to travel. No traps greeted us. We marched in complete silence for the first half of the way, and I decided to dismiss Carnwennan’s shroud because it was putting too much of a drain on my magic.
Suddenly, voices all around us started speaking.
“What is he doing?” a tiny droplet on a nearby rock asked, sounding like a young girl.
“He thinks he can be king,” another droplet sighed, with the voice of an older man. “Because he does not know.”
“What is it he does not know?” another droplet-child asked, this one a young boy.
“He does not know of the Flood that wrecked us all,” the man answered, his voice following us somehow. “It was our task to teach him. And we failed.”
“Wait—” Val began to speak.
Hush, I said quietly over the mindlink. Don’t jinx it. Keep walking, and they’ll tell us indirectly.
“But I tried to teach them,” protested the voice of the little boy we had seen. “Did I not do well?”
“You spoke to him as if he were the last king,” the old man admonished gently. “The one who had already faced the Flood, and saved us from it.”
My ears perked up. Now we were getting somewhere.
“But I said its name!” the child shouted in frustration. “How could he not know its name? How can he be king if he is not prepared to face the Flood?”
“He cannot prepare for what he does not know,” the old man replied. “And there is much the Expanse no longer knows, in our absence. You should remember that we did not expect to see the Flood again.”
“But we did see it.” The boy’s voice was bitter. “And this time, the once-king was not there to lock it away.”
“No,” the man replied. “But perhaps the time has come for a future-king to face the Flood that wrecked us all.”
“But how can he?” the little one asked. “How can he be as strong as the once-king? How can anyone be as strong as the once-king?”
“That was a question we should have asked ourselves, my young one,” the old man replied. “We should have searched the future, instead of merely recording the past. But now we are ghosts, and our knowledge is useless.”
“What if...” the boy hesitated. “What if he really is the future king? Can we teach him to face the Flood?”
“I do not know, child,” the old man replied. “Our people were better students than we were teachers. Else the Flood would not have wrecked us all.”
“May I… may I try?” the little ghost finally asked. “May I try to teach him and save his life?”
“You may try, little one,” the old voice replied. “Go see if he can be our future-king.”
For a few moments, no one else spoke. Then the small boy called out.
“Mister?” he asked me. “May I speak to you again?”
“Please do so,” I answered, slowing our pace. The cavern exit was still a mile or so away.
“I would ask what you do not know, and what you would like to know in its place,” the little ghost said in a respectful, yet cryptic tone. I chose to take it as an improvement over his earlier speech.
“The things I do not know,” I said with a sigh, “could fill every cavern in this place until it burst apart, and the leftovers would still be enough to fill the sea and sky beyond. I do not even know what I need to know, so I do not know what knowledge to ask from you. The Flood and the Tidefather may potentially be the least of my worries, and I should ask you a more important question instead.”
“That…” the boy paused. “That could very well be true. Teaching is hard,” he reflected.
“It is,” I agreed. “So tell me what I should ask of you. Of what you know, that you can share.”
“I know what it feels like to die,” the boy answered. “Do you already know that, Mister Would-be King?”
“Yes,” I answered. “It feels cold and hot and lonely all at once. Teach me something else.”
“Do you know what it feels like to try and fail, Mister Would-be King?”
“Failure can feel a hundred different ways,” I answered, thinking back to the days when I could not make it to the bathroom in time on my own, or could not remember the answer to a question I had spent months studying for. “And a thousand more, depending on what you try, and how you fail. Teach me something else, little one.”
“Very well,” the little ghost said. “Let me think of something else…”
He was silent for a moment. I began to worry. This child’s education was starting to sound even more depressing than my own. If I save these people, I’m going to have a talk with this one’s parents, I decided.
“I know,” the little ghost said next. “Do you know what it feels like to have your mind taken from you? To have something take all the knowledge you ever worked for, and give you madness in its place? To not know what you have lost, or why?”
I stopped walking.
“Yes,” I answered. “But teach me how your people learned such things.”
It was then that I uncovered the story of how Atlantis fell, and fell again, when its people fled to Avalon.
The oldest city of the Sun-Jeweled Seas had been a center for scholars, historians, magic, and scientists. It hosted the greatest libraries, the greatest universities, the greatest centers for learning in Avalon’s corner of the Expanse. It was a source of pride for all of Avalon’s worlds, their evidence that perhaps the old Council’s disdain for the ‘lesser races’ was unmerited, that they too could be worthy of protection from the many horrors lurking across the stars.
The Council apparently disagreed, for one day a host of torments descended directly upon their renowned source of pride. Great beasts emerged from the Pathways, traveling across the sea and land to assault the city walls. But the city had its own protectors, large sea creatures who were also students, scholars, and teachers of Atlantis’ academies. As the ocean world’s rules of war dictated, the behemoth guardians rose to do battle, and the magic and technology that shielded the capital allowed it to sink to the depths of the sea, where fewer monsters could seek them out and the beasts of the deep could rise to their protection.
It would wait there, until its guardians either defeated the invaders on their own, or held out long enough for the Lord of Avalon to arrive with reinforcements. Then, surely the tide would be turned.
That strategy served as the end of the ocean world. Something rose up from the depths, something that predated even the most marvelous of the planet’s cities, and its ascent darkened the ocean floor, the tides that rolled across it, and the sky that hovered over it. The sight was visible across worlds, and the Lord of Avalon hastened to his sister world’s aid, but the black tide had already swept across much of the planet. Atlantis’ former protectors were nowhere to be found, as the dark flood left no trace of whatever it touched.
The Lord of Avalon saw the dark tide, hosting a mass of misshapen, writhing creatures that defied understanding. The sight of them wounded even his mind, but he was not hailed as the protector of seven worlds as a jest. He drew Breaker, and the tide of maddened nightmares vanished in the weapon’s light. Desperate to save what lives he still could, he flung himself across the planet, gathering up any natives untouched by the Flood that had drowned the oceans. Then, as was his duty, he fought to retake the world, driving the Flood all the way back to Atlantis itself, where his strength failed him, and he was forced to use his power to seal the city far below the waves. Before he did so, he risked precious moments to recover what records he could from the city’s museums and libraries.
With this final act, the world was saved. But the handful of scholars that had escaped the destruction had no desire to return to their diminished world. They kept to Avalon’s shores, and sought to rebuild what they had lost from supposedly safer shores. “We will be safe,” they thought, dwelling so close to Avalon’s mighty lord. “This time, our knowledge will not pass into the mad darkness.”
They were wrong.
After several millennia, the Lord of Avalon passed on. It was sudden, and many transient Atlanteans feared his efforts on their behalf had played a role in his passing. But still, they had reason to feel safe. The Flood had not appeared since their rescue. Breaker’s seal over their stolen city still held strong. And though no new Lord of Avalon had been appointed, another force, one the old Lord was said to know personally, had covered the sister worlds with its wings: the Earthborn, somehow rising up out of their dungeon world, shattered the hungry beasts lurking in their corner of the Expanse, and forced the Council itself to bend to their might. Their rise had brought about a golden age for many other races of countless worlds, and Avalon was no different. These people brought new knowledge, new science and magic, which the migrated scholars recorded eagerly. Equally impressed with Avalon’s marvels, the Earthborn offered an alliance to Avalon’s worlds, with the understanding that Avalon’s next Lord would help them secure peace in the Expanse.
But it was not to be.
More invaders stormed the Pathways to the Planet of Mists, in a rare attack on the capital of the seven sister worlds. Even without their Lord, Avalon had grown mighty, and both the Earthborn and the peoples of its sister worlds had sent champions to their defense.
Yet the number of attackers dwarfed any invasion, any Tumult, even the last Stellar War. Something as dark and unknown as the Flood itself descended upon the ancient halls, bringing with it enough armies to conquer a dozen worlds. The Earthborn mounted a defense and staged evacuations for every race present, but finally even they were overwhelmed, a fate they had not known since the Council had submitted to their vision of a secure Expanse.
All but a handful of Atlanteans had chosen to wait out the danger once again, for despite their memory, they could think of no safer place than the shelter constructed for their protection. And indeed it held, repulsing the great dragon sent to take their halls.
They could not fathom that the Flood had come for them once more. It was no more than a few drops, barely enough to fill a bathtub, let alone a small lake.
But it had been enough to wreck their home.
Their bodies had been taken, along with their sanity. They were left with little more than ghosts that could speak riddles into the wind. Before their people fell a second time, they took pains to hide what knowledge they could, ever desperate to preserve truth from ravage and time. But every desperate act only drove them further into mist and madness, until they could barely form any substance at all beyond tear-like pools.
“And that is how we lost all of what we knew,” the little boy concluded, finishing his tale at last. “We were people that called the sea friend, and breathed beneath its waves as easily as we did above. But it was the Flood that wrecked us all.”
We had fallen silent at his account, and now that it was ended, the silence was hard to break. He broke it for us, speaking again.
“Thank you, would-be king. Somehow, you have helped me to remember much. I suspect I will never remember it again, and will pass away now, losing all of what I still am. Still, though, it was nice to be sane for a few final moments. You still should not have come here. Goodbye, would-be king. For all is now lost.”
No, the mighty voice echoed in my mind. All is not lost.
Crown him. And write hopeful love on his arms.
“You said Breaker drove the Flood away once before,” I asked the would-be damned child.
“It did,” the young boy nodded. “It was the only thing the creatures feared.”
“It will have to be good enough a second time,” I answered, and stepped forward.
The exit across the cavern was barred by a massive stone door, which Eadric stopped us from opening. I studied it to determine what concerned him, and found the cut of every stone, the script etched into every brick, to be thick with Saga magic. Whoever had constructed this barrier had done so with Shaping and Script magic on the same level as my Shelter’s most powerful wards, and had possibly used Song magic throughout the process as well. My Testifiers crooned at the sight. Karim said reading the symbols had unearthed a forgotten language, possibly even long-lost uses, of Script magic. Eadric had only grunted, but his eyes still shined in excitement as he marveled at the fitting of the stones.
“I’m guessing it all serves to keep a whole lot of bad news firmly on that side of the door,” I said dryly, as my comrades spread out a safe distance away.
“It’s not just that,” Karim answered. “Some of these scripts could be used to preserve the room beyond from the ravages of time, and on a level even greater than the defenses we found in the room we just left. There’s no telling what knowledge could be behind that door.”
“None you can now possess,” the little ghost replied sadly. “The Flood would sweep it from your minds as soon as you learned it. You should not have come here. I…” the young boy’s voice trailed off. “I must go. You should not have come here.”
I shouted for him to wait, but he did not respond. I began to inspect the surrounding area to try and learn why something that was already dead needed to run and hide.
I found my answer in the now-stirring pools along the cavern floor.
We had decided to keep clear of them instead of examining them carefully. They were only a few feet across, and we figured had if they were worth searching, the hundred or so Atlantean ghosts in this cave would have directed us to them. So when Scalelings began to pull themselves free of the water, I just shrugged and directed everyone to get into combat formation. Then I pointed my hand at the biggest cluster of scale-covered humanoids and prepared to blow them apart.
“Wait!” the one in front called out in a raspy voice. “Father does not seek a fight!”
“I don’t blame him,” I answered, not lowering my hand. “So far the only thing you ‘children’ seem good at is dying quickly. But take three seconds to talk me out of the idea anyway, without moving.”
He raised his own hand and hissed, as if he was inhaling so that he could speak again.
“Father wants the same thing you want, and that is the treasure beyond that door.”
“Who said anything about treasure?” I replied, narrowing my eyes. “These people are basically just well-hydrated librarians. What are you expecting to find, other than old catalogue systems for out of date textbooks?”
“A foolish statement, and you know it to be...” he replied, narrowing his eyes as he studied my features, “Earthborn. Before you began devouring us, we had merely assumed you to be a reinforcement in the war for this place. But you are decades too young to be anything but a squire accompanying one of their Star Errants. And you are dragon as well.
Damn straight, Teeth said in my mind.
“But that is not the point,” the Scaleling rasped again. “The point is that knowledge is power, and you would be hard-pressed to find a greater source of wisdom anywhere else than beyond that gateway. Father’s children died in droves searching this place. We have explored it far more thoroughly than you have in these brief moments. Agree to a ceasefire, and we will exchange knowledge. And you will learn what awaits beyond that threshold.”
“I already know enough to make an informed decision about it,” I answered dryly. “And I resent our current relationship too much to trust you farther than I can throw a doom bolt.”
But Wes can’t cast doom bolts, Petalbell spoke up in my mind. That’s not his magic. He does a different kind of thing.
It’s a bluff, Petal, Breena sent to her fellow fairy. I told you about those, remember?
Ohhhhhhh.
“It was not our fault you arrived when you did!” the Scaleling snapped. “Father has been stranded in this place for a hundred thousand times the span of your life! He has been patient! He has invested much! You owe him the opening of that door!”
Anyone count more than thirty of these things? I asked through the mindlink.
Nope.
Not me.
I count thirty one, Breyn sent awkwardly. Because of the one in the very back, with just his head sticking out of his pool.
Final pair of eyes, I realized. That made sense.
“Your best bet is to appeal to either my sense of morality, or my sense of self-interest,” I replied. “So far you’re doing a terrible job of both.”
“Free passage,” the Scaleling in front spat. “Just let a handful of us accompany you into the room, take what we can carry, and Father will withdraw, and let you leave this place. You can return to Earth, far richer than you had any right to be.”
“Would you stay on Avalon, then?” I asked.
“That is no business of yours,” the Scaleling replied. “Your people lost all claim to authority in this place when we defeated them in combat.”
“Who defeated them?” I demanded. “Who was your leader?”
I had nothing more than Prodontis’ story and a suspicion shared by Breena. But even if Avalon’s usurper was an Umbra, I still needed to know more about him.
“A being far greater than you or these idiot ghosts can comprehend, young one,” the Scaleling snarled in a deeper voice, as if something else was now using its mouth. “The first creature to do what the cautious old cowards on their thrones never dared. He led an army against your people, and his army won. Understand that, Earthborn. I, a dragon, a true Wyrm and not some whelp like you with your diluted bloodline, consented to fight under his banner. There were kings and emperors who sought my service in their wars, but none could afford my price or impress me with their personal power. But the one who claimed this place did both, though he betrayed me in the end,” the Scaleling let out a deep growl. “I suspect he betrayed us all. Though I do not know how he brought the Flood to this place.”
“What is the Flood?” I asked. “The Atlanteans only know that it destroyed their minds and homes.”
“I do not know either,” the Tidefather admitted, using his puppet’s voice. “Something that came from a time long before the Council itself. Something that predates everything but the Primal Powers, and does not care for the laws that make the Expanse function. It hates whole minds, and seeks to unravel them. But it cannot hurt me. Not this scant amount of it. Whatever way it used to come here, no more than a few dozen drops made it into this place.” The Scaleling puppet cocked his head at me. “It can barely hurt me in my primary body, let alone these castoff shells. I can help you. Let the Flood overwhelm my spare bodies, and the rest of us will take what we need from the room beyond. You will not need to fight the creatures at all, though I doubt you even could. Take this chance, young Earthborn. You already have no further business in this place. You will not get a more fortunate chance than this.”
“Your opinion is noted,” I spoke dryly. “Do you agree to withdraw from Avalon at the conclusion of our deal?”
That was still far from a perfect solution, but I still felt really sketchy about my chances with fighting this thing, based on Teeth’s description of it.
“I already told you that I will go where I wish.”
“Yes,” I replied. “And you could easily just go wherever I went and eat me when I left. Not good enough. Withdraw from Avalon, or I don’t want to play anymore.”
“I don’t—fine,” the monster spat. “I agree to withdraw from Avalon long enough for you to escape with your scavenged wealth. I will give you three of this world’s days before I return.”
“Would you swear a binding oath to that effect?” I asked next.
The green humanoid narrowed its slanted eyes at me.
“No,” he said suspiciously. “And how would you know about such powerful oaths, little Earthborn? I won’t let you trick me into one.”
“You mean you have no intention of honoring any agreement with me,” I replied levelly. “You’re going to either double-cross me when we enter the room together or slay me as soon as I step foot outside this blue mountain.”
The Scaleling hissed again.
“You stole from me, and still expect to live,” the dragon spat through his puppet. “You are the dishonest one here. I will not let you take the fruit of my efforts for yourself!”
The mass of false-men sprang forward, and we unleashed arcane hell.
The Scalelings in front triggered a few fairy traps Breena and Petalbell had managed to create when no one was looking. Taking advantage of the distraction, we let loose a flurry of lightning bolts, fireballs, slicing blasts of wind, and rock storms. Petalbell was a fire and air sprite, and could access both Ideals at once, casting a different spell from each hand. Karim had improved upon my idea of enhancing Ideal spells with Script magic, quickly tracing a wide, translucent screen for our spells to fire through. Our effects grew larger and more intense when they came out the other side, and I reflected at just how often opening salvos like this one had been the deciding factor in most of my fights.
This time, though, only six of our enemies fell. The rest of them charged forward, smoking and reeking of burnt flesh, but far more healthy than I felt they deserved to be. We were still outnumbered more than three to one, in a wide open room where they could surround us.
I growled in frustration as I drew Toirneach and cocked the massive tomahawk back for a throw. Virtus had moved more quickly, and the tall skeleton launched one of the Atlantean javelins we had recovered straight into the skull of the foremost Scaleling. The monster let out a strangled cry that cut short abruptly, and he fell backwards, spasming violently.
He hates the cold, I remembered belatedly, then swore in frustration. Rookie mistake, Wes!
They’re weak against cold! I shouted through the mindlink. Switch to Atlantean and Hoarfolk weapons!
I would have hollered for them to use Ice magic, if I hadn’t been the only one who really knew any. Breena and Petal fired what Ice magic they could anyway, and Karim began writing new script into the air. Virtus killed two more of the scaly men in as many throws, and another Scaleling froze to death as he ran through Karim’s new script, and then they were upon us.
Breyn, Virtus, Eadric, and I formed up a loose shieldwall to protect the less armored members of our group. We had found enough Atlantean spears to go around for everyone but me, but I hoped my old militia spear would at least take the initial shock of close combat.
Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Breyn shift his spear to catch a Scaleling in the belly as it attempted to flank us. The monster screamed as the cold blade negated most of its vital guard. Virtus somehow had time to throw his remaining Atlantean javelin and catch another monster in the face before switching to his longer spear, taking another monster in the throat with a single thrust. Eadric swept his own polearm through a nearby Scaleling’s kneecap and made the monster’s entire limb crack apart.
I braced my own spear, previously strengthened with Shaping magic, and took the last handful of seconds to enchant the blade with a speck of Ice magic. I aimed it toward a large, charging Scaleling with the intent to run its chest through.
Instead of piercing the monster through the heart and making me look at least as competent as the rest of my team with their own magic weapons, the damn thing just skidded off the already weakened monster’s scales before snapping apart just below the spearhead.
I swore again and summoned my long Hoarfolk arming sword before the tall dragonman slammed straight into my shield. He was half a head taller than me, but I had knocked around Horde Mongrels that weighed far more than this burned and blackened thing. He should have made me skid half an inch before I was able to lift him off my shield, slam his reptilian ass to the ground, and stabbed him through the skull with the weapon I should have already been using.
When he pushed me back by over a foot, and nearly wrenched my shield arm out of socket with his bare claws, I realized I still needed to refine my expectations for what kind of day I was going to have.
“Hatchling whelp,” the monster growled as he tried to push me to the ground with my own shield. I strained to keep on my feet, realizing that the thing was as strong as I was, even with my enhancement spells. “You think yourself mighty because you ate a handful of my sleeping scales? I will rend you in half and use your broken corpse in their place until I molt again!”
Dragons molt? I couldn’t help asking in the moment.
Sometimes! Teeth gritted as he helped me push back. It’s complicated! Focus on not dying!
I closed my eyes for a half-second to help myself think properly. The next moment, I channeled out a spell that would coat the surface of an object with ice, and directed it to form over my shield. It was a spell I should have been casting at the start of the fight, and it reminded me that I needed to remember my old strategy of using my magic on the terrain, instead of trying to blow my enemies apart all the time.
The monster hissed and jerked its claws away for just a moment, but it was all I needed. I slammed my shield and its half-centimeter-thick barrier of ice into the dragonman’s face. As my blow smashed it away with a satisfying crunch, I used the newly gained room to drive my icy blade into its chest. The weapon burst out from the monster’s back, causing it to let out a strangled gasp and began to spasm as my Outer Current spell activated, channeling through its icy insides and finishing it off.
As the monster slumped off of my blade, two more took its place and tackled me to the floor. I struggled and thrashed, but it wasn’t nearly enough against two monsters just as strong as I was and with better leverage. My sword arm was pinned out of the way as another taloned hand gripped my throat, stabbing into my neck and choking me at the same time. The Scaleling throttling me snarled as it shrugged off another shock from my Outer Current spell, tightening its grip and straining my vital guard, which was working hard to repair my neck’s major blood channels. The other Scaleling yanked my shield arm upward and began stabbing its own talons under my armpit. My mindscreen flashed a warning that my vital guard was trying to repair too many critical injuries at once. I twisted as best as I could to try and kick them, but apparently a Scaleling’s vital guard can survive being kicked right in their burnt spots much more easily than a human’s vital guard can offset strangling while being stabbed in the neck and armpit.
Then the hand that was strangling me slackened. My tunnel vision made out a small form flashing by. The Scaleling that had been choking me leaned back, clutching its throat as it made cracking noises. My next kick knocked it off of my body, then I twisted onto my side and ran the edge of my Hoarfolk long blade across the throat of the one holding down my shield arm.
Val stood next to me, Scaleling blood freezing along the short blue blade she was holding. She gave me a brief, annoyed look, then darted under the ankles of another Scaleling trying to flank Breyn.
Our four-person shieldwall was holding much better than it should have, my little tumble notwithstanding. The monsters were around my strength, which meant that they should have been stronger than anyone else but Virtus, so they should have knocked us all over by now. But Breyn’s Woadtattoos had begun flaring under his mail, and Eadric just grunted and dug his feet into the ground, probably using a mixture of Earth magic and dwarven stubbornness to retain his footing.
Behind them, Weylin and Karim formed the second line of defense. The elven bard had switched to short blades that he sliced through the air in a defensive pattern to drive the Scalelings away from Karim. The script mage used the extra space to write line upon line of frosty text into the air, which began shooting out into the nearby Scalelings and blasting small holes into their now-cracking flesh. Breena and Petalbell flew up as high as possible and began raining down small icicles and spheres of hail on the heads of any monsters grouped up, combining their Water and Air magic together.
You. Idiot, I thought to myself, realizing that the magic users in my group were wreaking far more havoc with their spells than the front line could, even with our cold weapons. What the hell had I been thinking?
I dropped my sword and shield and took a step back. Virtus and the other two had already reformed the shieldwall without me back when I had gotten tackled to the ground. Outnumbered at least three to one, they probably didn’t even have the time to curse when I went down. So I did what I used to do all the time back when it was just me and four other people, and I hadn’t become part dragon yet. I worked out the incantation for Sinking Earth, spreading the spell out to cover about thirty feet all around us, giving everyone friendly on the ground a boundary of three feet. The solid stone ground beneath our feet dropped by a foot, then the next two feet under it became slippery mud.
I didn’t look to see the results, because I immediately began casting one of the new Ice magic spells I had learned, Frosted Face. This was the spell I had cast earlier on my shield to help kill the first Scaleling that grappled with me. Covering a larger area took time, but between the mud, my friends holding the line, and my sheer overwhelming magical affinity, I was able to cover the entire area of my last spell, creating a three inch thick coat of ice over the slippery mud.
Then the Scalelings began screaming, something they hadn’t even done when we had been burning them with lightning and fire. I had shut my eyes while casting for extra focus. As I opened them, I could see that most of the reptilian beasts had fallen on the floor, probably from the effects of the Earth spell I had first cast. That had allowed the Frosted Face spell to catch three limbs at minimum, usually all four, and in some cases, the cold-blooded creatures were completely up to their necks in Ice.
For all practical purposes, that was the end of the fight. The Scalelings had been weakened from our first barrage, and were unable to bring any of us down when we switched to cold attacks. Now they were dealing with someone who had just remembered he was a Practitioner-level mage in the element that was their greatest weakness. Three looked to be killed outright, four more looked like they would freeze to death in the next thirty seconds, regardless of what happened, and the remainder were wounded enough to be completely helpless to Weylin’s arrows and everyone else’s magic. The fight was over maybe fifteen seconds later, and we all took a moment to pant and catch our breath.
“Good call with the mud and ice,” Breyn offered encouragingly. Probably because he was the new guy and was still trying to be nice. I shook my head.
“I should have acted sooner,” I said back. “Their own memories told me Ice magic was their greatest weakness. I’ve relied too much on the amount of firepower we can bring to bear with Lightning and Fire magic, and how quickly we can unleash it. This fight proved we can’t always just nuke our problems first and mop up the survivors afterward. Again, though, I should have realized that sooner, especially now that I can access more of my mind.”
“You’re not the only one,” Karim said as I walked toward the nearest body. “That’s something I’ve heard the Holy Fairy—excuse me—that’s something I’ve heard Lady Breena tell you before. It is more difficult to take advantage of the improvements Rising grants your mind than it is to take advantage of the improvements Rising grants your body. That’s probably part of the reason you tend to rely on physical skills more than magical ones, as do most of us,” Karim looked out to Eadric and Weylin. “Having access to one to school of magic, be it Saga or Ideal, is enough for others to consider one a mage, because of all the opportunities the magic opens up for a person. All of us should be making more use of the power we’ve gained in following you.”
Weylin nodded guiltily. Eadric just grunted again and shrugged.
“Thanks. And speaking of making more use,” I said out loud as I knelt next to the first corpse. “Give me a minute.”
As I cast Vein to Vein, I was greeted with a wall of rage.
The Tidefather’s angry roar rattled all the corners of my mind, but by now, that was a far too common experience for me. I pushed past it into the memories of the present monster, wanting to understand how it had gotten down here to begin with.
It was one of the later versions of Scalelings, created back when the Tidefather realized he was losing power faster than he was patience. The previous generation of Scalelings had made it all the way down to this cavern before they died, and were slain by the Atlanteans, back when a few were still alive. Tidefather did not know how they were still alive or what was killing them. But he knew there were secrets the last of the Atlanteans had hidden down here, secrets that were his key to advancing as a floodbeast.
To that end, he had spent even more of his power creating this new brood, this last litter, of Scalelings. He was mighty, but a considerable amount of his creations had already been slain as they tried to battle the Atlantean remnants down below. Each slain Scaleling was a scale he could not recover. He could salvage a scrap of power at most from their deaths, and that was only if he was extremely careful.
He did not care for careful. He did not care about losing so much power. He wanted answers and hidden knowledge, and the key to greater power right now.
The Atlanteans had secrets to augment beasts of the sea. Surely he could use that, being among the mightiest beasts of the sea already, and a true dragon as well.
Perhaps, with just the right knowledge, there might soon be a new Cosmic Wyrm, the likes of which even Aegrim and Vinclum would learn to fear.
But to gain that power, he had to risk more of his scales. It would be best to make them count.
So he threw as much power as he dared, to create his most advanced Scalelings yet. Into these, he would forsake as much combat potential as he dared, making them only as strong as they needed to be. Instead, he would make them as enduring and observant as possible, even investing a drop of Water magic into each. This would help them resist the cold by a small fraction.
That part confused me. The Ideal of Water already granted resistance to cold inherently. That gradual resistance had been the foundation for my eventual understanding of the Ideal of Ice itself. The Tidefather’s vulnerability to cold made no sense, as his power over Water should be at least as great as my own. A moment later, some shred of memory held the answer: the Tidefather was a creature of flood, not water in all of its forms. It held power over the rapid, powerful movement of liquid, but such power was anathema to the immobile cold. Since it never comprehended the Ideal of Water completely, it was vulnerable to the contrasting aspects of its specialty.
But again, access the libraries of old Atlantis, and its knowledge over the Ideal of Water itself would be sure to grow. Maybe it would grow enough to gain mastery over Water completely, maybe gain the powers of Ice in addition to Flood. But again, it needed the secrets of the people of water and wisdom.
So this clutch of Scalelings was torn from the Lesser Wyrm’s body. They were made as durable as possible. Given what little resistance to cold the Tidefather had, as well as some small amount of magic itself. They used their magic to force open the entrance to the underground mountain. Then they moved as fast as possible, passing their dead and hibernating brethren to reach the bottom. They could feel Father’s irritation at seeing the hibernating ones. Had any Scaleling been powerful enough to risk returning, he would have ordered their recovery, so that he could reabsorb them into himself. But it could not be done, so it was no longer considered. They raced down the cold hallways, staying close together and casting their magics to help resist the cold.
Then they reached a safer place, where his floodbreath still wrecked the underground village. The Scalelings marveled at the architecture that stubbornly resisted total destruction despite the ageless power of Father’s mighty breath. They dove into the warmer waters, where Father’s breath recognized them as kin and spared their bodies its wrath. They swam past the ruins and its relics, unwilling to risk the cold that warded the remaining lesser treasures.
Eventually, they reached the halls that their earlier kin had traveled down. Again, they relied on their magic to endure, and this time it was much easier. The most intense region had been the stairways and the tunnels after them, and they had recently been refreshed by the breath of Father. Still, they knew they must move quickly. They would still not last long down here if they were not careful. Not as long as they needed to, at least.
Finally, they reached the great cavern where the previous generation had fallen. This time, there were no more Atlanteans left. By now, Father knew that whatever power was haunting this place had driven them all mad and left them lifeless. That same power had to have been the one that drove their people offworld before, for they had no defense against it. But that power had yet to manifest, giving Father confidence in facing it.
But frustration reared its head once more. The final room, the one place he had not explored, after sending hundreds of Scalelings down the many twisted halls of this realm, was blocked. A massive door, with wards both Shaped and Scripted into its materials, thwarted his children. The seal was made by Avalon itself, the script said. There were warnings regarding what lurked beyond those doors, the doom of Atlantis itself. Father snarled through the Scalelings in memory. His ally, the one who invited him to take part in the war for this planet, had betrayed him. Somehow, he had brought the plague of beings known as the Flood to this world, and had unleashed it in the Tidefather’s wake. At some point, when the dragon had forced the surviving Atlanteans to flee to this place, the Flood had swept in and wrecked them all.
Now, he knew what had become of the Flood and the remaining Avalonians. The hive of not-things had picked off the Atlanteans one by one, until it had been corralled into the room beyond, where the last library of Atlantis had served as bait, and then it was trapped by Avalon itself.
But the door would only open to either the Lord of Avalon or a master of Script and Shaping magic. The Scalelings would have no choice but to climb into the nearby depressions in the cavern floor, submerge themselves in Water magic, and hibernate until the day one could open this door.
And now, one has come, the voice of something ancient and powerful growled in my head. And he has proven to be the king of thieves!
The rage poured directly into my mind, sought to gain control over what it thought to be a puny brain, unused to the attention of mighty and ancient beings.
It made me laugh.
I moved on to absorb the next dead Scaleling, as the ancient beast tried to succeed where Aegrim, Dark Icons, and probably Malus himself had already failed. When he called me a thief for the eighth time, I finally lost my patience with him.
You came here, I began slowly, negotiated with me in bad faith, then attacked me when I refused to cooperate. Not sure where you were going with that last one, since you knew you needed me to open the door anyway. But you did all of that, while forgetting that, to be here at all, I needed Avalon to recognize that I had a claim to rule this world. So you have actually been stealing from me all this time. You should feel thankful I offered to let you leave with your life at all. That offer’s off the table now, by the way. When I get out of here, I’m going to crack your decrepit ass wide open and dig out every one of my people you’ve eaten. So go ahead and stay put while I fix everything down here.
He actually went quiet at that, even while I finished absorbing another two Scalelings. None of them had any useful memories, so I skipped that part of the process and settled for absorbing as much power as I could, and denying the Tidefather the ability to reclaim as much power as possible. Finally, after I had absorbed a total of six Scalelings, he acted. The remaining Scalelings all dissolved into liquid on the floor. In destroying them all so quickly, the Tidefather had forsaken any chance he had to reclaim them, settling instead for denying me any further theft of his own power.
Very well, oh Would-Be King, the ancient dragon answered me, his voice growing fainter as the Scalelings around us began to melt. I will test your claim myself, as soon as you dare to leave the safety of these halls. We will see if you are still bold enough to call Avalon’s throne your own when you face my jaws and rage.
Then, no longer having a Scaleling body to project his presence with, his voice vanished completely.
I shrugged. Recent events had given me fair cause for a bit of irreverence in dealing with cosmic, ancient beings that were also assholes.
“Um, Wes?” Breena spoke up. “Were you using more Blood magic just then?”
“Yeah,” I answered, turning around to look at her. “I wanted to keep him from reabsorbing the Scalelings that he sent down here. I figured every bit of power he lost permanently would help us deal with him later. And I’d get more knowledge and strength. It’s like what I did with those Hoarfolk back in the last Tumult.”
“Um, okay,” Breena said hesitantly. She looked back at everyone else, who nodded at her, as if they had all privately nominated her to be the spokesperson for her concerns. “So, um, are you done?”
“Yeah,” I said slowly. “Why? You guys saw me do this earlier. Did something different happen this time?”
“Yep,” Val said, her dark eyes looking behind me. She pointed. “That. That’s kinda weird. Like eighties-horror-movie weird.”
I looked behind me and saw the pools of melted Scaleling crawling across the cavern floor in my direction.
The hell? I thought to myself.
Oh, Teeth spoke up. Sorry, I forgot. That’s me.
The hell? I repeated, far more forcefully this time.
What? He replied unrepentantly. The others aren’t going to eat it, are they? Unless you want to offer Breena part of our kill. You know, like a normal male dragon. One that properly appreciates the female form.
There were too many things wrong with that statement to answer all at once.
Can we even absorb this much? I demanded, stepping away from the pool of melted dragon men still heading my way.
Wes, Breena hissed worriedly at me. What’s going on? What do you want us to do?
Nothing, I replied, my dragon’s just being greedy again.
Can he even eat this much? Breena asked me. Do you need me to talk to him or something?
Hey, that’s a great idea—
NO, I replied, cutting him off. I mean, no, Breena, but thank you. I can handle him for now. I turned back to Teeth. Answer my question about whether this is safe.
The hell do you mean, safe? He shot back. We’ve already eaten tiny pieces of Icon level powers. Plus that brother of yours. The big one, that keeps throwing demigods at us. He’s already bigger than this old, anemic thing. Besides, if it really is too much, we can just hibernate for a while.
Hibernate? I asked, exasperated. And I don’t have a bro—
Before I could finish complaining, the pool of blended dragon-men evaporated and floated up into my nostrils.
Look, you’re overreacting here, FNG replied. The safest thing for us to digest is literally another dragon, with dragonkin being a close second. And this stuff right here is a distilled version anyway. It won’t be a bunch of unnecessary pieces like you got with our Blood magic earlier. Still purifying all of that, by the way. Don’t expect to get the full benefit for a few more minutes. But all of this? A lot easier. Just the useful bits.
I made the mistake of inhaling then, even though he was in my head and I didn’t have it in? my lungs to shout at the jackass. The dragon vapor floated right up my nostrils and my body began to shudder.
Hey, I was right! The Freaking New Guy shouted enthusiastically. This really is easy to digest! And after we digest it, I’ll be able to absorb some of the really big stuff we ate earlier a little better!
You mean you didn’t even know if it would work? I demanded. And what big stuff?
Your brother, mostly. He was a bit of an exception to ‘dragons are safe.’ But don’t worry, I’ve been careful. Anyway, here we go!
My body stopped trembling. My  muscles felt even denser than before, and my senses had sharpened further. I saw a level of detail in the cavern floor I hadn’t noticed before, and it was easier to see in the dark.
My sense of smell had improved, although it felt like there was some kind of filter there, to where certain undesirable scents like the smell of blood and viscera from earlier had muted a little. I could still tell they were there, but they wouldn’t override everything else and disgust me.
You’re welcome! Teeth said proudly. I worked hard on that!
I didn’t answer him. Instead, I turned to look at the audience who had just watched me drink over twenty people.
“Psst,” Petalbell whispered to Breena, her voice sounding loud now to my ears. “Has he done this before?”
“Sort of, now that I think about it,” Breena replied thoughtfully. “I think he did that to Raw-Maw and the White Witch.”
“So, um, is my brother just going to start absorbing stuff after he kills it?” Val asked carefully. “Is that healthy for him?”
“He’s eaten bigger stuff and turned out okay,” Breena replied, sounding more confident now. “It’s just a side effect of his dragon bond. He’s started syncing better with that part of himself.”
“I’m hoping it’s not going to be everything,” I replied, hand on my head. This whole situation had given me a bit of a headache. “Just dragon creatures and monsters that have a lot of power. I’m still me for now, guys, but let me know if I start acting weird.”
“Alright then,” Eadric grunted. “In that case, you’ve been doing weird things ever since we met you. Glad we can give notice now, though.”
I ignored the quip and walked toward the warded door. This time, I could see an indent that appeared to have been designed for Breaker to fit inside. I stopped a few feet away and removed Breaker from its scabbard.
“You have it,” the ghosts spoke up again. “You were telling the truth.”
“Yeah,” I replied slowly, glad the ghosts had decided to return and answer my questions. “And now we have to go in.”
“You,” the ghost corrected. “You have to go in. If you would be king.”
“Alone?” Val said. “But you said that the flood wrecked you all. Why would his going alone be a good idea?”
“Because he would be king,” the ghost of the little boy said simply. “And, though it is no longer whole, he wields the blade that breaks all the things that lurk in the night between stars. He may have enough of the weapon to stop the Flood that wrecked us all.”
“You said it was Breaker’s light that drove it away before, yes?” I asked solemnly.
“At cost, yes,” the little boy answered. “Driving it away will cost you as well.”
“But there is no other way to remove the seal over your people, and to open the Pathway to the Sun-Jeweled Seas.”
“The doors to the sister worlds were sealed when Avalon fell,” the little ghost affirmed.
Right. That meant we were fresh out of the really good ideas people liked to shop for when they planned their life.
Breena sighed.
“Well, it’s not the first time you were about to take on a risk I didn’t like,” she said with a surprising amount of patience. “Just be careful, okay? We’ll support you from here.” She turned to look at everyone else. “If you have some kind of ward you can cast, now’s the time. Especially if it’s a mental one. Let’s load him up, people.”
Everyone but Virtus began casting enhancement spells over me. My mind was strengthened. My body was strengthened further. Breyn was even able to do something to augment my Woadtattoo, which thrummed in response to his own marking.
I doubted any of it would make much of a difference. The Atlanteans had been powerful mages as well, but they were swallowed. But I appreciated them giving their all, nonetheless.
When the last enhancement had been set, Breena and Val both gave me one last worried hug, and I stepped all the way to the door. A glance behind me showed Karim, Weylin, and Eadric working to craft their shaping magics, probably for one last ward in case I failed to overcome what was behind these doors. Unlikely to help, but then again, we were out of good ideas.
“Good luck, would-be king,” the ghost-boy told me again. “If you still fail, then thank you for making us sane one last time.”
I placed Breaker into the indent, and the door began to rumble open.




Chapter 12: What Was Once Lost



“Activating,” Avalon spoke in the warbled voice it used whenever I encountered a damaged part of its system. “Recognizing the personal regalia of the Lord of Avalon. Query: Confirm the existence of the next Planetary Lord and Solar High King.”
“That’s supposedly me,” I answered. “According to what you told me above the surface.
“Examining speaker to verify claim,” Avalon replied. “Identifying components of primary regalia. Insufficient Right to Rule detected. Subject is not Solar High King at this time. Examining body for further Right to Rule. Confirming that secondary regalia pertaining to sister world Woadhome exists. Bloodlines pertaining to Woadhome lineage also exist. Sufficient Right to Rule available to make claim on planet Woadhome. No bloodlines or regalia detected for remaining sister worlds. Examining for further Right to Rule on Avalon itself. Avalonian bloodline detected. Regalia pertaining to Avalon itself detected. Further recognition from local inhabitants detected. Subject has sufficient Right to Rule to make partial claim on Avalon itself. Confirming status of Planetary Lord. Final scan for personal power, taking into consideration additional bloodlines, access to magic, and number of Rises. ERROR: power exceeds normal parameters. Subject’s body and mind are much stronger than number of Rises would indicate for a native of Avalon’s worlds, even taking into account the number of innate Ideals. Identifying primary race as Earthborn. ERROR, Secondary: subject’s power is far below normal parameters established by previous Planetary Lord and by Earthborn of the same Risen level. ERROR, Tertiary: Subject’s age is also beneath the parameters established by Earthborn and Planetary Lords of the same Risen Level. Recalculating assessment…” the computer was silent for a few moments as it tried to assess just what kind of magical unicorn Wes Malcolm was, not that he had ever had a chance to figure out for himself, goddammit.
“Avalon,” I sighed, “Can you link up with the rest of your system for assistance? Scan my mind again to determine what I’m talking about.”
Back when I first opened this place, Avalon had to commandeer the device Rhodes’ people had put in my head to properly link up with itself.
“Scanning,” This most recently encountered broken part of Avalon replied. “Further data detected. Updating assessment. Subject is a member of the hypothetical race of Earthborn known as the Dusk Era. Updating records to confirm the existence of Dusk Era Earthborn. ERROR: subject’s mind and genetic pool show signs of tampering. Possibility exists that the Dusk Era race was created artificially, and that said tampering may be reversed. Confirm whether subject was of the Dusk Era upon birth.”
“Negative,” I sighed. I was tired of telling the same story over and over again, especially since I still didn’t know the beginning or the end. “Scan the device again for more records.”
“Commencing third scan,” Broken Avalon replied. “Confirming that subject was originally a new class of Earthborn never seen before, one containing none of the strengths of old generations, including the ability to Rise or use magic. Updating records to show that the most common type of Earthborn now belongs to a new race designated as the  Diminished Earthborn. Detecting evidence that said race was created strictly through tampering and abuse. Confirming that said occurrence is a galactic crime according to the laws of the Stellar Council. Logging protest over event, in order to bring crime to the Council’s attention. Said protest will be delivered alongside protest pertaining to Avalon’s invasion. Estimated that reply will be received within one Avalonian week of submission.”
“That’s fine,” I said dryly. “But don’t hold your artificial breath over awaiting a response, Avalon. Can I enter the chamber of madness and death now?”
“Confirming that nascent Planetary Lord wishes to fulfill duty of battling Tumult level threat.”
“That’s already been my job,” I said with a sigh. “Check your logs again if you wish.”
“Acknowledged,” Broken Avalon replied. “Said event is outside normal parameters for current Rite. Accessing data left behind by previous Planetary Lord and Solar High King.”
My mindscreen chirped in my inner ear, and I received a vision of the same figure I had seen in my dream a few nights ago.
“Greetings,” the dark-haired man’s voice spoke in my mind. “You are receiving this message because you are the heir to my power and are confronted with what may be the greatest threat ever to surface among the sister worlds. Know that the Flood was one of the only beings able to successfully conquer one of my worlds. To that end,” the dead man’s eyes flashed. “I have come up with every countermeasure I could, in case the entity ever breaks the containment I set up over Atlantis. The entity will attack and damage your mind, specifically your mind’s ability to comprehend data, such as any memories you have, or even your ability to grasp the natural laws that govern the Expanse. Avalon will assist you directly, so that you can save it from suffering the same fate of its sister-world. When you confront the entity beyond this door, your mind will be periodically scrambled, so that entity cannot absorb it permanently. This will not be enough to completely protect you, but it should give you enough time to bring Breaker to bear. I am assuming you have assembled enough of Breaker to call forth light, otherwise you are already doomed, and probably would have never made it to this Rite to begin with. I am hoping you will have better luck than I did, claimant. Remember: All is Not Lost. Should you ever get the chance, return to Atlantis and reclaim the devoured people imprisoned there. Please,” the ghost added. Then he vanished.
Commencing opening, Avalon said. Creating one-way partial pathway that will allow the nascent Lord, and only the Lord, the ability to travel to the chamber beyond and battle contaminants. Wishing luck and speed upon nascent Lord. Farewell, would-be king.
A small, black crack opened along the massive door in front of me. I passed through it before I even knew what was happening. As I passed through the other side, I held Breaker high and converted it into the sword of light.
But I was a hair too late, and the activation command died in my mind. The next moment, while peering into the room, my mind itself began to die as well.
I was in a library, back when there were such things as libraries. But there never were, because books are a lie and reading is a lie and no one had ever done either and anyone who says otherwise is a lie and there are no such things as lies and—
Countermeasures activating, a voice that wasn’t real didn’t say. Scrambling now.
Reality blinked, and everything made sense for a moment.
I was inside a room half as large as the city-sized cavern I had passed earlier. Blue pillars and bookshelves and glass cases lined the walls as far as my eyes could see, with the hint of other items just beyond the edge of my vision. But there was no such thing as vision, I realized. Otherwise I could see the tentacles crawling across everything and wiping it away, returning to the world that never was before, and isn’t now, and never will be.
I shook my head at it all, growling at the hungry insanity. The squid-things flickered, briefly erasing everything I could see.
I began thinking weird thoughts. Thoughts that I couldn’t even identify.
Please don’t step on my hand, a voice said in my mind. It was my own. Please don’t step on my hand, it repeated Just let me hang here. I promise I will be good. Please don’t step on my hand.
Wes, Teeth asked. What’s happening?
He sounded frightened. I had never heard him frightened.
Wes? He repeated, his voice fading. What are you doing? Where am I going?
Why is it so dark?
Then he stopped talking. Because he was never really there. Just like everything else.
Just like myself and words and my hopes and my dreams and please don’t step on my hand I promise I’ll be good and—
Countermeasures reactivating, a voice that wasn’t real didn’t say. Scrambling now.
Reality blinked again. The room was full of mouths and tentacles and madness and hate.
“Solais!” I shouted with all my might. “Brighten these walls!”
Breaker flared with more light than I had ever channeled through it. Teeth let out a roar of fear and rage as he threw his own will behind my efforts, linking with me in a rare moment of total cooperation.
I will not disappear! The dragon inside my head screamed. I will rise! I will overcome!
I will protect, my heart added. I will prevail. I will be king.
Defiant Heart engaging, my mindscreen informed me. Challenger’s Will is also coming into play.
Madness crawled at the edge of my brain. It wanted inside. It wanted to crack it open and eat all of the sweet facts and memories lurking around.
Especially the ones that were still trying to hide from everyone else.
Please don’t step on my hand. Please don’t step on my hand. Please don’t step on my—
No, I growled. Claimh Solais burned brighter.
The darkness and mouths and tentacles all shrank back. They knew my weapon, despite the fact that they rejected knowledge itself. However old my fragmented sword was, they knew my weapon to be something that they could not consume, could not remove from existence. A small blob of tentacles did not retreat quickly enough, and it vanished as if it was never there to begin with.
But I was not my weapon.
I was a thing with arms and legs. I was a thing that walked, and talked, and bled, and begged everyone not to step on my hand.
Even though I knew they wouldn’t listen. Even though I knew they were going to—
Countermeasures reactivating, a voice that wasn’t real didn’t say. Scrambling now.
The world blinked. I growled away the memory and stepped forward with Breaker’s light. Something with many mouths came into view, then vanished like a bad dream.
I took another step forward. I will protect. I will prevail. I will be king.
But they might step on my hand if I do that, a voice said in my mind. I had better…
Stop it, I growled. I will protect. I will prevail. I will be king.
I took another step forward.
There were mouths and fangs and talons and tentacles and shapeless blobs as far as my eyes could see. It would take many, many steps to bring the light to them all.
And they could just as easily fill the space behind me as soon as the light left it.
“They’re going to kill you, you know,” a voice said out loud. I had heard it before. “You don’t have enough of the Destroyer’s blade to undo them all. This time, though, I’m just going to sit back and watch. I’m looking forward to this, little would-be king.”
The one who laid claim to Avalon’s depths. I had driven him away before. But this time he was not alone.
He was in a room full of madness and pain and memories and heartbreak and whatever that thing is that always hides under my bed and the doctor still says I’m not really getting better so they’re going to come back and step on my hand and it’s going to be too late and I’m finally going to use me. I rage.
“It was hard to bring them along, you know,” the sinister voice continued. “I was only able to grab a small handful of them. I figured I’d have to, after all the stories I had heard about this world. For all I knew, a Planetary Lord could have risen up here, when no one was looking. But they have proven to be excellent insurance anyway. Just ask the hulking thing outside this place. Better yet, go ahead and forget how to think at all.”
He had a point. No one could step on my hand if I just stopped thinking at all. Then I could just hang here, and never fall, and never hurt in all of the ways I was afraid to, and never have to be all the things others said I was never good enough to be anyway, and then I could let the lightning beget fire and light, and let the fire beget more light!
My voice carried across the room before I knew I had begun speaking.
Defiant Heart reengaging, my mindscreen informed me. Unknown ability activating as well.
My hands sparked. Claimh Solais flared, silver current and white flame flickering along its golden blade.
“Again,” the voice spat. “For the third time, at least. You are an anomaly, Earthborn. I grow so very tired of it.”
“Let the light banish the things that are not real, for the dark is a time of rest, and not false knowledge...”
“Is it now, Earthborn?” the Usurper spat. “Do you even know how obnoxious the rest of the Expanse finds your people’s words?”
Breaker’s light doubled in radius. Another dozen not-things vanished into nothingness. My hands sparked further, and sent more current up into the ancient blade.
“Everything hidden can one day be revealed, and thus all is not lost. Greater things are yet to come, and will still come, no matter how many of the worlds go mad…”
Something melted off my knuckles. Breaker brightened again, and another dozen nightmares all died at once.
“The Soulcurrent cannot destroy the Flood, Earthborn,” the Usurper spat. “If it could, your people would have freed Atlantis themselves, back when they were strong. But tell me, do you even know what the Destroyer is taking from you, every time you do this? Do you even know how much of yourself you have lost?”
“Let the light reveal the lies of the dark, that all is not lost, all is not forgotten, and that no one will ever be worthless!”
“And now you are being obnoxious on purpose, would-be king,” the sinister voice said in disgust. “Spouting the Destroyer’s unnatural obsession with the weak who should be prey.”
“By my command,” I shouted, as my voice echoed off every corner of these ancient halls. Breaker’s light flickered like a bonfire, and a ten-meter tall mass of teeth and eyes melted away into more natural shapes. Another step forward revealed a shadowy orb that the hallucinations had gathered around, the same orb that I had destroyed before in other tunnels below Avalon. “Let the truth, which the light begets and reveals, awaken sleeping minds, and set all fear to flight!”
I slashed Claimh Solais out in a circular pattern, the same pattern I had used in the past to sever a half dozen bodies at once. The Soulcurrent crackled along the blade like they were made for each other. The massive underground library became a maelstrom of golden flame and silver lightning that jumped from shadow to burning shadow as every gnashing mouth and writhing arm was eaten by morning light.
“I curse you by your own mad and thieving god, Earthborn!” The Usurper shrieked. “Let his lust for the weak kill you, as it killed your fathers and grandfathers! Let your mind be the first thing his mad plan destroys, before it can destroy the rest of us with meaningless goals! May all the worthless people you hunger to save see you for the mad, broken thing he has made you, and abandon you for it! Let—”
Then the bright, blazing doom washed over the shadowy orb, and the Usurper’s voice fell silent.
That would have to do for now, I realized. But I would come for him eventually, no matter how deep he hid in Avalon’s core.
I will protect. I will prevail. I will be king.
Tumult successfully reverted, Avalon intoned, as lanterns of blue fire suddenly lit along the pillars all around me. Universal laws All is Not Lost and Failure is Non-Permanent are currently demonstrating. Confirming that nascent Lord and retinue will receive the natural compensation allotted for such an event. Confirming that the Rite of Territory is still ongoing and requires completion before further Right to Rule can be gained.
The massive door far behind me slowly sank into the ground. Avalon spoke again, this time aloud, for the benefit of my awaiting party.
“Confirming that foreign contaminants have been successfully purged from local Atlantean library. Access has been granted for the local visitors and participants of the current Rite. Avalon requests that nascent Planetary Lord persist in completing the Rite of Territories before attempting to exit sealed space.”
“That’s still very much my intent,” I said as familiar faces stepped through the door, some cautiously, some in awed wonder, some heading straight for me as fast as they could.
Breena grew to a height of roughly three feet and flew directly into my chest, hugging it tightly when she landed.
That was scary, she told me, her voice muffled from being buried against my chest.
I’m okay, Bree, I told her, carefully putting an arm around her, still unsure what the protocol was for hugging a flying person currently half my height.
I heard you in there, she told me. Your bond with me shared everything. It tried to make you broken and dark.
That was actually bad. If the sensations passed through the link, then Breena could have been targeted too. I had been able to clamp down on the mindlink while I was trapped inside, but I had no idea how to muffle our familiar bond to prevent anything harmful from passing through.
Breena, are you okay? Did any of that wash over to you?
I felt her head move against my armor in a definite ‘no.’
I could hear what it was doing to you, though, she said, and I thought she was repressing a sniffle in the mindlink. It tried to take you from us all. In the scariest way I’d ever seen. And it pulled out things you’ve been hiding from us. And probably hiding from yourself.
Yeah, I said, tightening my grip on her just a little. Probably.
I’m not going to make you talk about them, the little fairy said in my arms. But I’m going to be here for you, until we both know how I can help.
I hadn’t been expecting her to say that. I had no idea how she even knew I needed to hear her say it.
Thank you, I said, holding her even tighter. Thank you for everything, Breena.
You’re welcome, she said, but you’d better stay with us. We all need you. Even if some of us can’t tell you how much.
Is he okay? Val suddenly spoke through the mindlink. Have you finished checking him? Brother, are you okay?
Yeah, sis, I answered her. I’m okay. We should probably start looking around. Or just prepare for the increase of power we’re all about to get in a few moments for reverting a Tumult.
Oh, right, that, Val said, looking around. Does that mean you’re going to get knocked out again?
I knew I wasn’t the only one that noticed! Breena shouted, then lowered her voice. Sorry, Wes. But would you mind humoring us and finding somewhere comfortable to sit, just in case?
I sighed, abandoned my dignity, and let my sister and fairy companion lead me down rows and rows of giant bookshelves. Now that I wasn’t dealing with mind-eating eldritch tentacle horrors, I was able to look around and really see all the stuff in this place. The bookshelves were even larger than I first realized, reaching at least twenty feet up, braced on each end with those massive pillars I had noticed before, every dozen yards or so. Blue fire flickered inside closed lanterns that were set into alcoves on the giant columns. From what my magical senses could tell, the fire emitted no heat, but the Atlanteans had clearly chosen to be careful with the fire anyway, sealing it with stone and enchanted glass.
I couldn’t make out any of the titles on the books themselves, but they all seemed to be hardback copies made from some material that didn’t give a rip for things like decay or erosion. The covers gleamed, and blue script glowed just enough for me to make out the titles on them, assuming my mindscreen finished updating their written language into my brain. But I couldn’t see any nearby ladders, so I had no idea how the people managed to reach the literary works on the highest shelves.
I could, however, make out the comfortable-looking desk nestled between two more of the large pillars, forming an odd break in the rows of bookshelves. But from what I could tell, several more little desk-alcoves adorned the sides of this intersection, making an open, yet still private, study area. The desks and chairs were set deep enough into the alcoves that people could walk by without disturbing those researching or resting. They were also somehow padded with a leathery hide I couldn’t make out, and carved out of some ivory-looking wood.
“This works,” Breena said softly. “We’d better hurry. We need to set him down before it all starts up again.”
“Guys, I’ve said this earlier,” I replied. “I don’t pass out every time something important happens.”
“Of course not, Wes,” Breena said in a tone that actually resembled Guineve’s really well, except that it came out way more patronizing. “Sometimes you just have visions or seizures or do that thousand-yard stare for a couple of minutes. So we’ll watch you for a few moments just to make sure everything’s okay. Besides, doesn’t a break sound nice anyway? Maybe you could make time to eat one of Stell’s pizza-rations, that she made for you earlier?”
“Breena,” I said forcefully. “I get it, but I don’t appreciate how manipulative you’re being right now about my—pizza rations?” I finished with a blink.
“Right,” Breena said, sharing an inscrutable look with my adopted sister. “Stell preserved the leftovers from your dinner yesterday, since you liked it so much.”
“But I didn’t leave any leftovers,” I protested weakly, because food really did sound good right now, and I definitely wanted a reality where I could have eaten all the pizza one night and still wake up to leftovers the next day. Val giggled. I didn’t really hear her.
“She baked you a second pie when you went back to bed,” Breena said sweetly. “She said you deserved it.” The little fairy began muttering under her breath. “It was right after she gave us another lecture on keeping things professional and not obsessing about you so much. I mean... cough, sneeze. Sure is dusty in here... Anyway, yes, there are pizza rations. You should sit down, so you can eat them.”
I decided I needed a minute to rest after all.
“Is everyone else okay?” I asked, because part of my brain still remembered I was the group leader and all that jazz.
“Yep,” Val piped up. “I did a quick sweep with my eyes and shadow magic, and the Testifiers are double-checking for any leftover wards. But it looks like Avalon deactivated any remaining traps in here after the freaky tentacle things all died. So we’re just carefully exploring for now. We’ll update you if we find anything.”
That was the last protest I had. I sat in the chair, which was probably covered with the leather of some sort of sea animal. Breena and Val exchanged a nod before Val walked off. Breena grew a bit larger and began fishing something out of a pack I had never noticed her carry.
The next moment, my mindscreen chirped.
The Challenger has overcome an ancient Tumult pre-dating his world’s current recorded history. The majority of the leftover power will be allocated to restoring objects, lifeforms, and data taken out of reality by the hostile contaminants. The Challenger and his retinue will each gain ten points of Intelligence and Wisdom as reality reasserts its grasp on the current inhabitants. The bonus will be doubled for any participating Challengers.
As the key element for reverting the Tumult, the Challenger will receive an additional 50 points of Will, including the Challenger’s natural bonus. The Challenger’s mind has been further strengthened against external assaults. Current internal trauma must still be processed naturally.
ERROR: Showing that Avalon’s Challenger and Planetary Lord simultaneously played the most important role in vanquishing hostile contaminants. Increasing the total bonus to 100 points of Will. The Challenger will be more likely to resist the influence of others and will be more successful in imposing his own will upon the environment.
The influx of Atlantean energy and memory is affecting dormant bloodlines within the Challenger. Stand by for further information.
Weight shifted around inside my chest, the familiar weight that stood in the way of another Rise. This one seemed to whisper, pulling at memories the Flood’s attack had unearthed. I gathered as much of it together as I could, heaved, and pushed.
The next moment, I was in the familiar emptiness that had accompanied my recent Rises.
A heartbeat later, I realized this emptiness was not familiar at all. The heavy, oppressive sky was gone, no longer pushing me down. The ground did not pull at my feet and head. I felt as if I had broken through something upon coming here, as if mechanisms once determined to stifle me had finally been broken for good.
I was knee-deep in water. All around me, rubble from buildings, made from different materials, and different styles of architecture floated by. The water was clear enough for me to see more ruins partially buried beneath the muddy earth, and here and there, I thought I could make out the outline of a body entombed.
The sky over my head looked to be of  a lighter metallic cover than before, except where it had cracked wide open. I could see the night sky beyond it, and an endless expanse of stars twinkling far beyond my reach.
But the sight to my right pulled my focus. One of the frightened old men, the same color as the rubble he sat on, hung his head low as he looked at me.
“Well, you’ve reached this point,” he muttered morosely. He sounded like the third voice. The one that came the closest to being bearable, on a good day. “A matter of time, I suppose.”
“Explain what I am seeing,” I commanded.
“An embarrassment,” Third grumbled. “A miscalculation so humiliating that I must work to hide it from the other two watchers.”
“And how were you chosen for that job?” I asked as I raised an eyebrow.
“By being the last to die,” he answered bitterly, not meeting my gaze.
That explained a bit more than it probably should have.
“You’re all ghosts, then,” I guessed. “That’s why you threaten me all the time, without acting. You can’t act. You can’t do anything to me. You’re just posturing.”
“It is all the dignity we have left,” Third spat. “Our empires are gone. Our Council has fractured under its own machinations, wielding but a small shred of the power it once commanded. Most of the Expanse no longer even knows of its existence. Our former glory is all gone, just when we had hoped to gain it a hundred times over. So I can either admit to the other two that we are nothing but the dead remnants of a former empire that once claimed all the stars as its footstool, even as we watch some broken Earthborn child trample over the ruins, or I can pretend we are all still glorious, and that our watching you still serves some purpose. I choose the second one.”
“How did you all die?” I asked, sloshing through the water. “And be more specific than claiming it was the Earthborn’s fault.”
“What,” Third scoffed. “And admit it was all our doing? That we were wrong to take offense when the Earthborn decided to manage themselves, forsaking untold aeons of tradition in the name of so-called progress? To be further offended, when the Expanse prospered from said progress, instead of withering apart like it should have under such unrealistic ideals?” The old man sighed bitterly. “Your people overturned everything. We were too angry to see how well it worked. And when we saw them threaten to expand their power even further, throwing down old things we never dared to confront ourselves, we acted.”
“Old things?” I asked, since that was actually new information.
“Things from beyond the stars,” Third answered. “Powers not understood, and best left undisturbed.”
“Then why did my ancestors disturb them?” I asked, stepping around some drifting rubble, looking for dry ground to stand on.
“To save lives we never bothered to care about,” the gray old man grumbled. “That’s the problem with sleeping monsters. They eventually wake up. Then they rampage and send Tumults through many worlds of the Expanse.”
“You know, I feel like an idiot,” I replied sarcastically. “Because every single time I ask you guys to explain yourselves, I just get more of a headache. But since headaches are so normal for me anyway, explain why stopping threats from ravaging the Expanse irritated you all so much.”
“Because it was unnecessary,” Third replied. “Sleeping monsters go back to bed after they eat enough. And there were plenty of worlds for them to eat, that frankly didn’t matter. The Council had their own way of managing them, and it was part of what preserved our power throughout the ages. The fact that the Tumults did so little damage after our rise should have preserved our empires indefinitely. Instead, the Earthborn rose up, and began to empower other worlds without us. Worlds intended to stay weak, to be a buffer between certain death and the rest of the Expanse. And then, whenever they reached a world that couldn’t be trained in time to defend itself, the Earthborn crawled into the dark, roused whatever sleeping giant lurked there… and ate it. They came back, stronger than before, more loved than before. The Expanse all shouted their names, instead of the names of those who preserved everything for so many star-ages.”
“So they made you guys look bad by doing a better job than you did yourselves,” I said bluntly. “That’s why you went nuts and caused all of this,’ I gestured to the surrounding rubble.
“It was not our fault!” the old man snapped. “Your people’s ways should never have worked! You had a stupid system, and stupid ideals, that kept producing results you never deserved! You kept saying every world deserved to have a chance to exist! Every race should have a chance to grow, and overcome Tumults! More than that, your people took it on themselves to nurture them all! Even if the rest of the Council had already voted that it was more practical to use the inhabitants as labor, or fuel, or as a pleasure source for those who had more important things to do than be gentle during mating!”
“And now you’re giving me that look,” Third continued, “that look your people gave everyone else when they thought we were the crazy ones. That we were the ones barbarous and uncivilized, despite the fact that our traditions had worked for longer than the age of most stars! We should have been able to laugh your people right back to your planet, but instead, they found victory after victory, until we were forced to consider their ways. Forced to return our labour and tribute! The resources that you forced the greatest council members to give up nearly gutted our empires! All because your people insisted that there was a better way!”
Third sank his face into our hands.
“And that was our real mistake,” he muttered. “For a while, when your people began pulling wealth out of thin air, without selling a single child of even the cheapest race to one of the pleasure dungeons. Razing those dungeons should have been the end of you all, military might be damned. But the Expanse still didn’t turn on you yet. They sang your praises, and somehow we had all grown richer for it. And for a while, we let that blind us. You were making us all wealthy, and surely your power would diminish at any moment, and your kingdom built on flimsy logic would collapse right out from under you. If we just did nothing for a bit, surely you would all burn yourselves out, and we would get our control back, a little richer somehow, thanks to your people’s idiocy. And that should have worked.”
“But even then, we thought we caught the warning signs just in time. The old behemoths died to your unnatural ancestors. The Earthborn returned flush with stolen power, then spread that power further among the rest of the Expanse. We knew we were about to be replaced completely, thanks to the—what do your people say—’free bread and circuses,’ that you were tempting the rest of the Expanse with.”
“You’re almost using that term correctly,” I said dryly. “Except that protecting people from eldritch abominations and sexual slavery doesn’t quite fall into the same category.”
Third sighed.
“You have no idea how frustrating it is to hear you parrot the same words as your forgotten patriarchs. And matriarchs, I should add. Your womenfolk were no less frustrating to deal with.”
“Thank you. That’s really encouraging. But go ahead and explain how stabbing my people in the back for fixing the galaxy didn’t work out for you.”
“We didn’t stab them in the back,” Third snapped. “We weren’t stupid. That would have been too incriminating, and we’d all survived too long to know that you don’t strike directly when your enemy goes around killing planet-eaters. We just… whispered the right words to the right enemies. Like on Avalon.”
“Why did you go after Avalon?” I asked. “Who did you hire to do so? Was it the Umbra?”
“The Umbra,” the old man sighed. “Those. Those things were our true mistake. We thought we could use them. They were mad, and they were hungry, and they ate the first of our delegates. But they were new. An undiscovered thing, different from the other creatures that lurked beyond stars. They did not slumber. They merely watched. And when we sent the second batch of ambassadors, they listened to them and did not eat them. They moved between worlds easily, almost as easily as the Starsown could. They could find Pathways effortlessly, crawl inside them, and then use them as vehicles to other worlds. When they parleyed with us, they found they could bring others with them, move whole armies across worlds in mere moments. Avalon was a perfect test case. At the time, it was a weak world. Their unnaturally powerful Solar High Kings and Planetary Lords were not present, and without them, they qualified as little more than one of the slave races the Council had conscripted in the past. The Earthborn were about to change all of that. That could not be allowed. Your ancestors were too powerful to trust with such allies.”
Third actually looked up, a small smirk on his face.
“We thought we were being ingenious. And indeed we were. That was the most intelligent part of the whole process. We only shared the news with one Umbra. He would have to take a number of currently disenfranchised creatures with him to run the attack. He could have the world, as long as he was the one to reimburse the other parties involved. And it went beautifully. The Earthborn were dealt their first embarrassing defeat in thousands of years. The Avalonians were removed from their world, freeing us from the worry of another Solar High King rising up and allying with the Earthborn. And, somehow, the entire force invading Avalon disappeared completely from the surface of the world, taking the proof of their invasion with them.”
“No, they didn’t,” I snapped. “There was a giant Shelter with bodies right beyond the doorway, Earthborn and mercenary alike.”
“Indeed,” Third nodded proudly. “But in insufficient number to have accounted for planetary genocide. And with most of the bodies of the Avalonians unable to be produced, there was insufficient evidence to prove that Avalon had ever been invaded to begin with. When the Earthborn stood before the Stellar Council, protesting Avalon’s invasion and demanding that the planet be liberated, we mocked them with impunity, and shamed them in front of all their so-called idolizers.”
“Congratulations on being total bastards,” I replied angrily.
“Right,” he blinked. “You’re on Avalon now. Probably forming all sorts of squeamish attachments to people not of your own race. The evidence you’re finding would have been a problem, if the Council hadn’t already broken.”
“Your people had better hope I decide they’re broken enough to not have earned a reckoning from me,” I replied, thinking of the bodies I saw when I first arrived, the desperation of dying men and women trying to live just long enough to get Avalonian children to safety.
“I don’t know what’s more ironic. The fact that you think yourself powerful enough to threaten the remains of a star-spanning empire, or the fact that said empire may very well be too broken for you to bother with,” Third chuckled. “We thought we could hold onto all. All of the wealth and expanded territory, because your people were idiots and they still made it look so easy. But once your people were finally broken, our fortune died with you. More threats rose up, bringing more Tumults, and this time, the old ways did not work. Various upstart outlaws carved out their own empires, too many for us to police, but constantly warring and replacing each other. It all cracked apart, with some pieces burning, some vanishing without a trace, others being swallowed up by powers we could no longer combat. It was all over. Everything we had gained over the aeons, as well as the wealth the universe had laid at the unworthy Earthborn’s feet. We somehow lost it all.”
“And you think the saddest part of all of that was the loss of your prestige, your own power,” I said quietly. “Instead of just how many billions of people went through the same thing the Avalonians did.”
“Naturally,” the asinine old man said with a shrug. “We lost reputations, fortunes, armies, and slaves. The races you just mentioned only lost their lives, families, or freedom. And they only had those things for the few brief aeons that the Earthborn were present. And yes, since I am apparently making you angry for speaking of such issues in such fashion, I should probably close the matter for now. I will, however, briefly point out that the Expanse has operated under views such as mine for a much, much longer period than it did under views such as your own. But I have no idea if we will speak again.”
The old man looked up to the stars sparkling far beyond the broken sky.
“You have broken through the containments my people had forced into your mind,” he said softly. “Restrictions that restrained thousands, perhaps hundreds of thousands, of generations before you snapped them like old wood, with your self-destructive goals. I have no knowledge of the next level of barriers.”
“Why did you even bother to throw up barriers?” I demanded. “You should have designed it to allow us to help you in the future, in case you ever screwed things up. Which you did,” I spat.
But the tired, obnoxious old man just shook his head.
“Even now, I do not regret our actions,” he replied. “I merely regret that we were not more careful. Your people turned the Expanse on its head, destroyed all of the old ways. Our biggest mistake was not stopping you sooner, or more firmly. But we did not, and you somehow heard the Destroyer’s call, and answered him. Goodbye, Earthborn. I hope we never meet again.”
He turned to walk away.
“You should hope instead that you are really dead,” I called out to him, then I turned my own heel. I looked up at the starry expanse peeking through at me, and realized that it was not my heaven, and not my sky either.
And whoever came up with the Council’s mindset sure as hell was not my god.




Chapter 13: Give Me Back My Deep



“Is it usually this long?” a feminine voice asked.
“I don’t know, Petal,” Breena replied. “This all just started happening right before we came to the Woadlands. I don’t have a good frame of reference yet. But this has definitely been one of the longer times he’s been out.”
“Did it ever happen to any of the other Challengers?” the other fairy inquired.
“Ugh,” Breena said. “Don’t get me started on how different Wes is from all the others. They all had their quirks, but it was just one or two, Petal. I wasn’t constantly having a new issue creep up like every single day.”
“Well,” Petal replied. “At least one of the ways he is different allowed him to save my life.”
“Yeah, I know,” Breena replied, much more softly. “I just hope he’s okay. Hold on, I’m detecting some awareness from him. He might be waking up.”
I finally realized that I still had my eyes closed, and blinked them open. Breena sighed in relief.
“He’s back. Hi, Wes. How are you feeling?”
“I think I’m okay,” I answered slowly, shaking my head and trying to figure out what had just happened. “My mindscreen is still processing a few more changes. And I got another vision that I don’t know whether it was real.”
“Did anything… try to happen?” Breena asked carefully.
“I’m gonna go check on everyone else,” Petalbell spoke up, realizing Breena probably wanted to talk to me privately, and evidently forgetting that my own fairy could do so through the mindlink. “Glad you’re okay, Wes.”
“Thanks,” I said as she floated away.
She does know she doesn’t have to leave for us to talk privately, right?
It’s a fairy thing, Wes, Breena muttered back in my mind. I would make sure she and Breyn had enough space as well. But let me check and make sure nothing tried to kill you again.
It shouldn’t have, I answered her. The vision said I broke that function. Let me check my mindscreen further.
I pulled up my mindscreen and began to read the new notes, once again marveling at the updates.
The process of Rising has allowed the Challenger to finish absorbing power gained from Blood magic and his dragon bond. The Challenger has gained a total of 30 points in both Strength and Constitution. Senses have been further enhanced.
Proximity to awakened Atlantean energy has partially unlocked another of the Challenger’s bloodlines, that of the Lesser Atlanteans, more commonly known as the Oceanfolk. The Oceanfolk are known for their inquisitive minds and agile bodies, granting them an additional point per Rise in both Dexterity and Intelligence. Sailing, Swimming, and knowledge-related skills such as Ancient History and Basic Science come easily to them, granting them an additional point per Rise in all three categories. Like the inhabitants of every civilized world, the Oceanfolk also have a notable warrior tradition and are skilled in one-handed blades and polearms, granting them a point per Rise to assign in either weapon skill. These benefits are retroactive.
“Wow,” I said out loud. “Skill-wise, that’s the biggest gain I’ve gotten yet from a bloodline.”
“Yeah,” Breena said, as she ran her own magical analysis. “Though, sailing and swimming are so necessary for the Oceanfolk, it’s actually harder for them to not learn the skills than to use them every day. Even on the mainlands, interacting with water is that crucial. But it looks like you’ve been learning a lot of forest-related skills as well, since taking the Woadtattoo. Look further down on your skills.”
I pulled up my mindscreen to see if she was right, and, well... she was. Also, holy crap that was a lot of gains…
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Teeth, what the hell? I directed at my dragon half. We probably could have taken Raw-Maw with these stats.
I was only slightly weaker than I had been back then, when I had been fully augmented by my entire team and was using both enhanced forms.
Almost, the new guy half-agreed. But you’re forgetting that even then, he still would have beaten you without Guineve’s help and the rest of your people coming in at the last minute.
What’s up with our Strength and Will growing so much? I persisted.
I think your Will gained some kind of bonus from a Challenger-Lord-hybrid-thingy, and from successfully dealing with eldritch tentacle horrors. Our Strength and Constitution increased so much because we ate a dragonling that was just as strong as we were, and we did it over thirty times. Speaking of which, FNG added, sounding uncomfortable, I know I said dragons could eat anything, especially other dragons… but I’m kinda full.
Good, I thought firmly. Because this whole cannibalism thing has been immensely disturbing for me. I’m happy to hear that you’re not going to make me eat that giant sea serpent outside.
No, wait, Teeth said desperately. Hear me out. We still need to eat him. Not doing that would be crazy.
I tuned him out. We had things to get done, and I just wasn’t in the mood. Breena was still reading the results of her divination magic.
“Yeah, you’re all good,” she said cautiously. “I think. No signs of a near hemorrhage, and nothing looks like a bomb tried to go off in your head. Your brain is doing a better job of handling all these massive gains every Rise, instead of almost turning into a spaghetti milkshake again,” she shook her head slowly. “You still need to process some of that scary stuff I heard during the Rite, though,” she finished firmly.
“Yeah,” I said, swallowing. “I’ll definitely do that. But let me look around for now. I’d like to see what’s inside this place.”
Breena still looked worried, but she floated around to give me room to stand up.
“Mister King?” A familiar voice called out to me.
I turned to look at the ghost that had spoken to us throughout our travels within this watery graveyard. The little boy was back, with his white hair and his light blue skin, but now that I studied him more closely, I realized his body was older than I had initially thought, probably closer to nine or ten. That put him between Sam and Gabby’s age, I realized, if I decided not to count the thousands or millions of years that he’d been imprisoned down here.
“Hi, little guy,” I said gently. “Are you back for good now?”
He nodded.
“I can think again. And I got to come back. Thank you, Mister King.”
“You’re welcome,” I replied. “Can you tell me your name?”
He nodded again, happily.
“I can, as soon as I remember it,” he replied cheerfully. “Some of us are coming back. We don’t remember everything yet, but that’s okay. We wrote everything down,” he pointed to a nearby bookshelf. “My name is in there.”
He traced some symbols into the air and jerked his finger in a beckoning motion. A hard-backed book near the very top of the shelf floated out and drifted to his hand. He grinned when he noticed  my shock. “That’s right,” he said with a smile. “We made magic to call books to us. We liked to sculpt and paint and sing, but books were the best. No one can say you’re too loud or too messy when you’re reading a book.”
Those people probably were never around my sister Rachel when she read, I thought. But the little boy’s face lit up even more when he began reading the book.
“Markhen,” he said out loud. “My name is Markhen. See?” he turned the book toward us. “It says this book was written by Markhen, and I remember writing this book,” His teeth were shining in the blue light of this room. “Now I can remember that my name was Markhen, because I wrote a book!”
He held the book out toward me. Its pages were filled with bright, colorful drawings. My mindscreen was still translating the words, but from the pictures, I could make out that the story was about a hungry baby fish that kept growing and eating until it was a giant, smiling dolphin that was friends with all the other fish. I’d have to read the rest of the book to get the full details.
“That’s great, Markhen,” I decided to say. “Did the rest of your people come back, too?”
“Some of them,” the little boy said sadly. “The others will be coming soon. But the monster outside swallowed up many of us. Will you go get them, too, Mister King?”
“I don’t know if I can save people that have already been eaten,” I said cautiously. “But I can certainly try…”
That had apparently been enough. Markhen gave me a teary-eyed smile and began shaking my hand furiously.
“Thank you, Mister King! Thank you! Let me show you everything else here!”
With that, the little boy began dragging me down the halls of this massive library. I passed other Atlanteans, some in scholarly robes, others outfitted in the shining shell-mail and holding long spears with icy blue spearheads. They nodded gratefully at me, but seemed content to let Markhen play tour guide, greeter, and diplomat. As soon as they offered the requisite pleasantries, they went back to rummaging through the library, summoning books and reading furiously.
“This is where we wrote the words, Mister King,” Markhen said, still pulling on my sleeve. “We did more than write words, because books can’t teach everything, but they can teach the most things, so we wrote words the most. These are all the words we could take with us, though. We lost most of them when Atlantis fell, and then the monster outside ate everything we couldn’t bring in here. But the elders always said that our people should save everything we could, in case a day came when someone else asked a question that we weren’t around to answer. So we wrote books, and painted pictures, and sang songs. I’m going to show you where we painted all the pictures next, because you can’t keep songs in anything but other books and pictures.”
“That’s very true,” I acknowledged, and kept walking as the little boy continued to tow me by my sleeve. Breena giggled behind me.
I like him, she sent delightedly.
At some point, the bookshelves gave way to display cases and walls filled with paintings. The cases had some form of blue-tinted glass to protect the artifacts inside. I saw all manner of objects displayed on their shelves. Exquisite bracelets and necklaces. Stone tablets. Curved daggers with jeweled scabbards. Pottery intricately painted with scenes I could spend hours unraveling.
“This was harder than books,” the little boy said sadly. “Books can be stacked and stacked and stuffed full of important words. But it’s hard to save everything else that tells a story. You have to decide what story it tells, and then you have to decide if you need that painting or pot to make sure people in the future will still know the story. And then you have to decide if that pot or painting or thing is even good at telling its story to begin with. The elders had so many discussions about what we should keep down here. In the end, we divided everything into two places. This place has things people can learn from by looking at them. But over there,” he pointed to what was evidently an inner alcove, blue pillars surrounding a small shrine, “are things that people can use, to make more stories.”
Breaker hummed as I approached, and the pillars hummed back in response.
“The elders said this place was for the Lord of Avalon. He could use the things in here to help with the stories he would make.”
The floor glowed with the same blue light I had seen earlier. I walked into the circular shrine and swept my eyes around the room.
The chamber looked small in contrast to the giant cavern outside, but it had to have a diameter of at least thirty feet. More display cases formed semi-circular rows, with interspersed aisles leading to the center. Some held massive sections of parchments, others displayed what I assumed to be ink and writing utensils, while still others appeared to be fully written texts that the Atlanteans must have offered the Planetary Lord directly, to aid him in making informed decisions. Beyond that were cases containing bars of metal, cases heaped with piles of minted coins, cases overflowing with sparkling gems, even a case stocked with bandages and surgery equipment.
“We knew we couldn’t think of everything,” Markhen explained. “But we wanted to try. So we gave books we thought you might need to read, and blank books in case you needed to write for yourself. We also kept tools to help with healing, in case you got sick, or were a healer that wanted to use them.”
“That’s sweet,” Breena replied. “So far, magic has worked better than actual surgery on you, but you never know. I’ll have to take a look at the supplies.”
I had a brief image of Breena flying over my head and trying to cut open my brain, and flinched.
Can we hide those? Teeth spoke up. Because I feel like we need to hide those. Right now.
“But since we didn’t know what the others gave you, we tried to give you a little bit of everything,” Markhan continued. “Mostly, though, we thought you might need tools of war,” he added somberly, pointing outward.
The interior sides of the massive pillars had been hollowed out in a fashion that prevented them from being seen without facing back toward the library. Racks upon racks of armor, shields, spears, and blades rested within the niches, much like those the Woadfolk had offered me from the room of their Rite.
“That’s supposed to be for your army,” the blue child continued. “But the elders said that even though you would probably have Breaker, we should also offer a weapon for you, since kings are supposed to kill monsters. It’s in the middle, with the other things you might need to help you fight.”
The encircling rows of cases and columns ended. In the very center of the rotunda was a low slab  of blue stone that was several feet across. The platform served to display more armor, composed of shell-mail and lined with the leather hide of some sea beast. It looked like it would fit well over my light green Woad mail and provide another layer of protection.
Floating enigmatically above the stone bed was the most beautiful polearm I had ever seen. The shaft was at least eight feet long, glittering with a shimmering, silvery patina. On one end of the shaft was a small spike, no more than six inches long. I could use it for stabbing in a pinch, or brace it into the ground if necessity demanded it. The other end of the weapon had an icy-blue axe blade, complete with a back hook, and a long spear point jutting from the top. The blade wasn’t quite as large as Toirneach’s, but I could grip it easily with two hands, which would allow me to put some serious power behind my swings. I could also stab with the spearhead, or use the hook to cleave through armor.
Poleaxe, I told myself. The weapon was technically called a poleaxe, since a halberd was much longer.
“Our masters and teachers worked hard on this,” Markhen said with a bit of pride. “It might not be better than Breaker, but we made it to do things Breaker couldn’t. You’ll see when you pick it up.”
I reached for the poleaxe, but the weapon floated into my hands.
“Yay!” the little boy shouted gleefully. “It recognizes you!”
“Were you guys really worried about that?” Breena asked, curious.
“The masters were worried about everything,” Markhen answered. “My brother said they didn’t sleep enough when they were making it.
Still holding the polearm in one hand, I moved it cautiously through the air, checking its weight. The weapon felt like a perfect replacement to my broken militia spear, and filled a crucial gap in my belt of murder tools. It definitely wouldn’t replace Toirneach or either of Breaker’s forms, but I didn’t need it to. I needed something for times when I had to keep my foes just out of arm’s reach, but couldn’t afford to throw or shoot something at them.
Hopefully, the axeblade wouldn’t ever get in the way of the spearhead if I needed to use it exclusively for stabbing in combat.
But as soon as that thought crossed my mind, the weapon began to make cracking noises. I gripped its shaft with both hands and held it away from Breena and Markhem. The cracking noise came from the axehead, and as I watched, both the axehead and hook melted as if they were made of ice. The liquid crawled upward, over the spearhead at the top, then began cracking again. The shaft in my hands suddenly softened, as if it were made of clay, then stretched.
The next moment, the pole had grown another two feet, into a ten-foot pike with a longer, wider spearblade.
“It changes?” I exclaimed in delight. “Like a frosted murder multi-tool?”
“That’s the idea,” the little boy agreed cheerfully. “The problem with spears is that sometimes they’re too long, and sometimes they’re too short. And sometimes you need a different kind of spearhead,” he continued. “And we didn’t think we should make you a whole bunch of different spearheads, so we came up with magic that could do that,” he finished proudly. “The pole won’t shrink any shorter than six feet, but you can have it take on any head you need! You can even have it turn into a long quarterstaff if you want to avoid stabbing, chopping, or crushing anyone.” he looked around nervously. “Just don’t hit anyone too hard, though, because my brother said you could still knock someone’s head off with it.”
“How do you know so much about all of this?” I asked, speculating that it was unlikely for  the Atlanteans to have invited children to collaborate on their weapon projects. Markhen just shrugged.
“My uncle was one of the craftsmen, and my aunt was one of the enchanters. My brother was a soldier, and he taught me the drills.” He looked down, crestfallen. “I wish my brother had made it inside.” He looked back at me, hopeful again. “You said you’d try to save him? That you’d slay the beast outside?”
“I have to fight that thing no matter what,” I answered honestly. “If I can save anyone he has devoured, I will.”
“You can save them!” the little boy said, eyes shining. “He ate our Well, too!”
“Your what?” I asked, confused by the constant and vague liquid imagery everyone had been using down here.
“Our Well! Our other gift!” he continued. “Our second gift to the seven worlds!”
Seven? I thought, before I remembered the Lost Deeps.
“Each world had two gifts,” Markhen explained. “One, specifically for the next Lord of Avalon, a weapon he could wield on our behalf. The other, we each were to give to Avalon, containing our knowledge and a miracle, so that it could be shared with the remaining worlds. For example, the Woadlands were to share their Woadfathers, as well as their botany, with each world. They knew things even we didn’t understand about plants and medicine. We were looking forward to learning it,” the boy sighed. “We were to share our libraries and the Well.” He looked at my face, and seemed happy that I was still confused, probably because he was excited to explain what he was talking about. “The others will use fancy words. I’ll just say this: if the Woadfathers are special trees, then the Well is special water. It heals and renews the living, especially their minds. We were able to create our museums and libraries because of it,” he swept his hand out. “The Well renewed our minds, helped us remember things we had once forgotten. The older we were, the more it helped. Our elders became the wisest scholars, and many of our experts could compete with those from other worlds. Our mages with the Dawnborn and Avalonians. Our craftsmen with the Pangeans and Deepborn. In exchange for the miracles of other worlds, we came to Avalon intending to share part of it. We even made a special container to carry it!”
“Does it just work on the old?” I mused, trying to determine if the magic bath was the reason this little boy sounded so smart.
“We all used it!” he declared enthusiastically. “It helped our minds grow faster, prevented other chemicals from damaging them! It was why our children learned so fast and retained so much, and why our elders were immune to any diseases that attacked the mind! Because as long as you have a body, the Well will renew your mind, and as long as you have a mind, it will renew your body! And that’s why you can save my brother!” Markhen added fiercely. “Because the Tidefather couldn’t devour their memories, so they are still inside with the Well! And he never learned to take the Well’s power for himself, because it doesn’t work the way monsters think it does! You can save them all!”
The little boy pointed to the icy weapon that had been created for me. “This spear’s name means Shard. It was made out of a union between water and ice. Even a dragon of his power can still be hurt by such a weapon, especially one that hates the cold as much as he does! I know you can slay him with it somehow! End him, and free the Well! You will gain it as a boon, and it will free those whom he devoured! You have to!” he said fiercely. “You’re a king!”
“Alright, alright,” I attempted to soothe the excited child. “I meant it when I said I’d try.” I turned to Breena, who had been content to let the little boy chatter. “Let’s get everyone together and form a plan.”
A council of like-minded people was summoned—myself, my warband, and the dozen or so Atlanteans that were willing and able to help me fight—and we began to discuss the problem of slaying one of the Lesser Wyrms of the galaxy, with none of the armies, resources and high-level champions usually needed for this sort of endeavor. Sure, I had a fancy new magic stick and a lot of extra power I didn’t earn, but the Tidefather was still going to be something beyond anything else I had ever faced, with the possible exception of Cavus.
And something told me that the dragon wouldn’t be weak to Stell’s Satellites in the same way that the Umbra was.
But after speaking with the resurrected Atlanteans, we found an advantage we could turn against our enemy.
The preparation took three hours. When we were finished, the cleft atop the blue mountain opened again, so that everyone’s favorite red-headed, sarcastic protagonist could crawl out and brazenly defy his only present remaining enemy.
“Parley,” my voice called out. “I seek parley with the dragon who lays siege to this place. Come muster your courage to speak with me.”
A long silence stretched in response to my words. That was okay. I would have been offended if he had answered my call immediately.
Eventually, though, a massive wave formed off in the distance. It rolled slowly over to the mountain jutting from the deep.
Now that I was above ground again, I remembered just how weird the world outside the mountain had been. We had traveled here atop a surface of thick liquid, and the Tidefather had thrashed at us from beneath. I had been unsure if he could penetrate the water to attack us, as he had bothered with hurling a Scaleling in our direction, instead of tearing out of the endless ocean kaiju-style and wrecking our faces as soon as we showed up.
I got my answer when the water finally parted and a head at least twice the size of my entire body broke through the surface.
“Hello, would-be king,” a voice at least as powerful as Raw-Maw’s washed over this poor idiot standing on top of the mountain. The neck supporting the head continued to emerge from the water, rising to loom at least twenty feet over the top of the mountain. “I will hear your words.”
Shit-shit-shit—I kept thinking, terror washing over me even though I was supposedly just out of the monster’s reach. This was a stupid plan.
Calm down, my own dragon told me. Don’t let him get to you. Look and realize that he’s injured.
I did just that. It was hard to make out details on the monster’s ugly, seaweed-green hide, but it really did look like it had been burned, or scarred, or damaged in some other painful fashion. As far as I could tell, the wounds looked fresh. They hadn’t come anywhere close enough to killing the monster outright, but I could tell that breaking through the semi-solid surface below us had cost the creature a great deal.
“I would hear your explanation for invading my territory and interrupting the sacred Rite,” I replied. “You have disrupted the process of choosing Avalon’s next Planetary Lord. Defend your actions.”
A snort enveloped  the red-headed idiot at the top of the mountain in a cloud of foul air. It was followed by a chuckle that mountains would probably make, if they ever decided to eat someone as a joke.
“Your weak attempt at trickery is even more humorous than it is insulting, would-be king. Even the Atlanteans dared not play such games with me. Such idiotic courage is… refreshing,” the massive head cocked to the side. “It almost makes me forget that you stole from me.”
That one’s a lie, by the way, the Freaking New Guy added helpfully. He totally still wants to rip you apart. Just in case you didn’t know.
No, I’m good, I answered sarcastically. Obvious bad guy is obvious. Let’s just keep going.
“If you wish to end the parley,” my voice called out as an arm pointed fearlessly in his direction. “You are welcome to go back into the muck and sulk for some time. Tell me this, at least. Were you even aware that this chamber once served to anoint Avalon’s Planetary Lord? And were you seeking such a position for yourself?”
More snorting and chuckling. I began to feel that the dragon was watching a bad show that was the only thing on right now, and grateful for it.
“If you were a true dragon, you would know that we take our crowns by fear or force. I do not need a planet’s permission to claim it as my territory. Now your turn, little would-be king. Explain yourself. Why are you here?”
The red-haired figure did its best to meet the Tidefather’s gaze.
“Greed,” my voice answered honestly. “The purpose of this Rite is for the nascent Lord to understand the boundaries of his territory. This place is an opportunity to find out just how much is mine.”
“Oh,” the Tidefather’s amused voice washed over me. “Does the little dragonling need another to tell him what he owns, and what he does not?”
“Pretty much,” my voice replied, and my figure shrugged. “That’s not unreasonable, though. Did you know how much you owned when you were my age?”
The massive head cocked to the other side.
“I do not remember what it was like to be your age, little dragonling. That was too many eternities ago.”
“Must not have been very formative years for you, then,” came my reply.
“Formative?” the massive beast chuckled again. “My, you are amusing. It makes this little trick of yours that much more entertaining. Do go on. Explain yourself, little Earthborn. What dragon took pity on you and bonded with you? Or did you gain your bond by being so entertaining?”
The figure in front of him began to laugh.
“You have no idea just how insane that story is, and just how much has changed since you have been down here. You wouldn’t believe me even if I told you the whole history.”
“Excellent,” the massive monster hissed. “Oh, I am delighted to hear things have changed for the Earthborn. I’m afraid you have misunderstood me, dragonling. I am thrilled to see that this, a half-grown whelp in borrowed mail, is the best the Earthborn can now send to interfere with the other worlds. Tell me, would-be king, how much did the Earthborn suffer when they failed to protect Avalon? How much respect did they lose? How far did they fall from power?” The dragon’s head swayed as he studied the tiny figure below him. “Are you here because your people are so poor now? Do they have to send their sons to every dead world, digging through the rubble to find whatever scraps of power they can grasp? Is that the case now, little Earthborn? Have your people become garbage collectors? Beggars, crawling through whatever Pathway will still take them? Tell me, little whelp. How far have your people fallen?”
My figure did not answer immediately. The Tidefather seemed pleased.
“Are you not allowed to answer my question, little whelp? Did your parents forbid you from talking about your people’s shame? Must you hide the fact of your fall, even as you dig and beg for power to elevate your people once again? It’s alright, little one. You can tell me: how bad was your people’s Second Fall?”
My figure cocked his red-haired head at that.
“Second fall?” I asked, genuinely curious, and not worried that he could see.
The Tidefather chuckled again, and I remembered that I was his first source of gossip in probably millions and millions of years.
“You’ll have to excuse me,” the ancient dragon answered. “I was not expecting conversation with your kind to be so… satisfying. For this level of entertainment, I might have given my scales away for free.”
Still lying about that, Teeth whispered needlessly. Totally gonna try and eat your face later.
“When was our first fall?” I asked carefully. “Or is that something you made up?”
Either way, I needed to keep him talking. That was apparently my main job these days, whenever a giant asshole showed up.
“At the very beginning,” the massive sea serpent answered flippantly. “I remember a little of it, and the stories afterwards. Your people were weak when the ancients discovered them, and decided they made the perfect slaves. Just strong enough to do hard labor, or serve as fodder for wars, but not strong enough to rise up on their own. Hungry enough to turn on each other for a few scraps of power or food, either to use themselves or to give to the few closest to them, without being able to realize that one does not keep promises to slaves. Their bodies, especially those of their females and very young, were attractive to every other race, either to damage for relieving anger or to couple with for relieving lust. Finally, after all of this, they were still palatable and nutritious enough to serve as a food source. As soon as they were found, they became the most sought-after captives in the Expanse. The Council used them to negotiate with the more monstrous races, offering a few thousand of your people in exchange for sparing a more important world from the ravages of a Tumult. Those of you not given to monsters were instead used to train the other slave races, so that those lesser races could become just as useful in satisfying the Expanse’s many needs and urges. Those centuries were the true golden age amongst the stars,” the monster sighed, actually sounding wistful. “When the powerful of any race, Council or monster, could get whatever they wanted, and grow stronger still.”
Horde, I thought with cold veins. He’s describing the same behavior I saw from the Horde.
That’s because the Horde came from a dragon, Teeth answered sadly. The same dragon we came from.
Shame washed through me, before a new thought allowed me to purge his words from my mind.
We came from two dragons, I declared, and the second one isn’t anything like this asshole.
He looked down at me to see whether I believed him. His massive yellow eyes seemed confused at my figure’s reaction.
“You do not answer me, little Earthborn,” he rumbled, sounding puzzled. “I was expecting you to rage at me for such insulting words, and call me a liar.”
“I am raging at you,” my voice snarled back. “Because I believe your words. I believe that the old ones were as sadistic and perverted and short-sighted as you say, to squander a people’s potential in the worst ways possible. And I believe that some of those old ones are still around, which explains why the Expanse, or galaxy or whatever, is still this screwed up. And I’m angry that some of them are still around, and that they taught members of my race to be the same.”
“Not nearly enough of them,” the Tidefather snorted again, misunderstanding that I was speaking of present members of my race and not the past. “Otherwise they would have never risen up to wreck the Expanse. But something squeamish and powerful found your people, little whelp. It protected and taught you all just long enough to allow you to learn how to Rise,” he spat. “It was the most inferior way to gain power that anyone had ever discovered, yet your race latched onto the concept in bulk. And somehow, the wretched little things thrived with the power. I’m sure the rest is history for you. But it should be a teachable experience nonetheless, especially now that your people have proven themselves weak after all, and unworthy of the prestige and praise lavished upon you by the rest of the Expanse. So now you know, little Earthborn. Your people were never meant to be great. It should be no surprise that you are all returning to your roots, at least on some level.”
The figure in front of the behemoth remained silent for a while longer.
“Do you have nothing else to say, little Earthborn?” the Tidefather gloated in a booming voice. “Has your despair robbed you of your hope? Are you no longer able to spring that futile little trap of yours? I have been waiting for it. At the very least, I would be able to consume you, find the name of whatever dragon was fool enough to bond with you, and risk my vengeance.”
“Oh, you,” my voice rang sweetly, as my figure buckled with laughter. “You always know just what to say.”
“What?” the dragon reared his head back in astonishment.
“The vengeance thing,” I explained. “The idea of you, little you, picking a fight with either of them. Absolutely high-level-larious.”
“Either,” the monster said as he eyed me carefully, not missing that detail. “You claim to have formed a bond with more than one.”
“Well, in all fairness,” I answered. “I didn’t have much of a choice with the Flesh bond. Turns out that gets passed down, just like a cleft chin or something. Absolutely no credit I can claim there. Not that I’m happy about it, mind you. That guy’s an even bigger asshole than you are.”
“But you’re right about the second guy taking pity on me,” I continued. “Though I can’t understand why that fact doesn’t scare you more. Didn’t you just tell me what happened the last time something powerful took pity on the Earthborn? I’m kind of surprised you haven’t bothered to attack me yet. Even if I am your first real conversation source other than ghosts in the last million or so years.”
“There is no point in attacking you,” the monster rumbled, anger crawling back into its voice. “This current form is an illusion you have created to distract me. Because you think it sufficient enough to divert my attention when you finally flee this wretched, frigid rock.”
“Flee?” My totally real figure (promise!) cocked its head at him. “Why would I flee from you? I have a Rite to complete. A Lord has to know the boundaries of his or her territory. Though I suppose if I was a ‘her,’ I’d be Lady, instead. Not sure what the proper term is there, to be honest. I’ll have to ask.”
“The boundaries of your territory are the outer walls of the blue rock you are currently hiding in,” the leviathan said in a deafening growl. “They were drawn by the being you see before you, one whom you have no power to contest, one whom the dragons of your own damned bonds dare not even dream to confront! This wretched cold rock is your entire kingdom, its handful of ghosts are your subjects, and your reign will last however long it takes for you to run out of food! Then you will be forced to confront me and be slain, or starve and die, and I will send another piece of myself to claim you so that I might devour your corpse, gain knowledge of how to finally leave this place, and prove once and for all that your own purpose was nothing more than a tool for my own advancement!”
“See, that,” I said, my most authentic body ever (no, really) pointing at him. “That right there. That’s what I finally figured out down here. How these Rites really work.”
“Explain, if it will hasten my opportunity to kill you,” the dragon said through his gritted, longsword-sized fangs.
“Being a king means you need to discern truth,” I replied. “It’s not about how much power you wield. I could have all seven worlds offer me tribute every day, feed every single one of my desires, and it wouldn’t make me a king. Being a ruler is about how you wield that power. Can I wield it well? Can I increase my kingship by making my subjects safer, richer, and happier?”
“Typical Earthborn concept,” the monster snarled dismissively. “Making power a means to an end instead of an end itself.”
“Whatever,” I replied, because I didn’t expect to bring the ancient dragon around to my point of view with this brief speech. “I could point out that I wind up gaining more than simple power itself, which should make me even more invincible, but I’m pretty sure other Earthborn and Avalonians, and even the Atlanteans around here, tried to tell you as much before you ate them. But the point is, to manage my power like I was trying to explain, I have to establish what is true and what is false. And I’m finally starting to realize just how many men, monsters, and false gods lie to those who would be kings. Like you, for example,” I said, giving the giant dragon a level look.
“An ironic accusation, considering the false face you are using to speak to me,” the Tidefather snorted.
“I also get that,” I replied, my absolutely authentic face frowning slightly (because it was so authentic). “But we wish each other harm, so we’re at war, and all war is deception. I have no reason to give you any information that you’ll use to harm myself or my subjects. And that’s the other thing about being king. You’re automatically at war, so everyone lies to you about how much power you really have. To try and make you think you’re weaker than you really are, that you can’t really do all the things you want to, so you just shouldn’t try.”
“I’m finally tired of your talking,” the monster replied. “Hurry up and spring your trap, so that you can die.”
“Almost done, really,” I promised. “Here’s what I’ve learned. My territory has no boundary. Not in here. My territory goes beyond this false sea, this false deep, this false sky. I will be the one to set the limits of my throne. Not you, and not all the liars everywhere who insist that the Expanse is supposed to be a place where the strong abuse and devour everyone else, and that I don’t have the power to change it into something better. Now I’m done. So fight me. You long-ass bitch.”
I had to admire his patience. He had to be half-mad from being locked in here so long anyway, and I had been purposefully annoying for most of the conversation. I wasn’t even giving him the dignity of using my actual face to speak with him (Whoops. Slipped out there). On top of all that, I’d eaten at least thirty pieces of him during a time when he had already spent a fair bit of his power trying to find the secrets inside the frigid mountain. And for all he knew, I was going to hole up in there for another hundred years or so, maybe even find a way to open the seal at the bottom on my own, after rejecting his offer for help and killing his messengers.
Actually, I had already done that last one, but he didn’t seem to realize it yet. He still knew very little about me, had been thwarted in his attempts to learn more, and now he was being threatened with violence by an annoying ant he had already been wanting to step on for quite some time.
Honestly, I probably would have hit me by now.
But he still didn’t launch an attack like I’d expected. I had known that he still had his floodbreath, and I had been hoping I could taunt him into using it again, especially since a ranged assault would prevent the cold air of the mountain from affecting him. To my surprise, he opened his mouth and let out an angry roar instead.
It still proved to be all I needed. From my real location, far away from my illusory image, we launched our attack.
The Atlantean survivors had spent a century hiding from the Tidefather before the Flood had claimed the last of them. In addition, they were already familiar with this structure. It had been part of Avalon’s Shelter for some time. Originally, it was to be the place where the Rite of Territories took place, and part of the Rite was meant to involve the Atlanteans walking the potential Lord through the library and testing the candidate by trying to educate them. The candidate was also supposed to explore the massive structure on his (or her) own, to demonstrate whether they could locate some of the hidden passages inside the complex. That last bit was what clued me in to the crux of the Rite: it was all about discerning truth. If a ruler couldn’t tell what was true and what was false, they could never really tell what they were ruling. Their territories would never be any bigger than what they were deceived into believing was really theirs. Subjects on their borders would constantly be attacked, and the ruler would waste time wondering if they truly had a right to interfere, or if they were just being greedy for more land. They would waste precious time by not realizing that said land was already theirs to begin with, and others were going to take both it and their subjects unless they fought to protect them.
Now, yes, a ruler can also grab territory that actually shouldn’t belong to them, but that’s another lesson for another time. Right now, I had to rescue those who were lost and suffering.
At any rate, the Tidefather, despite the massive amount of power he had expended over the aeons, had not explored as much of the mountain as he thought he had. So while the Atlanteans aided me in creating an illusion that could still mirror my voice and actions, even from my position at the bottom of the mountain, they took me to another tunnel on the other side of the sealed library, containing a number of hidden exits that had never been opened.
We waited until I had managed to provoke the Tidefather enough to have his judgement and perception be affected by his anger. That entire time, I was the only one who spoke. The others didn’t even talk through the mindlink, worried that they’d disrupt the act somehow. They did, however, point to the script magic lining the walls. Originally, I was meant to find them on my own, after touring the library. They were intended to help me realize that my kingdom’s boundaries weren’t defined by the limitations put in front of me by outside forces. My own vision, my own reach, and the consent of those in need of my power played a far greater role in determining what I was allowed to rule. Again, the Rite’s purpose wasn’t to convince me that  I could invade whoever I wanted. This was simply about rejecting the false limitations created by my enemies.
Such as the idea that I was stuck inside this mountain until I either died or submitted to the treacherous Wyrm that desired the last of my people and their knowledge.
The Atlanteans had decided to forsake the test of having me navigate these passages on my own. The original Rite had been too corrupted by the actions of the Tidefather and the Flood to cause something as minor as a bit of spelunking to be relevant. If I was willing to fight both threats, then I was already rejecting the limitations others had imposed upon me. In their opinion, I had already passed the Rite.
So while the Tidefather was trading words and lies with my illusion outside, I and my hastily-assembled council were at the very bottom of the mountain, looking at the rest of his body, the part that had stayed hidden beneath the depths through the scrying portal leading directly outside. The lowest levels of the cavern system were far beneath the mountain itself, which meant they were not full of cold air. It also meant that the Tidefather could actually come near them and not be affected, without even being aware of his proximity to the complex. He was currently resting over our heads with no knowledge of our presence. And even if he had known, it would have been useless information. The tunnels in this section were too small for him to do anything other than collapse them, and the powerful enchantments protecting them would have taken time to break through, even for a beast of his power.
That didn’t make the sight of his form any less intimidating. The dragon had a vastness that rivaled the giant Woadfather trees that I had encountered during the last Rite I had completed. Each scale was the size of my entire body, making it no surprise that the humanoids created from them were just as large.
But those same Scalelings had created a weak point in the mighty Wyrm. The Tidefather had been forced to sacrifice over a hundred of his scales to try and break into the mountain, and while he had recovered a bit of their power in most cases, he had not recovered the scales themselves. Those pieces of himself, those shards of outer covering, as well as the respective fragments of his original vital guard that he had attached to them, had been lost permanently, unless the dragon managed to somehow reunite with them and absorb them back into his body. Which again, he would never be able to do with all of the pieces I had already eaten.
You’re welcome, Teeth said. Glad I could save the day for everyone.
Shut up.
But the most important thing was that those missing scales had created openings in the dragon’s body that we were about to exploit.
A large patch of scaleless flesh had come into view over our heads. As the Tidefather bellowed in rage, the patch remained within firing range, making it a safe target for us. The Atlanteans acted immediately, triggering glyphs on the nearby floor. The markings transported us up through the barrier above our heads, turning the roof into our floor and putting us right next to the unprotected gap  in the massive beast’s scales.
Before guiding us through the underwater tunnels, they had cast enchantments on us, which allowed us to see and breathe in the dark, watery depths. I was still grateful that we didn’t need to go very far. I cloaked us with Carnwennan until we had swam the short distance to the unarmored fles. Upon reaching the wound, I summoned Shard, my new icy poleaxe, and thrust it into the exposed muscle while casting a new Practitioner-level Ice spell that the Atlanteans had taught me personally.
Glacier’s passage.
A pillar of ice shot out from my weapon and twisted into the vulnerable gap in the dragon’s armor, grinding and carving a hole large enough for us to enter. The dragon let out a roar that could be heard even down here, but the ice began affecting him immediately. The monster’s entire body became sluggish, preventing him from thrashing about. He was going to overcome the damage in the next few moments, but that was okay.
At least I hoped it was.
You’re sure this will work? I asked my dragon counterpart as we rushed for the open wound.
Stop being jittery, Teeth snapped. The Atlanteans already confirmed that this was possible.
Possible isn’t that reassuring, I answered as I crawled into the wound created by my attack.
Possible should be all kinds of reassuring! Teeth shot back. You shouldn’t even be able to attempt something like this at all! If he had even half of his normal strength, you would have already been dead!
The wound was large enough for three party members to walk side by side. The icy pillar had lost much of its strength, but a much smaller piece of it continued to excavate into the giant dragon.
According to Teeth and the Atlanteans, that was exactly what we needed.
Thankfully—and it should have been a much more minor concern—carving into a giant, decrepit dragon’s body was not as gross as it could have been. His insides were even more vulnerable to cold, and had already begun frosting over. It still shouldn’t be this easy, I thought as we pressed further in.
Then the Tidefather began thrashing, roaring curses I couldn’t make out from our current position within his flesh. The massive body began to writhe, slamming us against the frozen walls of the tunnel we had chiseled into his side. We bounced painfully against cold tissue, hard muscle, and the occasional uncovered portion of a giant rib.
Crap, we need to hurry, Teeth said in my mind.
Everybody cut loose now! I commanded.
We had hoped to launch our most powerful attacks when we were deeper inside, but that clearly wasn’t going to be possible. So the Testifiers began hurling their strongest one-time magic spells, including Karim’s lightning bolts and Eadric’s crafted bombs. Breyn activated his tattoos and let loose with his Woadfire, and Breena converted into full Sunrise Sprite form and fired off the blast that had killed a piece of Cavus before.
The frozen flesh began cracking apart all around us. Breena’s blast created a tunnel deep enough to get us the rest of the way to the area we wanted to reach, the place where we could finally kill the Tidefather outright.
Val and Virtus hacked the last of the frozen chunks of flesh out of our way and we dove into the inner world hidden inside an ancient Lesser Wyrm.
***
Teeth had explained it to me when he had consumed enough of the Tidefather’s Scalelings to realize how damaged the ancient creature was. A dragon’s appetite is a special power all to itself, one that lets the creature digest almost anything. And as the dragon devours more and more, its appetite grows stronger, mixing with the dragon’s nature to create new changes. It was part of the reason some lesser dragons were able to advance to stronger forms, such as a wyvern becoming a drake, or a drake becoming a full-fledged dragon. For true dragons, the appetites affected them even further. Teeth had apparently learned this from Vinclum. The reality was that dragons were much like the Earthborn themselves. They could be good or evil, selfish or unselfish. Like humans, it all depended on what appetites they chose to gratify. That, in the end, determined the characteristics of the powerful creatures, because at that point, the appetite applied to more than food. A dragon that focused on its cravings for mastery over the tide and control of the deep would become a sea dragon, a lesser version of the Tidefather himself.  A dragon that sought light, personal growth, and closeness with the heavens would become a sunwyrm, though such beings were considered extinct with the possible exception of Vinclum. And finally, a dragon that focused on gratifying only its basest of urges, and took a sadistic delight in causing pain, without ever contemplating showing a shred of compassion to another being, would become a linnorm, as Aegrim had. From there, they would further pursue magic itself, combining their skills with various Ideals to grant them certain areas of influence.
Once the dragon spent enough time satisfying its chosen appetites, and survived satisfying said appetites, it would eventually become one of the powerful creatures known as Wyrms. Wyrms were usually much larger, and always much more powerful, but the biggest, and most secret, difference is that their appetites transform into a special zone inside their bodies. A zone reflecting their powers and their goals. It was the very heart of their strength, and in the case of dragons who chose to Descend, it was also the place where they stored their treasure, the things they desired, the things they wished to consume permanently.
It was also—assuming one could reach it and survive the experience—the best chance to kill a Wyrm for good.
This was a secret kept by all Wyrms, one that was rarely shared because of the vulnerabilities it entailed. It was probably one of the reasons Wyrms seldom chose to bond with other creatures, and even when a bond was forged, they kept that knowledge hidden unless the dragonbonded became a Wyrm themselves and discovered the truth on their own. But Vinclum, the Cosmic Wyrm of Honor and Bonds, had chosen to share it with my own inner dragon.
It was possibly the only way we were going to defeat one of the most powerful monsters we had ever faced.
We ran, tripped, bumped and stumbled through the Tidefather’s insides until we reached the shimmering world of his appetite. We were fortunate that the Tidefather had chosen to retain a serpentine build. The Wyrm’s appetite took on the same dimensions of the dragon’s digestive tract, even replacing said organs directly. Like most serpentine creatures, the Tidefather’s digestive system ran throughout the length of his body, and his appetite had not altered that detail. Therefore, as long as we could cut deep enough in any one spot, we could reach his world of cravings.
It didn’t change the fact that it nearly killed us.
Virtus and Eadric were fine. The Ideal of Earth complimented Eadric’s dwarven balance and resistance to damage perfectly. By the time we made it inside the Appetite, his vital guard had already healed his cuts and bruises. Virtus had reflexes honed by untold millennia of experience. He rolled in the inner realm gracefully in spite of his armor, letting his shield absorb the impact of his landing.
Weylin and Val had it the next easiest, tumbling clear of most of the damage with their supernatural agility. They had a few bruises, but they landed on their feet.
Karim and Breyn fell heavily and landed directly on their backs, hurt, but alive, thanks to Karim’s script shields and Breyn’s Woadtattoo. The Gaelguard had landed cradling Petalbell to his chest.
Breena’s dawnblast had left her nearly unconscious, and a blow to the head on the way inside finished the job. If I had been a second slower, the Tidefather’s rattling about might have torn her head clean off.
My own tattoo flared when I caught her. Still holding Shard in one hand, I wrapped my other arm around her as tightly as I dared and dove for the shimmering passage, letting my armor, script shield, and Ideal magic take the brunt of my descent. Three times, I hit something hard enough to make my head rattle, but in the end, I landed whole enough to be able to look around.
We were standing in a thin layer of water on yet another floor, one that swayed and moved without affecting our balance. There were no enemies in sight, so I immediately turned my attention back to Breena and cycled through every healing spell I could cast on her. She stirred and regained consciousness almost immediately, wiping the blood from her face.
I’m okay, Wes, she said as she pushed herself out of my arms, wobbling in the air for a bit before steadying herself. Thanks for the save.
I kept our link open as I evaluated the rest of the group. Everyone else was either standing up or already on their feet. Petal flew out of Breyn’s arms with a look that suggested she was somehow pleased and offended by him at the same time.
Beyond my team lay the rest of this shimmering world.
The similarities between this place and the watery world of the Rite outside were striking. The main difference was that the top layer of ground was more turbulent, making the place we were standing on feel like a giant water bed. Also, we stood firmly on the very top, instead of sinking into the ground-like sediment just below the surface.
Teeth swore in my mind.
This is bad, he said to me.
Why? It looks almost exactly like the world outside.
Exactly, Teeth replied. His appetite is leaking out of him. Making his lair take on some of the qualities of his power and hunger. He’s closer to advancing than even he realizes.
You mean the place outside probably didn’t look like that before? I asked, baffled.
Probably not, but we’ll find out when we kill him. And hurry. Both of my dads are saying that if we don’t act soon, we’ll all die.
A distant roar over our heads reinforced his words.
There, Teeth said. Look behind you.
For a second, I wanted to point out that he couldn’t look in any direction I wasn’t already facing, but then I felt the tug as well. I turned to discover a cloud of mist that was hovering close to the waves, far off in the distance.
He’s trying to hide it, Teeth whispered in my mind. But that’s where his hoard is. Take it, and we can end this.
Whether he was right or not, there was nothing else out here for us to investigate. My entire team must have felt the same way, because as soon as I turned, everyone else noticed the mist and mentally sent a desire to walk toward it.
How is that going to work? I demanded as we ran toward the mist-covered island. Because in all the books I’ve read, taking a dragon’s treasure just makes everyone die faster.
Your books are normally right, Teeth answered. But the Tidefather has been trapped and wounded for too long. His treasure is the only thing keeping him alive. At this point, he has to advance to the next stage of Wyrmhood or he’ll die. And he can’t advance if he loses his hoard.
That would have to do for an explanation. Another roar echoed through the hazy sky over our heads. The water we ran through began to churn, increasing from moderately choppy to the sort of waves that made sailors uncomfortable.
The mist shifted as we approached, giant plumes churning in opposite directions. As we ran awkwardly over the unnatural water, the plumes stirred even more.
Then they began talking.
“No,” a motherly voice said sadly. “Not you, too.”
“I don’t recognize them, mother,” a little girl’s voice said.
“It doesn’t matter, dear,” the woman said kindly. “It’s still sad that they’ve joined us.”
More ghosts.
The consequence of being king of a dead world.
We came within a few dozen feet of the island. It looked like a sandy beach, reminding me instantly of the islands where I had watched pirates bury their treasure on hundreds of old television shows. Now I could make out shapes within the mist: a long-haired woman clutching a little girl to her side, an old man sitting on the sand, a tall, strong man reaching for a weapon that was no longer there.
“You were not devoured,” the ghostly soldier said as he watched us carefully. “How did you get down here? How did you even learn of this place?”
“Did he see the others?” the old man asked, getting up. “Do you know of our kin? Did you see any children? Did my grandson get away?”
The next roar told me just how little time I had for answering questions.
“HE IS A THIEF!” the Tidefather’s voice thundered through the air. “STOP HIM! STOP HIM RIGHT THIS INSTANT!”
Val turned and looked up at that.
“Did he just tell the people he ate to stop us from saving them?” she asked, narrowing her eyes.
“Doesn’t look like it,” Virtus grunted. “Keep running. Don’t look behind you.”
Naturally, we all turned back to look, even though he had already warned us and could send impressions of what he saw through the mindlink. It wasn’t enough to kick the habit.
The waves were rushing toward us. And I could make out a familiar group of bodies riding inside them.
Don’t bother with them, Teeth told me tensely. It doesn’t cost him as much power to create them here. Just get to the center of his Hoard.
He had a point. With just a glance, I could tell that there were far more than thirty Scalelings attacking us this time, and this island was too big to properly cover in traps.
“You came for our treasure,” the soldier ghost said suspiciously.
Keep going inland, I sent to the team. Stick to the plan.
“If by treasure, you mean yourselves, then yes,” I responded. “The others said I could free you if I could just get ahold of the Well.”
Every translucent head whipped to my direction.
“It’s this way,” the soldier ghost said. “I’ll show you.”
He floated in front of us, more detail appearing on his hazy body. I could now tell that he wore a suit of shell-like scales similar to what I was currently wearing, and an open-faced helmet with a wave-patterned crest on the top. A smoky spear appeared in his hand. “You should hurry,” he continued. “I will keep in view, but follow me as quickly as you can.”
“Noted,” I replied.
Weylin, speed song. Breena, Air Magic. Petal, Fire Magic. Karim, Lightning Magic. I’ll handle Blood Magic. Let’s see how fast we can move.
It turned out that stacking too many different sorts of enhancement magic was dangerous. Our heads ached, our bodies grew hot, and our hands couldn’t stop shaking. The whole thing felt far more inefficient than my battleform, and I could tell a lot of the power from the last few spells just bled off uselessly into the air.
But it was still more than enough to get the job done.
We zipped quickly past a lot of fantastic, presently useless sights. Mostly more treasure, such as mountainous  piles of coins and gems. But there were also items with strictly historical value, carefully placed and arrayed in organized rows. Beyond them were stored even more books, stacked just as carefully in piles or on shelves.
Knowledge, Teeth whispered. Knowledge is one of his cravings. It explains why he was so curious about us.
That was vaguely useful to know, but in the end, it didn’t matter. Placing such items far from the center of his hoard meant he saw them primarily as a means to get more treasure, not as an end itself. We kept running forward, our feet practically flying as our bodies hummed with power. The knowledge that we could not keep so many spells going for very long made us jog even faster, until I couldn’t even tell what treasures I was passing.
The Well. I have to get to the Well.
Finally, we reached what appeared to be the center of the sandy island.
Broken pillars dotted the treeless landscape, and diminutive pieces of rubble cluttered the sand like a bad parody of grass. Aside from the location itself, the debris looked like any of the other set of ruins I had seen on Avalon’s surface. The difference was that the very center of these ruins had a large dais mounded with random pieces of treasure. It all surrounded a crystalline decanter that rested on a short pedestal, with sparkling fluid shifting around inside of it.
“That’s the Well,” the soldier ghost said to us, finally floating to a stop. “He’s been keeping it hidden away here, because he never learned how to break our seals on it.”
“Do I have to break the seals to save you all?” I asked, panting as the various speed spells finally wore off of me.
He considered me pensively.
“No,” he admitted. “We only had time to ward it against one creature. And,” his eyes glanced toward my scabbard, “If you’re the one we all hope you are, then it can’t be warded against you. Even if you’re not,” he added tiredly, “I’d still rather you have it than him. Open it, drink it, do whatever you want to take it from him. While you still have time.”
His eyes darted to peer behind me.
Go ahead and look this time, Virtus said ironically in our mindlink. Not that it will make a difference.
A throng of Scalelings was charging in our direction, at least a hundred strong. They seemed faster and more powerful than the ones we had battled back in the mountain, which meant they were probably all faster and more powerful than I was.
We’ll hold them off, Virtus sent. Hurry up and figure out what you need to do.
I raced for the sparkling decanter, clearing most of the distance in a single leap.
Something else leaped right in front of me, missing my head by inches. Had I landed just an inch closer, its claws would have scraped across my face before it crashed its way into the ground just in front of me. I had no idea where it had come from.
“Well done, thief,” sneered the largest Scaleling I had seen yet said, speaking with the Tidefather’s voice as his puppet and rising back to his feet. The humanoid monster was over seven feet tall, taller even than Virtus. Muscles rippled under his scales. Unlike the others, this one had a large fin cresting the top of his head. “You unearthed my secret realm. And the source of my Hoard, as well. Tell me how you knew to look for either, before I make you,” the Scaleling flexed his powerful claws.
Behind me, a dozen other massive Scalelings leaped toward my companions, forcing them to turn away from the oncoming army to deal with an enemy on a second front.
“I learned about the Well from the Atlanteans that I rescued from the Flood,” I answered coolly, turning my attention back to the monster in front of me. I had to hurry, but there was a way to take this monster out quickly, if I was careful. “They told me I need it to escape this place.” I looked the thing straight in the eye, doing my best to show that I was speaking honestly, while pacing around it. “It’s kind of stupid for you to keep it locked up here, isn’t it? When you should be using its power to help you escape?”
“You know very well that if I could do so, I would have already left this forsaken vault,” the Tidefather snarled. “And every second you delay by talking to me is a moment you give my army to overwhelm you. But if you give me what I need, I may spare your companion’s lives.”
“Really?” I said, holding out my hand. “You promise? You’d shake hands on that?”
“If you thought it would help,” the monster replied smugly, stepping forward and lifting his hand. “I promise.”
“Liar,” I answered, summoning Shard into my waiting hand.
He had never seen me use the weapon, and my other spear had snapped in the last battle anyway. So it took him by complete surprise when the icy spearhead of my new poleaxe burst into his throat. I reshaped the weapon into a bardiche immediately, shredding away half of the monster’s throat as the spearhead and axeblade connected and widened. It tore free of his neck before it finished solidifying, but the weapon had wreaked enough havoc to the Scaleling’s vital guard to send him to his knees while reaching for his frosted throat with trembling claws. His hands closed about half the distance before I swung my fully transformed weapon around and decapitated him. Then I turned my attention back to the pitcher on the pedestal.
The other monsters shrieked and tried to intervene, but my team was able to intercept them long enough for me to grab the crystal handle and lift it clear of the pedestal. I instantly summoned it directly into Breaker’s special storage, removing it from the dragon’s hoarding realm.
“Everyone come here!” I shouted out, realizing I should have done so much sooner. “The new Lord of Avalon wishes to rescue you from this place! Come live again, so you can join those who have already escaped!”
The island had begun shuddering as soon as I spoke. Another pained roar tore the sky apart, sending the clouds scattering into different directions and revealing a cracked sky over our heads.
That’s it, Teeth said. Now start taking everything else you can.
I couldn’t grab everything. Gold was a heavy metal, and I still kept over a hundred pounds of emergency supplies in Breaker’s storage space, in addition to my numerous weapons. But I suspected that the items on this dais were the most valuable pieces of the Tidefather’s hoard after the Well, and would weaken him the most. I swept up every pile of gold, every expensive necklace, every ancient tome, every priceless artifact I could in what time I had. The sky shook with every item that went missing and the nearby Scalelings began shrieking in pain.
But then the real treasure showed up. The Atlantean ghosts had followed us from a distance as we ran here, so when they heard my call, they swarmed past the Tidefather’s children and began circling the dais, unable to step upon it for some reason.
“You’ll do it?” the mother asked with desperate hope, clutching her child in front of her. “You’ll share the treasure? What you came here to take?”
“No,” I answered bluntly, “I’m not parting with a single piece of it.” Their faces fell immediately. “That’s why you’re all coming with me.”
The crystal container reappeared in my hands. I uncorked the vial on top of it and poured  out the liquid onto the desperate throng below.
The water splashed onto the first two ghosts, the mother and her child. Then to my surprise, it jumped to the next, the old man we had seen at the shore. Then the flood rippled out in a ring, catching the soldier and the rest of the nearby phantoms, spreading to catch others still floating toward us. Color began to return to their bodies, as they turned from translucent grey back to their blue or green skin tones. The mother began to laugh as her daughter’s hair regained its white color, not even noticing that her own locks were back to the seafoam green color Atlantean adults usually had.
“No,” one of the nearby surviving Scalelings cried, as my friends finished off the other monsters, who were all still shrieking and writhing in pain. “It’s impossible! You cannot bring them back! They are just ghosts! The real people have all been destroyed! They are forever gone!”
“Clearly not,” I replied calmly as the former ghosts began to vanish from the dragon’s keep one by one. “Since enough of them were still around to talk to me. And if you think it’s possible to completely destroy anything, Einstein’s First Law of Conservation would like a word with you.”
The Scaleling try to snarl out a retort, but his words choked off as he began to disintegrate.
That did it, Teeth whispered. He’s too wounded to withstand the loss of this much treasure.
Do we need to evacuate or something? I asked my inner dragon. The bastard had been pretty vague about this part of the plan earlier, and none of my threats had worked to make him share any details.
Too late, he said cheerfully. Just get everyone together and hold on tight. And don’t let Breena get hurt again, you dumbass shit, he muttered angrily.
Everybody form up in a circle! I shouted into the mindlink. Full protection spells! It’s gonna be a rough ride out!
I wrapped an arm around my bonded companion, ignored her squawks of protest, and began casting every defensive Earth and Air spell I could think of. Karim furiously wrote dozens of magic scripts into the air, reinforcing the script shields he and I had created over everyone before we had ventured into the dragon’s depths. Weylin began singing softly, hopefully some other spell he hadn’t taught me yet. Petalbell let out an angry, muffled yell of her own that I couldn’t fully make out, but the gist of seemed to be “Just because Wes does it to Breena, doesn’t mean you can do the same to me!” It seemed to be directed to Breyn.
Another roar echoed over our heads, but this one lacked the power of all the previous ones. This one spoke of denial, of refusal to believe the end had finally come. The force behind it trickled out, until it faded into nothing more than a choking gasp or a whimper. I never could decide which.
As it ended, the clouds began to vanish, shrinking into the sky like they were being sucked into a pinhole above our heads. In their place was a mosaic of cracks that stretched across the horizon. The pieces crumbled inward, revealing a black hole that heaved on everything below it. I felt my hair whip upward, and I saw pieces of the rubble and leftover treasure begin to float up and vanish into the sky. The traction from the giant maw of blackness kept increasing, with increasingly larger objects flying up into the vacuum every second, until I could feel my legs begin to lift upward.
We’re going to get sucked into a giant black hole in the sky? I shouted incredulously at Teeth.
That was what theoretically should happen next, yes, Teeth said confidently. You’ll be fine, except for the rough landing. Don’t let Breena get hurt.
Of course I won’t, and you bastard, I growled. Why did you risk a heavy blow to our skull by keeping this a secret?
Gee, I don’t really know, Teeth replied sarcastically, but, counterpoint: why did you risk atrophy to our testicles by screwing things up so bad with Merada last time?
I blinked at that.
Stell walked right in on us, completely freaked out, and the whole thing was somehow my fault? I demanded, feeling Val shift next to me as the pull from the sky increased. And you’re choosing to talk about it by launching me through an atmospheric hole, without any real warning?
Yes, and you’re welcome for the restraint. Remember this experience the next time you turn down an opportunity to lose your virginity with a gorgeous, funny, multi-bodied nerd-girl that’s given you a hundred different clear signs showing that she’s really into you.
That’s not even remotely—I began, before the wind whipped away my vision.
Oh, look, Teeth interrupted cheerfully, as my feet lifted fully off the ground. Our turn.
We were sucked through the air so quickly, I didn’t even have time to curse.




Chapter 14: Behold the Behemoth



Our magic protected us.
We were through the dark vacuum before I even realized it. But the Air magic directed our trajectory, and cushioned our descent just enough for the script shields and Earth magic to absorb the force of impact. Despite our exit seeming more violent than the entrance, we actually took far less damage.
It didn’t make me resent Teeth any less.
Breena flew out of my grip before I even landed, pointedly demonstrating that she didn’t need to land at all. I bounced a few times off rubble and coins, script shields flaring over my skin as I rolled to a stop. Sand greeted my face, and I spat it out as I stood back up.
Inspecting our landing site, I realized I had landed on a wide beach, with a thin pool of water at my feet. The cold mountain loomed above me. The rest of my team surrounded me at various intervals. At the very edge of my vision were the resurrected Atlanteans, specifically the wizards and soldiers, hurling spears and firing icy spells at something behind me.
“No,” a deep but surprisingly feeble voice sounded behind me. I turned to see the massive serpentine form of the Tidefather writhing on the ground like a beached whale. Over half of his scales had disintegrated, leaving bloody flesh and torn muscle in their wake. Now that I could see more of his body, I could tell that he’d had four limbs at one point. He was down to one now, and it trembled as he tried to lift it. The next moment, a large icicle struck it, and the claw cracked and broke right off of the arm.
We need to be the one to finish this, Teeth told me.
Fuck you, I answered, but I drew Shard anyway and moved over to the monster’s head. My team made a compulsory attempt to add damage of their own to the massive body, but a moment later, even that proved unnecessary. The Tidefather was unable to even lift his head, no matter how hard he strained and panted.
“So long…” the dying dragon said tiredly. “So patient. Just to lose everything in the end.”
I wanted to give him a reply, tell him that he had made his own choice, that no one had forced him to invade my world and steal my people’s treasures and lives. I also wanted to point out that I had given him a chance to flee, to make amends and escape with his life. But it would have just been cruel. I had known he would reject my offer the moment I made it.
“Name,” I demanded, standing next to his massive face. His eye blinked at me. It was roughly the same size I was. “I know your title, the name of your species of Wyrm. Tidefather. But you couldn’t have been the only dragon to evolve this way and gain this title. Before I kill you, what name do you want to be remembered by?”
He panted for a moment without answering me. Right when I was about to give up and stab him anyway, he rumbled an answer through his cracked mouth.
“Orcantor… the name I had… before I chose… what I wanted...”
Before he chose his appetites, I realized. For whatever reason, he had thrown it aside when he became a Lesser Wyrm.
Now, it was the only thing he chose to claim.
“Thank you… for asking,” he breathed tiredly, accepting the end.
“You’re welcome. Die well, Orcantor,” I said, converting Shard into a long pike and stabbing it into the dragon’s eye. His exhausted vital guard gave way immediately as the eye instantly froze, then shattered, along with the brain behind it.
Orcantor gave one final shudder, and then went still for all eternity.
Whew, Teeth said, and I reflected on the fact that he had begun to talk more. That’s taken care of. We got to him in time.
Something hummed in my ears. I couldn’t tell where it was coming from, and through the mindlink, I knew I was the only one that could hear it.
Teeth, I said, as some of my thoughts got a little fuzzy. Are we trying to eat a Lesser Wyrm right now?
Duh, Teeth replied. That’s why I wanted you to land the final blow. Probably didn’t need to, with all the other damage you’ve done, but I wanted to be careful.
The humming became a vibrating sensation that traveled up my arms.
You just told me you were full, I replied patiently, proud of myself for not losing my temper. That you needed to rest before you could eat any more.
Well, yeah, he replied, but this is just too much power to pass up. We’ll be fine, as long as we take a nap.
I already take too many naps after fights! I snapped at him. How long would you even need?
No time at all, Teeth insisted, a thousand years max. But we’ll be asleep the whole time, so it’s no big deal.
The thrumming sensation began to travel up my neck.
Idiot, I said angrily. Everyone will be dead by then. Including Stell!
What? The new guy sounded startled. I… I didn’t think of that.
My chin tickled. My thoughts grew just a little fuzzier.
Can we stop this? I asked, Or have you just killed us all by putting me out of action for the remaining Tumults?
I, uh… the idiot trailed off.
This actually is a limit to my authority, I realized. Something I can’t hold onto if I grasp for it.
And by reaching for it, the asinine side of my mind may have just doomed us all.
Still working on it, Teeth continued. I, uh… sorry, he said lamely. I thought we should grab all the power we could. Because we needed it.
The thrumming halted at my chin, but the fuzzy sensation remained in my head.
I wanted to yell at Teeth, but his last words tickled the fuzziness in my brain.
Power.
We did need it.
My fear had kept me from grasping more of it, worried about what I’d turn into.
Stell had encouraged me to trust myself with it.
But this… this was wrong.
Why, exactly though? If there was a way to channel another full dragon’s power, safely?
Safely. That was it.
If it destroys what we love, or prevents us from helping those we love, I said to Teeth, puzzling out the words in my mind, then it isn’t really power. It’s a trap… a lie…. a disability.
Teeth and I swore at the same time.
I… Teeth hesitated. It sounded like he was swallowing. I have to let it go then, don’t I?
We will literally lose everything, everyone, if we try to hold onto it, I gritted at him. If we wake up at all, we will wake up to a cold, dead world, where all of our family, all of our friends, every part of Stell, are gone forever.
The fuzzy sensation started to leave, but not completely.
I’m sorry, Teeth sobbed, the first time I had ever heard him do so. This isn’t fair… I thought this was what we were supposed to do.
The strange sensations in my body shifted again.
I realized then that there was some kind of hole in me, that Teeth had been trying to fill with this power. It hadn’t been fitting very well, but up until a few seconds ago, he had been trying to force it in anyway. He started to pull it back out, but then he hesitated.
Do we really have to let go of all of it? He asked me, like a child being told to put something back.
You said we were full earlier, I told him. Is there any piece of it that won’t put us into some kind of coma and make us lose everything else?
I… he started. No. No there isn’t.
Then it isn’t really power, I decided. It’s going to take far more than it ever gave to us. Just like it did to him, I said as I looked at Orcantor’s corpse.
My inner dragon let out another sob, pulled the substance out with his teeth, then spat it right out. I immediately felt better.
Except that now I was painfully aware of that emptiness inside of me.
Breena was asking if I was okay. I shook my head, and somehow, she understood. I felt her nudge my shoulder gently, then fly back away.
I turned to realize everyone else was looking at me. My team. The newly rescued Atlanteans.
My team nodded respectfully, and looked like they were trying to stand in some manner appropriate for my retinue. Breena and some of the other original members seemed like they were giving nudges and directions through the mindlink. The Atlanteans behind them all bowed in one movement. Then mist floated up from the now-sandy floor, and the familiar voice of the planet itself greeted me.
“The Nascent Lord has completed the Rite of Territory,” Avalon boomed out loud. “Right to Rule has increased, as the Lord has confronted false boundaries to his territory and overcome them, and gained a better understanding of his limits in the process.”
Thank God, I thought. Today had felt like even more nonsense than usual.
Please don’t step on my hand.
What? I asked, confused. What is your problem, Teeth?
That wasn’t me, Teeth replied. It was your voice, wasn’t it?
No, it wasn’t, I retorted. But we don’t have time to talk about it right now.
Hey, Teeth said suddenly. If you don’t find time later, won’t that cost us real power as well?
God damnit.
I’ll talk with Breena or someone, after we wrap things up here, I replied. Right now, I’ve got to deal with the people who just made me their ruler.
A group of men and women in robes walked forward, solving the problem of protocol for me. I saw Markhen, the little boy from earlier, walking with them and clutching the robes of one of the women on the right. He was smiling excitedly at me, and he began bouncing impatiently.
“The Last Scholars of Atlantis greet their savior, the new Lord of Avalon, and recognize his completion of the Rite,” the man in front said with a bow. “We hereby pledge our allegiance. Our knowledge and artifacts are yours. We thank you for returning our bodies and sanity to us.”
“You’re welcome,” I replied, looking around. I suddenly remembered that the last Rite had ended with the collapse of the ceiling over our heads. “I’d like for us to leave this location and return to the planet’s surface. Avalon, is it now possible to leave the location of the Rite? Before something else breaks?”
“Affirmative,” the planet replied. “Confirming that the opening to the Shelter’s surface is now operational. Current location of Rite will soon return to dormant state. Recommend full evacuation of any inhabitants and valuables over the next ten days.”
“Ten days?” I asked suspiciously. “You’re sure? Not ten minutes?”
“Affirmative.”
“Not ten seconds?”
“Affirmative.”
Guys, I sent over the mindlink. I don’t believe him. Let’s get everyone out of here immediately.
Probably best, anyway, Eadric replied casually. If we get moving now, he won’t pass out in front of everyone.
I deeply resented his efforts to continue a running joke.
A tunnel formed in the sand, leading upward. The Atlanteans asked us to lead the way, and assured us that they would make sure all of their people would make it through safely. When I asked if they would need help removing their library from the magic cold mountain, they just laughed, which then prompted me to wonder if they were truly okay. After all, these people had been locked away as prisoners and prey for untold ages.
“Of course we’re alright, silly,” little Markhen answered me. “We’re finally free, after being locked away for hundreds and hundreds of years. Maybe we’ll be sad later, when we learn how and what to grieve for. But today is a joyful day for us. And if we rejoice well today, it might aid the grieving we will do later.”
“Indeed,” the soldier I had met earlier said, as he picked the little boy up. “My little brother has learned well.”
“Your people teach grieving?” I asked, as my brain wrestled with myself.
“Why wouldn’t we?” the soldier asked curiously. “Is grieving less important than math, or writing, or learning the natural laws?”
“No,” I said, telling myself I wasn’t really shaken right now, just tired. “No, I don’t suppose it is. We’ll talk more later,” I said, turning around to leave through the tunnel.
Hey, Breena? I asked quietly, and privately through the mindlink.
Yes, Wes? She asked me cautiously. As if she could sense that something was wrong.
Are you guys sure I should be in charge? I asked bluntly. I’m the youngest person here, excluding my adopted sister, and I made the questionable call of bringing her along with us. I’ve gone through enough stuff to probably count as crazy now, even without all the visions and voices. And… I don’t even think I know how to grieve.
It was hard to admit that. Even though we had talked before. Even though she already knew.
Would I have to keep talking about this stuff? I asked myself.
Would I have to keep telling people how I feel? Even though I’ve already done it once or twice before?
Wes, Breena sent back carefully, you’re talking to part of a woman that is almost exactly the same emotional age as you are, and has arguably been through more trauma than you, depending on how you rank watching her family get eaten alive by an abuser that’s remained so obsessed with her, she can’t even tell what it is he wants to do to her. That same woman got put in charge of every nearby world, when she was an emotional age even younger than the boy that keeps talking to us, not because she was the poster definition of healthy, sane, or mature, but because she was literally the only person that could do what she was good at. No one else could construct portals between worlds. No one else could monitor Tumults and Trials directly, and predict when they were about to arrive. No one else could Call people from a world and make them into Challengers. She was a broken, grieving wreck of a little girl, but she also ensured the survival of at least six worlds for thousands of years, leaving them all in a much better position than they would have been without her. So excuse me, Wes, if I don’t have any patience for the teachings on your planet that say grieving, damaged people should be prevented from doing the things we need them to do, or that they’re just a half-step away from automatically descending into homicidal madness. I hate that idea, Wes. It’s a lie. It needs to die in a fire. At the end of the day, Wes, it’s what you can do, and what you have done, that makes you qualified to keep the position you have. It’s not about what you might do because of what people say about the condition you’re currently in, which is something you’ve constantly been ignoring all this time anyway.
I still don’t feel like I know enough to do all of this, Breena, I admitted quietly, checking again to make sure no one else could hear us through the mindlink. Somehow, the confession made me feel shameful, like I wasn’t supposed to be talking about all of this.
That doesn’t change anything I just told you, Wes, Breena replied patiently. However you feel about everything, the fact remains that you’ve solved a Tumult and Trial faster than any Challenger before you, as thoroughly as any of them before you, and in worse circumstances than any of them ever had to face. I’m not even going to get into the other stuff, except to mention that you’ve already battled Dark Icons, and worse. And as for becoming Lord of Avalon, there isn’t anyone else the planet will accept for the position, so we’re stuck with you. Which means it’s in our best interest to do everything we can to help you, instead of whatever we can to undermine your confidence in yourself. Let me try and use an Earth analogy here: say you’ve got a person who is sick, injured, and needs surgery. Do you have the really young second-year medical resident who has already performed two successful surgeries, despite being in circumstances he or she wasn’t supposed to be in, or do you go with the much older, supposedly well-adjusted person who has never practiced any kind of medicine at all, but has seen every one of those medicine dramas on that magic glowing box Stell always talked about?
Ah.
Since that’s the case, Wes, instead of pointing out all the ways you’re not perfect at this, we’re going to give you as much support as we can, to help you do the best job you can. Doing otherwise would be the word your own planet uses too much: crazy.
Sorry, I said, thoroughly chastened by her logic. You’re right. I won’t keep bringing it up.
No, Wes, Breena replied with a mental sigh. That won’t work, either. Bring it up as often as you need, with me and Guineve at least. You have an unfair job, and it’s normal for you to feel pressured and stressed. You having these doubts is perfectly normal, and anyone that tries to shame you over this is an obnoxious jerk.
Thank you, Breena, I replied gratefully. Really. I mean it.
With that, we entered the tunnel leading back into Avalon.
Our exit took us to the edge of a lake.
Specifically, the same lake Guineve had taken me to, the one with the island in the middle, where she had given me Breaker’s sheath.
Which was now apparently inside the Shelter’s territory, as I could still see the giant forest of Woadfathers in the distance.
Avalon, I privately asked the planet. Did you just rearrange the planetary surface again?
Affirmative, the planet replied. Per protocol, following the completion of another Rite.
Does the protocol say why that was necessary? I asked warily.
Data not found.
Okay, I replied, is this sort of thing going to happen every time I complete a Rite?
Data not found.
Breena, I sent next. I have a headache. I’m going to need a nap and the rest of those pizza-rations.
Great! She pumped her arms at that. Taking your naps without even being told! Awesome!
...Yes, I decided. Yes, it is. Just wake me if it looks like another ghost wants to talk to me.
I guess I can figure out if that’s happening! Sure!
When I reached my room, Guineve and Breena had already had warm food waiting for me. I finished an entire meal without any freaky notifications from my mindscreen, and for the first time in forever, I was able to close my eyes without any dead people suddenly trying to talk to me.
The next morning, the Atlanteans asked to speak with me.
There was to be a ceremony regarding the use of the Well. As Planetary Lord, I was to formally receive it as a gift on behalf of the other worlds. Before they came to Avalon, the Atlanteans had guarded the Well, making it perhaps the one thing they had not freely shared with the other races. It had been the most precious treasure of their world, one they had been unsure could even be used by the other races, and they knew that it would be coveted by others such as the Council, who would deem the item too dangerous to rest in indigenous hands, even if the Council could not use it themselves.
So, when the Well had not been in use, it was hidden on Atlantis, in several guarded locations, so that it could never be stolen completely. The knowledge of its existence was shared only with the Atlanteans’ Solar High King, the Planetary Lord of Avalon. When the Flood first came, he could only recover the treasure from the one location that could be reached in time, before the rest of the priceless liquid was lost for good. The High King commanded that the Atlanteans continue to guard the secret of the mind-healing water until the rest of the Expanse was either free of Tumult-causing monsters, or was ruled by beings with wiser appetites.
Then the Earthborn rose up, ascended to the Council themselves, and put to flight all the evil things in the dark. Avalon’s Planetary Lord had passed on, but the Atlanteans felt that his command had now been fulfilled. A small community of exiles on Avalon, they concealed the secret of the Well in preparation for the arrival of the next Solar High King whom, according to the signs, was soon to appear. At that time, the Atlanteans would share the Well with their new lord first, just as the Woadfolk would share the power of the Woadfather-sap tattoos with their new king. It was their duty to ensure that the next Planetary Lord would be in a much better position to protect all seven worlds, and shepherd them into a glorious new age, where they could stand alongside the Earthborn and other races intent on improving the Expanse. But they would keep the Well secret up until the very day their new lord made his or her appearance, all while continuing to test it to determine whether they could guarantee that it was safe for non-Atlantean use.
They rejoiced in the wisdom of their planning, for they did not realize that the former masters of the Council would watch the Expanse burn before they admitted that the Earthborn had profited all races, even themselves, more than their own methods ever had. And thus Avalon had fallen, sealing itself at the last moment to prevent its treasures from being discovered.
Until now.
Now, a new Planetary Lord had risen, chosen by Avalon itself. I had not yet been granted full authority, and I did not have even half the personal power of the Planetary Lord before me, but I had purged the planet of invaders, completed three of Avalon’s Rites, freed a sister world from both Trial and Tumult, and had unlocked two forms of Breaker. On top of that, the Council was a distant memory.
The resurrected Avalonians, Elder Woadfolk, and Atlanteans were all still of the mindset that the coronation should move forward. As tradition dictated,  the Atlanteans insisted that I partake of the Well.
I agreed. I was still deciphering the potential within my Woad tattoo and Kingtree, but the truth was that, like Teeth had said, I needed to grab every scrap of power I could.
Provided it was truly power, and not something I couldn’t contain.
We were standing on the shores of Guineve’s lake. For all the talk of ceremony, this ritual was still a private affair. The only parties present were my retinue, Guineve, the Atlantean council and a few select elders from the other two races on Avalon.
And thankfully, they had adjusted the ceremony after hearing my concerns.
I hadn’t gone into a whole lot of detail over them, but I was a little concerned about what would happen to me if I were to gain back all of my memories, despite their earlier assurances that the Well should be safe for my use. There was a lot of recent trauma that I had been blocking out, experiences that still woke me up at night, according to Breena. There had been a few nights where I had night terrors back-to-back, and those nights, the poor fairy didn’t really sleep at all. I was afraid that if my mind completely renewed, all of those memories would come flooding back at once. I would turn into a blubbering, sobbing ball on the ground, and just stay that way. My people couldn’t afford that. Not right now.
To my surprise, the Atlanteans had completely accepted my concerns, even when I kept the details to a minimum. I thought I caught a couple of them nodding knowingly, but the chief scholars had proposed that, since the Well was to be a gift to both Avalon’s Lord and his people, they would add it to a notable body of water, and recommended that I slowly submerge myself in it.
Despite the risk, there were a number of reasons for my being the ideal primary candidate. The first, and least important, was that if this was going to be considered a boon, then allowing  someone other than the Planetary Lord to be the first non-Atlantean to use the Well would be a serious breach of etiquette in the eyes of all the resurrected people from another age who were currently inhabiting my planet. The Atlantean council seemed offended by the very idea of someone other than me, their savior and rightful lord, being the first to benefit from their greatest of gifts. It was the same reason that the Woadfolk had insisted on making me the direct recipient of the Woadfather Monarch’s sap. The second reason in favor of my right to be the first to test the Well was my Atlantean bloodline. Avalon and its Rites seemed to be awakening every dormant, relevant bloodline that I possessed, and, well, apparently the ancient Earthborn really
got around. That probably wasn’t fair. More accurately—or at least according to Vinclum—my ancient ancestors had loved and had been loved by people from many races, to such an extent that interracial marriages had been common, and children from those marriages had been just as celebrated as pureblooded Earthborn. I suspected that very, very few Earthborn from that period had pure Earth-human DNA, and even fewer cared whether or not they did.
I would have been more skeptical of such open-minded relationships existing if I hadn’t ever stumbled across my sister’s hidden stash of harem, and reverse-harem, romance novels. It really surprised me to find out just how many people entertain the idea of banging vampires, werewolves, humanoid aliens, ghosts, and muscular dragon-men.
Sorry, Teeth asked, but did you just say ‘muscular dragon-men’ and ‘banging’ in the same sentence?
Shit.
Moving on… I thought firmly.
The third reason was that we were being exceedingly careful. The water would be diluted within Guineve’s currently sealed-off lake, Avalon would be monitoring it directly, and Breena would be examining me to make sure I didn’t need any emergency medical attention, with Guineve on standby to help if necessary.
If I got through it without any negative side effects, we planned for Guineve to be the second recipient of the Well’s benefits. But first I had to get through my own ceremony.
I kept quiet and watched the ceremony unfold. It was a simple affair, fortunately. The elder who held the pitcher that contained the Well reverently presented it to Guineve, the Lady of the Mists and the Guardian of Avalon. Guineve waved her hand over the pitcher, casting further spells to determine if the liquid would be safe for Avalon’s use. She nodded in satisfaction over the results and stepped aside to allow the elder to pour the water directly into the same lake that had preserved Breaker’s sheath. I had already used the water once, when I was desperately trying to resurrect hundreds of Atlantean ghosts in the middle of a pitched battle in order to help them flee from the extrademensional belly of a giant monster. Their restoration and escape had been far more noticeable than the color of the water at the time. But, in this much calmer setting, I was able to notice that the liquid of the Well had a striking appearance—a rich, deep blue that was familiar to me in ways I couldn’t immediately recall. It slowly mixed into the water of the lake, and the entire surface began to sway as blue water swirled with clear. Avalon’s distinctive white mist rose from the surface of the lake, mimicking the swirling of the Well water as they integrated.
“Confirming that Atlantean relic has successfully integrated with local water body. No harmful side effects detected. Water appears to have multiple attributes capable of benefiting the cognitive abilities of any creature that comes into contact with it. Avalon’s assessment is that the relic is safe for integrating with the Planetary Lord.”
Several people nearby sighed in relief. I caught mutterings of “well, I mean, we tested it too, but…”
That was all I could catch. I stopped trying to listen and began removing my clothes.
Psst, Breena sent to me. Just need to confirm that you’re okay with Guineve and me being present for this.
What do you mean? I asked, shrugging out of my tunic. It’s kind of late to start worrying about that, isn’t it? You guys are already on medical duty for me.
Yeah, well, I just wanted to make sure, so I could honor my primary body’s totally reasonable, not at all stupid, knee-jerky concerns regarding your personal space. We have your consent for this, right?
Yes, I said slowly, stepping out my pants, but leaving my undershorts on.
For some reason, this felt way less awkward now that I had more muscle definition.
Okay, good. Just making sure, she added, and I saw her give me a serious, straight-faced nod as she hovered next to Guineve, who stood with arms crossed,and watched me with a calm, unreadable expression. When I turned my head, the corner of my eye caught sight of Breena flying up and slapping Guineve’s open palm with her own tiny hand.
I’d have to worry about how strongly Stell kept disagreeing with herself later. I returned my thoughts to the ceremony at present and stepped over to the edge of the lake, observing  the water as it swayed with the liquid of the Well.
Please don’t step on my hand, the voice said in my mind.
I hesitated briefly, and then stretched out my toe.
Please don’t step on my hand, the voice said again.
I carefully dipped my toe into the colored lake, where a patch of mist marked the Well’s location. Nothing bad happened.
Please don’t step on my hand.
My leg didn’t shrivel up, and my head didn’t begin screaming in agony.
Please don’t step on my hand.
My vision remained clear, and a quick check to my mindscreen didn’t pick up any warnings. Breena didn’t send me any warnings either. So I had to be completely fine.
Please don’t step on my hand.
I looked over the Atlanteans and nodded, signaling that I was choosing to continue with the ceremony. I kneeled down on the bank, scooped up the Well’s water in my hands, and dipped my face in it.
Please don’t step on my hand—please don’t step on my hand—
From its hiding place in my mind, the memory leaped out at my consciousness, jaws stretched wide open.
***
I was back in captivity. My body was broken again and my mind was a wreck of jumbled, painful images that kept trying and failing to process the numerous painful deaths I had experienced.
Today, the Malus members were going to see what drowning did to me. Again.
This time, though, they wanted to see if boiling water would produce a different effect on the resurrection process. They had done that before, too, but instead of just dropping me into a vat while hogtied, they were curious about what would happen if they put me in first, and then added the boiling water afterwards.
I had managed to hear one of the staff asking why they were bothering to do this. Then I caught a second voice telling him to shut up or they might lose their funding. That was the last part of the memory that made any sense at all. The remainder was of me screaming and trying to get away from the opening as they were pouring the scalding water. They hadn’t bothered with binding me up this time, probably because my disability had returned, which meant my movements weren’t much more than erratic flailings. But I had screamed and cried the whole time, trying to escape from the boiling stream as it slowly filled the stone vat. I had no idea why the vat was made of stone, and I had no idea why it had so many porous openings along the side of it. They should have caught that, I thought as I relived the experience, but at the time, I had done little more than blubber and cry and try to get as high above the water as I could. I must have repulsed everyone with my noise, because a local had jumped into the vat with me. She was a little girl, and she had brought a piece of debris with her, so that she could float on it while she talked to me. She told me I was disgusting, and that I was being so loud that the people going through real torture in the other rooms couldn’t sleep. She said that the whole thing was my fault anyway, and as I hung from the porous opening on the vat wall, she got in my face and demanded that I apologize to everyone for being a failure and a cripplehead and for being creepy around all the kids that were also being held there.
No, something in my mind argued as I watched. Untrue. The events were different.
Maybe they were, and maybe they weren’t. All I knew was that I was hanging there by one hand. I didn’t apologize or repent for a single thing the little girl said I did. I just hung there like a pitiful, selfish idiot, and begged her over and over not to step on my hand and make me fall back into the boiling water. She just sighed at me with utter scorn and began to crawl her way back out of the vat. She got out easily, on her own, and said that I was sad, and gross, and that I deserved all of this. I was ashamed, but I didn’t change my behavior. I just hung there, above all the boiling water, begging anyone who would listen not to step on my hand, and to just let me hang there forever.
Damaged memory detected, a neutral voice said in my mind. Trauma caused by memory also detected. Attempting repairs.
My vision grew black, without bringing the drowsiness of sleep. Then my mindscreen suddenly began displaying rows of text.
Trauma from other memories detected.
Trauma from cerebral contaminant detected.
Trauma from genetic tampering detected.
Trauma from cosmic flesh bond tampering detected.
Calculating optimal method for repairs...
Long-term treatment recommended as optimal method for recovery.
Immediate treatment also recommended.
Enacting immediate treatment by reversing genetic tampering regarding suppressed bloodline: Atlantean.
Treatment successful. Stand by for alterations.
The text disappeared after another moment.
Thoughts shifted around in my head.
Please don’t step on my hand, the memory whined again, before it was shuffled away, being filed somewhere else. My thoughts continued to organize, stack themselves into tidy chronological rows.
This fashion of thinking made the holes in my memory so much more obvious.
More snippets of torture that did not quite align with what made sense. For example, why did another prisoner crawl into my chamber and demean me? And why would a little girl have been the one to do that?
Something else must have happened, a part of my mind said, a part that I had not used for thinking since my deaths. Something different than what my pain and grief insist was the truth.
I blinked, realizing that I was still cupping water against my face, and that I could breathe it with no trouble.
I accessed my mindscreen as I harmlessly and inexplicably respirated water through my nostrils.
Use of an Atlantean relic has aided the Challenger in unlocking the remaining secrets of a dormant bloodline. The Challenger’s bloodline, that of the Lesser Atlanteans, has completely unlocked to that of a full-fledged Atlantean. The Atlanteans are known for their nimble bodies and their love for knowledge. As a result, the Challenger’s bonus per Rise pertaining to this bloodline are now +1 Dexterity, +1 Wisdom, and +2 Intelligence. The Challenger retains the earlier bonuses granted to his skills. Furthermore, the Atlanteans were one of the only races capable of breathing both water and air. These benefits are a retroactive improvement to the bonuses granted earlier.
“Congratulations, Lord Earthborn,” one of the Atlantean elders intoned as I lifted my face from the water. “We rejoice to discover a distant kinship with you, and that our gift played a role in helping to awaken it. We hope that it will be a boon to others as well, whatever their heritage.”
I blinked as my mind finished adjusting to the new awareness and processing power it had. Along the edge of my conscious thoughts, a familiar voice echoed its refrain.
Well done. I rage.
I blinked at those words, and the contrast between the two statements.
He bleeds, the voice continued. Crown him. And write love on his arms.
Guineve and Breena looked around suddenly. The Atlanteans all blinked, and the chief elder suddenly bowed toward me.
“Lord Earthborn,” the man said. “Your patron honors us with his command. We rejoice to find that the Destroyer of Hate still lingers among your race.”
“Thank you,” I said uncomfortably, trying to figure out just how I felt about his message.
“This concludes our ceremony, Lord Earthborn,” the Atlantean said with another bow. “We will leave you to process what changes the Well has wrought.”
But I don’t want to, a part of my mind said in dismay.
I numbly muttered a reply. Guineve and Breena led me away as the rest of the ceremony’s audience retreated.
“Sit down here, Wes,” the raven-haired Guardian of Avalon said gently as she led me over to a large, flat stone by the shore of her lake. “Why don’t you just take a minute and think?”
“Yeah, Wes,” Breena agreed in a slightly nervous tone. “We’re in no hurry today.”
At that moment, I realized they knew. I didn’t know how they knew, but they did. I remembered the night of my first nightmare on Avalon, where Breena and Guineve had both been able to see inside my dream.
Breena was blinking rapidly, with a smile painted on her face. I reached through my mindlink and bond with her, and found both to be entirely blank of feedback.
I sighed and held my face in my hands.
“You both saw,” I whispered.
“Yes, dear Wes,” Guineve said softly, running one of her ivory hands over my shoulder. “We weren’t planning on it. It just happened.”
I should have guessed. Then I realized I really had guessed.
“Was it because of the lake, or…” I trailed off.
“I am not sure, dear Wes,” Guineve replied. “The mists and the lake both give me sight. Once we confirmed the Well was safe, and used it, I found that my sight had expanded. I could feel how the Well had affected you, as well as observe what you saw when you washed yourself with it.” Her expression softened further as she looked at me. Her hand caressed my back gently. “I am sorry,” she added.
“About what?” I asked numbly. The feeling of shame had returned, like I had been caught naked and exposed, and that people had seen something about me they did not like.
“About all of it,” Breena sobbed as her voice cracked. “You weren’t supposed to get hurt like this. We never wanted you to get hurt like this. It’s not fair,” she added, still blinking. “Why did he get hurt like this, Guineve? Why can’t,” she heaved, suddenly choking on too many tears to speak. “Why can’t we help him? Why can’t we stop this from hurting him?”
“I don’t know, little Bree,” Guineve replied, her voice growing softer. I heard control in that voice, dozens, maybe hundreds of centuries of practice in dealing with grief and pain. “All I know is that we can keep choosing to be there for him.”
“It’s not fair!” Breena shrilled, suddenly looking up. “Why did you let this happen to him? He did what you wanted! He helped me when I needed it! He could have been killed again! But he didn’t stop until I could hear you! Why are—” she stopped to dry her tear-stained face. “Why are you still letting him hurt?”
Daughter, the voice said softly to her.
“He cannot help it, little Bree,” Guineve said softly, with just a hint of hardness in her voice. “He is the Destroyer God. Those who choose to be his heroes are said to suffer themselves, in the very oldest of his legends. He may have been the reason the old Earthborn died out, for they followed him.”
Daughter, the voice repeated, this time seemingly at Guineve.
“No,” she replied without looking up, still gently massaging me. “I do not forgive you. Our Wes hurts. Others hurt.”
Crown him, the voice persisted. I rage. Crown him, and write love on his arms.
“You have to help,” Breena sobbed defiantly, still wiping away continuous streams of tears as she touched my shoulder. “You can’t just let him help me, and then go back to silently watching him hurt! You can’t!”
Something shuddered around her. The faintest murmur echoed behind the little fairy.
I will protect. I will restore. I will be queen.
The invisible voice answered her once more.
Daughter. Crown him. Love him. I rage.
The two Satellites held me for a moment, and none of us spoke.
Somehow, that did more for me, and mattered more to me than anything else could have.
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Guineve and Breena took care of me the rest of the day. I wound up having nothing to do, because the rest of my team just told me they’d take care of everything, and then gave me space. I didn’t come to any life-altering conclusions about the memory, or the messages that indicated it may have been false, so I focused on the other changes I could actually process, and took a look at my mindscreen. I hadn’t undergone another Rise, but there had been too many other changes to my body at the time to risk assigning more points to my Traits. But after unlocking the rest of my Atlantean bloodline, my body finally seemed to settle down, so I took the opportunity to review my latest acquisitions.
I found that, despite the massive gains I had received to my Strength and Constitution from eating thirty dragon pieces, my Intelligence had become the highest of my primary Traits. Granted, that was only out of the Primary Traits. My Will Trait was so high, it was scary, and probably  had progressed higher than all but a handful of the mightiest heroes in our corner of the Expanse. I made the decision to put all of my remaining points into Charisma. That raised my dangerously high Will even higher, but it was currently my lowest primary Trait, and I really didn’t want to have Stell’s next Satellite try to kill me on our first meeting like Merada had.
Thoughts of the next world reminded me of something: being able to suddenly breathe underwater was really, really weird.
I had done it a few times before, in order to practice. It involved one of the Water spells Breena had made a point to teach me. What really surprised me was just how similar the Atlantean’s natural ability to breathe water was to the spell itself. I didn’t suddenly grow gills or anything. My lungs just magically seemed to treat water like normal air, and my body was able to handle the pressure from being surrounded in water a little better. I would still need magical enhancements to help me handle deep dives, which meant that the Atlanteans must have used magic themselves to survive whenever they submerged their mythical city.
Speaking of the Atlanteans, it was time to go attempt to save their world. I had been to the Sun-Jeweled Seas before, back when Stell and Breena were still training me in the basics of being a Challenger. I knew that most of the world was covered in water, and that even with my new genetic abilities, I would need a boat to travel around while there, especially if I didn’t want to go alone. And I didn’t, because anything that could affect the planet so badly that most of the population disappeared was something I didn’t want to face without all the backup I could possibly cram into a ship.
As luck would have it, my ancient predecessors had felt the same way.
The Pathway to the Sun-Jeweled Seas had become accessible shortly after I had completed the last Rite. Another series of tunnels near my manor led to it, opening up to one of the largest chambers I had seen, outside of those used for the Rites. The chamber was a massive underground cavern that featured an expansive lake, even larger than the one Guineve drew power from. It stretched all the way out to meld with a shimmering curtain of watery energy that hung in the air, the second Pathway I had seen so far. This one was wide enough to sail a whole fleet of ships through, stretching out until it was over a kilometer wide. And, in what I would have considered another bout of great fortune, there actually was a fleet of ships on the nearby shore, along with a series of stone docks. Their sizes varied from small, canoe-like crafts, to huge juggernauts that were probably bigger than the galleons of medieval Europe. The wooden boards on their sides fit together almost seamlessly, and I could see small glyphs along their sails and masts.
Unfortunately, that was only true for the undamaged portions of these ships. Most of them had been savagely wrecked. All of the largest ships were missing great chunks of their hulls, causing them to list in the low water. I could not see a single working mast on any of the large ships, as the great poles were either missing completely or lying across the deck in several pieces. The decks themselves looked as if they had been scorched with arcane fire, and at least one prow looked like part of it had been bitten clean off. Every single vessel looked to have been scuttled, and as I scrutinized further, I could see more broken wreckage just above the water line.
I sighed, and turned to look at the Atlanteans accompanying us.
“I take it the invaders wrecked all of Avalon’s ships when they attacked?”
“All of the large ones,” Gabin, the soldier I had first met inside the Tidefather, admitted sadly.
Markhen’s brother was a tall, aquamarine-skinned man with deep green straight hair that he kept short and covered with a bandana. He had a lean, wiry build, taller and thinner than Breyn, and was almost my height. His clothing, including a shell-scale cuirass, looked suitable for sailing. He carried a spear strapped to his back and a short, thin blade thrust into a wide cloth belt athis side. The Atlantean gathering had elected him to be my escort back to their former world. He was one of their only soldiers, since most of the Atlantean army had fought primarily in naval combat, either aboard ships or under water. “The attack took us all by surprise, as you have probably been told before,” he admitted sadly. “Every race did what they could, but it became clear within the first hour that we were hopelessly outmatched on this front.” He shook his head. “If we’d had another  hour to prepare, we could have had the fleet out and ready for them. Maybe we could have even fought off the Tidefather. As it was, though, we were forced to leave the fleet behind and evacuate to the Shelter. I believe you know enough of the rest.”
“I suppose I do,” I replied with a sigh of my own. “I take it we’re going to spend a lot of time repairing these docks?”
He nodded uncomfortably.
“I’m afraid so. Even if all the large ships hadn’t been wrecked, there’s too much wreckage in the harbor to sail anything larger than a lifeboat through the Pathway. And I wouldn’t recommend receiving any traffic yet, either.”
“Gabin, I don’t want to be unreasonable with you,” I said slowly. “But I need to get to the Sun-Jeweled Seas as fast as possible. The planet is even closer to the verge of being lost than the Woadlands were when I arrived. It’s why I haven’t spent more than a day of downtime to recover, despite the fact that we just battled mind-demons and had to crawl inside a dragon. How soon can you get me to the Sun-Jeweled Seas?”
“If you wanted to take a large ship?” he replied frankly. “Probably several months, if we use all the magic we have. That would include a rough patching job on one of the galleons and clearing the most narrow channel through the wreckage possible. But if you wanted to take a smaller ship, we could get you out today, Lord Earthborn.”
“I apologize for not making myself clear earlier,” I said levelly. “And I want to recognize the fact that we have all just met and you really haven’t had much time to understand me and figure out what I normally want. But it should be very obvious that the second choice is the best answer here. Even with the way time passes more quickly here, I doubt the Sun-Jeweled Seas will last the number of months needed to clear the harbor. Is there some other reason we shouldn’t take the smaller ship?”
“No, my lord,” Gabin sighed in relief. “We had assumed you would wish to leave sooner and had prepared the only working caravel. The invaders must have chosen to overlook it while they were destroying the rest of the fleet. We’ve already repaired what little damage it had. I only asked because I was not sure how many people you wanted to fit inside.”
“That depends,” I replied, going over my earlier thoughts on this matter. “I’d want something big enough for my normal retinue at the very least, which would be about five people…” I did a quick mental count to make sure that was correct. Eadric, Weylin, Karim, Breyn, and Val. I wasn’t counting the fairies in that bunch because they could fly, consumed almost no food, as long as they got a little bit of sugar, and could shrink down to the size of a pencil if necessary, all without being any worse for the wear. But to be safe…
“Counting myself and the two fairies, that makes eight people total,” I replied. “So I’d take them, plus whatever crew we could get away with. I’d like the ship to be big enough to carry all of us, as well as a good amount of emergency supplies, with the option to be able to bring more people back with us if the planet wound up being a lost cause. Can the caravel do all that?”
“Easily,” Gabin nodded confidently. “Depending on how many people and supplies you wanted to take with you. But this ship can be crewed by seven to fifteen people, hold forty tons of cargo, and still have room for over fifty passengers, although it will be quite cramped at that point.”
“That’s fantastic,” I replied, and I noticed a nearby group of  fifteen people that Gabin had clearly chosen to serve as crew, all armed. “And it looks like you’ve already picked out the perfect team for this.”
“I have, Lord Earthborn,” the man nodded again. “If you’ll pardon my assuming so. Everyone on the team can fight with spear, blade, and javelin. A few of us are archers as well, though we don’t claim elven or Woadfolk skill. And all of us are at least Initiates in Water and Script magic. The seven worlds may have forgotten the legends about the Scholar’s Marines, but we are more than ready to remind them. If you’ll pardon my boast, Lord Earthborn,” the Atlantean ended respectfully, but with pride.
“Fully pardoned,” I grinned. “And I’d prefer it if you called me something other than Lord Earthborn all the time. Wes, or Lord Challenger, if you absolutely have to throw an honorific in there, will do.” For some reason, being recognized as a Challenger bothered me less than being recognized as an Earthborn. Actually, that was probably because most of the other Earthborn had given the name a bad reputation.
“As you wish, Lord Challenger,” the man nodded respectfully. “We should be ready to leave within the hour.”
“Excellent,” I replied, turning to confer with the rest of my team.
I had to determine what exactly we were going to be taking with us. Breena had trained me for naval combat a long time ago, but that was back when I could only carry a little more than a normal human. I had chosen not to take a lot of gear with me on those missions because I didn’t want to drown, and I knew what limits that gave me.
Now, though, I could carry a couple hundred pounds all day just as easily as a normal person could carry a two pound weight they had strapped to themselves. My muscles had enhanced further, thanks to my Saga, allowing me to carry half again as much as someone with my same Strength score. I should be strong enough to tread water in full armor, and even if I couldn’t, I still wouldn’t drown. Furthermore, all of my armor was heavily enchanted and the outermost layer was made by people who specialized in naval combat.
That last bit had caused me to ask one of the Atlanteans about the material. I asked if there was any special magic to their equipment that would help me survive at sea. The scholar’s rapid blinking had told me just how stupid my question was. He explained that his people treated the water with respect, because the sea was still a dangerous place, even for them. Their armor came with all manner of enchantments for dealing with the ocean. Protection against erosion from the water and salty air. The ability to float for brief periods, because even if they could breathe underwater, the deep was still dangerous and none of their people wanted to sink to the bottom of it in the middle a fight. Even then, just in case they did need to fight something a couple hundred meters below the surface, the armor came with built-in protection against high pressure, working a bit like a deep-sea diving suit for the wearer’s whole body, even the uncovered portions. Finally, the patient man explained to me that even though his people could breathe underwater if they had to, the act was still more tiring than breathing air, so every suit that their elite warriors wore came with its own oxygen spell. He relaxed when he saw how impressed I was, and probably just assumed that most people in this current age didn’t have the level of magic and knowledge that his own race did.
He was right on all counts, which was why I secured suits for the entire team. Not everyone was used to fighting in heavy armor. In fact, about half the team chose to rely on magic and speed for their primary defense, but I still requested that they wear at least an aketon, or even a brooch or bracelet, with the same enchantments. I even insisted on having the fairies each wear a tiny band augmented with the same protective magic, despite the argument Breena threw at me. That thought made me ponder out loud if there was a way to actually make armor for her, which started another fight, so I gave up on that idea and tried to figure out why so many female warriors outside of Earth hated the idea of wearing so much armor. Maybe it was because they hadn’t seen the bikini-plate featured so often in fantasy art. Or, just as likely, they had seen pictures of bikini-plate and had decided to distrust anyone from Earth whenever they brought up the idea of armor for them.
Even with all of that figured out, it was a bit of a mental exercise to not feel like an idiot as I boarded the ship in my full kit. Especially when Gabin gave me a look when I did so.
“So should I not be wearing all of this?” I asked him, looking down at my scalemail, chainmail, and gambeson.
“It depends, my lord,” the Atlantean marine answered carefully. “If you are expecting trouble as soon as we enter the Pathway, I suppose it makes sense.”
“Oh, definitely,” I replied. “The only time I’m not really expecting trouble is when I’m asleep on Avalon, and even then, I feel like I’m making a mistake.”
“I can respect that level of prudence,” the man answered, still cautious, “and your suit will keep you afloat if necessary. But I imagine it will get heavy in time, if you are not used to the weight. I’m stronger than my brethren, so I can wear my armor longer than most. But I will be taking off my cuirass as soon as I am sure we will be safe on the other side, and I will not be wearing my full kit until I am certain we will be facing danger.” His eyes continued to read me. Then he looked over to Eadric, also in his full kit, who just shrugged.
“Yep,” he replied. “I’m a dwarf, and he’s crazy. You’ll get used to it.”
“Also, he’s super-strong,” Val added, walking up. “Really. Sparring with him sucks.”
“She’s right,” Breyn chimed in with a wince, despite being a muscular fellow himself. “It’s pretty unfair.”
“So in conclusion, as long as I don’t get too tired, or possibly too hot, I’m fine?” I asked, turning my attention back to the conversation at hand. “My team and I shouldn’t be wearing anything else while we sail between worlds for the first time on a ship we’ve never used before?”
“Ah,” Gabin said as he opened his mouth. “I now understand my lord’s question better. No. You’re fine. The Pathways are usually not turbulent to sail through. But as a precaution, go ahead and secure yourself to something before we make our exit.”
“Thank you,” I replied. “That will be all.”
As we boarded, I turned my attention back to Eadric.
“Hey,” I asked. “I noticed you guys haven’t done that “witnessed in song, script, stone thing recently.”
“That’s right,” the dwarf said, giving me a cool look.
“Is that because…” I started to say.
“We’re on strike,” the Shaper finished. “Your miracles stopped being wonderful, awe-inspiring moments when you almost stabbed us all in the crotch by pulling a castle out of the floor. Tear down that damned pointy roof on your house and we’ll consider starting it back up. Assuming we don’t decide we’ve already recorded enough momentous events to retire five decades early.”
“What if I convince Avalon to replace the roof with flat parapets?” I asked with a straight face. “Would that motivate you guys to start doing your job again? Or would you still be too busy thinking about your crotches?”
The Testifier glared at me for several moments before he finally spoke.
“Damn. You won that one,” he admitted. “That’s probably worth a beer.”
“Thanks,” I grinned. “Assuming you don’t spit in it when you give it to me.”
“Don’t get unreasonable, now,” the dwarf joked back dryly.
Everyone had finished boarding by then. We did our best to stay out of the Atlantean crew’s way as they secured the final bit of rigging and activated the glyphs I saw along the masts and other portions of the ship. The Testifiers observed the glyphwork with special interest. Even Breena paid attention to it, although she normally just concerned herself with Ideal magic.
There is enough unknown script work here to advance my college’s library by two generations of normal discovery, Karim sent to me. On this ship, alone.
Are you able to make use of any of it? I asked, then felt him nod mentally in response.
Some small bits of it. You might be able to do the same, if you ever get time, he advised. But it will take a great deal of effort to begin unraveling it, even with help from the Atlanteans themselves.
That’s understandable, I admitted. I’d let you spend more time on this if we had any.
You do not, Karim said firmly. One of the Starsown’s Satellites told us. For all we know, the people on this next world have only minutes before help is too late. You show great wisdom in your haste, Lord Challenger.
Thank you, I replied, a bit taken back by the Testifier’s frank praise. Usually, all three of these guys ribbed me mercilessly, and it was a little weird for them to tell me outright that I was doing well, even if it was only through the mindlink.
We should be thanking you, Lord Malcolm, Karim replied. We make sport of you often, as it is how we talk amongst ourselves. It keeps us grounded and distracts us from some of our own wounds. But know that we value you highly, and despite our complaints, you have given us the highest honor any Testifier has received in several generations. Weylin and Eadric would tell you more if they could, but for now, please forgive them for their silence.
Okay, sure, I said, a little surprised by all the information I was getting. These three had been with me since before I had retaken Avalon, but there was a lot I still didn’t know about them. We had battled together and saved each other’s lives in combat. They had even been willing to share the secrets of their magics, and yet I knew next to nothing about their personal lives. Now, I realized that was intentional, so I didn’t press. There was too much about my own life that I hadn’t been ready to share with the world. Even, and maybe especially, with people I shared a magical mental connection with.
When we get back to Avalon, I want you three to go through our new libraries whenever you’re able, I directed. I’ll instruct the Atlanteans to assist you with understanding the material. Make sure you advance both your magic and your general knowledge. Then, when you get time, you can help teach both myself and the community what you have learned.
Gladly, the script mage acknowledged as he moved to stand next to the ship’s cabin, grabbing the handles along the wall and tying a rope to one before affixing it around his waist.
Atlantean shipbuilding had been a technological marvel of its time for many reasons, but what impressed me the most was because of a science often underlooked in design: psychology. Essentially, the Atlanteans knew that if they were going to build a ship that could sail between worlds, a large number of passengers just would not do the smart thing and go down into the ship’s hold, where it was safe. They would stay outside so that they could see everything that was happening, since no matter what the sailors told them, it was going to be an amazing experience they wouldn’t want to miss. So to that end, there were a number of locations on the deck where passengers could securily stand while remaining out of the way and still able to view this supposedly amazing event.
Naturally, we all qualified as such idiots. Though in my defense, I remained up top because I was expecting something to go horribly wrong, which I would likely need to blast apart with magic. Like Cavus, who would hopefully not be making a return appearance. For some reason, the Umbra always tried to get one of Stell’s Satellites alone. I wondered just what damage he would do to everything if he turned his focus on actually conquering the worlds I couldn’t reach yet.
Hopefully, we would never have the opportunity to find out. And just as hopefully, the different parts of Stell would keep realizing that she was a lot stronger than what he had made her believe when she was a little girl.
Crown her,
the voice said in my mind, and write mighty love on her arms.
We had finished securing ourselves on the ship’s deck. Breena shrank down and flew into one of my pockets. Gabin had donned the rest of his armor, including a wave-crested helm, and gave the command to begin sailing.
The ship began to leave the dock, and I turned to wave at the group of people that had come to watch us depart. The Atlantean scholars. Talitha. Little Gabby. Sam and Kayla, my other two foster sisters. Alum and the rest of the Gaelguard, who I would have taken with me if there had been room. And finally Virtus and Guineve, both of whom I would have made room for, if they had been able to leave Avalon. Still, I was glad that every one of them had come out to see me leave.
We waved our goodbyes, and remained silent so that Gabin’s people could do the difficult task of sailing out of a badly wrecked harbor. The sailor-marines had tense faces as they pulled rigging, muttered activation spells into the glyphs, and took up position all along the sides of the deck, scanning the water as best as they could with eyes and magic. It was slow going. The Pathway was only a short distance away, but that still meant we would be sitting tight for at least an hour while the Scholar Marines made sure we did not sink our only remaining ship in our very own harbor.
I’m going to have to make repairs here a priority, I decided. Getting a fleet up and running would take a lot of pressure off of Stell as she scrambled between worlds to make supply deliveries. It would even let us open up multiple fronts on the other planets tied toAvalon, since the Sun-Jeweled Seas still had a number of usable Pathways. I imagined what could happen if I could deliver a battleship of Scholar Marines, Gaelguard, and supplies to one of Avalon’s sister worlds while it was still under attack from the Malus members. For all I knew, an act like that could save untold numbers of lives, and give us even more time to address the Tumults and Trials springing up through the remaining planets.
I let thoughts like that distract me while Gabin’s people carefully guided the ship through the last of the sunken wreckage. I heard several marines sigh in relief as the giant Pathway finally loomed in front of us. The sailors began securing themselves as well, and Gabin started calling out questions to ensure the crew was ready. When he got all the answers he wanted, the glyphs on the ship’s mast flared with bright blue light, and the vessel began surging forward.
I started to calculate our velocity, but the massive, shimmering doorway dominated my attention. I braced instinctively as the front of our ship disappeared through the curtain, but the transition was smooth, The caravel slowed slightly upon contact with the shimmering disk, but still moved fast enough to bring the entire ship into the Pathway in less than a minute.
Entering the Pathway to the Sun-Jeweled Seas felt much like entering the Pathway to the Woadlands. The only difference was that the air felt just a little heavier, and the surface we floated over bobbed unsteadily like normal water. Aside from that, it was much, much bigger. The last Pathway had felt like a long hallway, but this one felt like a train tunnel, if the trains had been built by thirty-foot tall giants. Gray and white clouds swirled within the passageway, but the exit to the other side was still visible, a giant silvery curtain that stretched across our vision.
“Report,” Gabin shouted, and one by one, the sailors announced that they were still present and that they could see no danger from their current posts. My own team answered when he called out our names, and Gabin sighed in relief when he realized everyone was present and accounted for.
“Is the transition usually that smooth?” I asked, after unstrapping myself and walking over to him. Around me, the rest of the crew bustled about, and one of the more nimble Atlanteans quickly scurried over to the mast containing the crow’s nest.
“Almost always,” he answered with a shake of his head. “But you only need to be careless once for everyone to die at sea, Pathway or not. Even if you can breathe underwater like we can.”
“That’s a good attitude to have,” I answered, scanning about myself. I couldn’t see any danger either, but I wasn’t going to let that relax me. “Is that why you’re just now sending someone up the crow’s nest?”
“And why I’ll be pulling the person back down before we exit,” Gabin said with a nod. “Monster attacks within Pathways are extremely rare, but the crow’s nest is one of the most vulnerable locations while entering or exiting the Pathway, and the most useless, since you can’t see through the things until you’re already inside or out. It’s better to just leave it empty, and then bring the ship to a stop so that a sailor has time to climb back up.”
“I thought bringing a ship to a full stop was hard,” I asked, figuring now was a good opportunity to learn. The marines were still being attentive, but they did not seem nearly as nervous as they had right before we entered. They looked confident as the gray smoke shifted around us, like they had made such journeys a thousand times before. “Do you need to throw down an anchor or something?”
“No,” the marine smiled. “Not for one our ships.” He raised his hand and wrote magical script into the air, and the ship’s own glyphs glowed in response. I felt the ship slow down smoothly, coming to almost a complete stop. The sailor waiting by the mast waited for a nod from Gabin, and then he quickly climbed the rigging. “We can use an anchor if we have to, but it’s not necessary unless something goes wrong with the glyphs or Shaping magic. Even if one does fail, there are redundant glyphs to take its place. It’s still important to triple-check them all before you set out on any voyage though.”
“Huh,” I replied. “If you do all that, theoretically, you shouldn’t even need to bring an anchor with you.
“Theoretically,” the Atlantean agreed. “But again, we are at sea. We only need to be wrong once to lose everything. I’d take even fewer risks if it were possible, but we only have one working ship.”
“That is a perfect attitude to have,” I said approvingly. “I look forward to working with your people more, Gabin. In fact,” I closed my eyes and reached out for a moment. I had killed enough rival Earthborn in Stellar War for my mindlink to expand again, and by now, I could tell when it was possible to forge a new link with someone. “Battle with me, brother.”
He blinked at me, but a moment later, I could tell that he had accepted the link. There was a sort of washing sensation as we traded information about our identities. I sensed from him a sense of professionalism, a desire to do his job well, to get recognition for himself and his family.
And, finally, a deep ache to recover something that had been lost long before he was ever born.
I sent approval and acceptance at him over the mindlink, and I felt the same from him. I realized that, on the subconscious level, a mindlink formed by exchanging just enough information between two people to figure out whether or not they could trust each other, usually surface thoughts and general goals, as well as any hidden desire to cause the other person harm. So far, I had yet to feel any dangers, but then again, I had been offering the link only to individuals who had either saved or been saved by me. I had chosen to do so with Gabin, because it seemed like instantaneous communication with the guy in charge of sailing our ship would be a necessary advantage, depending on what we encountered in the Sun-Jeweled Seas.
The link was established, and I felt Gabin react in wonder to it, and quickly determine which thoughts he wished to share with me and which thoughts he wished to keep private.
This is a really useful advantage, he told me, still marveling at the new way to communicate. I wish I could have this for my entire crew.
I wish you could, too, I replied. But I can only form it with a limited number of people, and it only works on people close to my own power. I’m working on getting some other forms of communication, though. Ideally, I’d like each of our warriors and sailors to form a bond with a Spritefolk, so that they could take advantage of their whisper magic and other tricks. But we’ll have to figure out which Sprites would be the best choice for sea missions.
That sounds like an incredible idea, the Atlantean captain replied. We would have done the same, but Spritefolk were extremely rare back in our time.
Maybe we can talk later about the idea, I told him. But I’ll let you get back to directing the ship. Use this link if you need to tell me or my retinue anything quickly, or privately.
I let him get back to work. He needed time to get used to having the new mental connection anyway, so I wanted to distract him from both that and his job as little as possible.
We continued to pass through the formless gray sea in silence. This time, nothing showed up to attack us. No webbing or other trap suddenly caught our ship or crew. Cavus didn’t appear in another one of his disgusting forms. Probably because his other forms were trying to find ways to reach Stell’s Satellites, and they were all located on one of Avalon’s sister worlds.
Hopefully, they would continue to fail at that.
The Pathway exit soon loomed in front of us. Gabin brought the ship to a complete stop to allow the sailor in the crow’s nest to climb down. Then, he called out for the crew to take up battle stations.
Exiting a Pathway is far more dangerous than entering one, he informed us all through the mindlink. The most common danger inside a Pathway is a bit of turbulent waters right at the entrance. But the exit leads to another world, and there could be anything, from storms to monsters to pirates, waiting for us when we arrive.
Makes sense, I told him. Anything we need to know in particular for this?
Just strap yourselves down like you did before, and be ready for any manner of danger to greet us on the other side, he replied calmly. Also, thank you. For giving us an opportunity to visit a world our people once called home.
With that, the ship flared with magic, and we passed through the shimmering curtain leading to another world.




Chapter 16: Dark Squall



The caravel rocked as it crossed into another world. Shapes and colors filled our vision once more. I blinked and smiled at the same time, because I had forgotten just how beautiful this world was.
Water splashed all around us, a rich blue color I had never seen, even on the beaches of my home state. The waves glinted where the light hit them, making the glorious blue sparkle like the facets of a hundred thousand gems. I had seen it all before when I first became a Challenger, and I still couldn’t help loving the sight of this world.
But then I looked further out, and my smile faded.
Off in the distance, on the port, or left, side of our ship was a mass of still, sickly-green water. It did not sparkle in the sunlight, despite there being no clouds overhead. Except for the edges of it, it did not move either. It just sat there, looking like the stagnant water in a ditch that bred mosquitos.
Gabin had been calling out roll and sightings. I had to take a moment to answer.
“Present,” I called out numbly. “And I see the same rotten water everyone else probably does. Port side.”
Was I already too late? Was I about to see the dead bodies of people I had failed to save? The drowned corpses of little children?
I shook those mad thoughts away the next moment and turned my attention back to the crew and my retinue. Gabin had already brought the ship to a stop, letting one of his sailor-marines race up to the crow’s nest.
Nothing of note, except for the dead water to the east, the Atlantean captain reported, able to tell that I had been distracted earlier. Which was bad, I realized. I needed to keep my head in the game. We’ll know more when Alejan gets a better view from up top.
Thank you, I informed him. And let me know if I get distracted again.
I will, the Scholar-marine replied gently. You are in charge of countless lives and your burden is heavy. But we are here to help you save whoever we can.
I nodded in gratitude. Then I heard the lookout call out a new sighting.
“Land, ho! Port-side! Small island!”
We need to figure out where we are, I sent to Gabin and my retinue. Does anyone know where on this world the Pathway opened up to?
Before Avalon’s fall, it opened up to one of the only still-populated places on the Seas, Gabin answered us. The Flood had ruined most of the world. In time, a few of our people returned here, alongside immigrants from other worlds. They tried to start this world anew, and they named the chain of islands to reflect that effort.
They did? Breena perked up. Did they call them the Novas Islands?
She had to ask. The Atlanteans predated even Stell and her Satellites.
The Novasolly, actually, Gabin answered. But your name sounds like a version of it.
Okay, Breena said confidently. I think I know where we are. Especially if that island is long and thin, with a hook at the end of it.
Gabin shouted something too quick for me to hear to the lookout, who shouted back just as quickly.
It is, he confirmed. Although I don’t remember any of the islands around here having a hook on them.
It probably changed its shape over time, Breena answered confidently. But I’m pretty sure that island’s name is Falee. It’s supposed to populated.
It was also in the middle of the unnaturally still water. I sighed.
We need to figure out if we can sail through that water. If we can, and if nothing pops up and tries to eat us, then we need to check that island for any survivors.
We should be able to sail through it, the captain assured me. We’ll have to rely on magic to power the sails, and we’ll need to do what we can confirm the air around it isn’t poisonous. But it should be possible to navigate through.
The Script, Water, and Air mages all confirmed that we wouldn’t get sick and die if we tried to sail through the still, polluted water. It was likely to be contaminated, though, which meant that a person without a Rise-enhanced body would get ill very quickly. That added a bit of urgency to our arrival, even though it was just as likely that everyone at the island right in the middle of it was already dead. We hurried all the same, and I reminded myself that this world may have already been lost, and that we might have to just settle for saving whoever we could.
Aside from that, it was unlikely any large predator would choose to inhabit such a nasty open pool, so we chose not to hesitate. The glyphs on the ship flared. Weylin, Petal, and Breena began casting gust spells into the sails to increase our speed even further. Everyone else took up battle stations on the ship to prepare for trouble.
Out on the open seas, the ship’s speed surprised me. I didn’t notice until I reflected just how smooth the ride was, and how similar it felt to the times I had ridden in a motorboat back home. Somehow, this medieval-styled ship that relied on its sails and magic was able to compete in speed with the engine-powered boats of my own technology-rich world. I wasn’t the only one surprised. Shock emanated over the mindlink from Breena and the three Testifiers.
Hopefully, that would mean that my enemies would be just as surprised by this type of vessel as I was.
The caravel slowed a bit once it hit the stagnant water. Now that it was closer, I could see that the unnatural green water hissed wherever it came in contact with the blue waves, as if one was poisonous to the other. Furthermore, my enhanced vision could just make out dead fish floating here and there within the water. Pieces of things bobbed up, bits of flesh, and heads that were neither human nor fish, but something in between, suddenly floated up to the surface.
That gave me grim expectations for what we would find on the island, but we hurried nonetheless. Nothing rose from the water to attack us, and after an hour or so, we reached the shores of the island.
I winced as we saw more bodies. These were all of the native humans, or Seaborn, as they were called, and they were clearly killed by violence. Meaning people had already died. I reminded myself that such things were inevitable, and that I was fifty years behind everything going on anyway, for reasons beyond my control. I focused on what I could learn from the bodies themselves. They were thrown near the waterline like they were trash, with wounds suggesting that they were either clawed or stabbed to death. And the bodies were all of elderly men and women.
That gave me some small hope that they only killed the old and took the rest as slaves. We would still have to land to get more clues, but for now it was enough.
The shore with the bodies wasn’t ideal for docking, so we skirted around close to the center of the island. The marines formed a shore party to guard the beachhead while my retinue and I advanced a little deeper into the island. There was more foliage in this part, but I thought I could see the ruined husk of straw buildings further in.
Crying, Val and Weylin both sent to me around the same time. Someone is crying near that village.
I hear it too, Breena sent next. Beyond that patch of trees.
We passed through a copse of island trees until we saw the source of the sound Breena had mentioned. Burned huts and dried blood decorated everything, but there were no bodies here, and I wasn’t even sure if the blood was human. The crying was coming from a little dark-skinned girl that reminded me of Little Gabby. She was sitting against a tree, holding her knees against her chest. She raised a startled tear-stained face when she heard us.
“Did you bite, too?” she asked us. “Is that why they left you here?”
“No, honey,” I said as we looked around. There was no one else here, monster or Seaborn. “We’re here to help.”
“Why?” the little girl asked. “There’s no one left to help. They killed all the old people and took the rest. I bit them when they stabbed grandpa, and they said the ship was full anyway, so they left me behind.”
“Where did they go?” I asked. “Did you see which way they left?”
“I can show you,” the little girl said sadly. “But it’s too late. The bad thing is coming. That’s why they left me behind. They said it wouldn’t chase the others if it could have me.”
“Who said that?” I asked. “And who took the rest? Were they monsters, or did they look like me?”
“Both,” the little girl said. “Though they weren’t nice, like you. They didn’t wait to hurt anyone like you have. But it doesn’t matter anymore, because the bad thing is coming and we’re all going to go away.”
“No,” I said firmly. “We came with a ship, and we’re taking you with us. Then we’re going to try and get everyone back from the bad people.”
“The bad thing will still catch us,” the little girl insisted. “Only Dona Via could save us from it. And she’s not here.”
“My ship is really fast. Come on,” I said, reaching for her hand. “We’ll talk more when we’re aboard. Are you sure there’s no one else here?”
“Sim,” she said, which translated as ‘yes’ in my mindscreen. “Is your ship very fast, mister? Or are you really strong, like Dona Via?”
“I haven’t met Dona Via,” I said as she took my hand and we began hurrying back. “But my ship is very fast and I have a good crew.”
“Dona Via doesn’t have a crew anymore,” the little girl told me sadly as she tried to keep up. I decided to just scoop her up and carry her. She didn’t resist, and continued speaking as she wrapped her little arms around my neck. “She used to, but the bad thing got all the Icons. So now she’s all alone.”
“Not for long, she’s not,” I replied, still running with the rest of my team. “I’m here to help her. My name’s Wes. What’s your name?”
“Emarina,” she answered me. “Where did you come from, Mister Wes? Why do you look like the bad men?”
The people of the Sun-Jeweled Seas varied a bit more than those from the Woadlands, but the vast majority of them all resembled either the Hispanic or Polynesian populations on Earth. My lighter skin tone was really rare for this world, and unfortunately, most of Rhodes’ assholes happened to have the same color.
“I’m from Earth, like they are. But I’m going to stop them, and try to fix all the other bad things that have happened.”
“Okay,” Emarina said simply. I couldn’t tell if her calm came from a child’s innocence or the certainty that we were all going to die. “So are you like that man that was supposed to help Dona Via? The one that never came because the bad men killed him?”
“I am that man, Emarina,” I told the little girl. “I’m the Challenger.”
“Okay,” the Seaborn repeated. “I hope the bad thing doesn’t get you too, Mister Challenger.”
We reached the landing party, climbed into the small boarding boat, and returned to the ship. I had let Gabin know through the mindlink that we would probably need to hurry. He was agreeing with that idea more and more by the minute.
The water is getting sicker, he sent to me. The green is thickening into a strange substance. It is getting worse out to the far east. Your little girl is right, he insisted darkly. Something is coming.
Please don’t step on my hand, a voice suddenly said in my head.
A faint buzzing, whispering noise crawled through the air, but it was gone the very next moment.
I gave the command to set out immediately. According to the little girl, whatever was coming had already slain Icons. Granted, I had pulled that off once as well, but I was pretty sure the deities here were on a higher level than Raw-Maw. It was a risk we couldn’t take yet, especially when we knew so little about the monster, and when there were other people I would have a chance to save if I hurried.
The crew activated the caravel’s glyphs, and we pulled free of the island. We set a course for the direction that Emarina indicated she had seen the Malus ships leave.
As we cleared the island, the buzzing noise returned again.
Pungent mists drift on the wind,
They fly ahead, to announce the end.
Nuckelavee, Nuckelavee...
The buzzing ended. Everyone around me suddenly whipped their heads around to confirm whether they were the only ones to hear the rhyme.
Right, I sent through the mindlink. That was creepy as hell, even for me. Full power to the sails. Go ahead and burn as much magic as you dare. This time, I’ll help.
I acted on a rule I never realized I had made. If your unknown enemy has the confidence to announce his own arrival with a creepy chant, avoid action until you have enough to know what the hell is going on.
I stood next to Weylin and Petal as we fired gust spells into the sails. Behind us, Karim and a few members of the crew began scribing glyphs into the air to make our wind last longer.
“Sighting in the east,” a voice shouted from the crow’s nest. “A black fog, with an orange light in the center of it. Moving rapidly over water.”
“It’s him,” Emarina said in a small voice. “He’s coming.”
The bright, clear day suddenly grew darker.
“The plan is unchanged,” I commanded, keeping my voice clear and calm. “Outrun him if we can, prepare for combat if we can’t. Either way, remember that this isn’t our first nightmare monster. None of us are new at this.”
Gabin nodded, and bellowed out similar instructions to his crew. I did my best to let him command his own ship, instead lending as much power to the sails as I could.
The buzzing sound returned once or twice, but the chant didn’t return. I felt my body throb with mana as I maintained my spell. To my surprise, the burn wasn’t tiring at all. I could pour out enough magic to power the ship’s sails and last for hours easily, if I just stood still. My enhanced rates of recovery almost completely canceled out the drain from this simple Air spell.
Psst, Breena sent privately. Wes. I have an idea.
Fire away, I answered, as a plan of my own flashed into my brain.
Yup, she giggled. That’s it. You were a second too slow.
Can we really do this? I asked in surprise.
I told you we would start sharing magic eventually, remember?
My little fairy passed her plan to the rest of the team. Gabin swore and began shouting new directions to the crew. The sails unfurled to catch more wind, even though there was no natural breeze right now. Everyone backed away from me and Breena. Actually, most of the people seemed to be backing away from Breena. She had that same kind of mad look she’d gotten when I had given her that new wand.
Ready, she sent to me. By my count. One… two…. Three!
She hadn’t explained that we were going to fire on the count of three, but I still figured it out just in time to merge our mana through the familiar bond we shared.
The next blast of wind made the masts creak ominously, but the timber held, and our ship surged forward. Gabin hadn’t been thrilled with Breena’s idea, but he had insisted that Atlantean sails were built to withstand most storms at sea, so he went along with the little fairy’s crazy scheme. He still seemed pretty relieved that his ship was still working, though, and after hearing Breena’s excited cackle, I didn’t really blame him.
But I didn’t blame Breena, either, because our speed had doubled, and we were able to maintain it at a pace that was even steadier than what we had going previously. The relief that swept through me seemed infectious, because in a few moments, grins broke out across the rest of the ship.
We’re going to have to find other ways to take advantage of this, I sent to my bonded sprite. I feel like we should have started doing it sooner.
Nope, Breena chirped happily. Sooner would have blown your brain up. Best to wait till we were both Practitioner level in the same Ideal. And for now, it’s still hard to do unless we’re both standing still.
Noted, I replied. But her words still gave me a lot of ideas for the near future.
We crossed the boundary between the dead water and the blue sea, and I couldn’t help but look up to the crow’s nest expectantly.
“Sighting is still far in the distance,” the man in the crow’s nest called. “Looks like we’re clear of whatever the thing is.”
A few people cheered, and we relaxed our spell to let normal wind and tide take over. The cheer died off when everyone looked back at the island.
The land was a good distance away now, barely visible from the deck. But the black fog with the red light in the middle of it swept over the shore, and a screeching cackle carried all the way across the dead waves. As the cackle continued, the black flog swirled over the entire island, spinning like a cyclone. The red light in the center continued to flare, the only source of illumination left in the place. As the cackling trailed off, the fog and red light began to fade with it, vanishing back into the noonday light.
The island was now a completely bare beach. No huts. No trees. No grass. Nothing but the bodies left on the shore, and brown-green patches of something that looked like rotten seaweed. More buzzing reached our ears, carried across a wind that wasn’t there before.
Pungent mists drifted on the wind,
They came to us, announced the end,
A single burning eye,
A hate that raged and would not die,
It poisoned us, we now depart,
Nuckelavee, Nuckelavee…
The whispering ended, leaving the waves around us as the only sound.
“They always whisper when he comes,” the little girl murmured softly. I had no idea when she had walked up next to me again. “But this the first time one of us got away.” She looked back up at me. “Are you really the Challenger, Mister Wes? Can you really stop the Bad Thing?”
“I intend to find out,” I growled, angry at just how much creepy nonsense was still left in the universe. The anger distracted me from my own fear. “Emarina, can you still help us find where the other ships went? The ones that took your people?”
The little girl nodded.
“They went for the next island. Where my friends live. It’s that way,” she said as she pointed just a few degrees off of our own course. I had to remember that Seaborn islanders traveled frequently, changing islands all the time. “Your ship is very fast, Mister Challenger. You might catch them in time.”
“Right,” I said, encouraged by the news. “Let’s see what kind of speed we can muster. Captain, I’ll add as much power to the ship as you recommend,” I said to Gabin, because I wanted to respect his authority on this ship, and because I knew I needed to let him to do his job for this plan to work.
He nodded, and began sending me orders through the link as well. Breena and I adjusted our output to his directions. Now that we were back in normal water and under normal wind, our natural speed increased even further, which helped us maintain a break-neck pace while still saving mana.
This is very useful, Gabin sent to me. We are extremely fortunate to have so many powerful mages as passengers for this ride.
Well, hopefully we’re not squandering all of our power right before a large naval battle, I sent back. I didn’t feel anywhere near drained yet, but since my friends were now making jokes about me suddenly passing out so often, maybe it was time to admit I didn’t really know my limits. So I opened up further on my bond and my mindlink, helping us all track each other’s remaining power so that the entire retinue could make responsible joint decisions about its use.
While we were assessing our output, Gabin disclosed the combat potential of the caravel, and I had to whistle in surprise. The thing was no aircraft carrier, but it could probably sink a modern-day pirate ship all on its own, even against a crew armed with machine guns and grenade launchers.
The next couple of hours went by uneventfully, other than the wind and sea spray brushing against our faces. I tried to learn what little I could about our enemies from Emarina, but she didn’t know much, other than the fact that the Malus ships were the fastest ships she had ever seen, before our own, and that they could throw burning rocks and arrows.
“And one of them was really gross,” she added. “It had sticky black stuff all over it. The monsters put all the people inside of it. There were going to put me in there too,” she shivered. “But I bit the one that grabbed me, and he got mad, and then asked why he couldn’t punish me. When no one knew why, they got scared and left me behind. They said the Bad Thing could have me.”
“Are they working together with the Bad Thing?” I asked the little girl, trying not to think too much about what she had just told me. “Are they and the Bad Thing friends?”
“No,” Emarina said as she shook her head. “The Bad Thing hates everyone. It killed their Icons too.”
Well, that was hella-bad news, I reflected. I’d have to learn more about that nightmare, and soon.
“Contact, dead ahead!” The man at the top of the mast shouted. “Three large ships with triple masts, middle with oars! Pursuing one small boat with a single sail!”
“Dona Via,” Emarina said excitedly, tugging on my pant leg. “That must be Dona Via! She’s trying to save them!”
“We’ll help her,” I promised the little girl. “But the fighting is about to start, so you should go below deck.”
“You promise you’ll help Dona Via, Mister Wes?” the little girl asked hopefully, looking up at me with wide eyes.
“That’s why I’m here,” I assured her. She nodded, then allowed one of the crew to lead her below deck.
The rest of us took to battle stations. Gabin had us maintain the sails for a dozen more minutes, and then pulled us off. Too much speed would become a hindrance in naval battles, and he wanted us to conserve the rest of our mana for actual combat. I watched his cobalt-blue eyes narrow as he stared ahead, probably running calculations through his mind for various ship maneuvers.
A moment later, and the ships were visible even from my viewpoint on the deck. The first three ships were all large, at least half again the size of our caravel. The middle one looked like it had been dipped in sludge, and the oily black liquid dripped from the masts and the sides of the deck. Oars coated with the same material stuck out of the sides, and they propelled  the ship forward with powerful strokes. The muck on the ship was sickeningly familiar to me.
Breena, I sent nervously. Is that…
Pit muck, she agreed, sounding nauseated. And Horde oil. That’s a Horde ship with a Pit inside. I don’t know how they were able to build it, Wes, but this means they’ve found a way to make Horde Pits mobile.
Val, do you still have one of the Ball-ees? I sent next.
“Di-rec-tive?” a voice chirped from Val’s pack. “Seek? Save? Heal?” She nodded unnecessarily.
Alright, that’s probably our most valuable target then, I sent to the team. Assuming the other two ships don’t have captives as well. But Emarina said they don’t.
I turned my attention to the other two ships. They looked like standard wooden constructions, albeit well-made, but a closer inspection revealed  that they also had prominent glyphs on some of their visible structures.
Crap, I thought. Gabin, is that the same magic that—
Amateurs use? He interrupted, his thoughts dripping with scorn and disgust. Yes. They look like they just discovered the art, and immediately started feeling proud of themselves. But back in our time, we would teach better ship-glyphs to the other worlds free of charge.
If you guys really did that, the art still died out, Breena said. These four groups are the first ones I’ve ever seen use the art for as long as I’ve been alive.
The Atlantean harrumphed, but said nothing more.
We’ll have to see what they’re capable of, he finally decided. We’re still out of range for now. They may not have even noticed us yet… never mind. They definitely haven’t noticed us yet. We’ll turn to get a better view of that small ship in the front.
As he spoke, the ship on the right fired a smoking orange fireball at the small boat it was pursuing. The blast fell some distance away, but as we began to close the gap, I could see a single figure leaping around frantically, grabbing rigging and pulling the sailboat-sized ship around in what seemed like nearly a ninety-degree turn to the starboard side. The move brought the tiny vessel just close enough for us to make out more detail, and Breena gasped in my ear.
Wes, that’s her, she choked. That’s Via.
“Looks like she has a small handful of passengers,” Gabin said, and I realized that tiny glyphs were floating just in front of his eyes. I’ve gotta learn that spell, I told myself. Then Breena reminded me through the mindlink that there was an Air magic spell that had nearly the same effect. We cast it together, and it allowed us to see a small group of Seaborn Islanders huddled as low as they could get in the bow of the small ship, while a woman, moving too quickly to make out, leaped over them to adjust the sail and otherwise steer the ship away from the vessels launching fiery blasts at it. Another one flew through the air, but she had already changed course again, and it splashed harmlessly into the water behind her.
Got it, Breena pumped her fist. I can see her, and she’s in range. Gonna cast a whisper spell and let her know we’re here.
That was right, I realized. Fairies can do that.
I wondered why Breena didn’t do that during the time Merada thought I was an imposter and tried to kill me, but I’d ask her about it when we had time. For now, though, I let her concentrate.
The figure maneuvering the wooden sailboat looked up, and whipped her head in our direction. I was still maintaining the scry spell, and my breath caught at the sight of her face.
She had dark, beautiful, olive skin, just a touch lighter than Emarina’s, with long curly black hair that was tied up in a ponytail. She wore loose a loose, practical cotton shirt and  durable looking black pants. She was a bit shorter than Merada had been, but just as fit. Her eyes were widening in shock as she looked in our direction, and I realized that her face was a mix of desperation, hope, and bone-deep fatigue.
You noticed it too? Teeth asked me, and for once, I was proud of him.
Yeah. We need to get over there quick.
Definitely, he agreed. Because her hips look as amazing as Merada’s legs.
Really? I growled at him. Right now, of all times?
I don’t make our hormones, I just acknowledge them, he told me shamelessly.
I tuned him out, and waited for Breena to finish her conversation with her fellow Satellite.
“She managed to get aboard the Horde ship,” Breena said out loud, taking a breath. “There’s a Pit inside, like we thought. Those people on board with her are the only ones that weren’t already thrown in. Those are all the ones she could save.”
Two more fireballs catapulted at Via’s ship. The olive-skinned Satellite had once again predicted their attack, already moving her boat out of the way the moment they had begun to fire at her.
“She’s also warning us that their ships have some kind of magic,” the sprite added dryly. “Because she was worried we might not have figured that out.”
“She’s probably really stressed,” I replied. “Let her know we’re here to help.”
“Right,” Breena continued in her dry voice. “Because she might not have noticed that yet.”
Nice zing, Weylin said over the mindlink. I ignored them both and tried to think for a minute.
Why are they even risking an attack like this? I wondered. Cavus wants her alive. They could drown her or burn her to death.
Either way, we had to rescue the hostages and bring down those three ships. But I needed to make sure we could even do that.
How confident are you in handling the other three ships in combat? I asked Gabin privately. He snorted at me, and I realized I should have asked much earlier.
They’re bigger, so they probably have more weapons and will take longer to sink, he sent back at me. But as long as we’re careful and make good use of your retinue’s magics, we should be fine. Just don’t get impatient with me. My lord, he added at the last minute.
No worries, and I appreciate your patience with my stupid questions. Give me one moment.
“Breena?” I asked my pink-haired friend as she muttered under her breath.
“Just a second,” Breena replied. “She’s yelling at us and asking where we’ve been all these years. And that we’re distracting her while she’s trying to get away.”
Another fireball splashed into the water, close enough to rock the fleeing Satellite’s ship ever so slightly.
“Tell her she can yell at me personally when this is over, and that I need to know if there are captives in the other two ships or if I can just sink them outright.”
Breena blinked, and relayed the message.
“She says the other ships are empty of prisoners, because the magic in them does something to non-Earthborn. She also repeated her warning about the other ships having magic, and wanted you to know that your ship is a lot smaller than the other three you somehow think you can handle on your own,” Breena sighed. “She’s usually a lot nicer than this. I promise.”
Gotta respect that level of sass, though, Teeth said approvingly to me. I ignored him to focus on saving lives.
“Tell her that I’m an Earthborn myself, that I’m familiar with the enemy’s technology, and that my own ship is equipped with a better version of it. Then ask her which of the three ships presents the most danger to her own vessel, in case they are not identically equipped.”
“Nice commander voice there, Wes,” Weylin said approvingly. “But we don’t have our glyphs just because of you,” he reminded me, and the nearby Atlanteans nodded in angry agreement.
“Correct,” I affirmed. “But saying we have it because this is an epoch-old vessel built and crewed by the lost Atlantean race would probably be met with more disbelief. The first explanation has enough truth and believability to keep the conversation on task.”
The crew around me grumbled reluctantly and went back to work. Gabin just rolled his eyes and shouted for them to stay on task.
Breena kept whispering, but she began waving her arms around angrily, like she was engaging in a shouting match with someone far away, and they were both back in kindergarten where they still had to use their inside voices.
“She says it doesn’t matter, just pick one and leave her alone. She says she can probably get away if we start distracting at least one of them, instead of distracting her with all this talking. She also says not to do anything stupid, because she’s already saved everyone who wasn’t already thrown in the Pit inside. And she didn’t believe me when I told her you could pull people out of a Horde Pit.”
“Alright, tell her I appreciate her patience and that we’ll talk more after we’ve destroyed the enemy vessels. That’s the end of my message.” I turned to Gabin. “Captain, we need to capture the oozing ship in the center, liberate its captives, and sink its two escorts if at all possible. Since this is naval combat and you have been informed of our abilities, my team and I are yours to command.”
“Very well, then,” Gabin said. “Everyone take one final moment to ensure you are ready for combat. Armor up and recharge your mana. We return to battle stations in fifteen minutes.”
Everyone scrambled until they had everything ready and were standing in reasonably secure positions. I did what I could to refresh my mana, shocked by how much I had left. I had been saving it out of habit, because often a spell was much slower than an axe swing, and my weapons and natural strength were powerful enough in their own right. In many of the previous fights, the simplest solution had been the best solution, and the simplest solution was usually to smack my enemy in the face with Toirneach before they could activate their own magic. Now, though, that wasn’t really an option. I couldn’t just throw off a quick lightning bolt or fireball and then immediately move into combat.
This was going to be an artillery fight. And it was time to see what myself and my team of wizards were capable of.
I felt my Woadtattoo burn under my armor for a brief moment. The three ships ahead of us finally seemed to notice our presence. They fired one more volley of fireballs at Stell’s Satellite, and began turning toward our direction. The three blazing orbs smashed all around Via’s boat, and I finally realized that they were trying to capsize her vessel instead of hitting her directly. Gabin snorted, still unimpressed with his opponents, and we casually continued sailing in their direction.
Minutes strolled by. I finally remembered all the naval stories I had read where the heroes spent hours, sometimes days, before they were in combat range. After about thirty minutes, I gave up on remaining silent and selfishly decided to message the man I had put in charge of the fight.
Do you have time for me to ask you something, or do you need to concentrate? I queried, trying to be at least a little respectful.
Even after going to battle stations, the next hour will be horribly boring, the Atlantean told me, so I have time, as long as I can keep looking forward.
Thank God, I replied, belatedly realizing he may not understand the expression. So, you seem like you’ve already gotten a read on these guys. And that you have a low opinion of their abilities.
Those are both correct, Gabin replied. But respectfully, it’s because you keep referring to them as Earthborn. And their level of competence… conflicts with my previous experience regarding members of your race.
I take it my people used to be much better at magical sailing? I asked, feeling a little numb about all the amazing stories people kept telling me about my Prehistoric ancestors.
Your race used to exchange research with us in the art of naval magic. They were at least our equals, even at the pinnacle of our magic. The old Earthborn would have noticed us long before now, and either hailed us, or turned the battlefield three-dimensional, going above or below us to launch an attack. These men are fools playing with technology they were probably given by someone else, and they are not even using it to its full potential.
Speaking of potential, I began. I noticed that you call yourself a marine, but you also know how to command a ship, and do magic.
I am primarily a soldier, Gabin admitted. But our people take sailing, scholarship, and magic all seriously. I rank as a Practitioner in all three areas, and a High Practitioner in naval combat.
High Practitioner was an artificial title, used to differentiate between the early and later levels of the Practitioner ranks. I would not qualify for High Practitioner in any of my skills until I gained at least another ten skill ranks.
These fools are barely in the upper stages of the Journeyman ranks, judging by how sloppy their navigation is. Even then, they are failing to use their ships intelligently. For example, they could have spread out and chased your ally from multiple directions, but instead they squander their advantage in numbers and stay together, where she can find all three of them with just a glance.
But that doesn’t mean they’ll make mistakes with us, I pointed out, because they were bound to take a larger ship a little more seriously.
A single fireball hurled out of one of the ships, not even making it halfway across the distance to us.
That does, Gabin replied. They just showed me they don’t even know the range of their own spells. Either they’re running an incredibly elaborate ruse that began long before they ever saw us, for which they would have needed to know we would be arriving at this exact spot, or they are completely unused to fighting another glyph ship. You are right, they still possess the potential to hurt us, and we will have to battle intelligently, especially because they outnumber us with ships that are much larger. But I remain… disappointed over the caliber of my first naval opponents in untold ages.
Well, if it makes you feel any better, capturing the middle ship will require some kind of boarding action. Which will either be a challenge for you to plan, or an opportunity to relieve stress by stabbing things.
That does make me feel better, the sailor-marine admitted. Thank you, my lord.
There was nothing left to talk about, so I relinquished the mindlink conversation. As Gabin had estimated,  our enemies were finally in position to engage within the hour. Via’s vessel continued to sail away. Every now and then, Breena would message her, and begin muttering angrily at her fellow Satellite’s response.
I tried to figure out why our enemies had been so easy to deal with. The wyvern-riding Malus knight I had fought earlier had been much more competent. True, he still died, and he lost control of his Horde wyvern, but he still managed to separate me from the rest of the group and deliver Merada to Cavus. These guys looked very unsure about what they were doing, and as Gabin pointed out, probably should have already been able to capture Stell’s local Satellite. Then again, I remembered Stell’s warning about this world being so depopulated. With most of the local resources secured, and with some hostile, Icon-killing threat lurking around, they probably weren’t risking their strongest troops. And this group probably wasn’t even expecting to run into Via, though I didn’t really know why.
I’d have to get answers from their corpses, I decided. Which I could literally do now, thanks to my Blood magic.
Our distance continued to close, and the Malus ships finally began to act more proficient. They spread out a little more, making themselves slightly  harder to hit, but still close enough to provide supporting fire.
My Captain remained unimpressed.
“Full speed,” he commanded. “Send a bit of Air magic to give us an extra kick for a few more moments. I’ll let you know when you should stop.”
Breena and I complied for about fifteen minutes. Gabin brought our vessel around portside to flank the Malus trio, where only one ship would be able to target us. He commanded us to slow down, and we waited for a few more tense moments.
He abruptly commanded us to pour air magic back into the sails, increasing our speed, just as the closest ship sent two burning balls after us. At the same time, on the Captain’s order, our own ship sent a blue bolt of energy hurtling toward our opponent. Their attack missed us completely, while our blue bolt slammed into the side of the Malus escort. The enemy ship’s glyphs flared on the impact, but the bolt still powered through and left a scorch-mark high up on the side of the ship. Gabin grimaced.
Too high above the waterline to help sink it, too low to get any damage on the deck. We’ll have to make some adjustments.
Our blast had come from a large staff the crew had braced against the side of the ship. It resembled the wand I had made for Breena in a number of ways, with glyphs suggesting the use of both Shaping and Script magic. Gabin had explained to me earlier that we had two staves total, and that the other one was atop the crow’s nest. He shouted again, and the second bolt fired, striking the enemy ship on the sails. Again, red glyphs flared to absorb the blast, and our attack was deflected completely.
I was wrong, Gabin sent with a mental grunt. They’re halfway competent. They thought to protect the sails. He frowned as he stared out at the enemy ships. This will take a while at this range.
More dark-red fireballs arced over in our direction. One of the other ships had managed to get a clear line of sight on us, and they began firing as well. A total of four burning orbs splashed into the water, still out of range, but far closer than the earlier attack had been.
We’re going to have to get closer, my captain finally confided. Our caravel doesn’t have enough armaments to take them down at this range, and it was never supposed to. Normally, I’d stay at this range and risk a long engagement, but we need to make sure your ally can escape, and I’m concerned that the creature we saw in the distance earlier will make another appearance. But closing in will risk damage to our ship, as our enemies will have an easier time aiming and be able to bring more weapons to bear.
Permission granted, I affirmed. Let us know how we can help.
When we are closer, Gabin replied, we will be able to bring your magics to bear. I’ll explain all the details in a moment.
Our ship changed course again, veering at an angle that brought us closer to our enemy ships. They turned as well, stubbornly trying to put themselves in a position to chase both us and their former target. That was fortunate, because it would prevent them from doing either very well, even though they managed to slightly close the distance between both of our ships.
But then I saw shapes dive off of the center Horde ship into the water below. I thought I could make out torpedo-like ripples beneath the waves, heading both toward us and Via’s boat. Breena noticed as soon as I did, and she frantically sent another whisper message to her fellow Satellite. She hissed in response to whatever Via had told her.
“Boarders,” she said out loud. “The new Horde can swim through the water, and travel long distances on their own. She’ll fight off her group, but we need to take the group heading our way seriously. She says to prepare for a fight.”
“Really?” Gabin asked, perplexed. The captain raised a green eyebrow, looking incredulous. “Why would that be effective? How fast can they swim? Do they have any protection?”
Breena tilted her head at the question, but she muttered another whisper spell without complaint. A moment later, she blinked and looked back up.
“They can swim three times as fast as a normal Seaborn. They’re usually about as dangerous as a Horde Mongrel, though they’re not as physically powerful. They don’t wear armor and fight with natural claws, spears, and light blades. They’re a little resistant to Fire magic and natural cold, but beyond that they’re just like normal Horde that can breathe underwater. She said to make sure you’re ready for a brawl.”
I sent Gabin all the information I had on Horde through the mindlink. He shook his head again in disgust.
“Boarders. Without protection. Against a glyph ship.” He turned his attention back to the crew. “Increase speed, but otherwise stay on course. Watch for more glyph fire from the enemy ship. The Lord Challenger’s people will repel any boarders that somehow make it to the deck.”
The crew had a laugh at that last sentence, privy to some joke my retinue and I were not.
“She did say to take them seriously,” Breena repeated cautiously.
The captain turned to look at her.
“If the Lord Earthborn was armed and wearing full armor while riding an enchanted, charging, flaming warhorse outfitted with barding, and I told you that some Seaborn children were going to try and jump on the horse mid-gallop and wrest control of the animal from him, would you have him take any special precautions?”
“No,” she said cautiously. “I would be completely baffled that they would even try, and I’m not sure how that’s the same thing as Via’s warning.”
“You will see in another thirty minutes, when the idiot monsters try to grapple and climb up our ship, which is currently traveling at full speed.”
“I take it you don’t want us to waste any magic on them,” I said cautiously.
“That is correct,” the captain nodded. “But feel free to engage if any of them do make it on board.”
I left it at that, and chose to watch the battle unfolding over the water.
One of the Malus escort ships chose to fire another volley near Via’s ship. The fireballs arced all the way over her vessel, resulting in a large splash that sent her boat rocking dangerously atop the water. I activated my magic to get a better view of the situation. I saw the beautiful woman adjust the sail and ride the wave, then reach for some kind of weapon on her waist. I could barely make out that she was searching the water in front of her with a patient, determined expression.
Breena, I sent to my bonded fairy. Is she going to be alright?
I think so, the sprite confided nervously. Via is at least as skilled as Merada in close combat, and she knows a bit more magic as well. I think she’ll be okay.
I chose to believe her, still frustrated that I was out of range to act personally.
A moment later, the ripples reached the vicinity of her boat. She pulled her weapon free of her belt, revealing it to be a long, dark whip, and began twirling it over her head. The whip took on a blue shimmer as she lashed it through the air, and the water in front of her boat started to churn. Whatever she did seemed to work on her attackers, as most of the finned, humanoid shapes began floating belly-up, with their limbs at unnatural angles. The water vortex she had created must have torn their bodies apart somehow. The few that did emerge from the water unharmed were quickly decapitated when Via struck them with her still-glowing whip.
Wow, I sent to Breena. You were right.
Teeth also whistled appreciatively. I did my best to tune him out.
“Change course,” Gabin commanded. “Arc toward the allied boat.”
As the crew complied, I turned my attention back to the captain.
I don’t mean to second-guess your order, I sent privately. But I thought we were trying to draw attention away from her? Are we going to be a fire shield or something?
No, my lord, the Captain said respectfully, reminding me that I was his boss and he had to be patient with me. I am attempting to finally bring your retinue’s magic into play. Especially yours. Continue conserving your magic, and stand by for my command to act. If you please.”
Acknowledged, I sent back, holding my tongue so he could work.
About thirty minutes later, we encountered the churning waves we had seen earlier. I noticed that our new course was taking us directly over them. A few of the ripples seemed to try and dive to the left or right, but most of them diminished, as if they were suddenly diving deeper down.
Foreign contaminant detected, my mindscreen said, activating as I caught sight of the dark shapes below the water that were about try and board our ship from the sides and beneath. Subject is—
My mindscreen cut off, as the caravel rocked slightly. There were a bunch of bumps from the bottom of the vessel, and another series of glyphs flared all along the ship with bright, sizzling energy. The bumps from under the ship died off immediately. A dark trail of liquid the same color of Horde blood followed our caravel’s wake. Gabin and the crew didn’t react to the experience, except for a few more snorts of contempt. When he caught the confused looks of my team, Gabin explained what had happened.
“This caravel was built primarily for exploration voyages,” he said patiently. “That makes it more of an all-purpose vessel, so it’s not going to carry as much cargo, passengers, or ship-to-ship weaponry as our other glyph ships. But its role as an explorer means that it’s more likely to suffer attacks from deep-sea monsters than almost any other type of boat, so it has the strongest anti-contact wards available for a vessel this size. Something roughly the size of a human, and with only a few Rises or Descents to its name, isn’t likely to survive touching the ship for longer than a few seconds. And that’s if it’s stubborn.”
“Anti-contact…” I said as I processed what he had just said. “You mean this ship is able to shock monsters just by touching them?”
“Of course,” he answered, blinking at me. “There are all manner of dangerous denizens of the deep, even for our race. It would be incredibly irresponsible not have some kind of defense against them built directly into your ship. It would be like forgetting to put in a space to carry food or fresh water.”
I shuddered as I tried to process all the implications of his statement.
Breena, I sent to her, and she immediately guessed my question.
No, Wes, she replied. Magic like that hasn’t been a thing for thousands of years. There are only a handful of ships left with any glyph magic at all, and nothing on the level of even the Malus ships, much less this Atlantean craft. If I had to guess, the Malus Earthborn cobbled the technology together from a bunch of stolen sources, some of which they probably got from Cavus. But the Atlanteans look like they have been doing this sort of thing for as long as the Elder Woadfolk had been cultivating Gaelguard and Woadfathers. Congratulations on uncovering another miracle, Wes.
She hadn’t bothered to make her reply private. I felt Karim sigh mentally as he began to speak.
Witnessed in… forget it, he said, giving up halfway through.
Damn straight, Eadric grumbled. Didn’t sign up for this kind of crap to happen all the Icon-damned time.
No one’s going to believe even half of these events anyway, Weylin added. We’d get thrown out of the College before we could even finish describing how he pulled a castle out of the floor of another castle.
For real, Wes! Breena suddenly harrumphed. That was a… how do you call it… a rooster! That was a real rooster move!
I sighed and turned my attention back to the battle, painfully aware of the fact that my friends had just announced that they weren't going to bother keeping track of my deeds, while making it clear in the very next sentence that they weren't ever going to forget or forgive me for them.
Please let me know when you’re ready, I sent to the ship’s captain. So that my people will have a reason to stop talking.
As you command, my lord, the Atlantean replied with a hint of amusement. The bastard. I would like more information about the castle incident at a later date, if you don’t mind.
Tell Eadric, Weylin, and Karim that I hereby order them to act out the whole scenario in an interpretive dance. One that is somehow also a musical, I replied, and the other man chuckled, finally sounding like he was having fun with today.
For the next fifteen minutes, that was all of the real entertainment. The enemy’s fireballs continued to rain down on us, and Gabin continued to successfully predict their landing, keeping the caravel clear of the missiles, though some came a lot closer to hitting us than they had before. We continued to fire blue bolts from our two staff-cannons, hitting most of the time but failing to do more than superficial damage to the sides of the much larger ships.
That’s normal, unfortunately, the marine-turned captain sent to me over the mindlink. Our staves are only equipped with Journeyman-level magic. They’re designed to handle monsters or pirate ships our size or smaller, since we can usually outrun anything larger than us. The blasting wards will do more damage when we get closer. But the real damage will probably come from your retinue.
Noted, I said,
as we continued to drift into position.
Finally, our ship arrived just behind Via's, putting us directly between her and her pursuers. Now that we were closer, I was finally able to see her ship in much greater detail. It was a rough-looking vessel, clearly seaworthy, but its appearance made me believe that Via or someone else had cobbled it together in as little time as possible, and skipped any unnecessary details. It also looked as if it had been frequently and expertly repaired. I could see the shivering shapes of the islanders huddled under a small alcove that probably served as the modest vessel’s cargo hold.
Via herself had turned to look at us, and though it was a really bad time for it, I had to admit Teeth was right about her figure. Then I made myself focus on the fact that she was also close enough for me to notice that she looked super angry. She waved her arms in an exasperated expression, then she pointed to Breena with one hand, and made gestures at her own mouth with her other arm.
“She wants to talk again,” Breena sighed. “Hold on, everyone.”
The little fairy closed her eyes and began muttering quietly. Then she opened her eyes and took on an angry expression of her own. She glared at the woman in the other boat, leaned forward and shook her finger, whispering something I couldn’t hear. The other Satellite leaned her head back and cocked her head, as if in angry disbelief, and then fired off a reply at Breena. Breena let out a big, angry huff.
“Oh, no, she didn’t!” I heard the little fairy gasp, and then she snapped her fingers back at her fellow Satellite, whispered at her angrily for a whole minute, rolling her eyes as she spoke and gestured. She ended her message by opening her hand and closing it, as if to say ‘zip it, girlfriend.’
Via turned her face as if she had been slapped. She pointed her finger and began an angry, heated reply of her own, but Breena had already turned her back on her fellow Satellite while repeating her last hand gesture.
My god, I love these women, Teeth said privately. Er, woman. Singular or plural, don’t care.
The beautiful, angry brown woman then turned her furious gaze to me, and I quickly turned to face the captain.
“Yes, we’re in position now,” he remarked dryly, not bothering to hide his smile. As entertaining, and dangerous, as the two Satellites’ exchange had been, the whole thing had only lasted for a few minutes. The Malus ships hadn’t had time to launch another volley yet. “If you could direct your ally’s ship to keep moving away from us…”
“I am not speaking to her right now,” Breena said without turning around. “She can just figure it out on her own, just like she says she’s been doing with everything else the whole time,” she trailed off then, muttering phrases like ‘ungrateful’ and ‘thinks she’s all that now,’ and ‘oh she’s the one with problems?’
“I’ll handle it,” I replied with a sigh. “Just give me a second.”
I walked to the prow, so that the angry, Latina-featured goddess could see me more clearly. I saluted her respectfully. She just blinked in response. I took that as a good sign. I pointed out behind her.
“Keep going!” I shouted as loudly as I could. “Don’t stop!”
She cocked her head at me, as if I had just told her to turn purple and vote for the duck party in the next election. She blinked again, took a deep breath, and put her whip away so that  she could cup her hands at me while she shouted back.
“Claro!” she shouted back, with a rich, musical voice that sounded nice even though she was probably about to curse at me. “Pendejo tarde!” As pretty as it sounded, I hated being right.
Error, my mindscreen beeped at me. Translation software is changing words to Challenger’s secondary language, instead of his native tongue. Correcting now.
Not necessary, I ordered, though I honestly wasn’t sure if I could give Stell’s software commands. I was able to figure everything out.
I sighed, and reminded myself that this poor beautiful woman had been desperately trying to save an entire world on her own, probably with even less help than Merada had gotten. She’ll calm down when I help her, I told myself. Maybe.
Breena was still muttering to herself when Gabin directed both of us to stand at the back of the ship.
Alright, he directed through the mindlink. We’re going to take advantage of the fact that you are both experienced Water mages. If you were a little stronger, or if we were in a more narrow body of water, we’d have you two affect the tides to wreck their fleet. But instead, we’re going to take advantage of the fact that one of you has the Subideal of Ice, and start creating one of the most lethal forces of nature to have ever plagued the art of sailing. You two are going to create icebergs.
Really? I sent back, remembering the ancient tragedy of the Titanic back on Earth. The iceberg that had sunk that ship had been huge, according to the dramatic stories. I was a powerful mage at this point, but I wasn’t sure that I could generate something that big out of thin air, even with Breena’s help.
Fortunately, Gabin seemed to sense my concerns.
It sounds like you have the same misconception a lot of others have, he told me. An iceberg doesn’t have to be large to sink or damage a ship, even a glyph ship. They are one of the hardest dangers to ward against, partly because they are so hard to detect, and partly because they do not recoil away from our wards like a kraken or sea drake would. They simply break up and remain dangerous. We save our strongest barrier wards for ships expecting to navigate through them, and sometimes even those are not enough. Even at the height of our power, we were still researching ways to make them less of a threat.
Well, okay then, I said, as our own ship fired off a pair of blue bolts at one of the Malus escorts. I guess as long as we avoid sinking the middle one, we’re fine.
The Seaborn people did not inherit their Atlantean ancestors’ ability to breathe underwater. I had no idea if that would make a difference to victims already inside of a Horde Pit, but I didn’t want to have to dive to the bottom of the sea and find out.
That should be doable, though it will certainly take damage. I want the two of you to create ice sheets of the following sizes…
As our ships continued to trade ineffectual fire, Breena and I began creating ice caps of varying sizes. The first one was the most obvious, a twelve foot high, twenty foot wide block that stretched out even further below the water’s surface. According to Gabin, a block this size was called something that translated into my mindscreen as a ‘bergy bit.’ Still not a very large iceberg, but big enough to be seen from a distance and possibly be recognized as a threat.
The Malus ships reacted immediately to the sight. As much as my own captain had disparaged their nautical skill, they were smart enough to recognize an iceberg as those innocent-looking things that could sink ships, and that if one had just appeared out of nowhere, then it was probably something very dangerous. They changed course immediately, though they fired a couple fireballs at the floating block. Gabin broke down and started laughing at that.
“Unbelievable,” he said to himself. “Just when I thought they were getting smart.” He shook his head, still amazed by it all. “They must have never had to fight any of it. Other mages. A ship that can do the same things their ships can do.”
“So far, most of their strategies have been making other problems worse,” I said to him. “But my understanding is that mages of even the basic Ideals aren’t all that common, and having a SubIdeal is pretty rare.”
He turned and looked at me.
So what you’re saying is that most Earthborns do not have access to six different Ideals, and all three Saga schools, like you do?
Correct, I confirmed, or at least I think that’s the case. And I think they are used to battling basic Water and Air mages, if that. They didn’t really attack until this world was already in the middle of a Tumult.
He sneered at that, and through the mindlink I gathered that he had an extremely low opinion for beings that purposefully sabotaged a planet’s efforts at survival. I didn’t blame him for it.
It’s a good thing you didn’t order me to take any prisoners then, he snarled, showing more anger than I had seen yet. But they’re veering off anyway, so everything is still going to plan.
And, true to his observation, the ships had indeed split up. The Horde ship slowed down and turned hard, using its oars to try and maneuver the farthest away from the ice with a hard right rotation. But the two escorts veered to the left and the right, while still trying to maintain pursuit of either ourselves or Via’s ship.
They didn’t pay as much attention to the smaller chunks of ice. They did bother to dodge anything the size of a small boulder, but they had trouble spotting the random iceberg that showed less surface area than the size of a human head above the water’s surface, and when they did see them, they didn’t bother with massive course corrections
Unfortunately for them, said icebergs were still a good bit bigger underwater, at least five times the mass visible from above. Frozen cubes this size were called growlers, due to the noise the air made while traveling through the small tunnels they contained.
We had placed these smaller ice traps some distance behind the bergy, making them look like debris trailing in its wake. These had been even easier to make, especially when I combined with Breena’s mana pool. I didn’t even need to create them myself. I just had to freeze small masses of water, and enchant it to last for a couple of hours at the most. I was able to make a little over a dozen floes, with some big enough to be obvious, that were spaced in such a way that the easiest way to avoid them was to take the path dotted with the much smaller, harder to notice icebergs.
The result was that at least three growlers struck each escort ship. And, as far as I could tell, some of the debris from the previously shattered bergy also made contact. The glyph shields on both vessels flared red as the ice floes crashed into them. The first block to impact either ship was disintegrated completely without causing any damage, though it exhausted most of the remaining shielding. The second blocks finished off the shields of their respective ships before detonating when the anti-contact glyphs channeled energy through them. Despite being destroyed, they had effectively damaged both ships by spreading out and poking small holes all along the keels. The final icebergs each cracked a two-foot hole right beneath the water line on either ship, one penetrating directly at the prow. Both ships immediately began to dip, and the barely visible figures on deck scrambled frantically.
It will take time to sink them completely, Gabin confided. But we’re off to a good start. Let’s keep up the damage before they realize that they can probably patch the holes.
The Malus escorts fired another volley at us, but the new damage to their boats had clearly distracted them. They were even less accurate than before, and our faster ship had little trouble dodging them.
Not to jinx us, but this is disturbingly easy, I whispered to my Atlantean captain.
They seem used to dominating unglyphed vessels at sea, he replied. I doubt they’d ever had to fight any ship with their own capabilities.
Our own artillery fired again on the starboard side enemy. Only one bolt struck, but with the ship’s shield exhausted, the damage was more spectacular than just a scorch mark on the side. Wooden splinters flew through the air and a small fire started that was quickly put out.
We’re still going to have to rely on closing in to finish them off, the captain warned. Which means more of their weapons will engage, too. Be prepared.
How are your archers? Weylin suddenly asked over the link. Gabin blinked at that.
Passable for normal volleys. At the Journeymen level, for the most part, since it’s not our strongest suit. Especially since a wet bow string is rather useless.
I’m requesting permission to climb one of the ship’s masts and snipe at the enemy crew, the elf said next.
Granted, our ship’s captain replied.
Weylin began casting an Air spell around his body and his bow, which I suddenly noticed was new. This one had a greenish tint to it, as if it had been soaked in Woadfather sap. The song mage bounded up the mast across from the crow’s nest, and I saw him string the weapon, whispering more magic into it.
I should have range on the starboard ship within ten minutes, he sent to us. Is there an ideal target I should aim for?
It depends on how much their glyphs are like our own, the captain sent to us. Just shoot anyone standing over a bunch of glowing symbols. If they don’t have that, hit the person next to a mounted staff or the helm.
The next few minutes passed quietly. I looked back at Breena and noticed that her face bore a smug expression. She began whispering again, smirking and tilting her head a little as she finished, then crossed her arms like she was waiting for a reply. Then she frowned, looking angry for a moment.
“What do you mean, ‘it’s not over yet,’” I heard her mutter under her breath. Then she began whispering again, putting her hands on her hips and leaning forward. After another few seconds, she sighed and turned to look at me.
“Via says thanks for helping, but to not get too confident yet,” the little fairy drawled tiredly. “And she’s still mad you didn’t show up sooner. But she is sorry she called you a pendejo.”
“Tell her that she has every reason to feel angry and frustrated about her situation, and that I will give her the full account for my delay when we are all safe. Assure her that I am still taking our enemies very seriously, and that I welcome further input from her for the rest of the battle, should she wish to provide it. Also inform her that there is enough room and supplies on our ship for her to bring her own people over, including herself, if we win the engagement. I am inviting her over personally, with the captain’s permission,” I glanced over to Gabin, who nodded at me.
“That’s a really patient attitude you’re taking with her, Wes,” Breena said irritably, but she began whispering again. A moment later she started growling. “Oh, you’re finally talking to someone sane now, are you? You say that right to my face, from just a few knots away?”
“Breena,” I tried to interrupt.
“And you say that about Wes?” she actually shrieked that last part. “I am going to—”
“Breena!” I shouted.
“What?” she shouted back, rounding on me.
“Orange cream scones,” I said quickly. “You’ve earned them.”
“What?” she repeated, blinking. “I have?”
“I packed some before we left,” I added hurriedly, and it was the truth. Because I had a triple-digit Wisdom score now, and I wanted to be prepared, damnit. “You can have them after the battle.”
“I can?” she kept blinking. “Really?”
“Yeah,” I replied firmly, projecting my honest intent through our bond. “But I still need that sharp head on your shoulders, and that means holding your temper when your other body starts lashing out unfairly, because it looks like she’s had an absolute shit time of things here, and you’re the only one she feels like she can vent with right now. Pass on a message that I’m asking her to be patient with you too, because both of you have been responsible for far too much, and have gotten far too little recognition. I will take her patience as a personal favor, and I invite her to express her frustrations with me after the battle.”
Breena took a deep breath, letting it out in a huff.
“I have to say all of that,” she pondered slowly. “For orange cream scones…”
“Deal,” she said after waiting a whole second, which showed just how flustered and angry she was. Then she took another deep breath and began mouthing slow words at her counterpart in the distance. Then she nodded, much more calmly, and began speaking again. Finally, she smiled, and seemed to mouth the words ‘it’s good to see you, too,” or at least, that was the impression I felt through our bond. Her face took on a pleased expression, like she had just made up with an old friend. Then her eyes narrowed shrewdly, and she peered around at the rest of us.
“I was good. You all saw that, right?” she asked sternly. “You all saw me being an adult. Like Wes asked.”
The nearby crew all nodded warily, giving the little fairy a wide berth for reasons they probably weren’t even aware of themselves. Breena gave a satisfied nod, then turned back to me.
“Via says she’s appreciates that you’ve drawn fire away from her ship, and that she’s sorry she’s been so tense. She’ll talk with you after the battle, but she wanted you to know that she’s glad you’re here. And thanks, Wes,” the fairy added. “You’re right about us being stressed out. We don’t usually fight this much with each other.”
I nodded, and chose not to bring up the fight I saw Breena and Merada having with Stell over me a few days ago. We had a battle to fight anyway.
The two escorts continued to launch ineffective volleys at us, and Gabin continued to take advantage of his superior familiarity with their artillery, anticipating their attacks and shifting course in advance. One fireball did come dangerously close, but our own glyphs flared, preventing the ship from being damaged by the nearby flame. It did get uncomfortably hot for a few moments though, and Gabin muttered in frustration.
“Gonna have to be more careful,” he sighed. “Their missiles will do a lot more damage to us than our missiles will to them.” He looked up to the mast Weylin was currently perched on.
Ready, archer? He asked privately.
They’re in range now, my elven friend observed. Want me to open up?
After our next volley, the Atlantean captain replied, waving his hands to signal the crew to fire again. This time both attacks hit, tearing a great hole through the largest sail on one of the Malus galleons and starting another small fire on the deck of the other.
Now, he commanded. While they’re distracted with the new damage.
Weylin complied, and began singing softly as Air enhanced arrows began whistling over the water.
Air is the Ideal of distance, farsight, and travel. Most people think one can just use it to throw gusts around, or maybe learn how to fly one day, but the reality is that the Ideals often pair  well with other skills that fit their themes. That knowledge had contributed to my insistence on learning so many different skills. Even a single Ideal, comprehended at the innate level, grants a large degree of flexibility. In the context of battle, there are a number of Air spells that enhance and compliment weapons that fire physical projectiles over long distances.
I hadn’t been clear on the range of medieval weapons back home, but according to Stell, someone with an enchanted longbow on one of Avalon’s sister worlds had a maximum range of about half a mile. Weylin’s Air magic was roughly on the same level as my own, and allowed him to triple that range, giving him almost half of the maximum range of the enemy’s own fireball stave-cannons.
Aiming for the fellow waving his arms around the most, my friend told us, and then began firing.
Weylin had used his bow in the fight with the Scalelings earlier, but with all the other magics being thrown around at the time, I hadn’t had a chance to pay more than passing attention to his new weapon, and definitely not when he had the time to spend over a minute enhancing it with various Air and Song magics. The shafts left the bow with a loud crack, almost like a gunshot, flying through the air and leaving a thin rainbow-hued wake. The song-mage fired them in quick succession, in part due to his Air-enhanced speed, and in part due to the fact that medieval archers could actually fire a lot faster than people on modern Earth realized.
The trails aided me in assessing the results of his work. He was operating at extreme range, so some of his projectiles missed entirely, but I saw at least one figure drop as a shimmering arrow struck his head and unleashed a small explosion of magical energy. Others writhed as they were struck by explosive arrows elsewhere in their bodies, but their vital guards prevented an immediate kill and they began diving for the deck, abandoning their positions on the front of the ship.
When did you learn to—I began to ask, but the Testifier cut me off.
Song magic— the archer sent tensely. Learned it last Rise. New bow was made by one of your sisters. No more questions.
That worked for me, I decided, as I let the man work in peace. Val, however, looked really excited.
That’s awesome! I want a bow too, Wes!
I nodded, though it wasn’t exactly something I could really help with. Archery was probably my weakest skill, and if she wanted to grab a bow from the armory, she didn’t need permission from me. I wasn’t going to deny my team any gear they thought they could use.
Eventually, the Malus crew recovered enough to find shelter and take positions. A few of them pulled out bows even larger than Weylin’s and they began to take aim.
We’ll be in range of their own attacks soon, Gabin confided. Everyone get ready for mid-range combat. Lord Wes, this is where your people will truly have an opportunity to shine. Please strike the locations directed here.
He sent a series of images to us, quickly showing how he wanted us to strike the enemy ship, and where. Again, I felt his appreciation for the level of easy communication our mindlink allowed.
As the range narrowed, both of our ships opened up.
Both ships activated more glyphs that had been scribed on the sides, sending enchanted projectiles blasting through the air. These were about the size of a human fist, larger versions of the missiles Karim typically fired through his script magic, and were the same color of either the Malus ship’s red fireballs or our own blue bolts, depending on which ship they came from. The red script blasts crashed into our ward shields, causing our smaller ship to shudder from the impact. The Malus archers also opened up with their arrows, sending a handful of bolts nearly as long as my arm into the deck and crew. One struck me, though I doubted that they recognized me in my armor. The feathered shaft didn’t go much further than piercing through my script shield. It slammed hard into my outer layer of Atlantean scalemail, lost most of its force, failed to get through my Woad chain mail underneath, then clattered harmlessly to the ground. The kinetic energy didn’t even make it through my aketon, much less my Earth and Ice protection spells.
I remembered back in the beginning, where nearly everything was breaking through all of my multiple layers of protection, and suddenly felt thankful for how things had changed. I decided I’d mention this fact at the next holiday dinner my people had.
Unfortunately, I wasn’t the only one who had been struck. One of the crew took an arrow in the shoulder, and another caught one directly in the chest. Fortunately, both men had Risen numerous times and had donned armor before the beginning of the battle, so the wounds weren’t immediately fatal. Val had opened her pack minutes before, and now Ball-ee leaped out of her pack and headed toward the sailor with a chest wound, and another crewman reached out and began whispering a healing Water spell to the man with the shoulder injury.
Wow, I thought through the mindlink. The entire crew can cast healing spells?
The Scholar-Marines were once as famous on their world as the Gaelguard are in the Woadlands, Breyn confided over the link. He hurled a javelin at one of the enemy archers asthe caravel shuddered, and a red script blast blew up a piece of railing right next to him, knocking him off balance and setting the wood on fire. The young Gaelguard caught himself by grabbing the nearby railing while the Woadtattoo under his armor flared green, the energy traveling into the ship itself. The wards on the ship mimicked the emerald hue, immediately extinguishing the small fire and slowly shifting the cracked railing back into its prior shape, with the broken splinters levitating into place. The nearby crew swore in surprise.
Gaelguard tattoos, Gabin muttered through the mindlink. I should have known. See if you can continue repairing the ship, if you please, he asked the young man from the Woadlands. We’ll talk more about this discovery after the battle.
Breyn nodded, and maintained his contact with the ship. I began to wonder if my own tattoo would to the same, but it would have to wait until I finished my own combat assignment.
The Malus ship had already exhausted its wardshields due to the iceberg damage, so the results of our own assault were far more spectacular. Our wardcannons were smaller, and we had no more than a handful, but they were of a much better quality. Their blasts tore basketball-sized holes though the enemy ship, sending splinters hurling through the air and starting more small fires across the ship’s deck. Our two staff-cannons fired as well, aimed directly at the Malus ship’s long guns, destroying one and forcing the crew away from the other, preventing them from being able to target us.
While they scrambled to defend themselves,  their mages exchanged fire with those in our crew. Weylin’s archery kept most of them pinned down, but two of them managed to send a fireball and a storm of sharp rocks at our ship, searing and pelting our crew. Another crewman dropped to the deck, burning and rolling, while the two sailors next to him immediately chanted Water spells to douse the fire and heal his burns. The rest of us gritted our teeth through the flurry of jagged shards and unleashed our own magic. Petal flung a fireball at a small group of enemy crew, immediately following it with a Friction Slice upward that cut halfway through one of the sails, causing it to tear apart and tumble onto the deck. Eadric unleashed his own fireball through the totem I had seen him use before, detonating the steering section of the deck and sending burning splinters through the air. He immediately followed up with an Earth spell that sent a fifteen pound rock crashing into the side of the ship right at the water line, creating another head-sized hole for water to stream through.
That may have ended it right there, as the ship would probably sink with enough time after such an onslaught, and with its steering and main sail  wrecked, they wouldn’t be able to get to safety in time. But the crew were still in range, so they were still a threat. Which meant they had to die.
At least three of us still had stored lightning bolts, so we all let loose. Three trails of blue-white electricity cut through the enemy ship, all half as thick as its main masts. Karim, Breena, and I were all at the Practitioner level, and we had time to scribe beneficial scripts in front us before we fired. One bolt tore a burning line across half of the deck, incinerating at least three already woundedMalus crewmen. A second detonation blasted at more of their scripts at the bottom of the hull, deactivating them and blowing a third large hole near the waterline. The third blast cracked into their one remaining undamaged mast and sent an important-looking fellow hurtling through the air, smoking and screaming, until he landed in the water below. Somehow, my blast had knocked him clean off the ship and close to our own path.
Can we grab him? I sent to Gabin. I might need him for questioning.
We can, my captain speculated. But he’ll most likely be dead by then, my lord.
That’s perfect, I replied happily. Gabin seemed to hesitate at that, until he remembered something.
Right. Blood mage. Ookay then, he decided. I’ll have a team go fish him out. Do we have permission to injure or kill him if he resists?
Definitely, I assured him, and two of the Atlanteans cast personal wards and dove into the water.
By this point, most of the enemy crew was dead. We had just thrown too many explosions at them. The debris flying through the air had probably caught just as many Malus crew as the detonations had, and Weylin hadn’t stopped firing, so he had picked off any visible survivors. There was one mage still casting that had some kind of barrier erected in front of him. The barrier had deflected spells, ward blasts, and arrows, but in a few moments I saw his shadow crawl off of the floor and stab its hand through him. He gasped, clutching at his back, and dropped his barrier. Weylin’s arrows and our ward cannons made short work of him afterwards.
Got him, Val declared triumphantly.
That was you? I asked, surprised. Why do you want to have a bow when you can do something like that?
Because it’s a complicated and tiring spell to cast, she replied. And people won’t always have time to notice how cool it looks.
Fair enough, I acknowledged, still impressed at just how far my sister’s  Shadow magic had come, and how quickly.
By that point, our ship had drifted into the shorter range of combat, but there was no one left to fight. The ship was sinking visibly due to the holes in the bottom, and every sail was either damaged or knocked down. There could have been a handful of crew still hiding in the fire and smoke, but there was no way they would be able to patch their ship in time. We chose to pass by them, slowing just enough for the two divers to return with the body they had retrieved.
One down,
two to go, I thought as I began scanning the surrounding waters for the remaining threats.
The other one’s sinking? I asked the group as the other escort began to dip under the water, already halfway submerged. Is that supposed to happen that fast?
The second escort had taken an iceberg directly on its bow. I knew that was a bad place for a breach, but I didn’t know it would be enough to finish the ship off this quickly.
It’s possible, depending on the hold’s construction, Gabin replied, but I think that’s the main cause right there. He pointed out the other nearby ship.
Viahad brought her own tiny vessel back into the fight. With the front of the ship beginning to sink, they weren’t able to aim their artillery effectively. In addition, she was already at the extreme range of their weapons, even in the best of circumstances. I could just barely make out her whip twirling over her head beforeI saw water ripple toward the Malus ship in a steady line to channel directly into the hole in its ballast.
Oh, wow, Breena said over the link. A pressurized attack at their weak point. She’s increasing the rate at which water floods the hole, as well as increasing the force of its entry. That’ll cause more damage to the weakened wood, and make it even harder to patch the hole because of the way the water is blasting in. I wonder when she learned that spell?
Is she an experienced Water mage? I asked, belatedly realizing how stupid that question was.
She isn’t that much more powerful than Merada... er, more powerful than Merada was before you gave that bracelet to her. Via was well on her way to High Practitioner in Water magic before the Earthborn invaded, so she’s probably pretty close to Adept now. She’s likely at the threshold for that Ideal. But she’s always trying to find new ways to use her skills. She’s a bit more creative than most mages of her same rank. My tiny fairy suddenly shot me an annoyed look. Don’t make it any worse, okay?
What are you talking about? I asked, but she just rolled her eyes at me and began whispering again. After another minute, she nodded in satisfaction.
“She says she’s impressed with your ship’s captain and the power of the mages we have on board. She thinks if we team up, we might have a chance against the remaining ship. She wants reassurance that you can help the people that have already been thrown in the Horde Pit, though.”
“Okay,” I said, pausing to think. “Is that going to create a risk for her passengers? And how come she hasn’t said anything about our ship’s special magic?”
“She feels she can protect her passengers, as long as our ship can draw the majority of the Hordeship’s fire. And she has actually been saying a lot of things about this ship’s fancy magic this whole time, but it’s all super-angry-jealous stuff, so I just, uh, haven’t been passing it all on. She’s been trying to get her hands on a ship like this ever since the Malus members started using theirs, so she’s kind of mad you beat her to it. But yes. She can keep her passengers safe, especially since the Horde will still try to capture them. They probably won’t even attempt to sink her ship anymore if they think she’s trying to board. She’s a high-value target for capturing.”
“Sounds good to me, then,” I replied. “We’ll try and get her into the mindlink as soon as she gets close enough. Until we can get in range, let’s coordinate through your whisper magic to figure out a good attack pattern for both of our ships. Captain, if you wouldn’t mind passing your recommendations directly to Breena?”
“Certainly, my lord,” Gabin said formally.
I let Breena play messenger between my Atlantean captain and Stell’s Seaborn Satellite, as our two ships began to move in tandem toward the Hordeship. Our final remaining enemy had been the most cautious, taking a wide berth to avoid our iceberg trap, which had also removed it out of effective range while we had engaged its escorts. Now, as we pursued it together, Via’s predictions proved correct. It wanted us to approach it, so other than an occasional, half-hearted volley, it let us advance unharmed.
The thing got bigger, and uglier, as we grew closer. The oil and muck that the Horde were known for became more visible, and I began to wonder if the ship was made out of wood at all, given how much disgusting liquid was liberally coating the thing. As I pondered this, a single patch near the bow became clean of muck for a moment, and I realized that the ship’s sides were composed of a black metallic substance.
Ironclad, I swore in the mindlink. The ship has armor plating.
That would explain why they’re not really worried about coming straight at us, Gabin replied. As would that, he pointed with his head.
The front of the ship began to glow with red runes, similar to those we had seen on the two escort ships. The runes seemed to liquify as they glowed, appearing as though they were about to melt off. Then the ship’s prow creaked, and a large black spike emerged from the very top.
A ram.
It makes sense, I suppose, Gabin shrugged, given that they have the larger ship. They could probably snap us in half with a direct hit, take the survivors as captives, and then try to overwhelm our ally’s vessel with sheer numbers. And they must have figured out that we don’t want to sink their ship directly either, or they wouldn’t risk this strategy, even with their armor.
More volleys began to fire from the enemy ship. Dark red fireballs began to land in the surrounding water, too far away to strike us, but forcing us to maintain our course toward the oncoming ship. Even worse, they discharged a half dozen at a time in clusters, which meant we would have to take at least three fireballs head on if we attempted to move off course. This was a much higher volley of fire than the other two Malus ships had been capable of discharging. I didn’t know why they had been holding back when we were initially skirting around them, but it didn’t matter. Right now, we needed to come up with a way to keep our ship from getting split in half.
They must have seen us unleash magical hell on the other ship’s deck. The fact that they weren’t worried about it was a bad sign.
We need to force them off course, I thought to myself, just before Gabin messaged me.
I have a plan to force them off course, he asserted, already a step ahead of me. We’ll need your Ice magic and your ally’s Water magic. I’d lend our own, but we’re too busy using it to help guide the ship.
You can do that? I asked, surprised.
Yes, you can tie someone’s Ideal magic directly to a ship itself. I’ll explain later. But for now, let’s take advantage of the fact that the enemy has oars, and—
That was the only clue I needed. As soon as Breena informed Via of the plan, I began to form small icebergs in front of our ship whileVia waved her whip rapidly overhead. Her Water magic generated currents that channeled the tiny blocks to congregate on one side of the Hordeship.
The blocks were smaller than the previous bergs I had created, which was good, because we still didn’t want to sink the Hordeship. But their oars were fair game.
These cubes barely rose out of the water, deceptively concealing a human-sized chunk just under the surface. I produced as many as I could, then sat down to conserve my mana. After a short wait, the Malus ship seemed to slow as an oar on its starboard side snapped. Others chipped, and some didn’t break. But striking something solid threw off their rhythm, driving them off course. That prevented them from ramming us head on, but it still didn’t account for whatever tricks they had once the ships got into casting range. Given the large amount of crew I saw on the other ship, I had a feeling that they could both absorb our spell barrage with a bunch of expendable minions, and unleash a greater barrage of their own from the more advanced Hordebeasts and any Malus mages lurking in the ship.
Hey, Wes? Captain? Breena spoke up tentatively. Via has an idea.
What is it? I asked.
It’s... she started to say, then seemed to get flustered and gave up. You should just talk to her and board her ship.
In the middle of combat? I asked.
Because that sounded kind of stupid.
If you hurry, it will be fine, Gabin sent us. Our ships will be moving closer to take advantage of the turn anyway.
Should I take anyone with me? I asked, trying to think through what might be about to happen.
“Yes,” Val told me out loud. “Whatever dangerous thing you’re thinking about agreeing to, you should definitely take someone along with you. Especially someone fast enough to keep up, in case you suddenly get another brilliant idea that makes you leap right into the middle of almost-certain death.”
“Good point,” I hedged, “But Weylin’s better off staying right here—ow!” I said, pulling my shin away to prevent her from kicking me a second time. “Fine. But only because you come back if you die,” I grumbled.
“And I’ve actually saved your butt at least once,” my adopted sister growled.
“That should be the reason, I agree,” I conceded, turning to follow Breena off the ship. “Let’s go.”
Via pulled her ship close to our own. Val and I both grabbed lines, just in case, and leaped overboard to the smaller craft. We landed easily, thanks to our agility and magical enhancements, and I finally saw Via up close.
The dark olive-skinned woman blinked at me as I took a second to recover my balance.
“Oh, what?” she said, looking confused, tired, and beautiful all at once. Like Merada, she had an accent, and like Merada, hers sounded like a composite of Earth dialects, instead of stemming from a specific place. Brazil came the closest, but it honestly sounded like she was mixing several different South American countries at once, her speech an intriguing blend of Spanish and Portuguese. “He already agreed?”
“It will be faster if you just tell him,” Breena sighed. “But he likes crazy ideas.”
“He really does,” Val muttered grumpily.
“It’s not crazy!” Via insisted. “It’s just going to keep us all from being blown up!”
“Hi, I’m Wes Malcolm,” I said as I stepped forward, so that Stell couldn’t fight with herself again. “I’m the Challenger that was captured and tortured for fifty years. This is my adopted sister Val, who was also captured and has become a Challenger herself. Sorry we’re late. Now let’s hear your plan. How can you keep their mages from blowing us up?”
She blinked at that, and I could tell by her stare that she was processing the fact that I’d probably had as many bad days in a row as she had. But my concluding question helped everyone stay on topic.
“The monsters on the ship have explosive magic. It’s what they’ve been using to throw those things,” she saw my baffled look on my face and sighed. “You know, those… ay, I knew this word five minutes ago,” she began waving her hands. “Those—”
“Fireballs?” I asked, cocking my head at her and wondering how the hell we were having any language barrier whatsoever with a universal translator in my skull.
“Yes!” she snapped her fingers. “Those fireballs! And they will hurl bigger ones when your ship gets close! But if we’re already boarding their ship, they can’t risk using them. They don’t have anything smaller that they can throw around.”
“So you want a small team to board their ship and distract them until our vessels can close in, so that our crew doesn’t get blown apart,” I confirmed.
“Yes” she shouted. “Thank you! You are making this so much easier!”
“Told ya he would be on board,” Breena muttered to Val.
“God,” my adopted sister muttered back. “How have you even kept him alive this long?”
“I have no idea,” Breena sighed. “But I swear it’s enough to drive any fairy into mixing caramel wafers with gluten-plus thin mints.”
“We should probably get these people onto our ship and into the cabin, since they can’t come with us,” I told Via, but the sun-bronzed woman was already pointing to the lines we had used to leap down and speaking rapidly. Once again, my mindscreen inexplicably translated it all to either Spanish or Portuguese. The handful of rescued islanders proved to be familiar with boats and climbed up the lines quickly. Gabin sent me a query through the mindlink, and I rapidly relayed the plan and related information.
He agreed quickly. I expected him to take more issue with it, but then again, his people had seen me leap out of safety to cut my way through a Lesser Wyrm.
Speaking of mental communications, I turned back to Via and spoke the invitation to join her to the mindlink.
She was able to receive the invitation, which meant she was close to my own strength, as I had anticipated. Her dark eyes blinked rapidly, then widened in comprehension. She let out a happy shout and accepted immediately, more enthusiastically than any of Stell’s previous Satellites, or anyone at all for that matter. She clapped her hands, even jumped up and down for a moment, as the bond formed between us.
She was aggressive both in what she shared and what she demanded, trying to learn as much as possible about me, about my world, about where I’d been, and oddly enough, about the way I spoke. But she was just as quick to share why.
I had been assuming all this time that she had trouble speaking to me because the mindscreen was malfunctioning. But the real problem was that she had been trying not to use it. Except for the ‘pendejo’ comment, she had been trying to speak to me in actual English the whole time, and was frustrated that she didn’t know it as well as she did many other languages from the sister worlds. She liked learning, but people’s reaction over her enthusiasm made her try to stifle it, even though she knew she did so poorly.
There was a lot of other information there, but it overwhelmed me, so I pulled away for the moment. I noticed that Via did the same, rearing her head back and blinking. Then she looked back at me.
“That’s how native English speakers do it? That’s why you people talk that way?”
“Um, probably, depending on what you actually saw?” I said, because I had no idea what she had managed to put together right then. As far as I could tell, the mindlink wasn’t even designed to learn everything she had just tried to absorb in that moment. “And whatever you saw was probably only true for American English speakers.”
“Well American English speakers are weird!” she declared, projecting her frustration over trying to learn all the many rules of my language over the decades, and finding that rules from so many other languages mixed in with my own language at random and in her opinion, for completely impractical reasons. “But that is not the point. We need to pull straight up and board it from the side, and we need to get there before your own fancy ship gets in range.” She stopped talking about that, a calculated curiosity pouring over the mindlink. “It is your ship, right?” she asked carefully. “You own it?”
Val looked up, baffled.
“Why would that matter—oh,” she said, her eyes widening.
Say yes, Wes. It’s the truth. You totally own that ship.
“Yes, it’s my ship,” I said, not sure what was going on but knowing we needed to move things along. “It was the only one I could bring through the Pathway at the time. Now how do we do this? Do we just pour Water and Air Magic through this thing to speed it up?”
“Yes!” she shouted. “Exactly! Where were you keeping this one, Breena? Let’s go. My ship’s maybe not as fancy as yours, but I built it to handle a good bit of magic before breaking. Just pour all the Water and Air magic you can through this thing. Morena, can you sail?” she asked, turning back to Val.
“A little,” my Vietnamese sister admitted. “Just send me mental instructions if I start screwing up.”
“I can do that,” Via nodded confidently. “Now let’s go! Follow my directions!”
She turned without saying anything else, because she didn’t need to. She sent directions through the mindlink at a rapid pace, pushing the magic to its very limit as our brains absorbed her commands. It was a lot to take in, but pretty soon, Val was darting around grabbing lines and rigging, and Breena and I were blasting the sails with Air magic.
Via began muttering spells as well, and I felt another water current begin to flow directly under our ship. It lifted the small craft slightly while somehow our sails shifted to more effectively catch the wind. Our little boat suddenly took off, blasting through the water at speeds we would have had difficulty matching even while going all out on the glyph ship. I heard the timbers creak dangerously, but Via had assured us the vessel would last long enough for our boarding action.
The Hordeship was still trying to correct its course in order to bring its ram back into play against my caravel. They didn’t adjust to their course in response to our second ship’s sudden increase in speed. Judging by Via’s excited reaction pouring through the mindlink, they wouldn’t have enough time to avoid our own charge. I had no time to try to figure out what was going through their captain’s mind, but Via’s desperate gamble seemed to have been spot on.
Next part is tricky, she sent quickly. Jump forward on my mark.
Breena flew onto my shoulder as Val and I took a running start. On Via’s signal, we leaped off the front of her boat. She leaped with us, spinning her whip around her head and chanting a water spell I hadn’t heard before. A moment later, a powerful blast of water propelled us high into the air, actually overturning Via’s breaking vessel. We adjusted our flight to drop onto the Horde ship’s deck, Val landing to my right, Breena still perching on my shoulder, and Via crouching in front of me.
Oh. My. God, Teeth gasped unhelpfully in my mind. Dat—
We are in the middle of a fight, I snapped as I tore my gaze toward more urgent matters. Stop making us stare at her hips, you horny idiot!
I wasn’t looking at her hips, Idiot replied. I was looking at—
I tuned him out completely as I finished taking in my surroundings. We were completely fenced in by a variety of Horde. At least half of them were the familiar wrinkled Ilklings, antlered wretches, and the dog-eared Miscreants I had encountered in the Woadlands. They seemed to be nothing more than expendable crew. The other half were a new breed of Horde I hadn’t seen yet—some scaly, finned humanoid that dripped a thicker, greener oil from its webbed claws. My mindscreen identified them as a previously unclassified Horde, now named Scum. They had fishlike faces with retractable fangs, which they bared at Via as she wielded her magic whip and began skillfully slicing through them with a surprising amount of strength.
Near the bridge, where I assume the captain normally waited, was another Malus Earthborn of medium build and grey-green tinted skin, and one of the largest Spawn I had ever seen, at just over ten feet tall. The monster was lean, wrinkled, and horse-faced like the rest of his kind, but judging by the oil-stained robes he wore, instead of the standard filthy loincloth, he had to be one of the more advanced Spawn.
I was already moving, summoning the Horde cleaver and bisecting a handful of Wretches around me. The remaining nearby Horde leaped away in terror, but out of recognition instead of fearing the brutality of my attack, like I had expected.
“Traitor-prince!” The Spawn screamed in a high, cracking voice. “The traitor-prince is here and not dead!”
“Deceived!” Hordebeasts all around me cried out. “Tricked! We have been tricked!”
“You have been false!” the Spawn shrieked at the nearby Malus Man. “And now our birth-home is in danger!
“Calm down!” the Malus asshole shouted back. “We’ll kill him now!”
What the heck is going on? Via sent as she sliced through a patch of Ilklings.
Long story, I replied as I cut my way through a Miscreant and headed toward the prow, where I could make out three more horse-headed Spawn waving traces of red energy through the air. They appeared to be preparing to fire on my caravel, but the cries of the Horde’s favorite name for me caught their attention.
“Kill him!” the chief Spawn behind me called. “Pin him down and save our Pit and kill the traitor-prince!”
“Yes,” the Malus clown said. “That’s all you need to do. Just swarm him and pin him down. You have the bodies for it.”
“No!” the Spawn shouted. “Not fast enough! Too risky! Throw everything at him! All of you!”
“That’s what I just said—”
I didn’t catch the rest of the oblivious liaison’s speech, as every screaming, filthy murderbeast tried to tackle me at once.
One of the new Scum leaped directly at me, trying to bear me down with his larger mass. He was supposed to be only a little weaker than the average Horde Mongrel. I caught him by the throat, squeezed viciously, and hurled him into a pack of charging Miscreants. While they attempted to disentangle themselves, I swept my Horde Cleaver around to tear through another pack of medium-sized beasts.
“Via! Val! Breena!” I shouted as I kicked in the chest of another Wretch. “Go for the mages in the front!”
“He speaks!” The Spawn shouted. “He speaks near the little ones! Save them! Blow him up right now!”
“What?” The Malus middle-manager said. “No! Don’t! You’ll damage the ship—”
“Kill the traitor-prince!” the Spawn crowding the forecastle  shouted, just as an entire mob of Miscreants swarmed me. The horse-faced monsters finished forming their burning dark orbs and immediately threw them right at me.
There were now at least six human-sized Miscreants grappling me. There would have been more, but the three women who had boarded with me began desperately stabbing, slicing, and shooting the rest. I threw one back, kicked another overboard, and dropped the Horde cleaver in order to punch a third in the face, who promptly let go as soon as he heard his own skull crack.
Before I could fend off the other three revolting assailants, the caliginous fireballs exploded in our midst.
I screamed. My friends screamed as well, though not as loudly. They were hurt, but they had not been at the center of the blast. The three Miscreants still clinging to me writhed and fell away.
I burned. The fire poured through my script wards, through my armor, through my active and passive magic defenses. My nerve endings screamed as the flame went straight through my skin, my flesh, the center of my bones, and I swore I felt it go for the marrow inside.
Father, the filthy fire begged as I screamed again. Give us father. Please…
My children, Aegrim said, his voice dark with insidious hope. You remember me…
Father, the fire replied as it worked its way deeper into the cells inside my bones. He hurt us, Father. He changed us. Please fix us. Make us normal again.
Just kill him, my children, the Dragon of Affliction whispered back. And I will find a way to make you well again. I promise.
No, Teeth growled, I will not let this be.
The fire seared even more fiercely, but it began to draw out of my marrow. It began to congeal as it traveled toward a central point in my chest.
He has changed even you, Pain said to my own dragon. Because it is impossible for any of him to be great. I regret his birth, and every moment after it. He is a waste, and therefore, so are you. This power can no longer be yours.
Liar! Teeth roared. You are done taking from me!
I felt the fire transfer to my core, then up into my lungs and the mana channels in my arms. Teeth wrested control of my arms and voice, acting immediately.
“STOP!” he shouted, and I felt my teeth itch from his use of my throat. “TAKING! FROM! ME!”
His words had hit the perfect pitch to produce Song magic, specifically the pitch of ‘fear’. The Horde fire fused with my magic, blasting its way out of my mouth and into the ears of the nearby Horde. Dozens of Hordebeasts fell to their knees, screaming and clutching their ears, begging forgiveness, before their heads exploded in a burst of smoky flame. The Ilklings and Wretches ruptured even more spectacularly, their entire bodies popping like balloons of fire. The Spawn and other Hordebeasts farther away managed to survive, though they still shrieked in agony and bled from their eyes and ears.
Not enough, Teeth growled inside of me, as I tried to regain control. I have to get it all out. Before it kills us.
Our hands flashed in two directions, one toward the prow of the ship, one toward the Malus man and large Spawn. We slashed out a dangerously quick, rough series of glyphs to empower, widen, and duplicate other spells.
Careful! I shouted at him. The deck was already a wreck from the fireballs and monsters combusting. Breena and the others are still out there!
I know, dumbass! Teeth snarled, They’re behind us!
He had moved quickly, while most of the deck was still reeling from our sonic attack. He aimed our stored fireball toward the remaining Spawn huddling at the prow, and aimed a lightning bolt at the Spawn and Malus man taking cover by one of the ship’s masts. The last of the Horde fire channeled out of both of our arms and infused the spells. Our fire and lightning both took on a dark red tint as they exited our hands before they passed through Teeth’s glyphs and began widening, intensifying, and duplicating. The glyphs were unstable and nearly detonated themselves, thanks to Teeth’s rough work, but they tripled the power, width, and quantity of my spells.
The Malus idiot had just enough time to open his eyes and observe the amount of power I had just generated, at least double the force that had been cast against me.
“Holy shi—”
To his credit, all he did was stagger when the first giant lightning bolt impacted his chest, though he jerked a little when that bolt exited his body to strike the Spawn next to him. A split second later, the bolt that had initially struck the Spawn chained over to hit him, lifting him off of his feet. The third bolt sent him jerking, smoking and screaming into the air, causing him to fly a couple dozen feet before landing in the water below the ship.
The Spawn had not taken my attack nearly as well. As soon as the first bolt struck him, the horse-faced monster collapsed to his knees.
“NOO!” the monster screamed as the lightning burned into him like fire. “I AM BEING CHANGED—”
Before he could finish screaming, the rest of Teeth’s magic tore him in half.
Behind me, the front half of the deck exploded.
The hull had been armored on the outside, but none of that protected the ship from any of the fireballs on deck, and Teeth had just launched three new projectiles that were even more massive than the ones that had just exploded on me. Hordebeasts and giant metal-plated planks of wood it flew through the air in burning chunks. Two of the three Spawn fell as half-melted corpses, but the third held on just long enough to lock eyes with me from across the boat.
“Traitor-prince…” he gasped, as his mouth and throat began to bubble. “Hate… you…”
The monster let out one final sigh, and then fell silent.
I wrested control back away from Teeth, and he didn’t fight me for it. His consciousness just sort of slumped, and it felt like half of my brain had gone to sleep, or was about to.
The other half of me still felt like it was on fire.
Despite feeling the fire burn all the way to my bone marrow, the outside of my body was fine. My flesh didn’t slough off, like the monsters I had just immolated. My bones didn’t blacken. My skin was still attached, despite the fire passing right through it. I looked perfectly fine, despite half of the deck being a smoking ruin, with small fires here and there.
It was my insides that were doing all of the screaming. My throat. My mana channels. I felt as if someone had mistaken me for a formula race car and poured nitrogen into my system to supercharge me, and that it had almost worked. It was hard to breathe, and even harder to realize that I was having trouble breathing. Everything alternated between numbness and searing pain, as my veins had become recently-fired missile tubes.
What the hell happened? I asked Teeth. He didn’t respond at first, but I kept asking him. It was all I could do now. I had fallen on my hands and knees, too hurt and too dazed to get back up.
Went right through us, Teeth finally muttered drowsily. It was meant to be our magic, so it went right through us. But we’ve become anathema to it. So it can’t decide whether it wants to kill us or be wielded by us.
Looks like it decided to try both, he concluded, his voice heavy with exhaustion . Can’t talk anymore. Thinking hurts too much.
This was bad. I couldn’t have possibly wiped out every single Hordebeast on this ship. My vital guard was too busy making my scorched heart beat to finish the repairs on its own. But within the next minute, blissfully refreshing healing magic washed over me, and I was reminded that I was still part of a team.
“I’ve got him!” Breena shouted. Through the mindlink, I could tell that the others had been wounded, but they had been knocked clear, and that Breena’s Wood magic had already helped them recover. I felt frustration over her inability to get to me sooner warring with the fact that rushing into all those intense explosions would have just gotten her hurt or killed.
“What just happened?” Via asked as she and Val knelt next to me. “And why do they keep calling him a traitor-prince?”
It’s super, super complicated, Breena sent quietly over the mindlink. Hold up. Gotta heal his circulation.
Why would they even call him a prince? Via demanded. And this isn’t the first time I’ve heard them chant that name. Are you telling me it has to do with him, all these years?
Yes, I chimed in, wincing as I made eye contact. Head hurts. Explain later. We safe?
Yeah, Wes, Val answered for everyone else. There were a few Horde in the back, but no more Spawn. We were able to handle the rest. You kind of blew up half the ship though.
We probably won’t sink yet, Via sent. But we need to hurry. You’re sure you can help the people in the Pit?
You grabbed Ball-ee again, right, Val? I answered, still tired, but understanding Via’s concern over the Pit victims.
Of course. I told you that earlier, remember? She sent to me. Or maybe you don’t remember, because you almost blew up. Concern rolled out from her. That was scary.
And it wasn’t supposed to happen! Via sent angrily. The whole point of the plan was that they wouldn’t risk throwing magic on their own ship! But they were willing to risk sinking it just to kill you faster!
Ow, I sent back. Via’s thoughts were really loud.
Sorry, she whispered, then I felt her realize that she probably shouldn’t be talking at all and winced.
Breena’s healing magic finally began to work. I felt Wood and Water spells repair whatever channels the Horde magic had used to move through my body. At the same time, though, I felt completely drained of mana.
“There you go, Wes,” Breena said, sounding exhausted. “I’ll need to do some more work on you later, as well as figure out what exactly happened. But for now, your vital guard should be repaired enough for you to move around. You won’t be able to regenerate your mana and stamina pools, though, so be aware of that.”
“Thanks, Breena,” I said as I slowly rose to my feet. I still felt tired, and Teeth was still quiet, but it would do for now. I took a step forward, and almost fell over.
“Vertigo,” I said quickly to everyone’s concerned looks. “We need to get to the Horde Pit inside the ship. And we’d better assume there are more monsters to deal with.”
“Or we could just wait for your reinforcements to arrive,” Via said carefully, looking at me with a concerned expression. “You know? That ship you brought with you?”
The fires behind us had finished burning out. The disgusting Horde fluids coating everything had prevented the fire from completely eating up the ship. There were still giant, gaping holes everywhere on deck, but the fire hadn’t been able to burn through it to the level below. I saw Breena and Via fire off a few Water spells at some smoldering patches just to be sure.
Val tried to find a good spot for me to rest, but the whole ship was burnt and disgusting. Eventually she settled for pulling a bedroll out of her bag and laying it down for me to sit on. I waited there, my insides still aching, until the caravel pulled up alongside the half-scuttled ship. I watched the door leading into the ship’s hold warily, suddenly realizing that a massive oar crew meant that there were probably more Horde below deck, assuming that they hadn’t come out during the combat earlier. The fact that they hadn’t emerged afterward was disturbing, although all of the explosions could have scared them off.
The glyph caravel pulled up alongside us. Grappling hooks and boarding planks linked the two ships together. Breyn, Petal and the Testifiers led a small crew of Scholar-marines across.
“What happened?” Breyn asked as they filed onto the still-smouldering planks. “You cut off from the mindlink suddenly. And we couldn’t reconnect with you.”
“What?” I asked, confused. “I just used it earlier with Breena and Via.”
Can you hear me now? I sent, testing my connection to him.
Yes, now, he replied with chagrin.
That was weird, I thought. Maybe it was because of our distance, or the Horde fire, or just Teeth taking control. I’ll have to try and figure it out later.
After that, I explained most of what happened. Breyn stopped me when I started to describe how my insides had burned up.
“Try and focus on your tattoo,” he told me. “Its presence naturally helps with regeneration, but if you actively concentrate on it, it’ll provide a larger benefit. Especially for damage sustained inside the body.”
I followed his instruction, and found that my tattoo was already awakening on its own, in response to Breena’s Wood magic. It helped to continue what Breena had started, gradually soothing my veins and reducing the strain from healing enough to allow my stamina and mana pools start to regenerate, even if it was only a trickle.
“There are more Horde downstairs,” Val confirmed as she joined us again, shadowy magic whirling in front of her pupils. “But not many, and no Spawns. If you’ll wait up here, Wes, we’ll clear them out.”
“Sure thing,” I replied. “But keep away from the Pit until I come down.”
My retinue and the Atlanteans took up positions at the door. Via lingered near me for a moment.
You’re telling the truth, ya? She sent me quietly. You can save my people? I felt her hesitate for a moment. Because I have to try and kill them, if you can’t.
I’ll be right down, I told her. I don’t want to make you false promises. All I can say is that it’s worked at least five times before. Technically six, but that last victim was just a tree.
A tree? She asked, baffled, but only for a moment. Ah. The Woadlands. Claro. I will go then, but I will come back to bring you down myself.
I sent her my consent, though I wasn’t sure it was necessary. Nowadays, Ball-ee did most of the work for this process. But if they felt like they needed me down there, I would go ahead and show up.
Keep me updated if there are any problems, I sent. Then I slumped forward and tried not to think about anything but catching my breath and getting better. I was dimly aware of their charge into the ship’s hold and the subsequent unleashing of all manner of violence to the inhabitants below. Mostly spells and clanging metal, followed by the familiar sound of a Hordebeast’s death-cries. It was quick—too quick, in fact—because I was still tired when they messaged that they were done.
I’m coming back up, Via pressed. You’ll keep your promise, ya?
I’ll be right down, I sent wearily. Just let me get up.
I’ll help you walk, she insisted, as if she was worried about me running away at the last minute. I heard her feet stomp their way up the stairs, and I reminded myself how horrible being trapped in a Horde Pit was, and how horrible it was to know that someone you loved or cared about was suffering inside one. Breena had almost thrown up when she learned that Petalbell had been sacrificed to the first Pit I had destroyed.
Stop being so desensitized, I scolded myself. Don’t just sit there and feel tired.
I was halfway to my feet when Via slammed the door open and marched out.
“Alright,” she said briskly as she approached me with purposeful strides. “You can walk now, ya?”
I tried to figure out why my mindscreen kept translating her last word as ‘ya,’ because I didn’t recall that being a thing in English or Spanish. But she didn’t seem to be in a mood to give  me time to ponder it. She reached for my arm, and now that we were face to face, I noticed  that she was biting her lip.
“Yeah, I can walk,” I told her, accepting her aid anyway. “Are the steps downstairs wide enough for you to give me a hand, though?”
She nodded, still clenching her lip between her teeth. She led me to the cabin, nearly tripping once.
“Sorry,” she said, “you’re too tall.”
Unlike Merada, Via was only average in height, which meant I towered over her.
The Hordeship’s hold was just as dark and menacing as the other places they had chosen to house their pits. Red glyphs lit the walls here and there, instead of the usual Horde torches. Via led me as quickly as she dared through them, which was fine by me. I had no desire to sightsee, and my team could loot anything we needed.
“It’s behind this door,” Via informed me while dragging me to what would have normally been a cargo hold. “It’s won’t let the others get anywhere close, though. Do we need to do anything to help you?”
“No idea,” I admitted. “I wasn’t even aware the Pits could fight.”
“They can’t, really,” Via said as she shook her head. “They can make more Horde, or thrash around enough to pull people in. So I told your crew to stand back.”
Through the mindlink, I could tell that she wanted to ask me about the Atlanteans with me, but she was too concerned about her people still in the Pit to bring it up.
“Will you be able to save all of them?” she blurted. “Because, if you can’t...” she swallowed, and more emotions rolled through the mindlink. She had seen the state the Pit victims were in, and she felt sick. Sick and frightened, but still determined to do all she could for them. “If you can’t save some of them, then I need to make sure they won’t suffer,” she finally said.
I got it then. The tiredness. The short temper. The number of years this woman had been on her own, with no one to help her. The numerous hard choices she’d had to make, with no good answer, no way to save all the people she wanted to save.
The hell, Teeth swore, as he came to the same conclusions. Get off her shoulder, and offer her your own!
Crown her, the mighty voice told me. And write supportive love on her arms.
“It’s not going to come to that,” I replied firmly, standing to my full height and gently removing my arm from her grip. “There are at least three things I can try, even if my usual method doesn’t work. And the other two have worked in the past as well. We’ve had victims come back who had been reduced  to nebulous little spheres, though that had taken being trapped in the Pit for a while. But either way, it’s way too soon to euthanize anyone. Let me try everything I can to help you out.” I began to push open the door, pausing before I opened it completely. “I will need you to help me calm the victims down, though. Can you do that?”
She kept chewing  her lip and didn’t say anything. But she nodded hard.
I finished opening the door, hearing the wet, sticky thrashing that I wish I didn’t have the ability to recognize. I entered a massive room that was evidently a modified cargo hold, with a wide ledge constructed all along the walls. The Atlanteans and my personal retinue were standing all along that ledge, with weapons pointed at the familiar green-brown muck with burping bubbles in the center. It thrashed along the edges of its enclosure, as if trying to prevent anyone from coming close. I recognized the writhing forms beneath the surface, people screaming in agony and horror, even while attempting to protect their faces with their hands.
As I advanced toward the edge, the Pit stilled, becoming slightly calmer on the surface. The sludge in the middle lifted up, as if it was trying to face me.
“Mas...ter,” the disgusting bubbles burped, smothering the screams around it for the moment. “Help me.”
Via’s eyes grew wide as she turned to look at me.
“Master? Que?”
she asked, her native language translating as Spanish for some stupid reason. But an explanation would have to wait.
“Do you truly acknowledge me as your master?” I said, stepping forward. “Do you acknowledge my authority over you? Your obligation to obey my commands?”
The Pit sloshed uncertainly at that.
“Mas...ter?” it asked, because it didn’t understand. I realized that I was once again reading the expressions of a giant torture-ooze, and got upset with myself.
“I will help you now,” I replied firmly, feeling Via grow tense next to me. “Cease harming your captives. Remove them from your substance as gently as possible, then await my further instructions.”
The entire surface of the muck quivered at once.
“What?” another bubble burped hesitantly.
“I told you,” I replied firmly, focusing on what I had to do, instead of dwelling on how disgusting talking to these things was. I reminded myself that Ball-ee used to be a Pit, too. “Cease harming your captives. Surrender them to me, and to the Starsown’s local Satellite. Then stand by for further instructions.”
Another quiver. Then…
“Him,” the Pit burped, drawing back from me. “You’re… him. Traitor… prince.”
Via muttered something under her breath I couldn’t catch.
“Why…” the Pit burped. “Why… kill… me? Want… serve.” A part of the muck containing the bodies suddenly swished, moving them closer to me. “Want… give…”
“I just ordered you to give them to me,” I said, taking another step forward. “You are to give them to me as they are. I do not need them to be changed. I do not need them to be harmed. I need them as they are.”
“Not… right,” the muck burped. “What… you want… not right… can make them… love you.”
I sighed.
“Why do I still bother… Ball-ee?”
“Di-rec-tive?” the little jelly in Val’s pack asked. The Pit splashed at the sound of the heal-jelly’s voice.
“What… that?” The muck quaked with raw fear. “Get… away.”
“Ball-ee, go save your brother,” I ordered. “Or friend. Or whatever he is.”
“Di-rec-tive!” the little blue bubble chirped as it sprang to the ground. “Change! Save! Heal! Di-rec-tive!”
. The Horde aberration recoiled as the little heal-jelly bounded toward its border.
“No… get… away! Not… right!”
The center of the giant pool of muck shrank back, bracing itself against the lower wall opposite Ball-ee. It flailed slimy tentacles uselessly in an attempt to defend itself, but they dissolved upon impact as they struck the little jelly. Bubbles erupted everywhere from the giant muddy blob of slime, eliciting a burping scream.
“No! No! Don’t… want!”
“Di-rec-tive!” The little jelly squeaked, seeping mist from its entire body and leaping directly into the Pit’s center mass. Another slurpy howl was cut off as the green-brown ooze shuddered a final time, its snot-mud color vanishing until it resembled clear water.
As I had come to expect during this technique of redeeming Pits, it splashed downward into a hundred thousand tiny droplets.
Blue mist pooled out all along the floor of the former Pit, and the dozens of bodies landed on it gently, as if it were a giant, cloudy cushion.
“Let’s go, people,” I said, stepping forward. “The victims will be frightened, cold, and naked.” I began summoning blankets from Breaker’s storage space. “Atlanteans, Via, each of you take at least five.”
Via gasped and snatched an entire stack of blankets, easily ten or more, from my hand and rushed down into the hold. Everyone else began grabbing blankets as they followed in her wake. Petalbell spiraled down in a trail of pink and red sparkles, several fairy-sized blankets already in her hands. After ensuring all of the Atlanteans were also equipped with blankets, I hurried down as well.
As before, most of the Horde victims had gone unconscious. Ball-ee had gotten better about using his mist, which means we didn’t have as many awake, screaming people as there had been during previous rescues. I settled for covering any sleeping forms that I passed with blankets while I made my way toward the next conscious victim. My practice and improved body made it easier than last time, letting me cover over a dozen bodies before I began to catch up with Via.
Via was probably close to my own speed, but she was still on her first sleeping form, checking the little girl for a pulse, even though the child’s chest was clearly rising and falling as she breathed. Via still examined the little girl all over before casting a Water spell to diagnose the child and conclusively determine that she was fine. Disbelief was etched all over her face.
Is this real? The caramel-skinned woman asked. Are they really alright?
Their bodies are fine, I said as I settled another blanket over a sleeping, breathing form. I had worked out a system for checking them quickly, and these people displayed all the normal symptoms we had come to expect from a recent Pit victim: a few bruises and low body temperature. None of them had been turned into balls or sustained any other weird injuries. Apparently, those took prolonged exposure to occur, and even then, they weren’t fatal, since the death of a victim would deprive the Pit of a power source.
I saw Via blink and gaze around in astonishment.
They’re really all here? She asked, her voice shaking, even in the mindlink. I didn’t lose a single one?
She was exhausted, I realized again. She had constantly been on the edge, jumping from combat to combat without food or rest, trying to singlehandedly save as many lives as she could, and never saving enough.
They killed a few of the elderly back during their raid, I said softly. They were dead before we could get there.
I already knew about those, Via said to me. I was expecting to lose them all, Wes. I had written off everyone I couldn’t save earlier.
I saw her shudder, clutching the little girl tighter. She looked around wildly, torn between holding onto the child and moving toward the next body. More fatigue washed out from her, and I realized she was finally at her limit.
Hey, I sent gently. Via. Just be somewhere they can see you if they wake up. They may not know to trust me or the Atlanteans. But if they see you, then we can take care of the rest. Can you do that for me?
She nodded, still not relinquishing the child in her arms. She stood up and proceeded to make her way toward the center of the group.
I didn’t lose any, I heard her say to herself through the mindlink, probably accidentally. I didn’t lose any this time.
She had already made some sort of peace over the dead at the landing. I could understand that. I turned my attention to the two little jellies nearby.
Ball-ee was still emitting his mist as he nudged the new, smaller jelly next to him.
“Ball-ee!” he said enthusiastically. He gestured to himself with a quiver, then gestured to the new jelly. “Ball-ee! Di-rec-tive!”
“Di-rec...tive?” it babbled apprehensively. It quivered in multiple directions, as if it were trying to inspect every angle of the unfamiliar surroundings. Ball-ee nudged the smaller jelly encouragingly.
“Di-rec-tive!” he chirped encouragingly. “Seek! Save! Heal!” He wiggled a pseudopod out at all the people slowly beginning to wake up. “Di-rec-tive!”
“Di-rec-tive,” the smaller jelly warbled slowly. Then it began to rapidly spring in place, as if in excitement and comprehension. “Di-rec-tive! Di-rec-tive! Heal! Save! Di-rec-tive!”
“Yes!” Ball-ee squeaked back. “Di-rec-tive!”
The Oceanfolk islanders that had been resting on the floor all around us began to wake up, some with drowsy mumbles, others with frightened gasps. Still others tried to figure out where the blankets had come from. They were a much smaller group than those I had rescued in the Woadlands, maybe fifty people total. Perhaps that kept them from panicking as quickly as the Woadfolk had. By now, most of them had started looking around, reaching for their spouses or children or parents. Disbelieving whispers and pained sobs began to ripple through the crowd. Via looked close to breaking down herself. The little girl in her arms woke up with a cry as well, and the Satellite clutched her even tighter.
Breena, I think you’re up, I sent to the little fairy. I would have done it myself, but the Malus bastards had given my race a bad reputation, and for all I knew, they had sent imposters here, too.
Got it, she said, flying to the roof of the hold. She expanded herself to her near-human size, taking on her Dawn Fairy form and spreading golden wings that shined with orange, white, and pink light.
“Be at peace, children of the Sun-Jeweled Seas,” she said in a gentle, musical voice. “You have been freed by the Steward and Challenger of Avalon. Behold her Satellite, Dona Via,” Breena gestured over to her other self. “Behold, Wes Malcolm, the true Challenger of Avalon, who has saved you from the powers of the Horde and their Pit, as he has done in the past. He had the blessings and aid of your own hero, Dona Via, who has worked tirelessly on your behalf, alone. But she will no longer be alone in supporting you,” Breena promised, looking at her sister Satellite. “Avalon has come to your assistance, with the Challenger himself, and with myself, the Holy Fairy. Not only that, but he has brought to your aid heroes from another age, the true Atlanteans. Their ship waits beyond, and will take you somewhere safe. Follow us, beloved ones of this world. Follow us to safety and rest.”
The islanders looked up to my bonded sprite in bewilderment in awe. Then, one by one, either relief won out, and they began weeping with joy and hugging whoever was near, or the trauma from being in a Horde Pit overpowered them, and they collapsed, sobbing with mad grief instead. Ball-ee and the other new heal jelly began moving toward the victims who were inconsolable, nudging them and spraying blue mist.
Petal also flew in their midst.
“Don’t cry!” she shouted. “Not yet! It won’t help here! Wait until you get somewhere safe! Then you can grieve! And it will get better!”
“How?” a little boy sobbed in an older woman’s arms. “How can it ever get better?”
“It gets better every time you try!” the little sprite shouted fiercely. “Every time you just try to go on, it gets a little better! Even if you don’t realize it at the time!”
“How would you know?” a musical voice wept from the floor. I looked down to discover a tiny blue woman with webbed hands and feet, and mosquito-like wings behind her. A water fairy, I realized, wondering how one had gotten here. “How can I ever get better? It hurts too much! And I’m too small!”
“So was I!” Petal shouted. “I was small when it happened to me, too! But it didn’t make me stay small! Every day I tried to get better, I also grew! Grieve when you can, and it’s okay if you don’t always feel like you’ll make it! But what just happened can’t stop other good things from happening!” Petal turned to look at me, and then, interestingly, at Breyn as well. “I’m happier now than I was even before the Pit swallowed me, and the Pit has nothing to do with that! You’ll see that when you wake up tomorrow! But right now, you need to either follow us, or ask us to carry you, and either of those things is okay right now! Come on!” Petal grew a little larger, scooping up the smaller sprite and wrapping her up in a tiny blanket. “I’ll carry you until you are better enough to hope again!”
The blue fairy shivered in the pink fairy’s arms. I saw the water sprite strangle another sob, lean into Petalbell’s arms…
And push.
She underwent a Rise. Even though she hadn’t done anything beyond letting Petal carry her. That had been a Challenge in and of itself for her, and I saw the universe bear witness to her courage.
Something inside my chest stirred in response, reminding me of my part in all of this. It whispered that if I could do it once, rescue someone and watch them grow into a hero of their own, then I could do it again. I crouched next to the nearest sobbing Seaborn and gathered him up.
“It’s okay,” I told him. “You can be carried for a day. This is not weakness.”
I passed Via, who was still clutching a little girl that she had believed she would be forced to kill out of mercy not five minutes ago, and dragged her by the hand.
This way, Via, I whispered to her. We can share your burden. Follow us.
This is real, ya? She asked me anxiously. I get these back? I get these people back? They don’t have to suffer? They don’t have to die?
Not today, I told her. I’m here to help you. Like I promised. We’ll work out whether or not we can save the planet, or if we should just evacuate everyone to Avalon—
You can’t, she said. It’s forbidden.
Not anymore, I told her. I already have people from this world living there. We rescued them when we drove the Malus Men off. There’s a shelter there now. For people who have nowhere else to go. I’m in charge of it.
That was all I said of it. Because I didn’t want to start the whole ‘Lord of Avalon, and your world, too’ business yet.
But that’s still a last resort. Let’s just see who else we can save, alright? We can discuss that in more detail once everyone else gets to the ship.
More, she said numbly, disbelief warring with refreshed hope. You can help me save more. Someone is here to help again.
I winced. She’d had it very bad here.
Others followed my example and began carrying people who couldn’t bring themselves to walk yet. I worried that we might need to make more than one trip, and that this vessel may not be seaworthy for much longer, but then the islanders began helping each other. A small handful had fully embraced the fact that they were saved, and began helping friends and family members walk. I felt them heave and push, both the people helping and the people receiving help. My own insides stirred again at the sight.
It was not meaningless, the quiet voice said in my mind.
I didn’t know what it was talking about, but I felt something tug my attention back to Petalbell, the very first fairy I had ever pulled from a Horde Pit, who had just helped me rescue another fairy, and other people in addition.
You crowned her,
the voice said to me, and wrote love on her arms. And behold, it was not meaningless. Nor is her crowning another,
the voice continued, as I looked at the small blue fairy that had just undergone a Rise of her own by accepting the help she had needed.
Nor is your crowning the least of these,
the voice continued, as I felt the young man in my arms shudder and undergo a Rise of his own.
It will not be meaningless. And it will not stop here.
That thought struck me. I asked myself just how many people Petalbell had saved, now that she had grown up to be a warrior. Then I asked myself what could happen if even one of these people made a similar choice.
I looked at Via again, saw her shake and tremble with fatigue, but refuse to let go of the little girl she carried off the nightmare boat. Her body was churning as well, even though it was difficult for Starsown Satellites to Rise on their own.
Crown her,
the voice demanded. And write love on her arms.
Captain Gabin, I messaged. Is your ship ready to receive the hungry and wounded?
Yes, my Lord Challenger, the Atlantean replied. We’ve laid down bedding, activated the healing room, and opened the cold storage for food. The heat glyphs are just now finishing with preparing the meals.
This ship has a healing room and a magic kitchen? I asked, pleasantly surprised. We had been too focused on navigating dangerous waters and Pathways for me to take a tour of the ship earlier. I was beginning to regret that fact.
Yes, my Lord Challenger, Gabin answered dutifully as we walked. Disease and malnutrition are two of the greatest dangers for long voyages, even if your crew has strong vital guards. It wouldn’t make sense to overlook those needs when we were already spending glyphs on fighting off sea monsters.
Good point, I replied sheepishly.
We finished carrying everyone back on deck, and the Oceanfolk that Via had rescued earlier wept in relief to find that their family had been saved from the Horde Pit after all. Thankfully, the Atlanteans were able to take over by determining who should sleep, and where. They had been expecting to conduct rescue missions like this, and the hold had already been designed for feeding and housing fifty extra bodies. That was close to the limit of what we could carry, though, so we would have to find a safe landing place for these people to recover.
Haven, Via messaged me suddenly. I have a secret place where I’ve been harboring people. To hide them from the slavers and the Icon-killer. We need to go there.
Send directions to Gabin, and he can plot a course, I advised. We can make that our next port.
Our captain had no qualms regarding the destination, and when I inquired whether  his crew would need any further assistance, he firmly rejected my offer.
We have shifts already divided for the night, my Lord Challenger, the Atlantean informed me. And though we were ghosts for a long time, we still have a lot of experience working together. You should get some sleep, my lord. This is the second group of people you’ve rescued in such a short time. And thank you.
You’re welcome, my confusion filtering through the mindlink. Gabin noted it and explained his gratitude.
You haven’t just returned my people from the grave, my lord. You gave us a chance to return to our home world, and to do so with pride. Our first actions here have been to drive off invaders and rescue the oppressed inhabitants of our native world. Thank you. For letting us return with honor. We’ll follow you wherever we go.
In that case, I affirmed, You’re welcome. And expect us to take more risks in trying to save this planet and the lives within it.
Gladly, my lord. You have a good night.
I nodded in acknowledgement and headed down to the hold.
It was surprisingly spacious, despite the modest size of our ship. There was a bunk room with healing glyphs scribed all along the walls, and Karim was currently studying them while helping the Atlantean doctor attend to the worst of the Pit victims, who were already sleeping peacefully. Beyond sending a reminder to Karim to go to bed himself eventually, I left him to his work.
I made my way into the mess area, and found Via staring at a plate of food without eating.
Not hungry? I asked Stell’s local Satellite. She looked up at me blankly, quietly mouthing words before realizing she hadn’t said anything, and hadn’t used the mindlink either.
“What?” she finally asked, then looked down and discovered the filled dish she was holding.
Now that we had more time, it was harder not to notice the woman. Even with her thousand-yard stare and her hair hanging limply all over her face, she was beautiful.
She’s exhausted, though, Teeth observed. We should fix it. How do we fix it?
Got a plan, I told him. Breena, I need your help taking care of Via. She’s about to drop.
Huh? The little fairy yawned. Oh. Right. Be right there, Wes.
The pink-haired fairy buzzed her way over to us.
Oh wow, she’s beat. You need to get her to bed, Wes, she told me. I mean, we. We need to get her to bed.
Breena grew until she was big enough to carry Via’s plate and walk with us. I looped an arm around the weary woman and gently escorted her to one of the private cabins.
“I’m fine,” Via protested, becoming a bit more alert, but still looking in the wrong direction. “I just need to check on—”
“The doctors are already looking at your people, Via,” I soothed the caramel-skinned  woman. “And aside from the three of us, everyone has been fed. I figured we could have a meal and little planning session right before bed.”
That was mostly a lie. I was intending to get some food in her while keeping her from passing out somewhere dangerous. But she bought my explanation anyway.
“That’s,” the beautiful Water mage paused as a yawn emerged. “That’s a really good idea. I have a lot of questions I need to ask you.”
“Sure,” I answered her. “But I’m really hungry, so we’ll have to talk while we eat. Is that okay?”
“Sure…” she said absently. “I’m starving.”
Is this what it looks like when Breena takes care of me? I wondered privately, as we steered the tired Satellite into a cabin designed for distinguished guests. It was a surprisingly comfortable space, for a ship, with two beds built into opposing walls using a mixture of metal and wood. We guided Via to one of the beds and set the food out in front of her.
“I had… questions.” she said, recalling the word after a moment. “About… what was the word… I hate English… supplies! How are your supplies?” She became a little more aware, which wasn’t the plan at all. “Stell brought some really useful grains the last time she was here. Do you have more grains? More rice, or oats?”
“I personally brought over a thousand pounds of food,” I assured the drained, beautiful woman. “And we made sure to pack a couple extra tons in the cargo hold as well. Rice and other foodstuffs. Speaking of food, you need to eat yours.” I encouraged. Then, when I saw how shakily Via’s hand held the  spoon, I privately messaged Breena.
Can you help her?
Already on it, she replied. And good call on not trying to do it yourself.
She was still the size of a short human, so my fairy companion gently took the spoon from her other self and guided it to Via’s mouth. The sun-darkened, Latina-featured woman sighed but accepted Breena’s help.
“Thank you,” she told the fairy after swallowing. “And I’m sorry we fought.”
“Me, too,” Breena nodded. “It’s been hard on everyone.”
“Speaking of which,” I said as I watched the rice and meat disappear from the plate. “Is that going to be enough food for you two?”
The look on Breena’s face told me she had completely forgotten about her own plate. Which I had anticipated, to be honest.
“I can share,” Via said distractedly.
“So can I,” I replied, pulling the food from Breaker’s storage. “You two okay with pizza and scones?”
The answer I had honestly expected was, ‘Together? Hell no.’ But instead, I became the most popular guy in the room. The two ladies just chose to look at it as pizza plus dessert, or scones and dessert, in Breena’s case. After demolishing the food, Via’s mood shifted to a more serious tone.
“I’m taking a short nap, ya? But don’t get anywhere. I have questions for you.”
She leaned back, and her mindlink went silent, showing that she was already fast asleep. I didn’t blame her. Ignoring the fact that she had been dodging fireballs in open water as a one-woman ship crew for countless hours, she probably hadn’t slept in weeks, and judging by how hungry she seemed, it was likely that she also hadn’t had a decent meal in all that time.
“Alright, Wes,” Breena yawned, and then I realized she probably hadn’t gotten a lot of sleep either, due to spending so many nights checking on me. “Now that she’s knocked out, we need to check on you next. Do your insides still feel like they’re burning?”
“No,” I shook my head. “Actually, I feel pretty good right now, all things considered. That tattoo Merada gave me kicked in, so I just feel sore instead of scalded. You’re welcome to check, but I feel like I’ll be fine with a bit of rest.”
“Hmph.” Breena sniffed in disbelief as she approached me, suppressed a yawn, and then cast her divination magic. “Huh,” she remarked in mild surprise. “Well, look at that. You’re getting better on your own. Went through a whole fight without passing out.”
“Yeah,” I replied. “Hey, hold on.”
Are you just asleep, or dead? I asked Teeth.
Go away, my dragon mumbled, then fell silent.
“So yeah,” I turned to Breena. “I totally didn’t pass out back there. Hurray.”
“You’re being weird,” Breena said, tilting her head. “But you should probably,” she stopped to yawn again. “Go to sleep anyway. I can handle watching everyone.”
“Hey, Breena,” I asked, becoming more and more aware of just how tired she was, and just how many nights she had checked on me when I had nightmares. “Why don’t we all just go to sleep right now? There are two beds in here. I can crash on the other berth. You and Via can just sleep over there. If that’s okay, I mean. I can sleep on the floor, if that works better.”
The currently-tall fairy shot me an annoyed look.
“Why would you even offer to—ugh! Chivalry is so stupid on Earth! I’ll just shrink down and sleep next to Via. Good night, Wes. Don’t have any bad dreams, okay?”
“Agreed,” I told Breena. She mumbled something else, shrunk down to about half the size of a pillow, and curled up next to Via.
My tattoo still hummed with power, far more than it needed to repair my body. Through it, I felt a connection to my own bonded tree, the Kingtree of Avalon.
Crown them,
the familiar voice said in my mind. And write love on their arms.
My tattoo hummed in agreement as my armband vibrated gently in response.
A surge of green power washed out the lingering taint of the Malus fire. It thrummed through my veins, demanding to be released. To reach and claim something, someone, as worthy of sacrificing for.
The purpose of a king is to crown others, the voice said in my mind. My own father’s voice echoed the sentiment: Service is strength.
I was still learning my own Gaelguard abilities, and the unique nature of my bonded tree made it difficult for others to teach me. But in this moment, the Kingtree knew what to do, all the way from Avalon. I let its power flow through me, then pour from my veins.
I closed my eyes to concentrate on the words inscribed within my tattoo.
Protect. Prevail.
I threw my focus outward, to the two tired women that had both fought so hard, for so many lives, for so many centuries.
Protect. Prevail.
Crown them.
Woadfire began to burn at my fingertips. It made no sound, except for the faintest crackles, and gave off no light, except for the faintest of glows. But it sparked across my digits like embers from a bonfire. As it left my hands, it flickered across the faces of the two women sleeping in the other berth, settling on them, and then washing over their bodies in the blink of an eye. Through the mindlink, I felt them shifting deeper into sleep, finding more rest. There had to be other changes affecting them, but I couldn’t tell yet.
And it was not enough.
I felt my perception expand to the other bodies down in the hold. Those that were in need, as well as those that had already pledged themselves to me.
Crown them. Write love on their arms.
Green fire unfurled from me like roots seeking new soil. It stretched up and down the ship, through the holes in the wood and metal. It found bodies sleeping, bodies working, bodies healing, bodies patrolling the deck above. It crawled into them, reinforcing them in ways I couldn’t decipher. But I thought I could feel that they all had gained either more rest or more energy.
And it was still not enough.
I will protect. I will prevail.
I felt more of my fire seep into the ship itself, resting there instead of travelling further. This vessel was captained by another, but it had been given to me. It was my possession and responsibility. I could not crown it like I could another person, but I must leave my mark on it, so that others would know upon sight that its passengers were under my protection. My desire to protect flowed through my Woadfire as it sank deep into the lumber and crawled its way into the glyphs that were bonded with this ship. I felt the vessel hum with power, even sensed some part of it try to connect with me. It failed, for reasons I could not determine, but I still felt a measure of my power merge with the ship.
And it was still not enough.
The power demanded to be used, to bless, to honor, to claim something as protected. It pulled at my perception, forcing me to keep searching for souls and territory to favor. When I told the fire that we had already claimed all the lives and land we could see, it did not believe me. It pulled on my consciousness again, forcing me to direct my attention downwards.
My mind swept outward, to the sea below, the vast darkness that my little boat rode above.
Save them, the Woadfire demanded. They cry for help.
I searched again, and my consciousness expanded. Somewhere, near the bottom of that watery expanse, were lives in need of saving.
And something great and powerful demanded that they not be safe.
My consciousness touched that of the ancient menace, and a single, burning eye reared up and glared at me. Skinless jaws opened below the water and released a piercing scream.
Please don’t step on my hand, a still-broken part of me whimpered. But it was quickly overwhelmed by the noise that followed, the buzzing chant we had heard earlier.
A single bright and burning eye,
A hate that raged and would not die,
It poisoned us, we now depart,
Nuckelavee, Nuckelavee.
To the bottom we must go,
The silent, empty halls below.
Where what is angry meets what’s mad,
Nuckelavee, Nuckelavee.
My consciousness immediately snapped back into me.
The Woadfire did not.
The unbroken places of my heart had a chant of their own, and they threw it back at the hidden monster’s face.
I will protect. I will prevail. I will be king.
My Woadfire sank into the sea as nothing more than tiny, finger-thick trails. But in doing so, I was staking a claim on the world below the waves, and the monster lurking in its depths knew it. It roared again, but I did not withdraw my challenge to battle for this world.
I will protect. I will prevail. I will be king.
The deep stirred, and the voices below uttered a single defeated sentence.
It was the Flood that wrecked us all.
The awareness between myself and my new adversary broke off completely as the mournful voices hushed.
As far as I knew, he was now aware of my existence, but not my location. Beyond that, I could tell that he was old, angry, and powerful beyond anything else I had faced, with the possible exception of Cavus, and only because I suspected Cavus wielded more power than he had displayed.
But when I touched the mind of this thing, I found a creature that scorned Icons and sanity. A monster that had been driven insane by the sight of something else, and that insanity had driven it into a rage that left it hating all life above the waves. When it rose up to ride the waves above, it did so as an unwilling herald, to a doom it did not care to understand.
Nuckelavee, Nuckelavee…
It was the Flood that wrecked us all.
I have bitten off more than I can chew, the broken places in my mind whimpered. In seeking to deal with my own mad urges, I had touched the mind of something I was not ready to battle with. Now, it would seek me out. I had brought doom upon myself. I should have been more careful. I should have been more safe. I should not have wanted this doomed world for myself. I should not have—
Stop, I said as I gathered up all my broken fears. And as they struggled inside my grip, I snapped up the last few still wriggling around my heart, filling my chest with their heaviness, heaved…
And pushed.




Chapter 17: It was the Flood that Wrecked this Home



I was back inside the wet, broken half-world. Rubble drifted all along my feet. A shattered sky floated above my head, dotted with dark spots open to the stars beyond.
This time, though, there was no frightened old asshole to panic every time I sneezed or said ‘please’ and ‘thank you’ to someone.
I was grateful for that. Even if it meant that I had no idea what to do while I was here.
I decided to walk around and explore. Be alone with my own thoughts. So I strolled through the water and rubble, kicking loose stones out of my way as I wandered. As they rolled away, I looked closer at them. I tried to figure out what minerals they had been made out of, whether they were worked stone or just natural rocks, and whether they had been broken apart deliberately or just by natural decay.
I found it to be a mix of everything. There were plenty of rocks I recognized as limestone, granite, quartz, and other materials from the random geology books I had read. There were just as many that came from minerals or metals that I was certain had never formed on Earth. Most of them looked to have been deliberately shaped, though that ran the gambit as well. Some had once been smooth bricks, some slightly chiseled cobblestones, and others seemed to have just been unworked rocks that the water had taken along for the ride. As far as I could tell, they were just as varied in the damage they had taken, from erosion to intentional cracks caused by a tool, to cavities that suggested someone had tried to blast them apart.
It was not the Flood that wrecked us all, a voice said in my mind, and I realized it was right. The brokenness of this place had come from many sources.
There was no one single grief that had brought about the end of an empire so strong.
Please don’t step on my hand, another voice whispered from the shadows.
It was my own. And it was coming from beyond another pile of rubble.
Surrounded by a ring of broken, tragic-looking stones was a shallow pool with a calm surface. When I looked into it, instead of seeing my own reflection, I saw a young man clinging desperately to the side of a large tank, while a larger, older man looked on in callous indifference.
“Please don’t step on my hand,” the boy begged with my voice, over and over. “Please don’t step on my hand.”
It was me. Living through another one of my deaths. Specifically, the one I had seen when I was anointed by the Well.
“Update,” the water in the pool said. “Memory has been partially corrected. Trauma repair is still in progress.”
“I saved her,” my doppelganger in the vision said. “That’s good, right? You don’t have to step on my hand, right? Please don’t step on my hand.”
The old me started babbling again.
“New trauma detected,” the Well said. “Trauma’s source appears to be the newly corrected memory. Attempting further repairs.”
The picture in the pool fizzled suddenly, like the static screen on an old television. The sound went away entirely as the vision seemed to rewind, making it look like my doppelganger was climbing downward. When it restarted from the beginning, Damanged-Wes was at the bottom of a large and poorly constructed vat, one that was slowly filling with steaming water. He backed away from it, screaming, but as the sound was still muted, I couldn’t hear what he was saying. He grabbed at the rough walls of the vat, trying to pull himself up. But even if he managed to do so, I remembered that there was a plank of wood covering the top. He wasn’t going to get out, no matter how hard he tried. But that didn’t change the fact that he didn’t want to be boiled alive, so he clawed at the vat’s walls anyway, until his fingers could find purchase.
The next moment, part of the roof cracked open. A plank of wood fell down into the vat, and a little girl landed on top of it. She was a little black girl, no older than ten, with her hair bound in two braids. She appeared to be screaming as well, probably even more terrified than Damaged-Wes was. When she looked at him, though, she stopped screaming and began mouthing words at him, words I could make out.
I’m sorry. I’m sorry.
My breath caught at the sight.
Because that little girl was Kayla. My youngest adopted sister.
“Corrections still in progress,” the Well said. “Attempting to repair newly discovered trauma.”
I felt myself calm down, not completely, but enough to enable myself to watch the rest of the vision without freaking out. The little black girl kept screaming and crying and saying ‘I’m sorry’ to Damaged-Wes. The broken plank of wood seemed to be cracking further, as if it would break apart any minute. Then the picture’s sound began filtering back in, and I heard the little girl calling herself names. She said that she was sad, and pitiful, and that she deserved all of this. Damaged-Wes looked at her blankly, clearly not all there, clearly not recognizing her. Then his head twitched suddenly, and his expression hardened. He gave one more glance to the handhold he had found, as if he was marking it, then he let go of it, dropped into the three-inch deep pit of boiling water and ran toward Kayla, screaming all the way.
Shoes, I remembered, realizing that Damaged-Wes was still wearing them. This was just before they took my shoes away. It may have even been the reason why.
Damaged-Wes snatched the little black girl off the disintegrating raft, turned around, and sprinted as fast as he could back to the vat wall, still screaming. Kayla still sobbed and apologized in his arms, calling herself all kinds of horrible names that made me hate Damaged-Wes for not arguing with her. But he had stopped saying anything at all. He just ran with gritted teeth, with little more than a whimper slipping out as the water boiled around his shoes. He made it back to his old spot and jumped up to grab his handhold, letting out a happy, hysterical shout as his hand closed around it. Little Kayla had finally stopped calling herself names and began crying into the rags over his chest.
Damaged-Wes ignored her. He just dug his feet and fingernails into whatever cracks he could find in the vat’s stone walls, bracing the arm carrying Kayla against the wall so he could climb one-handed. He climbed slowly, and to his horror, the boiling water continued to rise as well, slowly closing the distance below. But it was not fast enough to reach him, and he was able to make it to the very top of the vat.
He swung his freed hand at the lip, grasping it and pulling himself high enough to see over the edge. It had been a pit, and not a vat, he realized, one they had just dug into the middle of the stone room and covered up with a wooden plank, which had apparently broken apart when Kayla attempted to cross it. It was sloppy work, just another example of how they had stopped caring about getting results for this supposed research of theirs. Their behavior disgusted me, but I chose to get some hope out of it. Maybe they had gotten sloppy with other matters as well, and I could use that to my advantage.
Back in the vision, Damaged-Wes looked confused. The hand and foot holds had been enough to get him this high, but he didn’t have enough leverage to pull himself up one-handed. Little Kayla was still sobbing into his shirt, and he finally looked down at her. His wild eyes narrowed as he studied  her, considering.
My heart went cold as I suddenly remembered what he was pondering.
“No!” he suddenly shouted, sounding even more horrified than he had been when the boiling water began pouring in. He shook his head and continued screaming. “No-no-no!”
Kayla screamed as she started to slip out of his grip. Letting go of the pit’s edge, he snatched at her with both hands. Then he braced against the footholds as best as he could, heaved the sobbing little girl over his head, and threw her clear out of the flooding hole. She landed with a painful tumble, but she had rolled a safe distance away from the boiling death trap.
Damaged-Wes let out a happy shout and reached for the lip of the pit. He had done it, I remembered him thinking. He had saved Kayla, instead of going through with that horrible thought he remembered thinking, one that he and I were both still ashamed of. He had done the right thing, and now he was going to climb out of the pit and everything was going to be alright.
Then the rocks supporting his feet broke, and he began to slip downward.
His shout turned into a horrified shriek, but as he began to fall, he made one last, desperate grab with both hands. The hand that had been carrying Kayla missed, bouncing painfully off the rocks at the very last moment. The arm had gotten a cramp somehow. It could no longer support Damaged-Wes’ weight. But his other fist was able to snatch onto the ledge and grip it for dear life.
That was enough, I remembered thinking. One hand would be enough for Damaged-Wes to pull his way clear of the pit, as long as his legs could dig back into the wall, just like they had been able to the whole way up.
But the rocks kept giving way when Damaged-Wes tried to use them as footholds. His feet scraped uselessly all over the stone without finding any purchase. It wasn’t fair, I remembered thinking. Not when he had climbed all this way. But was it punishment? I had wondered next. Did someone hear him, when he thought of dropping Kayla to save himself?
“I’m sorry,” Damaged-Wes said uselessly. “I’m sorry I even thought of it. Please forgive me. Please don’t step on my hand.”
“Attempting further repairs,” the Well interrupted, as the memory continued.
Kayla had gotten up and ran over to grab at Damaged-Wes’ hands. He flinched away from her, afraid that she was going to push him back down for what he had almost done. But she wasn’t strong enough to pull him up by herself anyway. As she tried, another man, one of the Malus guards finally ran into the room snatched the little girl up.
“Idiot!” he hissed at her. “You could have been killed! No dying until you can come back from the dead!”
The little black girl kept sobbing, pointing back to Damaged-Wes, pleading with the guard to save him. But he was only half-listening to her.
“Yes. He’s supposed to die, you moron,” the man said harshly. “He can die as much as we want him to and still come back. But you have to stay unharmed until we can find buyers for all of you. I don’t care about how badly you want out of here, if you take your life to escape, we’re going to torture your friends just like we do him, whether we find buyers for them or not.”
“Saved me,” little Kayla cried. “He saved me! You have to help him! They’ll be mad if you don’t!”
The guard blinked at that news.
“Shit,” he swore. “Really?”
The little girl nodded furiously. He turned back to look at me.
“Please don’t step on my hand,” Damaged-Wes begged again.
I had meant it as a compromise, I remembered. Because the guard would be taking a risk if he killed me after rescuing Kayla, like she said. At the very least, they’d probably want to interview me to find out how she got down there, especially since there wasn’t anyone guarding this room like there should have been. But on the other hand, I was supposed to die, and he knew it, so saving me might get him in trouble, too. But if he just let me hang there? Safest course of action. He wouldn’t have to do anything at all. And why should he? I wasn’t even his job. He didn’t get paid extra for making decisions about Wes Malcolm.
He stepped over to the lip of the pit, Kayla in his other arm, trying to figure out his most convenient course of action.
“Just let me hang here,” Damaged-Wes begged. “You don’t have to step on my hand. Please don’t step on my hand.”
My doppleganger went into a loop then, unable to stop himself from begging. I knew the rest of what was about to happen, so I looked away.
“Memory repair complete,” the Well said. “Attempting to repair trauma caused by regaining accurate depiction of events.”
“Good luck with that,” I said with a shrug, trying to block out the experience again. “I’m not sure just what I’m supposed to gain from having a clearer picture of how I died painfully and unfairly. Again.”
“Repair was attempted per the following directives:” the Well replied. “Directive one:
All is not lost.
Directive two:
Failure is not permanent.
Directive three:
Greater things are yet to come.
Will continue attempting to bring subject’s mind under Universal Law.”
I flinched.
“You know of Universal Law?” I asked the entity trying to repair my mind.
“Affirmative. Currently conducting repairs so that new information regarding Universal Law may become evident.”
“Can you tell me more about them?” I asked, turning away from the pool that had displayed the agonizing memory. “Are there only three? What purpose do they serve? Why do they have their names? Can they help me?”
“Further information requires a sound mind, or a mind currently on track toward recovery. No further information can be processed until the subject’s mental and emotional health can be improved.”
“And how exactly am I supposed to improve by watching one of my most painful memories?” I demanded.
“Records show that past pain is in itself a Challenge to overcome. While trauma is harmful and best avoided, victory over it is one of the greatest potentials for growth. Subject has already begun displaying power granted by the trauma he has overcome.”
“If you say so,” I shrugged. “Most of the Rises I’ve gained have come from saving the Woadlands and Avalon.”
“Negative,” the voice of the Well corrected. “The gains received from recent events have been augmented by the Challenger’s earlier victories in recovering from trauma.”
“Bullshit!” I snarled. “I haven’t recovered, or I wouldn’t be seeing the flashback in your little puddle! I wouldn’t be keeping Breena up at night with my nightmares! I wouldn’t spend so much time talking to myself, or have a part of my brain that thinks he’s a horny invisible dragon!”
“Also negative,” the voice of the Well replied calmly. “Imperfect victories are not reclassified as failures. They retain their victory classification. Records show the subject has resisted the despair imposed by the following conditions: Physical disability. Cognitive disability. Physical pain resulting from said disability. Emotional pain resulting from said disability. Physical pain resulting from being the target of abuse. Emotional pain resulting from being the target of abuse. Emotional pain from the loss of a loved one. Emotional pain from denied opportunities. Each condition has been proven to inhibit growth. Subject’s current existence is in itself a victory.”
“That’s—” I started to say, then stopped. My words caught in my throat. They fell back into me, dissolving in my core.
I started shaking. I thought of how rare my Paths and Ideals and bloodlines and even my dragon bond were. I thought of the fact that I had gained all of them on my own, discovering many of them shortly after throwing off my disability. A condition imposed upon me by a mixture of magic and technology.
It should have been impossible, I realized. It all should have been impossible. And this was not the first time I had reflected on that fact. Even now, it wouldn’t sink in completely. But that was okay.
Imperfect victories are still classified as victories, the Well had said.
If that was true, then every day for the past two years, even the days when I had barely made it out of bed, were a victory.
Which meant that this current vision, the one of me dangling, and babbling, and begging for my life… was a victory.
Which meant my pain was not my failure.
My trauma was not my failure.
My existence in spite of them, however, was a victory.
I stopped shaking. I took another step toward the pool, looking at the pleading, sobbing figure. This time, the sight of him didn’t shame me.
“I get it,” I said. “This painful memory isn’t my sky either. Not my heaven. Not my god.”
The water of the Well rippled, and the vision ended.
When I awoke, Breena and Via were talking together over plates of food.
“So I told Stell, ‘alright then. Since you’re so confident I’m wrong, let’s make another bet,’” Breena said between a mouthful of toast. She was only a couple feet tall right now, which made the large bite she had taken look especially ambitious. “‘This time, I want your favorite reggaeton track AND a whole tray of Guineve’s strawberry-buttermilk cupcakes. But if you’re right, I lose the rest of my vacation days. Double or nothing, round two.’”
“So what did she say?” the dark-haired Satellite asked as she popped a slice of orange into her mouth.
“She said ‘Oh, Breena, you get so dramatic when you’re stressed. Fine, we’ll have it your way, and if it actually turns out just like you say, I’ll give you an apology right in front of Guineve and Wes.”
“And were you right?” Via asked, like it was the only news she had in months.
“It happened the very next time I saw him,” Breena said after she swallowed. “Two bets in one day! Oh, hey, Wes,” she said as she turned to me. “Breakfast is ready. We brought you some.” She pointed to a third plate that had everything but pastries on it. “Sorry, they didn’t make enough sweet stuff for the two of you.”
“How did you sleep?” Via asked, brushing strands of her curly hair out of her face.
“Pretty well, actually,” I admitted, and I really did feel refreshed. “How about you two?”
“Fantastic,” Via said with a smile. “I have not slept that well in so very long.”
“Same here,” Breena said with a smile of her own. “I guess you were right, Wes. We all needed a break. Glad we could all take it at the same time.”
Then my fairy companion looked at me, then Via, then back at me.
“I’m going to go get some fresh air. If they need either of you, I’ll let you know.”
Then the little fairy flew off.
I was finally alone with Stell’s local Satellite, a woman who had been this world’s only protector for who knew how long.
“Hey,” I said awkwardly.
“Hey, yourself,” Via said, smirking a little. “Did we both forget to say hello earlier?”
“Um, maybe?” I hedged. “There was sort of a ship battle and a bunch of other stuff.”
“Aye, ya,” she said uncomfortably. “Like how I called you a pendejo, instead of thanking you for your help when you showed up.”
“Meh,” I shrugged. “I can pretend I don’t know what that word means, and it’s not the worst greeting I’ve had from one of you. Merada actually tried to kill me when I showed up in the Woadlands.”
“Really?” Via gasped. “She was that mad?”
“No idea,” I shrugged. “I think she thought I was an imposter. She had gotten a lot of those, apparently.”
“Ya, Stell mentioned that once.” Via nodded. “They didn’t bother doing it here, though. No idea why.”
“Has Stell been able to visit you much?” I asked. But the dark olive-skinned woman shook her head.
“Just a few times. About once every ten years. She never stayed long, just enough to get a brief update, drop off supplies, and pour as much power into me as she dared—which was almost nothing. She did say you had gotten free on her last visit, though.”
I nodded.
“She told me that you’ve had it rough here. Looks like you’ve been holding a lot together without any help.”
Via shook her head.
“No, I’ve been losing this world piece by piece. Nothing to be proud of about that, ya?”
The events of my last dream came back to me.
“If I were you, I’d feel the exact same way,” I admitted. “And until recently, I wouldn’t realize it would be wrong. But let’s talk about what you’re dealing with right now. What’s left, and what are we up against?”
“A dozen islands are all that’s left,” Via said bitterly, holding her face in her hands. “The major port cities were all looted and burned. At least a third of their people were killed or enslaved. The Icons and I were able to save the rest. Then that… that monstruo began appearing. It would follow the Malus men, attacking in their wake. Sometimes it would strike an island before their ships arrived, cover it up with that black cloud, and then disappear with all of the people. Other times it would show up and take both the Malus ships and the people they were after. Sometimes it went after islands we thought were completely safe. Each time, the people would disappear. Sometimes the animals and crops would, too. Other times, they would be poisoned along with the nearby water.”
“I’m sorry,” I replied, not knowing what else to say. “Do you know what that thing is?”
Via shook her head.
“I don’t think it’s a Dark Icon,” she replied. “It doesn’t care about getting worshippers, and it attacks the Horde just as often as it attacks people. It kills them outright, as far as I can tell, because most of the bodies look to be Horde. No monster like it has ever been to the Sun-Jeweled Seas before, not in Stell’s memory. I got close to it once, but all I was able to make out was a burning shape and a strange chant.”
“You heard it, too?” I asked as I leaned forward. “We ran from it on the way here.”
“If I hadn’t seen your ship, I wouldn’t have believed you could escape,” The Latina woman shook her head. “I’ve only been able to get people away because of my Water magic. Certain spells repulse it. Fresh water ones, I think. I wish I knew why.”
“You said you heard a chant when you came near it,” I said slowly. “Were you able to make out any of the words?”
“Maybe,” Via said cautiously. “I don’t remember whether most of them were gibberish or if I was just so focused on getting people to safety that I couldn’t remember them afterwards. I just remember the words at the end of it: nuckelavee, nuckelavee.”
Nuckelavee… Nuckelavee…
The word bounced around my head, knocking around my brain until it hit a certain spot that made everything click.
“Name,” I said suddenly. “It’s the monster’s name.”
“Could be,” Via hedged, tilting her head at me. “But why are you so sure?”
“Earth myth,” I answered, the old school project coming back to my mind. I forgot why, but I had been doing a presentation on rare monsters from rarely remembered myths, and the Nuckelavee was one I dug up. I did my best to forget my research afterwards, though, because the monster had been total nightmare fuel to my middle-school-aged brain. “It was a demon of the sea. Near the northern Scottish isles. One of the bigger ones in that culture. Was a monster of fire and poison.”
My enhanced brain tried to give more information on the subject, but the creature’s appearance probably wouldn’t help Via. Not right now, at least. “It refused to cross a running body of fresh water, and the smell of burning kelp sent it into a rage. Droughts and famines were blamed on it.”
Via made a face.
“Thanks,” she said to me. “It’s still weird, though.”
“What?” I asked in confusion. “The monster itself, or the fact that my world had a legend about it, despite never encountering anything that powerful?”
Because something strong enough to depopulate an entire magical world shouldn’t have had any problem with Dark Age peasants.
“I mean it’s weird that your world has so many legends about monsters that have supposedly never been to it,” Via explained. “It’s happened with a number of Challengers. We show you some rare and horrifying monster, and you guys always go ‘oh, look, a werewolf,’ or ‘oh my gosh, sea serpents are actually real!’ Then Stell goes into a research craze and tries to get to the bottom of the matter. And she always finds that, aside from a few untrustworthy sightings, there’s no proof whatsoever that the monster the Challenger knew about ever existed. And it happens even with monsters that Stell had never shown a Challenger before, so it can’t be that some of you are going back home and telling everyone about them. Your people just have legends about them anyway, and we’ve never been able to figure out why.”
That was weird. I thought I remembered Stell and Breena bringing up that fact before. I had just figured that my people had been bored enough to make up so many monsters that they actually came up with stories about real ones that existed somewhere else. But after uncovering my hidden memories and the secrets beneath Avalon, I realized there might be more to it.
“Anyway,” Via said, returning to her story. “The thing was too much for us to handle. Maybe if the Icons hadn’t been so spent in battling the other Tumults that struck, it might have been different. Maybe not. I don’t know. But when they went against the thing’s poison, they disappeared as well. Triton was the only one who made it back, but only as a vestige.”
A vestige was the remnant of an Icon that survived death. Given enough time, the quasi-deity would manage to regenerate, assuming it could stay safe. But it would be powerless to help in any way, possibly not even strong enough for providing conversation, during the regeneration process.
“How exactly is the monster so strong?” I asked. “Or are you even able to tell?”
“We’re not,” Via said with another shake of her head. “We can drive it away with fresh water spells, but only long enough to escape. When the Icons tried to do more, the black cloud swept over them, and that was the last I saw of them. I don’t know whether the monster beat them in combat directly, or if the cloud’s poison got them. I can’t figure out what to do,” she said with a shudder, dropping her head into her hands. “All I can do is fight off the Horde when they appear to capture people, and stay one step ahead of the... of the Nuckelavee.”
“Okay,” I said calmly. I wanted to reach over and comfort her, and indeed, I could feel Teeth rousing and demanding that I do just that. But from what I knew of Stell, she usually didn’t appreciate a shoulder to lean on. Not at first, at least. “I think we should have a talk with the Atlanteans, and figure out if they know anything about the monster. They didn’t recognize it earlier, but if you can share what you know about it, then maybe something will jog their memories. Worst case scenario, we still gather up all your people and transport them to Avalon, where they can be safe.”
“That...” Via started to say. “That actually helps. Thank you…” she made another face. “It’s Wes, right?”
She actually hadn’t said my name yet, even though she had both heard me say it and connected with me over the mindlink. Revealing new knowledge makes her shy, I realized, going over my own impressions of her when we had connected before. If she wasn’t still so stressed, she’d probably be asking all kinds of questions right now.
“Wes Malcolm of Earth and Avalon, at your service,” I said with a corny smile. “I’m sure you already knew.”
“Yah, yah,” she said, relaxing enough to roll her eyes. “It’s a funny name, okay? I just wanted to make sure I said it right.”
And tease me. She had relaxed enough to tease me.
“Well, your name’s Via, right?” I asked. “Because I’ve been calling you that for over a day. If you don’t want it to stick, now’s the time to correct me.”
“She was right,” the dark-haired woman rolled her eyes again. “You are goofy. At any rate. Back to business. This ship,” her eyes gleamed as she leaned forward. “It’s amazing. Where did you find it? Why do you have a crew of Atlanteans? How do you know so much magic? And why does the Horde call you a traitor-prince, and where did you find that cute miracle jelly, and—”
“Time out,” I interrupted. “That’s too many at once.”
“Not for your mindlink,” she said without missing a beat. “Why don’t you use that all the time? And how did you get it? Was it something you could always do? Did someone else teach you?”
“It’s made primarily for combat,” I said quickly, since she had stopped talking long enough to take a breath. “I don’t think it’s meant for massive info dumps, although we have risked using it like that in the past. I got the ability after I killed a couple of other Earthborn. Killed them on Avalon, I mean,” I specified quickly. “I never killed anyone before I left Earth, and uh… never mind. You win. We’ll try using the mindlink to bring you up to speed, but be careful,” I cautioned. The link had been perfectly fine in the past, but this was the first time I had ever found anyone so excited about using it. It wasn’t exactly a feature I could stress-test, so to speak, and I was afraid Via wouldn’t be careful enough.
But she was right. There was a lot of material to cover and we didn’t have all day. And so far we’d been able to exchange complex tactics through the link without giving anyone cancer or anything else. So I opened up the link just a little, and took her through a condensed version of the questions she mentioned, starting with my encounter with the Horde, the ambush from the Malus Men, and the battles to retake Avalon and then the Woadlands. The whole thing had taken about fifteen minutes, because I still wanted to be careful with the magic and because Via kept tugging on something for more information every five or six seconds.
That stopped when I began describing my time of captivity. She grew quiet at that, and didn’t press for more information when I glossed over what deaths I remembered. I felt a little apprehension from her when she saw my Battleform, and again when she realized that my dungeon had Oceanfolk among the captives, but other than that, she did her best to project respectful silence. I could tell she was still curious about my dragonform, and she was definitely uncomfortable about Avalon proclaiming me as a Planetary Lord, but she still didn’t do more than send a polite tug on something she genuinely needed to know a little more about.
Especially when I went over Breena and Merada’s victories over Cavus.
Finally, though, I finished. I became conscious of the time, and felt it odd that no one had come down to disturb us.
“Thank you,” Via said quietly. “And I’m sorry. Again. I did not realize you were suffering so much while I was waiting for you.”
“Forgiven,” I said calmly. “And I’m sorry you’ve been suffering, too.”
“It feels like you’ve done so much more,” the woman said bitterly. “Saving worlds. Becoming a dragon. Helping the other pieces of me overcome our old nightmare. I didn’t even know that could be possible.”
“There was a trick to it,” I replied, “and I think I’m not the only one that can do it.”
“Really?” Via said, still sounding bitter. “A trick that let you handle having everything against you?”
“Yep,” I replied, “that’s actually the trick. I realized that if everything was against me, then just getting through the day would be overcoming a challenge.”
She froze at that.
I had to remind myself that Avalon’s sister worlds were familiar with Rising, and that they had formed comfortable patterns with using the power. The people kept thinking that only certain things counted as Challenges, like intense personal goals or saving lives. And like me, they didn’t realize that some Challenges only granted power after the victor became aware of the fact that they had just gone through one, and others granted power that one couldn’t easily recognize. During the dream I’d had last night, right after my most recent Rise, I realized that I had been guilty of the same thing. Oh, sure, I had relied on the power I had gained from doggedly choosing to survive most days, if not every single one of them. But I had still downplayed the Challenges I had faced in my mind, partly to help block out the pain of those memories.
Like Via, though, I had been a much greater hero than I thought I was. But unlike me, she was coming to the proper conclusion far faster than I had.
I saw her eyes move left and right, felt her ponder everything through the mindlink. Then, her mouth set as she made some kind of decision, and she closed her eyes.
A moment later, she pushed.
I saw green Woadfire flare around her body for the briefest of instances, followed by water swirling around her. The next moment, her body shimmered as if it was coated in iridescent scales. Then it returned to its normal dark olive color, and Via opened her eyes.
“That was…” she began, then shook her head. “Different. That was different. It’s been a while since I’ve been able to Rise, even with everything going on.”
I nodded. Stell had explained that Rising was difficult for Starsown, since they were usually one person spread out among multiple bodies.
“And you’re right,” she told me, smiling again. “I’ve been doing a better job than I thought I did. People are still alive. Far more than there would have been without me. Thank you. For helping me see that.”
“You chose to,” I said frankly, “And you chose to, quickly, without a lot of insecure wallowing. You’re brave,” I finished bluntly.
“And you’re sweet,” she told me with another smile. “In a really clumsy way.” She stuck out her tongue at me. “Are you ready to go upstairs?”
“Sure,” I said. “But I’m surprised no one has come up to get us yet.”
“That’s because I talked to your captain before breakfast,” the Satellite told me. “Gave him course corrections and everything. He said that was all he needed. And I think he got tired of me asking so many questions about his ship’s glyphs.”
“I haven’t had much time to ask,” I admitted. “So you should tell me what you were able to pry out of him. Especially since I suspect you know Script magic too.”
That comment made her happy, and started a rapid discussion on Water magic, Script magic, Shaping magic, and Via’s thoughts on how all three of those arts tied in to glyph magic.
It was actually pretty neat, and as we headed upstairs, I found that Via had a much greater tolerance for my own curiosity than Breena did. She even brought up her thoughts about combining the different Saga magics, and she wanted to know how long I had been using my Script magic to augment my Ideal spells.
We were still chatting rapidly with each other by the time we emerged onto the ship deck. Most of the crew gave us little more than a glance as they went about their business, but Gabin was watching our conversation with an increasingly worried look. The Testifiers, however, were watching our approach in the same manner a man with a broken leg might watch an oncoming train. Breena, for her part, had gone completely pale, her glow dimming all the way out.
“Of course,” she muttered weakly. “How could I forget… of all of Stell’s Satellites, the most likely to be as crazy as he is…”
“In that case,” Weylin began, still staring bleakly. “Every crazy decision he makes from here on out is going to be your fault.
“I know!” Breena said plaintively. “He is going to break all the things now.” She hung her head and began muttering. “I should have tried to convince her he can’t read. Or hates those movie-things she likes.”
“Hi, guys,” I said as I walked up. “How did everyone sleep?”
“Really well, actually,” Karim said thoughtfully. “Now that you mention it.” He rolled his shoulder thoughtfully. “My body has gotten stronger, almost as if I had Risen overnight.”
“Yeah,” Eadric said with a nod. “We were just talking about that. It’s affected all of us. Even the crew and natives feel a little better.”
“Oh my gosh!” Breena said happily. “Via and I were just talking about the same thing! I felt like I could eat a dozen pastries when I woke up!”
That was a completely useless statement, because Breena could eat at least a dozen pastries for breakfast even on a bad morning. But once again, I had the good sense not to mention that fact out loud.
“So wait, everybody had some gains after last night?” I pressed.
The Testifiers all exchanged looks at my question.
“Icons damn it,” Eadric grumbled. Karim sighed, and took the conversation to the mindlink.
The gains of the crew and islanders were not as dramatic, but we all became healthier, wiser, and more proficient in something last night. We were debating whether or not to bring it up with you.
So, Weylin interjected. Not to sound impolite or ungrateful, Lord Challenger, but what in the hells and Lost Deeps did you do this time?
I Rose last night, I answered honestly. And my tattoo flared up right before I did. I’m not sure why, but I think it had something to do with purging the last of the Malus fire out of my body.
The Testifiers seemed to grumble with each other as they tried to figure out the correlation, then collectively shrugged and gave up.
Just so we’re clear, though, Weylin spoke up to the other two. We’re retiring when this is all done, right?
Nope, Eadric spoke up. Not good enough. Gonna get tenure as a brewery researcher. Make sure I get paid to sample beer until I die.
He has the right idea of it, Karim noted. We need to get everything we can out of this experience for all it’s worth, or we’ll never forgive ourselves.
Love you guys too, I interjected. You guys are my favorite assholes.
Somehow, that made them all feel better about the matter. I sighed and turned to Gabin.
“Are we still on course for Via’s island?
“Yes, my Lord Challenger,” the captain replied, seeming to have settled on that honorific for me. “It’s still some distance away, but the trip has been uneventful so far.”
“I’ll get some fresh air and leave you to your job, then,” I said, turning to Via. But she had already wandered off to stare at more of the glyphs along the ship, taking in everything with a massive smile on her face. So I walked over the side of the deck, letting the ocean breeze wash over my face and relaxing for just a moment.
Initial merging successful, the Well intoned. Trauma recovery has been sufficient to establish connection with Kingtree.
I had no idea what the magical computer-water was talking about. But when I checked my mindscreen, I realized that on some mysterious level, the Well had merged with my Woadtattoo, establishing a connection of its own with the Kingtree back home.
Explanation forthcoming, the computer-water said, forestalling my upcoming question. Connection was necessary to complete the next stage of recovery. Subject has been determined to possess the following characteristics: Challenger status, Planetary Lord status. Connection will enable subject to better recover by acknowledging the impact of recovery on said roles.
How? I asked the disturbingly autonomous liquid medicine. How exactly is that going to help? And who gave you permission to take that action?
I had recently decided to be more critical of the different voices I heard in my head. Especially after Teeth’s bout of unconsciousness yesterday.
Processing query, the Well answered me, sounding suspiciously like Avalon for a moment. Query identified. Subject, hereafter designated as the Lord Challenger, should be aware that recovery is collective, and not isolated. The subject’s family and community also share a portion of the subject’s condition, as their own wellbeing, mood, and responsibilities are all impacted to some degree, depending on their relationship with the subject. Submitting example: if a hero who has rescued others receives abuse or dishonor, those he rescues will feel some level of that pain and some level of that dishonor. But if said hero gains additional health or status, those he rescued will gain emotional health or honor as well. Submitting additional example: if a ruler suffers, the land and subjects will suffer with him. But if a ruler heals, the land and subjects will heal with him.
I’m not sure that’s entirely true, I replied cautiously.
Contention, the Well replied. Lord Challenger originates from Earth, a planet quarantined by the Stellar Council. Said planet and related societies suffered along with the Earthborn when they were genetically restricted and bound to said world. Further contention. Lord Challenger has already received evidence of collective healing via the results of last night’s Rise due to the noticeable progress of his retinue, subjects, and rescued natives.
Wait, what?
Well… I started to say, then realized I had no idea how to address the magical water. Should I keep calling it ‘Well’ like I just did a moment ago? Because that just sounded weird. Mister Weird Talking Water, I decided to say, Inform me on the proper way to address you during conversation. Is ‘Well’ your actual name?
Negative, the Well replied. Said title’s purpose is to differentiate portion of self from the larger portion of intelligence, that being the population center with identical true name. Proper designation is ‘Atlantis.’
I started at that.
Atlantis? You mean they named you after their city?
But that wasn’t right either, because the Well has said ‘other portion.’
Negative, the intelligence replied. Said population center refers to a much broader entity, currently known as the Sun-Jeweled Seas. Titles have changed over time, per the customs of local inhabitants.
So, I said as I took a breath. I’m talking to the planet right now. That’s what happening. You’re part of the planet I’m currently sailing on.
Affirmative, Atlantis replied. Current self is the portion used to communicate directly with the Solar High King of Avalon’s sister worlds, in a fashion similar to the mists of Avalon and Woadfathers of the Woadlands. Said self has been modified to provide recovery and improved cognitive abilities, per orders of the first Solar High King. Communication abilities have been replaced by other methods. Example method, Atlantis went quiet for a moment. Data not found. No other methods currently exist to facilitate direct contact with Solar High King and Atlantis. Recommend direct contact with planetary capitol to discern why. Until then, current title of Well will suffice until contact with primary body of intelligence is re-established.
That’s going to be a problem, I said grimly. But before we go off on another tangent, explain what you were saying about my last Rise.
Repeating earlier message: growth and damage cannot be isolated in an individual, but trickle out to affect the individual’s community. The Lord Challenger has recovered enough for the effect to be more noticeable. A portion of the power the Lord Challenger was unable to maintain after Rising will now be shared with his retinue or nearby inhabitants, allowing them to increase their own abilities. The effect has been further amplified by the Lord Challenger’s regalia.
That… was actually kind of awesome. I had been worried about my team’s ability to keep up with my explosive growth. I was also frustrated that I hadn’t been able to keep all of the growth, and by the limitations on how I could apply my newfound power. And, to be honest, my team had probably earned their share of benefits, given all of the chaos they’d had to put up with by being around me.
But the comment about growth and trauma not being exclusive to myself made me worry a little. It made me remember waking up in the hospital and seeing all the lines in my mother’s face. It made me remember her battle with alcohol following my dad’s death and my accident. It made me remember my sister’s anger over hearing the taunts and jeers she put up with on my behalf, and Davelon quitting the school football team because he refused to help them hurt me.
I had no idea how they were all doing now. And I knew that if I thought about it too hard, I’d go crazy. I chose to focus on the possibility that maybe, just maybe, my recovery here was somehow impacting them as well.
All is not lost, the familiar voice whispered in my mind.
I took the encouragement because I needed it, not because I fully trusted Invictus, and then I moved on. I opened up my mindscreen to see my new status.
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The Challenger’s Well blessing and Woad tattoo have also gained further integration with the Keeper genes absorbed earlier. The Challenger has gained a further resistance to poison as well as new undiscovered properties in his blood.
The loss of bonus skill points would have been frustrating, if it hadn’t translated into over 30 points for the rest of the team. Possibly much more, if it included people I had mindlinked with that weren’t here, like Merada and Virtus. I didn’t know what to make of the messages about my Paths or Prodonti’s poison. It was certainly a convenient benefit though, given the fact that I was likely going to have to face down a poison-breathing nightmare monster at some point. Speaking of which, I realized that Via and I still needed to talk to Gabin about that thing.
I turned around and walked toward the captain, only to see that Via was already talking with him.
Please, he messaged me pitifully. Take her away.
“Hey, guys,” I said carefully. “I take it you two have been talking through the mindlink?”
“We’re trying to,” Via complained. “But this friend of yours is just too cautious!”
“It’s not caution,” the Atlantean captain said patiently. “It’s the fact that you’re talking so much through it, you’re making my head hurt. And you talk far too fast for me to enjoy keeping up with you.”
“But you are Atlantean!” The Satellite exclaimed. “Your people’s minds are legendary! How can you not handle the simple curiosity of a young woman?”
Via, I said gently. Do you remember my point about this being a relatively new method of communication? And how it probably wasn’t meant to handle the pressure you put on it?
But there is so much we must learn! She insisted. And there is so little time to learn it!
Did you already ask him about the Nuckelavee? I sent, hoping that maybe I could help by keeping her on track.
Yes! I asked him all kinds of questions about the Nuckelavee! And about whether his people had faced anything like it, or if Atlantis’ old libraries had any records of previous sightings, or if this ship had special glyphs designed for rare monsters, or if we could modify them to combat the monster’s cloud somehow, or if maybe we could build a ship that could handle the thing, or—
“No,” Gabin said slowly. “No to most of your questions. I already said that before you gave me a headache.”
“Well, I wasn’t speaking to you right then, ya?” Via said as she rounded back on him. “Or was I?” she asked while she was blinking. “Did I do that right, or did I accidentally talk to everyone?”
“No,” the captain sighed. “I couldn’t hear you. But you were talking with your hands.”
Via and I both looked down, and realized she was currently holding her hands out in front of her, almost like she was about to act a role in a play.
“Sorry,” she mumbled sheepishly, putting her hands behind her back, before getting animated again and waving them around the very next moment. “But I still need answers to all my questions!”
“Maybe we can take them one at a time,” I offered. “And then you can discuss the answer with me through the mindlink. Maybe that would be most efficient.”
Via cocked her head at that. She muttered to herself for a moment, then nodded.
“That. That works. I think. It had better.” She said firmly.
“Okay, then,” I said out loud. “Gabin, you already told me before that you’ve never heard of this monster. From what Via’s described of the creature, including the legends from my world, is there any feature of the thing that is familiar? I get that you’ve never seen the monster itself, but we have to grasp at straws right now. Have you ever seen anything that has at least a few of its features? Maybe the traveling across water? Its poisonous breath? Maybe the weird rhyme heralding its arrival?”
He had answered at least some of those questions already, so it was no surprise that he started to shake his head. But then, he stopped.
“The cloud,” he murmured. “Of course. I’ve been negligent.”
“Explain,” Via demanded. “I mean, explain, please. Honored Atlantean. From a lost age. That I respect.”
Gabin raised an eyebrow at her, but still answered her.
“The cloud poisons, corrupts, and takes.” He turned to look at me. “I didn’t want to make the connection earlier, because if I’m not careful, every threat will look like the one that stole my people away. And I’m not talking about the Tidefather,” he said firmly.
“The Flood,” I replied, and he nodded.
“The Flood does most of that, even if it’s not an exact match.” He turned back to Via. “You say this monster rose up one night, though you had never seen him before?”
“Ya,” the Satellite nodded. “I mean, yes.”
“Where did he first appear?” the captain asked quietly.
“Triton detected him rising straight out of the sea,” Via replied. “He didn’t appear near any island. The closest ones were the Chamalan Chain, and they were over two hundred miles south.”
“The Chamalan Chain?” he asked.
This time, she smirked at him, closed her eyes, and sent a description of the islands to him through the mindlink. He grimaced, still upset over the fight he’d just had with her about  using the thing, but nodded at her anyway.
“Fair enough,” he finally said. “We had a different name for those islands, and they looked a bit different as well. But I’m familiar with their location, so I know what you’re talking about. Now, go ahead and send me just the location of where the Nuckelavee emerged from the sea. Nothing else. I mean it.”
Still smirking confidently, Via tilted her head and apparently complied. Gabin sighed and covered his face.
“That’s it, then,” he said. “That’s near where Atlantis lies.”
“Wait,” Via said as she blinked. “What?”
“I said the Nuckelavee first emerged from the sea almost directly above the ruins of my race’s home,” Gabin said seriously.
“But no one today even knows where the fabled city is…” Via trailed off, realizing who she was talking to. “But you’re not from today… you know where Atlantis is.”
Her eyes widened with excitement. Gabin sighed again.
“There’s actually a reason no one living knows where it is. The Solar High King didn’t want people to free the Flood somehow, so he sealed the place so heavily, it was almost impossible to find. We retained knowledge of the place, thanks to our records, but we never shared the knowledge with anyone else. The books in the library that mentioned the location were kept under guard, not even seen by most of our own people.”
“Then how did you know where the city was?” Via asked, curious.
“Because I was one of the guards,” Gabin replied grimly.
“They made you read the very books you were supposed to keep people from reading?” I asked, curious as well.
“Of course they did,” Gabin said, baffled. “If we didn’t want anyone to know at all, we’d just burn the records. But if we guarded the books without reading, everyone would forget what they said, and forget why they needed to be guarded. Then the wrong people would learn the knowledge and kick off another Tumult. So we read them, learned why the knowledge should be guarded, and then protected them all the more diligently for it.”
“That’s genius!” Via exclaimed, eyes shining. “That’s the perfect mindset for protecting classified information! You guard the knowledge from abuse, but still make sure it never dies out!”
It doesn’t explain how you went from a book guard to a marine and ship captain, though, I told him privately through the mindlink.
I know, he replied grimly. But that’s a story in itself, and right now you need to know about the Icon-killing abomination in your seas.
Fair enough.
“But you’re saying the Nuckelavee was sighted near your old city, and projects a cloud very similar to the Flood that is supposed to be sealed there,” I mused.
Gabin nodded uncomfortably.
“I’d say that meant our knowledge was leaked, but our records have been hidden inside Avalon for the last couple hundred thousand centuries. Either the creature’s power and location was a freak coincidence, or someone else learned of the city’s location on their own.”
“Since your people on Avalon were attacked by a small portion of the Flood itself,” I pointed out, “I’d say it’s entirely possible that someone else has retained their own records over the ages. The main thing we can learn, though, is that it’s possible that the Nuckelavee, in addition to its quirk about running fresh water, may have some of the powers and weaknesses of the Flood.”
As I spoke, part of that strange rhyme leaped into my head.
...It poisoned us, we now depart...
To the bottom, we must go,
The silent, empty halls below.
Where what is angry meets what’s mad,
Nuckelavee, Nuckelavee…
“I’m going to go ahead and assume they’re related,” I said as I sucked in a breath. The lines about silent halls below and anger meeting madness were strong clues to me. “Alright. If we meet the thing at a proper place for battle, I’ll wield Breaker and the Soulcurrent, and see if I can kill it or drive it off. Shard might help, too.”
“Maybe?” Gabin shrugged at that last one. “The ice in it arguably counts as fresh water.”
“Sorry,” Via stammered. “But say what? You think you can fight it yourself? After I just told you that our Icons—all our Icons—lost against the thing?”
“I’m kind of at my best when I’m all out of good ideas,” I said with a shrug.
She glared at me for a moment before replying.
“That is the most ridiculous line I have ever heard, in any language, and you should feel bad for saying it.”
“Hear, hear,” Eadric grunted from across the deck. Karim, Weylin, and several others called out in agreement.
“In my defense,” I began defensively. “I’m actually planning on taking all the help I can get whenever it comes to the fight itself. I just want us to consider the possibility that we may have to fight the thing directly. Assuming Breaker can drive away the creature’s cloud like it did with the Flood fragment.
“Fine,” Via sighed. “And from what you have told me, you’ve had a number of fights like that. You have a point. So if it comes to a fight with that thing,” her face hardened. “I’ll help you.”
I reminded myself that Via had the most exposure to the Nuckelavee out of all of us, and the clearest understanding of what we had to lose if we went against it.
She was also the only one that had any experience in actually driving the beast away.
“Thank you,” I replied. “Can we think of anything else we need to discuss? Regarding the creepy sea demon?”
“No,” Via shook her head. “We at least have some kind of plan, now. That’s more than we had before, even though I wish we had a better one.”
“Okay,” I said. “How about we go check on your people again, and then maybe I can give you another tour of the ship?”
The dark-haired Satellite’s eyes lit up, and she began pulling me back down to the cabin. I caught Gabin mouthing a silent ‘thank you’ to me as Via dragged me down for more exploration.
We checked on her people first, of course. Via had actually gone to see them earlier, when I was still sleeping. They had been sleeping as well, in an even deeper and more restful state than the rest of us had been. The Woadfire anointing I had performed during my last Rise may have helped, but the real source of their comfort was probably Ball-ee and his new friend, who were spraying the light blue mist all throughout the sleeping quarters in the hold. Via smiled at me again, and I felt her squeeze my hand.
“Thank you,” she said again. “Thank you for saving them. She was right about you.” She didn’t elaborate, and just pulled me onward to see the rest of the ship. We spent the rest of our time poring over the different magics that powered the ship, with Via getting more excited over each new thing I showed her. The fact that I still didn’t know what half of the glyphs did somehow made it more fun for her, because then she got to try and figure it out on her own, with me as an audience.
I could see how the others would have found her curiosity to be irritating or even dangerous. But honestly?
I had a lot of fun. I even started speculating with her.
“I mean, if I had to guess, they probably Shaped the wood, then threw down a layer of Script magic, followed it up with some kind of Ideal magic, then threw down another layer of Script magic to sort of sandwich it into place.”
“That’s what I was thinking!” The beautiful woman exclaimed. “But everybody always says that’s too hard!”
“You get that, too?” I asked. “Everybody tells me I’m crazy for trying to learn more than one skill. Which Ideal magic do you think they used?”
“They probably used more than one,” Via pondered. “They must have had a way for many different mages to partner more easily to enchant things.”
“That… totally makes sense,” I said slowly. “And I should have thought about that way sooner. Everyone says it’s difficult for two people to work different magics together into creating a magic item, but if I have a whole fleet of these ships back on Avalon…”
“A whole fleet?” Via’s gaze locked onto me. “You own a whole fleet of ships like these?”
“Didn’t I mention it in the mindlink?” I asked, confused. “They’re damaged, but there’s a harbor full of them back on Avalon…”
I trailed off, as the dark, beautiful olive-skinned woman leaned against me.
“Go on,” she said, suddenly seeming very, very much like Merada in a way I couldn’t put my finger on.
Yeah, Teeth suddenly spoke up. Brag, damnit. Girls like fast ships.
I shook my head, but decided to humor her.
“They’re a bunch of different sizes and types,” I said with a grin. “If I was a ship expert like you are, I could probably tell you more. But all I can do right now is say a bunch of stupid things to try and impress you with knowledge I don’t really have.”
“Ah?” Via asked me, smiling, but blinking again. “You’d try to impress me?”
She was being playful, but that question still showed me something. Via didn’t quite have the same level of fearless confidence that Merada had in speaking to me. There was just a hint of apprehension there, a desire to check and make sure she wasn’t being too forward, and it was always belated. As if she wondered right after committing, that people may not like who she was or what she was doing, and that it might already be too late to correct her mistake.
Are you serious? Teeth growled in surprise. The smart, exotic, powerful, callipygian pirate-wizard worries about people not liking her?
It’s a surprisingly common hangup in powerful people, even back on Earth, I pointed out to my inner dragon. And one I wish I didn’t identify with myself. Also, I thought I told you to stop obsessing about her ass?
You might have, the new guy admitted. I wouldn’t know, I wasn’t listening.
We were near the exit to the deck, and I could hear the lookout call out that he’d sighted land. Via’s head whipped around at the news.
“We’d better go up,” I said, “but yes. I’d try hard to impress you, and I’d probably embarrass myself terribly in the process.”
She actually giggled at that.
“Really?” she asked as we headed for the stairs.
“Oh, yeah,” I replied. “I mean, you’d be sitting there thinking ‘I can’t believe this idiot thinks something like flux capacitors would ever be needed for a sailing boat…’”
She laughed hard at that. I loved the sound.
And, I realized, I loved her for being such an amazing part of Stell.
People turned their heads as we walked back onto the deck. I noticed that a few of the Oceanfolk natives were watching Via and I with surprised expressions. A few of the Atlantean crew members either raised an eyebrow or smirked. Gabin and the Testifiers actually had unsurprised, bleak expressions on their faces. Breena perked up the most, though. She danced up and down in midair before flying behind Petal and Breyn, crossing her fingers and whispering.
“Shh,” she said quietly. “Don’t jinx it.”
I had no idea who she was even talking to, but I pretended not to notice.
“Captain, I take it you’ve arrived at the landmarks Dona Via pointed out?”
“That’s something I was just about to call our ally up to the deck to confirm.”
“Yes,” Via said as she walked over to the side to get a better view. “Apologies for not coming up sooner, Captain.”
“Don’t worry about it,” Gabin replied, before muttering under his breath. “Please, please, don’t worry about it.”
“Yes, that’s it,” Via nodded. “Those are the Haven Islands.”
“Haven Islands?” Breena asked. “That’s not on the maps.”
“It’s my name for them,” her fellow Satellite admitted. “I call them that because it’s the only safe place I’ve been able to create in my world.”
“Islands, plural?” I asked. “You’ve been able to create more than one safe haven?”
Via sighed through her nose.
“I probably haven’t been able to create any. But this is as close as it comes. The outer islands form a rocky ring around the ones in the center, meaning you can’t get to the inner islands by the same boat. Beyond that, I used magic to create as many freshwater streams around the place as I could, to try and ward the Nuckelavee away.”
That didn’t sound like it should have been possible, I reflected. The Practitioner level was one of the most powerful ranks of magic, but creating lasting streams with sheer magic wasn’t normally within a Practitioner’s abilities. And from what I gathered from Breena, the islands weren’t set up in a defensive ring like this before, meaning she had used some other magic, and probably a monumental amount of engineering.
“It’s not all rock,” she explained, pointing to the shore stretching across the horizon. “Some of the barricade in the water is just sunken ships and other wreckage.”
“Did you do that?” I asked, because wrecking an entire fleet just to form a blockade sounded pretty hardcore.
“More or less,” Via replied. “After our earlier battles with the Malus Men, the ships that survived were too damaged to fight or move quickly, and there weren’t enough trained sailors to man the crews. I took all the ones I could get a hold of and had the islanders form skeleton crews to bring them all out here. Then we sank them as strategically as we could between the outer islands.” She stared ahead as she spoke. Some of the fatigue I had seen in her yesterday returned. “We also gathered all the barrels of fresh water they had been carrying. Then we spent over a year digging our own network of lakes and river channels in the center islands, merging them with whatever natural bodies of fresh water we could find. After that, we poured the water barrels from a hundred ships into our new river networks, and we used every Water Mage we had to add their own water to the pool. Eventually, we were able to create something just barely sustainable, that would give everyone water and still ward off the Nuckelavee. Because as long as the Malus Men aren’t nearby, he’ll ignore islands with large bodies of fresh water.”
“And you managed to dig rivers for the entire island network?” I asked in surprise. But the Satellite shook her head.
“Just for the inner islands. We have a few people in the outer islands to serve as watchers. If they see either the Nuckelavee or the Malus ships, they’ll flee to the canoes on the other side and escape to those islands. If it’s the Nuckelavee, we wait for it to leave. If it’s the Malus Men, we attack when they try to cross to the inner islands, use Water magic to destroy them all, and then tug their ships into position and sink them, since we can’t use them.”
“Don’t the Malus ships have Horde that can swim?” I asked. Via let out another sigh.
“They do. We just do the best we can. Mostly though, we’ve survived by hiding whenever it looks like trouble is coming. So I’m going to have to message them to let them know we’re not trouble ourselves.”
With that, she walked to the prow of the ship. She motioned with her whip, and everyone stood back far enough to give her room to use it. With one hand, she began twirling it over her head, making it glow blue again, and with the other, she began scribing symbols into the air.
Whatever she had done must have been sufficient, because a light reflected from beyond the rocky shores in our direction.
“This is an impressive setup,” I told her. “But I’m a little worried about leaving our caravel on the outer side of your haven.”
“We can hide it in the cove where I keep my own ships,” Via offered. “It’s bigger, but there’s still enough room. And we may not need to go to the inner islands themselves. The watchers will be able to take the people we rescued over in their own canoes. You can put any of the supplies you were planning on delivering on their canoes as well.”
“We’d need to anyway, since they’re the only way in to your real haven,” I pointed out. “How many people should we prepare supplies for?” I probed, hating my lack of tact, but unable to think of a nicer way to ask her how many of her people were left.
“We have…” she closed her eyes, as if she was doing some more mental math. “Just under ten thousand people. And we’re growing our own crops, and we have dug some wells, but we could always use more food and water. And blankets and clothing, if you have any.”
“I do,” I answered her with a wince. “But I only packed about a thousand pounds total of clothing and blankets, and we have about ten tons of food packed onto this ship. I don’t think we packed anywhere near that much water.”
Gabin nodded at my numbers.
“That’s plenty, Wes,” Via told me. “Stell’s made a couple shipments as well, so your supplies will help us last through the year, at least. Especially if you brought mostly food that can be planted.”
I nodded at her, then remembered the additional seeds I had acquired from the Woadfathers back on Avalon, ones that could create special plants ideal to island life.
Hey, Via? I sent to the Satellite. Great job. This is an incredible number of people to have saved on your own.
Thanks, she said glumly. But you’ve already saved two worlds, counting Avalon. So there was room for me to do better.
Not by yourself, there wasn’t, I sent back firmly. I broke out of a prison and saved under a hundred people, with a little bit of assistance from those three Testifiers. Every moment after that, I’ve had help. In the Woadlands I had a highly experienced team of fighters from another age at my back, as well the Testifiers, Breena, and another Challenger in my retinue. And in both of the big fights I had support from the Icons themselves. You, though. You haven’t had any of that. You have a cool-looking magic whip, some untrained locals to help with guard duty, and a couple of small boats that you probably built by hand. What happened to your world freaking sucked, but it wasn’t your fault. The only thing that’s your fault was the lives that you saved. Those people are still breathing and holding their loved ones, and that’s all on you.
I had told her something along those exact same lines earlier. I didn’t mind saying those words again. Because a person can still need to hear the truth more than once, even if they believed it the first time.
I kept those feelings open through the mindlink as well, so that she could feel those sentiments on another level, and because I thought it would make my message less of a lecture if I did it that way. She chose to take it with good grace anyway, and I saw her turn her head to me and flash a dazzling smile.
You’re right. I’ve been having this same fear every day, and thought I was going crazy for thinking it. But it’s not a defeat for me to still have these feelings. It’s just another opportunity for victory.
Then, for the second time in one day, she lowered her head, closed her eyes, and pushed.
Once again, there was a brief flash of green, and a stream of water materialized from the air and began circling around the dark-haired woman. It spiraled around her entire body before vanishing, and then she opened her eyes.
Two Rises, in one day, she said happily. You’re right. I’ve been winning a lot more than I realized.
Something in her own victory washed back over me. I dimly noticed my mindscreen informing me that I had taken another step on the hidden trail of the Path of Kings.
We sailed into the cove that Via had directed us to, keeping a careful distance from the half-dozen small ships on the other side. All of them looked to be tiny enough to be crewed by one or two people in a pinch, and some of them looked like they were constructed in a hurry. Via’s islanders were waiting for us when we landed, some looking wary, some hopeful. When Via and I came ashore together, she spoke to them rapidly with an excited tone, and they let out a cheer. A moment later, my mindscreen informed me that she had told them I was the Challenger of Avalon, and that I had aided her in defeating several Malus pirates and rescuing other islanders from a Horde Pit.
They immediately began helping us empty the ship of cargo and passengers, marveling at the magic glyphs, as well as the exotic appearance of the Atlanteans, who were probably their extremely distant ancestors. They rejoiced at the sight of the rescued islanders and embraced them as if they were kin, shouting happily and weeping at the sight of them.
They’re really close, I quietly messaged Via. Are there a lot of kin between the different island tribes?
Not that many, she messaged me back. But now that we’ve lost so many, everyone who’s left feels like kin to each other.
That was a sobering thought. And as I watched the remaining Oceanfolk weep and embrace each other, it made me more determined to save everyone I could, and to not let anyone else tell me whether or not I could save them.
I will protect. I will prevail. I will be king.
More Oceanfolk arrived from the other side of the isle to help unload our ship. The relief on their haggard faces was evident, and I couldn’t tell whether they were happy to receive so many supplies or that we had recovered so many survivors. Many of them ran over to greet Via. Stell’s Satellite accepted countless hugs and forearm touches, and although I should have been expecting it, the people quickly swept over me as well.
The Oceanfolk of the Sun-Jeweled Seas were a more diverse people than the Woadfolk of the Woadlands had been. The Woadfolk varied in their hair color, but had predominantly Caucasian skin tones, with the exception of a handful of tribes in the southern part of the world.
The Oceanfolk, on the other hand, seemed to have everything but Caucasian features. They covered a wide range consisting of Native American, Latino, and Polynesian builds, with skin tones leaning toward the darker side of tan. That made sense, given the amount of sun everyone got on these islands. It made me wonder, though, just how far apart these islands were. Were these people like Earth, where different parts of the planet produced different ethnicities?
I asked Via about it as we walked to the canoes on the inner ring of the island. These were far bigger than the little kayaks I was used to seeing back home, which was fortunate, because they would have to carry a lot of material.
At any rate, Via explained that their tribes were a little bit like Earth, in that different islands produced different ethnicities, but they were still a lot closer than the races had been on Earth. Like the Woadlands, most of the planet was still free of civilization. People, be they human, elf, or sprite, only covered an area similar to the size of the island chains of Indonesia and Hawaii put together, more or less.
So, do you know how many islands are actually left? I asked Via as I walked over to an empty canoe, and began summoning supplies of my own into the craft from Breaker’s storage space. Or is this place it?
There are maybe a dozen left, Via admitted, in addition to here. As bad as that is, it makes the remaining handful that much more defensible. Especially since most of the Malus fleet has left. Still, though, sometimes I have a day like yesterday, where an island gets overrun and I have to bring the survivors here. That’s why everyone is so happy right now. Usually, I can save five or six people. But this time, we brought almost the whole island, which is a good sign. I’m hoping, she continued, that if all else fails, we can keep doing that, until we can get everyone else somewhere safe.
If it comes to that, we will, I promised her. Is this place self-sustaining, though? Can we hold out here indefinitely, if we can defend it?
With your last supply shipment? The beautiful sailor pondered. Maybe. We’ve been working on this shelter for years. It’s not going to come to that yet, though. There’s a small network of nearby islands, maybe half a day away when conditions are favorable. We’ve been trading with them since we came here, and we help guard and inform each other. I’m going to have to either go myself, or send out others to give them news of recent events. They usually help warn the people here when I’m away.
We can take you, since our ship is so fast, I offered. Where is the closest one?
Thanks, she accepted gratefully, as the islanders unloaded the last of the cargo and rescued captives from my ship. She walked a bit to my left and turned her head to look off in the distance. “The closest of our neighbors is only a few dozen leagues… that… way.” She trailed off, eyes widening as she continued to stare. “No. Oh no-no-no.”
At the edge of our vision, a black cloud, with a burning orange light flickering in the center, began rolling across the waves.
“This isn’t right,” Via whispered. “It isn’t supposed to just appear out of nowhere. We’re supposed to have more warning. There aren’t even Malus ships nearby.”
But the dark cloud rolled swiftly toward the island Via had been pointing out to me in the distance, uncaring for the unfairness and horror of it all. A buzzing began to fill our ears as it moved.
Pungent mists flew on the wind,
They came to us, announced the end,
Nuckelavee, Nuckelavee...




Chapter 18: Fighting False Tides



Please don’t step on my hand, the still-recovering part of my head cried out. I shook it away angrily, reminding myself that I had beaten the memory once before.
A single bright and burning eye,
A hate that raged and would not die,
It saw more to loathe upon our isles,
Now it comes, to claim our lives.
Nuckelavee, Nuckelavee…
The chant had changed again. I was only guessing, but I took that to mean that the Nuckelavee had run out of Malus ships to chase and was now moving to other targets.
“I have to go,” Via said without looking away from the approaching horror. “If I get there in time, I may hold it off long enough for the island’s people to escape.”
“How many people are on the island?” I asked. “And are their own ships fast enough to outrun the thing? Since all you said you can do is hold it off?”
“No,” the dark olive-skinned woman admitted as she turned to face me, biting her lip. “I’d need to ask you to lend your vessel. Stuff it far beyond what it can normally carry, and hope that your crew can get it away before I…” she swallowed. “Before I can’t hold it off anymore.”
“Meaning that you expect to either be driven off or to succumb to the thing yourself,” I growled.
“This is my world, Wes,” the beautiful Satellite said in a frustrated tone. “What else do you want me to do? Stand by and let my people get picked off, one by one? Until it’s my turn anyway?”
“Nope,” I said. “My ship will save your people. On one condition. Reject it, and I’m out.”
She gave me the most hurt look I had seen yet, flinching back from me, as if I had already abandoned her.
“Pendejo,” she muttered under her breath. “Fine. I’ll agree to whatever it is. I don’t have a choice. What is your condition, oh great and mighty Challenger?”
“I go with you,” I said firmly. “And I help you battle it. Just like we discussed.”
Via hesitated for a moment.
“We haven’t really had time to figure out if your plan would work. We’d risk losing us both.”
“Do you really think Stell and this world can handle losing you?” I persisted mercilessly. “Do you really think your loss won’t have an impact on the other Satellites? That losing me will affect the fate of multiple worlds, but we can afford to be careless with you? My condition stands. Let me go with you, let me help you battle directly, or my ship stays here.”
She bit her lip again.
“Fine,” she said with a snarl. “But tell your crew to hurry. We’re already out of time.”
A mental message accomplished exactly that. My retinue all wanted to accompany us, but Via’s ships were small, and they would be needed in providing additional magical support to the glyph ship. Finally, I wasn’t sure whether any of them could even hurt the monster, as they didn’t really have any of my special tricks.
As a sort of compromise, our ships would sail close enough together for my retinue to board Via’s ship if it looked like they could help. We’d have to commit before we engaged, but at least this way, Weylin and Breena could fly everyone over with Air magic.
Speaking of Breena, she and Val argued with my stance the loudest, but the fact remained that the glyph ship would need every bit of magic it could get. Even Val’s shadow magic would help the ship in small ways, now that the crew had made some adjustments to the glyphs. Breena’s Wood Magic would be even more effective.
Via’s current ship was her smallest and fastest, practically all sail. It could take as much Air Magic I could put out and still work just fine. A lesser sailor—myself, for example—would have flipped the boat within minutes, but Via guided the boat and adjusted the sails expertly, as if she had been sailing for centuries. Which, come to think of it, she had.
Our two vessels surged forward, leaving the cove and cutting into the open sea. We angled our crafts toward the dark cloud racing toward the nearby island. The cloud billowed outward as we traveled, widening as it stretched up toward the sky and making the day seem like evening instead of late morning. The buzzing returned to our ears as we sped across the water, and the old singsong chant returned to my mind.
Pungent mists flew on the wind,
They came to us, announced the end,
Nuckelavee, Nuckelavee...
The mist has claimed a thousand lives
Yet its hatred will not die
So now, the end is nigh,
Nuckelavee, Nuckelavee
The poison comes to take us all
To cold and formless halls below
Down where that which eternal lies,
Nuckelavee, Nuckelavee
What is angry has met what’s mad,
Once sated violence, hunger has
Robbed murder of its fill,
So it keeps its victims down until
Strange aeons pass, and death does die,
And all in doom, forever lie,
Nuckelavee, Nuckelavee.
It was the Flood that wrecked our home, a voice whispered in my mind.
“Well at least they aren’t being subtle about it,” I mumbled as I poured more power into the sails.
“What was that?” Via shouted, darting around the boat to reposition the sails in order to give us the most speed possible.
Nothing, just talking to myself, I sent apologetically. Sorry. I’ll message you this way if I actually need to talk.
Still distracting, she grumbled as she leaned back and pulled on another line, letting the sails take in even more of the magical wind.
Won’t happen again, I reassured her.
Better not, she scowled, moving the sail in a completely different direction. We’re going on this course now.
Got it, I sent, repositioning to blow more gusts of air into the canvas. The dark cloud grew closer.
We’re catching up, Via said fiercely. If we can go just a little faster…
I heard her words and put more power into the sails. I had mana to spare, thanks to my high Intelligence Trait. I could probably manage small gusts like this all day.
Via still darted all around the boat, pulling and twisting the ropes tied to the sails to make full use of my magic. Through the mindlink, I could tell that my friends in the caravel were doing everything they could to increase their ship’s speed as well. Both vessels reached their maximum possible velocity, but the dark mist and burning figure still pulled ahead of us.
It was going to reach the island moments before we did. Which meant it would claim over a hundred lives and deprive Via’s own islands of a needed resource.
Via blew an anxious, frustrated breath through her nose.
We’ll have to get its attention after all, she told me. This is why I didn’t want you to come.
I’m sorry, I told her, drawing Breaker and summoning Claimh Solais. But this is why I needed to.
Lord Challenger, Gabin messaged me. We’re at our maximum possible speed, but we won’t be able to intercept the enemy before it reaches the island. Do you wish for us to try and distract it?
No, Via replied, since the captain had included her in this private message. You need to get clear to the island. Let us take the lead. Then see if you can hurt the thing from your position. If your artillery can’t, fall back and head for the village on the island and rescue as many people as you are able. Keep as far away from us as possible.
Understood, the Atlantean replied. As he relayed his orders to the crew, one final message came over the mindlink from Breena.
Wes, she said, worriedly. I hate when you have to do this. Take care of yourself. And take care of Via, too.
She’s a part of you, I messaged my bonded sprite. So I’d never let anything happen to her. Keep your sunlight magic ready, though. It might be the only thing that can protect the caravel from the mist.
Got it, she agreed, and broke off the link. On a whim, I turned my attention back to the Well.
Can you sense what’s going on outside my body? I asked.
Negative, the intelligence replied. Unable to link with outer awareness at this time.
I shrugged. It was worth an attempt.
Alright, I sent to Via and Gabin as I raised Claimh Solais over my head. I’m going to try and get the thing’s attention. Do we have any kelp?
No, and why would we? The Satellite asked me.
Just an idea, I replied, then focused on making Claimh Solais as bright as possible, channeling fire and lightning magic through the blade in addition.
That did the trick. The buzzing in my ears returned, but instead of another creepy rhyme, a loud roar, nearly on the same level as the Tidefather’s, suddenly tore through the air, cutting clean across the distance between us. The dark cloud and central orange-hued flame rotated toward us, and began moving even more rapidly than before. The roar sounded out again, shredding the air around my ears. The cloud shrank back into itself, condensing, as the flame at its core grew all the brighter.
I began to hear galloping sounds echo across the waves. The distance between our vessels and the Nuckelavee shrank steadily and rapidly, until we were less than a mile away. Now I could make out something that looked like a horse and rider, with the horse portion having long legs and the rider having even longer arms. The fact that I could make out that much detail even at this distance concerned me.
In range of long-distance weaponry, Gabin informed me as the thing galloped even closer.
Fire at will, I replied. A moment later, a lightning bolt arced out of the caravel’s crow’s nest and sped toward the burning orange figure in the middle of the dark mist. The figure roared again, and raised one of its long arms. It swung the limb at the electric bolt, striking the missile with a burst of orange flame. Despite the intensity of the fire, I could see the bolt deflect to the west. The Nuckelavee continued galloping toward us, appearing no worse for the wear.
Attacks appears to have been completely ineffective, Gabin said calmly over the mindlink. Requesting permission to completely disengage.
Granted, I replied. Try to keep out of the cloud.
With that command sent, I did my best to remind myself that I had already slain a number of terrifyingly powerful creatures so far.
Via twisted the sail again, causing our craft to bank hard to the starboard side. To ensure the monster would chase us, instead of the people who had just fired at it, I intensified the fire magic around my sword, doing my best to create a flame that mimicked the effects of burning certain materials.
Via, have you ever burned kelp? I sent to her.
Yes, but why? She demanded, angry at being distracted right now. This was an occasion where the mindlink should be used exactly as she preferred, so I dumped all the information I had concerning kelp and the Nuckelavee, and asked her to give me as many details as she remembered concerning the smell and sight of the fire created from burning kelp.
It took some work, but the very nature of fire was that it needed something to burn, and that something always added a few minor properties to the flame. Once Via described the specific necessary properties, I was able to create a fire that looked and smelled like a flame created from burning kelp, which according to Orcadian legends, was the greatest way to enrage the Nuckelavee.
It worked well enough. The fiery figure had begun to turn toward the caravel, but at the sight of my flame, it let out an ear-ravaging screech, reared up on its hind legs, and pivoted back in our direction. It galloped even faster toward us, and with the distance between us rapidly closing,  I could see it stretch its long arms out to either side. The black mist began to billow around it like kilometer-long wings, extending to cut off both the caravel and our own boat.
Please don’t step on my hand, the wounded voice in my head wailed. But as the light from Breaker blazed, the mist drew back from it.
Breena, I sent across the mindlink to my bonded friend.
I know, Wes, the sprite grumbled bitterly. But you two had better come back alive.
I sent her my agreement. As both vessels moved farther apart, Breena converted into her full Dawn Fairy form. Her wings and body radiated light, and the mist drew back from her as well. With that, the caravel was able to pull clear of the Nuckelavee’s mist and head for the target island.
Via and I weren’t so lucky.
Claimh Solais flickered as it held the poisonous Flood mist at bay, but the Nuckelavee continued to draw closer to us. Now less than a kilometer away, it was much easier to make out the full details of the horrible monster.
The thing was every bit of the nightmare I remembered from myth. It was as if a cyclopean horse had been torturously grafted  with the upper torso of a cyclopean rider, and then both creatures had been skinned. The monster’s body was composed entirely of black veins, bloody muscle, and sharp bone. From what I could tell, the shoulder of the horse-body would probably reach my nose, and the humanoid torso was at least another four feet above that. Yet the humanoid arms were able to reach all the way down to the creature’s hooves, ending in bony clawed hands that were nearly the size of my head. Both heads were bloody skulls. The horsehead was perhaps the least hideous of the two. It had an excessive amount of teeth, two empty eye sockets where a horse’s eyes normally belonged, and a giant, orange, burning orb in the center of its skull with a blood-red pupil. The head was easily half the size of my torso, close to the same size of the Horde wyvern’s skull. The humanoid head was not really humanoid at all. The bottom half was a mutated pig’s jaw, displaying large, bloody tusks and several rows of blunt molars. The top half, like the horse’s skull below, had two empty eye sockets, with an even larger eye set directly into the middle of the forehead. This eye burned like a giant orange fireball, and it was probably responsible for the visible glow the Nuckelavee put out even when it was enveloped in the middle of its dark cloud.
The piglike mouth roared again, and at this range, the waves beneath our boat rolled. Via snarled and righted the sail to preserve our craft.
Now do you believe me? She shouted through the mindlink. When I said this thing was dangerous.
Yup, I admitted grimly, and as the monster closed the gap further, the distance between us shrinking to bring it within a hundred feet, I traced empowering scripts through the air and fired both my stored lightning bolt and fireball. The spells fired at a much greater intensity than the blast from the caravel, but the monster still wreathed both of its unnaturally long arms in flame and swung them forward. Once again, the limbs detonated upon contact with my magic, but this time, I heard a pained note to the monster’s roar. When the fire cleared, I saw smoke rising from the beast’s arms, tribute to the fact that I had harmed the Icon-killing abomination, if only slightly. Via gasped in amazement, then whirled her whip around our heads and began to work her water magic. Small jets of water shot out from her whip, angling just enough to pass through my scripts and become empowered as well. This time, the Nuckelavee actually reared back, attempting and failing to dodge the water jets and getting struck along its horse flank for its efforts. The water hissed on contact, and the fiend let out its most pained roar yet.
Fresh water jets, Via explained to me. And I can’t believe this is working. The mist always made combat impossible.
We’ll have to see just how much we can risk, I replied grimly, working my own version of her spell, using my Ice magic to begin firing javelin-sized icicles at the monster. Three of them passed right through my script magic and peppered the Nuckelavee’s arm. The limb jerked as if in pain, and I felt immensely proud about remembering that frozen water is almost always salt-free, making it like fresh water.
Then the Nuckelavee roared again, making our boat rock over the water. Its arms blazed with renewed fire, and it hurled two burning bolts at us.
Via was already moving, pulling the sail around and summoning more water magic under the boat with a twirl of her whip. The little boat turned hard as it sailed between the two burning blasts, narrowly avoiding them as they splashed a dozen meters away on either side into the now-steaming water .
Via growled as the boat rocked again, pulling on the rope and turning the rudder to keep us afloat.
Just one of those blasts could rip this craft apart, she sent tensely to me as a droplet sizzled next to her foot. I won’t be able to dodge them forever. Maybe we should rethink our optimism over taking this thing down. She seemed quietly, inexplicably happier for a moment. Optimism! I was looking for that word! Ha! This is such a better way to talk!
I put my bafflement over her sudden mood swing aside and focused on a plan to help her keep us alive.
The original plan was to just distract the thing long enough to save your island, I replied. You handle sailing. I’ll keep the monster busy.
The nightmarish centaur continued its galloping course toward our ship, claws outstretched. The sight was pure nightmare fuel, but so were most of my recent memories these days. I thought back to my last naval battle and began summoning small blocks of ice to float atop the water between our boat and the Nuckelavee. I didn’t have time to make them very big and I didn’t need to. The Nuckelavee wasn’t the size of a warship, and it wouldn’t sink like one if it struck an iceberg either. So I created a long trail of head-sized blocks to float atop the water. It still drained far more of my magic than I was comfortable with, but at least now our enemy had an entire obstacle course to contend with while it tried to murder us.
The Nuckelavee continued its headlong chase across the top of the waves until it came within a dozen feet of the first iceberg, and then it skidded to a splashing halt and reared up on its hind hooves. This time both heads roared, with the horse head letting out a whinny, and the pigman head letting out another bellow of rage. The beast backed away from the floe of ice, still crying out in impotent rage.
Its actions baffled me, because I wasn’t expecting my barrier to be so effective. At best, I thought it just would have made the monster slow down and carefully pick its way through the ice floe. He can’t cross fresh water, the legends reminded me. Apparently that also applied to trails of floating ice.
Via stopped doing her nautical gymnastics long enough to look at the sight.
Ice magic? She shouted into the link. All this time, we could have stopped the thing with ice magic? This isn’t fair! It took us forever just to figure out the trick with fresh water! How come everything you do always works!
Girl, join the club, Breena sent over the mindlink, apparently hearing Via’s outburst. If you think it’s bad now, just you wait.
While Via grumbled something at her fellow Satellite that I couldn’t catch, the Nuckelavee itself decided it didn’t feel like waiting at all. It raised one of its unnaturally long limbs, set it ablaze with orange flame, and smashed the water in front of the ice. The monster screamed in pain as its limb impacted the water, but the resulting explosion was enough to shatter and evaporate my frosty barricade. Then the raw-fleshed centaur crossed its arms in front of itself, and ripped them both through the water. A powerful arrow of current rippled across the waves, heading to our ship.
Via cursed in surprise, yanking on the rudder before swinging across the boat on a rope, tugging the sail to another position. Feeling her intent through the mindlink, I tumbled behind the sail’s new position and sent another blast of wind into the canvas. The boat yanked around in nearly a ninety degree turn, almost dodging the monster’s rippling attack completely.
Almost.
The slightest edge of the current caught the very tip of the boat, just brushing against the hull of our vessel. The resulting touch was still enough to create an explosion of splinters off the side of our ship. The outer planks of Via’s homemade craft cracked, but they had been reinforced just enough, either by magic or thick wood, to keep from sinking outright. Even with that, I still noticed a quarter-sized hole open up along the side of the ship and begin letting water through.
I swore, tried to think of the fastest way to patch the hole, remembered that I never packed any carpeting tools, then settled for plugging the hole with a tube of magical ice. It wouldn’t last forever, but it was all the attention I could afford to spend for now. As the Nuckelavee began charging us again, I reached for another spell, still trying to see if I had something that could hurt the monster without spending too much of my mana. My Friction Slice spell didn’t do nearly as much damage as my fireballs or lightning bolts, but it was cheaper than either and I could cast it more quickly than any of my new Ice magic.
I spun my hand around in the appropriate gesture and sent a ten-foot-wide disk of compressed air spinning toward the skinless horse-monster, with the edges of the disk crackling and sending small sparks into the waves below. As the disk tore through the air, the Nuckelavee once more raised a long burning arm to knock my magic away. This time, the orange flame snuffed out like a candle in the wind, and the centaur-fiend took the full force of my magic straight on its skinless limb. There was a sound like the screeching of metal, followed by a roar and whinny of pain as the slicing air current was deflected from a direct strike on the monster’s torso as it ripped along the unnaturally long arm instead, slicing muscle and spraying black blood through the air.
I hesitated just long enough to see the monster’s flesh steam and knit back together, and then I connected with Via through the mindlink and blasted the sail with more Air Magic. Our instincts were spot on. We pulled our little boat into position just in time to avoid another dark ripple of water that probably would have sunk us outright. Then Via anticipated the monster even further, swinging the ship around and launching it forward with another burst of water magic. A few moments later, two more burning bolts slammed into the water about twenty feet behind us, rocking our ship violently, but doing no more than that.
How the hell did you know when to do that in time? I asked, incredulous. She had already begun moving the ship even before she had finished dodging the monster’s ripple attack. And how have you known to do that so often before? I asked next, remembering the artful dance she had woven around the Malus ships yesterday.
Instinct, she sent tensely. And lots of practice. Now focus, she admonished. We’re not done.
Right, I acknowledged, sending another gust of wind into the sails and turning to face the Nuckelavee again.
Sure is fun to watch her move around though, Teeth said admiringly, and idiotically. I sent the horny idiot a mental slap and turned my attention back to the Icon-killing abomination, trying to think of the next spell to use, and deciding to continue rotating through my different Ideals to keep the monster off balance.
Sending an update, Gabin sent to me quickly. We’ve docked at the island. Breena has persuaded the villagers to board. We are bringing them all on now.
Can you fit everyone in one load? I asked as I wrote another enlarging script into the air and began sculpting my next Ideal spell.
We can, but it will be extremely tight. We’re going to try and load everyone on board in fifteen minutes, assuming we can convince them to leave their belongings.
You won’t need to, Via sent quickly. We have an evacuation plan for this beast. They’re prepared.
That was a good sign, although I had no idea if we could last fifteen minutes against this fiend. Especially considering that I was already beginning to feel a drain on my mana.
I still managed to complete my next spell, summoning another block of ice and sending it out to float in the distance. It passed right through my enlargement spell on its way out, growing from the size of my torso into a human-sized boulder that landed a dozen yards in front of our enemy.
The Nuckelavee’s horse head whinnied as it slowed and turned to gallop around the unexpected ice floe. I suppressed a sigh of relief and began casting my next spell, a short, focused beam of fire directly into the crack I had shaped into the back of the iceberg. The burning pillar traveled directly into the hollow center of the large growler, and the super-heated air caused the boulder to detonate. Fist-sized chunks hurled through the air, striking all along the skinless flank of the centaur monster and causing both of its heads to issue their loudest screams yet.
Lost Deeps, Via said, looking at me in amazement as she tugged the sails yet again. How are you doing this? Our Icons couldn’t fight this thing as well you have!
Instinct, I replied, somewhat obnoxiously. And lots of practice. But I may have just overdone it, I added worriedly.
What do you mean? The beautiful Satellite asked quickly, as she steered the boat into another zig-zag pattern.
The Nuckelavee answered her question for me, coming to a complete stop and rearing up on its hindlegs. It opened both mouths in a silent scream, as an orange light began to burn in the back of its throats. The buzzing noise returned, and the damaged part of my brain began babbling again. Predictably, the eerie chant of voices returned.
Pungent mists flew on the wind,
They came to us, announced the end
You challenged them, and the rage undying,
Nuckelavee, Nuckelavee…
Both burning mouths opened wider, letting tongues of fire escape. They flickered about, as if tasting the wind, and more black mist drifted off of their tips, surging into the mist already held at bay by my sword and billowing out into massive clouds.
A second burning eye,
Two angry mouths now open and cry,
Of hate, and rage, and minds that died,
Nuckelavee, Nuckelavee…
The toxic darkness drifted toward our ship like towering thunderclouds that reached down to touch the surface of the waves and stretched up to cover half of our sky. As it began to surround us, the center of the dark nebula began to twist, spiraling in a way that reminded me all too much of a cyclone or waterspout. Behind me, Via hissed in surprise.
The dark funnel advanced toward us. We put our full attention on gaining distance from it.
Pungent mists now ride the wind,
They fly ahead, announce your end
To take you both far down below,
Nuckelavee, Nuckelavee...
I sent another blast of air into canvas. Via pulled on the rudder and sail as our ship shot forward. The dark clouds billowed as they raced behind us, gaining ever so slowly on us.
Desperation cannot outrun hate,
Poor defiant ones, such is your fate,
To be taken with we doomed ones below,
Nuckelavee, Nuckelavee…
The dark funnel grew closer, despite our haste. I heard water suck up into it, saw the clouds thicken as we struggled to outrace it. Via grunted as she pulled on the sail hard enough for me to see her muscles bulge, and we seemed to gain just a bit of distance on the unnatural storm. We felt the waves shift slightly under us, the current adding to our speed. A few moments later, I saw a dark shape hurtle through the sky to splash some distance in front of us. Then another falling object splashed into the water on the starboard side of our ship.
We couldn’t afford to pay too much attention to them yet. I did my best to keep Claimh Solais raised over my head, hoping it could still drive away the foggy darkness, and continued channeling air magic into the large sail with my other hand.
Update, Gabin sent quickly to me. Village is evacuated, ship is leaving island behind. Rendezvous at previous base?
Yes, I replied as I risked creating another small cluster of ice chunks behind our ship. I wasn’t sure they would do anything to the mist itself, but Via’s sail couldn’t hold much more Air magic anyway. We’re disengaging right at this minute. We hope to see you there.
This was assuming that we could maintain our current speed all the way home, and that the monster wouldn’t just follow us. At the moment, though, I couldn’t think of a better plan but hope that things would turn out in our favor somehow.
Then, as if in punishment for my optimism, our ship suddenly and inexplicably slowed, as if the current were no longer moving it. A glance at the water revealed that the current and waves were no longer moving at all. The water had gone still and stagnant, like the water I had seen just before I first encountered the Nuckelavee.
“No,” Via said in horror. “Not when we had already done so well.”
Her fear washed subconsciously through the mindlink. I caught her wondering if her own Icons had felt the same way, before they had been defeated. Then another dark shape landed close by with a splash, and I heard it swim toward our boat. We were relying entirely on wind and magic to move forward now, so it didn’t take long for the thing to overtake our boat.
I watched a webbed, rotten hand latch onto the side of our small craft. The other hand appeared next, and the Hordebeast pulled its way onto our boat with jerky movements. The monster was one of the fish-like Scum, and it was clearly dead. An eye and a large chunk of its head was missing, and several other patches of its body were either discolored or appeared as though they had been chewed on. The only fortunate fact about the thing was that its body was free of the disgusting Horde oil usually coating the beasts.
“Dead,” Via breathed in horror as she strained against the sails, watching the monster jerk toward our direction. “The dead are now rising.”
“Some of them,” I snarled, swinging Claimh Solais at the monster in a blazing arc. The short, shining blade bisected the monster as it were made of papyrus, and as it did so, the golden fire coating my weapon blasted out of every pore of the Scum’s body. The undead thing crumpled to the ground in pieces. A few moments later, I heard another splash behind me and swung my sword around to bisect the half-rotten arm trying to pull another creature onto the ship. I turned around just as Via hissed and sliced another head to pieces with her powerful whip, still holding onto the sail’s rigging with her other hand.
Behind us, the whirling black cloud continued to gain on our little craft. Without the current aiding our flight, it began to close rapidly. As I watched its approach with dread, I thought I could make out the orange fire of the Nuckelavee flickering at the very center of the cloud.
It became immediately apparent that all of the Script, Water, and Air magic we possessed wasn’t going to be enough to help us escape the tornado-mist. I fired one more gust out of sheer stubbornness, then moved to the rear of our boat, Claimh Solais at my side.
I’m going to try and drive the cloud away again, I messaged Via. I’m not sure it will work, and even if it does, we’ll still have to fight Nuckelavee head on. So get ready.
I am ready, she sighed bitterly. I’ve been ready for this day for years. I just didn’t know I’d have company for it.
You know what they say, I said with a shrug, refreshing all my enhancement magics. Victory loves company.
Judging by the sudden rush of anger through the mindlink, she had taken my response as flippant and offensive.
You are the most frustrating Challenger I have ever had to work with, she hissed at me. But I’m glad I got to meet you. I…
Static washed out the rest of her words, and a strong current of frustration suddenly billowed out from her. So that’s what Breena was talking about, the beautiful woman muttered angrily. Never mind. Stop being annoying. And if you die on me, I’ll kill you right then and there.
What? I asked, not really understanding any of that. Though the comment about Breena gave me an idea about what she had wanted to say. Not that either of us had time to explore the issue.
The whirling cloud grew closer. In retrospect, it had been remarkable that we had ever outrun it to begin with. As it drew nearer, the rest of the mist once held at bay by Breaker pressed all around us. The buzzing noise returned to my ears.
Behold its burning eyes,
The hate that rages and will not die—
“Rage?” I shouted as the whirling darkness closed in on us. “You think you know rage, you jackass? Because you hate burnt salad and bottled water?”
Teeth growled with me. My molars itched as they ground together. I felt the magic surrounding my body begin to surge.
“You think having to deal with a couple food allergies means you’re having a worse day than the rest of us? That nobody else feels up to throwing a world-ending tantrum or two?”
Blood, lightning, and natural elements erupted around my body as my Battleform engaged. Gold and red scales began to form over my flesh and armor.
Behind me, I heard Via hiss in surprise, as her Water magic suddenly flared around her as well.
“You think no one else is ready to let loose?” I shouted as the dark cyclone sped toward us, a mere hundred feet away. “That we can all just hold it together forever, like good little boys and girls? While we all huddle and quiver at the power of a jackass like you having a bad day?”
I growled as my jaws stretched, merging with my helmet and adding another row of teeth. Claimh Solais blazed even brighter as a giant gold talon incorporated with it, turning it into a longer, sharper sword. Via let out a snarl of her own as she fired a pillar of water into the advancing storm. It hissed upon contact, but I couldn’t tell if it did any damage beyond that.
The pitch-black cyclone was a mere stone’s throw away, and in my anger, I couldn’t care less.
“Well, let me tell you something about rage!” I shouted, raising the blade of the Woadlands over my head with both hands. The black cloud would be above our boat at any moment. It brought the buzzing back, reawakening the damaged piece of my mind that kept begging everyone not to step on my hand. I ignored all of that as I swung Claimh Solais down to meet the mist that had claimed Icons, shouting out the words I had been holding in all this time, the words that the quiet voice inside had been offering for every moment of this desperate battle.
“Let the lightning beget fire and light, and let the light beget more rage!”
My sword and knuckles both erupted in silver light. The burning lightning crashed into  the poisonous darkness, shattering every shade of color in my world but black and white.
The darkness blazed white upon contact with my blade, but the storm pushed against my blow, as if it were trying to parry my swing. The boat rocked beneath my feet once, then twice, then it finally lifted up and turned, as an unseen strength lifted half of it out of the water. I heard Via scramble and shout behind me as she struggled to maintain her footing and reach me at the same time. Color flashed back into my vision, letting me see enough detail to realize that the sail over our heads had ripped in half, and was now fluttering about in the invisible maelstrom. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Via grab the side of the ship, let out a stressed, defiant scream, and cast a Water spell quickly with her free hand. A large scythe of clear liquid splashed out from her palm and slashed most of the rigging off the ship. I heard the massive sheet flutter and twist over our heads as it ripped off the mast.
My sword arm continued to wrestle with the might of the dark storm, pushing against it, struggling to deny it from sweeping over our boat. The force of the magical collision continued to toss our vessel about, lifting it out of the water at dangerous angles, but my feet remained locked in place. I couldn’t have left the stern of the ship if I had wanted to. After another moment, I felt the other half of our boat lift out of the water, and our damaged craft began spinning through the air.
I growled and pressed harder against my invisible enemy, trying to sunder whatever force powered the toxic darkness.
It pressed back, but my blade still held the shadows at bay. They continued to lift and spin our vessel, but the mists themselves still burned away whenever they crept into our boat. But all the darkness needed to do was to turn our craft upside down, and then it would be over. So I strained harder, pushing my sword and Soulcurrent against the invisible force resisting my swing. I felt my muscles burn and tremble, but just before I reached my limit, the pressure gave way. My sword continued its downward strike, cutting through the heart of whatever magic had just tried to consume us and igniting it with the Soulcurrent. The buzzing noise still droning in my ears cut off abruptly as it was replaced with a pained, whinnying scream that rattled throughout my skull. I saw the rest of the encompassing mist burn apart, eaten away by silver lightning and golden flames. Bright-white steam rose in its place, possibly the same substance I had seen earlier in the clash, blocking our vision of whatever lurked beyond the boat.
That changed in the next moment, though, when a screaming, whinnying figure charged through the swirling mist and steam. I saw a burning, orange, four-legged giant gallop toward my position and raise one of its unnaturally long limbs. Its giant, bony claw slashed across my chest before I could parry or move out of the way. The force of the blow was blunted by my script wards, my dragon scales, my three layers of physical armor, my Ideal spells, and my magically toughened body, meaning only an inch of each clawed finger tore into me from my right shoulder diagonally down toward my left hip.
It was still enough damage to savage my vital guard and send me hurtling out of the boat. Via screamed as I went sailing through the air, and a moment later, I heard a splashing sound and another shrill whinny of pain. Then a powerful feminine hand caught my own as I twisted through the air.
I focused my vision and saw Via flying through the air with me, pulling on my arm with all of her might as we spun in a circle around our vessel’s sail-stripped mast. Her other arm held the handle of her long whip, and the rest of the weapon was currently wrapped around the pole in the middle of our boat, the reason we were currently rotating around our ship instead of just flying off into the stagnant, poisonous water beyond it. She screamed as her arm strained against mine one final time, flinging both of us back into the ship. Somehow, she’d had time to work one last water spell before we landed, and we crashed into a giant bubble of water before we hit the ship’s deck.
The landing still hurt like hell, and combined with the burning pain of the Nuckelavee’s attack, it was enough to make me black out for a split second. When I opened my eyes again, Via was kneeling over me, tugging and unbuckling the straps on my armor, muttering oaths in a language my mindscreen wouldn’t translate.
“Wes,” she said anxiously. “Can you hear me? Can you move?”
I nodded weakly, wincing far more than I should have. A blow like this wouldn’t normally exhaust my vital guard. I should already be back on my feet. But then my chest screamed again, and something burned along my veins.
“Your wounds are still bleeding, and you have a poison running through your body,” the olive-skinned woman told me. “I’ve tried to treat it with magic, but I need to touch the wound directly. Can you move enough to help me with your…” she trailed off in frustration, muttering more curses in her native language.
Armor straps! She sent through the mindlink in exasperation. Help me unbuckle your armor straps so that I can cure you! Stupid English words almost killed you!
I was groggy enough to wonder why she still just wasn’t using the mindscreen’s translation magic for issues like this, but the comment about poison made me alert enough to accept her requests. I began unfastening the various straps holding my scale armor on until Via was able to just yank the mail painfully over my head. She saw my chain mail underneath, cursed again, and hurriedly helped me out of it with another painful tug.
“Three layers!” the beautiful Satellite screamed when she saw my heavy gambeson underneath. “Why do you always walk around with three layers of armor? You weren’t even expecting an attack today! Do you just wake up every morning thinking the sky will rain heavy rocks on you? Do you go around worried that you could slip on a puddle or banana peel and land on a hidden bed of rusty knives at any moment and without warning?”
“Yes,” I answered tiredly as I fumbled with my final layer of nonmagical protection. “And yes. You’re the first person to guess both on your first try, though.”
She muttered another curse as she helped me with the last buckle, finally slipping the heavy padding over my head. She breathed a sigh of relief, murmuring that she was expecting to find a suit of platemail under my aketon, then cleared my torn shirt out of the way and pressed her warm palm directly against my bloody chest. Magic seeped out from beneath her hand as she rubbed it across my chest in a slow, looping circle over the trails left by the monster’s claws. I felt a soothing sensation run down my veins, chasing the burning poison that was traveling through them. Her eyes widened in surprise when her magic finally caught up with it.
This venom is even more potent than I thought, she sent to me. Even with your powerful body, you shouldn’t be alive right now, much less able to move.
I thought back to the Woadlands’ Rite on Avalon, where I had absorbed the blood and venom of a Keeper Queen and gained her resistance to a variety of poisons. Supposedly, my blood had gained other properties as well, which my mindscreen had not discovered yet.
But Via had gone back to work before I could answer her. Combined with my blood’s own toxin resistance, her magic was able to overpower the Nuckelavee’s lingering poison.
It’s strange, though, she told me. The poison doesn’t seem designed to kill you, after all. It’s supposed to change your body, in some way. But I can’t fathom how. Anyway, hold still, she said, moving her hands across my chest in a different pattern, chanting a new healing spell that would repair the wounds on my chest. While she worked her magic, she brought her other hand up to my face, running it across my forehead and cheek.
No fever, she said in a strangely careful voice. You should have some lingering pain and a lot of fatigue, but that should be it.
Her hands lingered on my chest and face.
And cold, she added, still sounding careful. Does your body feel cold?
I stopped for a moment, still groggy, and tried to figure out if I actually felt cold or not.
That doesn’t matter, Teeth spoke up. What matters is the answer that will make her keep touching us.
“Are we,” I paused to blink and take more of my surroundings in. Including Via herself. “Are you alright?”
The beautiful woman nodded, dark eyes flashing as she spoke. “Except for the fall at the end, I came through everything unscathed. I’d call that a miracle, but I saw what you had to do with it. So that wouldn’t be fair to you, ya?”
I grinned at her.
“I couldn’t say. But I’m pretty sure your piloting and catching me in midair had a fair bit to do with keeping my own self alive.”
“You had better believe it,” Stell’s Satellite chuckled, not shy about her own part at all. Then her expression softened again. “The Nuckelavee fled. You had given it a large wound with your sword. It only took one more blast of water to drive it away after it struck you. So you saved another island I should have lost. Thank you.”
“You’re welcome,” I said, shifting into a slightly more comfortable position. Or rather, I tried to. It was a damaged sailboat, not a luxury yacht. “It’s sort of what Challengers are supposed to do, though, right?”
The beautiful tan woman frowned at me for a moment.
“According to Breena, you keep saying that sort of thing. She and the others keep telling you that you can't come back from the dead, like the other Challengers could. And you can’t go home,” she added quietly. “Like the other Challengers could.”
“Both true,” I answered her. “Which means that your worlds are my home now. If I want to keep my new home, I’ll have to fight for every part of it.”
Otherwise, I would watch it fall to pieces, just like my home had back on Earth.
Via blew out a frustrated breath.
“Breena said you would say stupid things like that, too. I’ll just focus on the gratitude I feel for what you’ve done, and pretend you can’t actually talk.”
I had to chuckle at that. Then, when Via finally let go of my face, I craned my head to look at the water surrounding our wrecked boat. To my concerned astonishment, there wasn’t an island in sight anymore.
“Where are we?” I asked the dark-haired Satellite. “Sorry for stating the obvious, but this doesn’t look like the same part of the ocean we were in before the fight.”
“It’s not,” Via answered with a shrug. She removed her second hand, to Teeth’s grumbling, and knelt on her haunches as she tossed another look all around her. “The Nuckelavee’s cyclone moved us to somewhere with no landmarks. I have no idea where we are.”
“Okay,” I said slowly. “Have you tried reaching the others through the mindlink?”
“Three times,” the water mage said with another nod. “The first time, I was able to reach Breena and Gabin. I could confirm that their vessel got away safely, but I had no way to tell them where we are, since I don’t know myself. The second time, I made brief contact with Breena, before some kind of static cut our conversation off. The third time, I couldn’t reach anyone at all.”
“Alright,” I said, shifting into a sitting position of my own. “Breena might have a chance to locate me through her bond with either of us. But since we don’t know how far away she is, we don’t know how long it will take them to find us. We may have to sit tight for a day or two, and hope it takes the Nuckelavee that long to lick its wounds.”
“Or we can just wait a few hours for nightfall,” Via said with another shrug. “And I’ll be able to tell where we are by the position of the stars in the sky.”
Right, I thought. Ancient sailing techniques. Still a thing.
“That also sounds like a good idea,” I said stupidly. “Tell you what. I’m going to admit you are the only one of us that knows what she’s doing right now, and then I’m going to shut up. Sound good?”
She laughed again. It sounded nice.
I reflected on the fact that we would have to find ways to entertain ourselves for the next couple of hours, assuming enough of this ship remained for Via to actually sail us somewhere after she got her bearings. Then I remembered that I had seen at least one leak form in our boat during the last fight, and that the ice I had patched it with had probably melted by now. I scrambled around to look for the hole, but before I could shout about it to Via I noticed that the hole had already been plugged. The beautiful sailor shot me another smile and patted a small pouch at her belt.
“Magic caulk,” she replied smugly. “A girl’s best friend when she needs to run a ship on a budget.”
“The word ‘magic’ in the name makes it sound like it’s probably not the sort of thing you could afford if you’re on a budget,” I said carefully.
“That’s true, if you don’t make it yourself,” she smirked. “But don’t expect me to give you all my secrets. Not yet, anyway,” she finished with a wink.
She hesitated a second later, and I caught a thread of embarrassment leaking over the mindlink from her. I didn’t care, though.
“Good grief, you’re amazing,” I said in artless astonishment. “You do magic. You manage islands. You slice monsters apart with nothing more than a whip. You pilot a ship like you’re psychic. And on top of all that, you make your own magical tools to use on your ships? You put all the badass heroines in my favorite pirate movies to shame.”
Now a larger thread of embarrassment leaked from the incredible woman, but it was followed by another sensation of happiness. Both of those were then washed away by a flood of excitement.
“Movies!” she shouted out loud and in English. “That’s the proper word for them! I knew ‘magical glowing pictures’ sounded wrong!” her grin took on a savage, disquieting edge. “Oh, I am never going to let Stell hear the end of this.” She looked back at me, before I had time to process how I felt about her new look. “You say you like movies with ships! Quick! Which ones?”
“Umm,” I began, not sure how to handle the beautiful Satellite’s sudden intensity. “To be honest, I only saw a few classic ones. I’m more of a science fiction kind of guy—”
“Science fiction?” she pressed, growing even more excited. “The ones with those ships in space, no? With the… the…” she made a ‘pew-pew’ sound and cocked a finger as if she was shooting a pistol, then remembered she could talk with her head.
Lasers! She shouted triumphantly over the link. They are called lasers in English! Ha! I am invincible now!
I couldn’t help but laugh in return. The beautiful nerd didn’t even notice before she continued talking.
I love those! Stell let me see a few! But tell me! Which ones! Which ones do you like? This is very important!
Um, well, I said cautiously. Which ones have you even seen? I’m not sure you’d recognize any—
I have not seen nearly enough! Via insisted. So it does not matter! I can always learn more! Even if you have only seen the movies with the light swords, with the men that keep missing with their lasers and losing their hands when they fight, the Space Wars movies!
I think you’re getting the name of that series wrong, I said carefully, wondering how she could figure out the word ‘lasers’ through the mindlink but not the name of possibly the most successful sci-fi series ever produced. But yeah, it’s amazing just how many movies they made for that series over the last hundred years.
No, it isn’t, Via sent firmly, with a bit of an edge to her mental voice. Because they only made three, and then they stopped, because those three were perfect. Anyone else who says otherwise is mistaken.
Okay, then, I agreed quickly, having learned my lesson from previous fans of the series.
See? She smiled at me. I knew you were smart. Now what about the other series? The one they never made enough shows or movies of, where the people take ships to trek and explore through space?
I had been wrong about how hard it was to pass the time. The beautiful, curvy latina woman in front of me soaked up information like a sponge, then squeezed it back out all too happily, gushing over all the things she loved about my world’s art and stories. Hours passed without me even realizing. When she finally paused to take a couple breaths, I looked up and noticed that the sunset was slowly painting the sky.
“Hey, Via?” I asked the dazzling nerd-girl. “Can I ask you something?”
“Um, sure,” the woman said carefully, suddenly shy again. “Is everything okay?”
“Fantastic, actually,” I said as I smiled at her. “Everything’s fantastic. But I’ve been thinking about how hard you try to speak my actual language, instead of using the translation magic. Does it have anything to do with how much you love the stories of my world?”
“Yeah,” she said shyly. “That’s… that’s part of it. My primary body put a lot of her curiosity into me when she created me. Because this world has so many hidden islands...” she swept her hands out at the ocean around us. “And so much to discover. The people here often move from island to island, so I have to travel a lot to keep track of them. She wanted me to enjoy doing that, and she wanted to enjoy doing it through me. So she put her own wonder into me, her own desire to discover new places and the stories that were hiding in their histories. It just didn’t work the way she thought it would.” Her voice trailed off in a mumble. “She didn’t expect me to love all the things she does. And now I have to avoid sharing too much about them with the people here, because they won’t understand them. I have to be relatable to them, so that they can come to me with their problems. If I’m,” she paused to take a breath. “If I’m too weird, they’ll have a harder time approaching me. Think certain problems are beneath my concern, or are alien to me, when they actually can’t handle them on their own and need to come to me for help.”
“Does that last bit come up a lot?” I asked, wincing when I realized I interrupted her, but finishing the question anyway. “Is there a lot they can’t handle on their own?”
“No, that’s the thing,” Via insisted. “They’re usually a happy bunch. When they’re not going through Tumults, most of the islanders live really satisfied lives. They get along with their friends and families. If there is a really big problem, like a food shortage or too many dangerous beasts lurking around, they’re usually able to fix it by just moving to another island. But every now and then, something does happen, like a massive sea monster or a strange storm around their current island, and they need to know they can come to me or a Challenger for help.”
“Huh,” I said, as she watched me nervously. “I never thought of it that way. You and Stell’s other Satellites are under a lot of pressure to be certain things for your worlds.”
“We are,” Via confessed in a rush. “And there’s no one to really talk to about it when Stell isn’t around!”
“Did the other Challengers listen?” I asked, feeling a little angry at a bunch of guys I’d never met before. “I know they’re not around for very long, but it seems like they’d at least want to know more about you guys, and talk about Earth.”
“It rarely comes up,” Via said bitterly. “They were nice, but they were never here for very long. They would pop in once or twice during their training, and then it would usually be a rush to handle the Tumults. And when Stell got… older,” she said, an edge coming into her voice. “She began worrying about certain… scenarios developing. So she began making more boundaries between us and the men and women from other worlds. Especially the men,” Via sighed, covering her face. “Everybody but Merada suddenly gained a bunch of rules they didn’t really understand how to follow, probably because Stell wasn’t sure how to make them work herself.”
“I hate how understandable that is,” I said with an ironic chuckle. “Because on Earth, we don’t really understand boundaries either. We just know we need them, so we put them up, even if we don’t always know when we need them, or how many we need.”
“That must be crazy!” the beautiful sun-kissed woman shouted. “For your whole planet to not know how courtship’s supposed to work! The people on my world make it look so easy!” Via realized she was getting worked up, and sighed again. “Then again, I probably shouldn’t be talking about this. Stell would go nuts if she found out.”
“Perfect,” I said with another chuckle. “It’s good for people to go a little nuts every now and then. Especially nerdy goddesses.”
She turned her head to give me an annoyed look. Then she arched an eyebrow, much like Stell or Guineve would do whenever I said something stupid on purpose. She kept it going for another five seconds before laughter cracked out of her mouth. After a couple of chuckles, she sighed and started to say something, but started laughing again before she could actually speak. She tried one more time, laughed even harder, and then gave up trying to speak and rolled onto her side, clutching her stomach as she roared with laughter. I leaned back and waited for her to finish, enjoying the sound and feeling immensely, smugly happy over the fact that I had made her laugh so much.
Was still a stupid line, Teeth grumbled.
It worked, didn’t it? I shot back. And didn’t you want us to court her, anyway?
Well, yes, Teeth said, exasperated, but do you have to be so painfully corny about it?
Yes, I said firmly, as Via continued to laugh. Yes, I do.
Eventually, Via’s chuckles died off, and she sat back up.
“You’re lucky I needed that,” she said, wiping the tears out of her eyes. “Stupid lines like that should be mocked repeatedly and openly. In every language.”
“Rewarding my flaws with more attention?” I winked. “I’m down with that.”
“You are impossible,” Via sighed. “But at least you have a nice ship. You owe me another ride when we get back.”
“Fair enough,” I said with another shrug. “Can I ask you something else, though?” she nodded. “I get that you love learning languages, but why doesn’t your translation magic automatically convert your words into English?”
“Ugh,” Via muttered. “That issue. Stell’s translation magic works best when her Satellites are at least mostly fluent in all the languages they speak, and I’m still very much learning English. It’s the most recent language of your world that I’ve tried to pick up.”
“It is?” I asked, surprised to hear. “Why are you just now learning it?”
“Because your people waited so long to write stories and movies about people flying cool ships through space,” she shot back playfully. “If your people wanted to be first in line, they needed to work harder to get a girl’s interest, no? Anyway,” she continued, getting serious again. “It wasn’t a problem at all before, because most of my other Challengers didn’t speak English at all. I’ve only had a couple, and they spoke either Spanish or Portuguese. Those two are probably my favorite languages.”
“Figures,” I muttered, but not really blaming her. Even English-speakers made fun of English. “Bet you’re learning Japanese now for the same reasons though.”
“Close,” she said with another smile. “I was lucky, and started learning that one back before they started making their own magic pictures…” she trailed off, staring at me, before speaking in the mindlink.
Anime! She shouted triumphantly. You call them anime! Another victory! Even if just calling them animations doesn’t make a whole lot of sense!
I let her have her little celebration, before moving the subject back to a more serious matter.
“You know, I get your and Stell’s concerns, but I don’t really feel like the real you, the real either of you, is that dangerous.”
“What?” she said, instantly sounding cautious and guarded. “What do you mean?”
“I mean,” I began, suddenly feeling a little awkward myself.
Don’t try to fix her, something said inside me. She won’t appreciate it.
But that was the whole point. She didn’t need it.
“I mean, you’re really great,” I pressed on. “I get being cautious about releasing knowledge from Earth, and you don’t need me to tell you how to do things, but I’m glad I got to see this side of you. I’d have missed out if I hadn’t,” I admitted, reaching into the mindlink and lowering the guard over my own emotions. “So, thank you. You didn’t have to risk this part of yourself with me.”
“I can’t help it,” Via confessed, trying not to sound upset. “I keep thinking I’m supposed to hide this stuff, even though there actually isn’t any rule about keeping Earth a secret. But I don’t know how, and this part of me keeps leaking out and risking all the things I just told you Stell and I are afraid of.” She bit her lip, looking at me carefully. “And right now, you’re telling me that’s okay?”
Ouch, I thought with a wince.
Had no one really affirmed these things about her? Let her cut loose without judging her?
Maybe they had, I realized. Even before my injury, and with probably the greatest parents in the world, making myself known had been hard. There was always this fear in the back of my mind that people wouldn’t like or understand me. And all it took was for one person to react badly to something I was excited about to make me start worrying about whether my hobbies or interests were really okay and not a bunch of Very Bad Things. I had gotten a number of reactions like that in the small community I had grown up in. Dad had taught me that was normal, though, and that the only way to get through it was to keep risking, because being mocked for who I was every now and then would hurt less than having to always hide who I was.
But Stell’s parents never had the opportunity to teach her that, I realized. And even if Via had gotten a host family like Merada had, would they have necessarily known how to handle the part of her that loved the knowledge and stories of Earth? Even if they did, would Stell have equipped Via to know how to let them teach her to be confident in herself?
If so, I sure couldn’t teach her either. But I could do my best to accept her for who she was.
“All I know is that the things you’re shy about sharing are all things I love,” I said frankly. “And if this side of you was so dangerous, then your world would have already been doomed long before I showed up.”
“You don’t think this is doom?” she asked in a defeated mumble, looking back down.
“No, I don’t,” I replied. “And I don’t think your world got to this point because you mismanaged yourself. I think you were given an unfair hand, one where a host of problems were all dropped onto you at once without warning. I think that instead of having a bunch of people helping you when you needed it, you were constantly sabotaged every time you tried to make things better, and by enemies you didn’t even know you had. And I know what that feels like,” I continued, leaning forward and maintaining eye contact with the beautiful, overworked woman. “Because the exact same thing happened to me. For years. And I had been keeping secrets, especially about visiting your world. But I still lost everything. It didn’t matter what I did.”
I kept my mindlink open as I finished, so that Via could see my emotions, as well as my memories concerning the times I was shamed, disabled and kidnapped, in case she was able to draw any helpful parallels to her own situation. At the same time, I shared a memory of something Stell had told me, at a time when I had poured out my own worries:
“I can’t be the one to complete you, Wes. But I can be the one to remind you that you’re already whole.”
For a moment, neither of us said anything. We just sat there, foreheads pressed together, and realized how much we had in common, how even with all the danger and madness that had just happened in our lives, the little things still found a way to hurt. The sun continued to set in our peripheral vision, painting the sky in orange and red, even as it slowly sank beneath the watery horizon.
It will be night in a few minutes, Via whispered over the mindlink. I will be busy then, learning where we are and trying to take us somewhere safe. Did you really mean everything you said?
In answer, I kept the wall around my feelings lowered, letting them continue to flow through the mindlink. Something about them made Via flinch in shock, but whether it was pleasant or unpleasant, I couldn’t tell, because she quickly raised her guard over the emotion.
I want to continue this conversation later, she said, her tone carefully neutral. Is that alright?
Sure, I replied, feeling a little nervous myself now, especially since her tone had changed. I’m not in trouble, though, right?
Hmmmm, she sent with a grin. Good question…
I laughed in relief over her joke. She flashed one more dazzling smile and began walking to one of the benches in our damaged ship. She flipped a latch I had never noticed on it and turned the board over, revealing it to be a hidden storage compartment.
“That’s clever,” I said out loud.
“Thanks,” she replied, pleased. “I try to be. Give me one moment to find what I need.”
“Sure,” I replied, as she leaned over to rummage through the supply chest. I looked away to try and be a gentleman, to Teeth’s frustrated regret.
What are you doing? She’s right there!
Exactly, I replied, pretending the wood grains along the ship were super interesting. Do you want me to spook the gorgeous, nerdy latina that is just now getting over her shyness around us?
Ugh, Teeth groaned. Human-ish courtship is so stupid! If she was a dragon, we could stare at her tail all da—
“Found it!” Via shouted as I kicked Teeth back into my subconscious. “I knew I packed extra canvas in this ship!”
“Really?” I asked, finally turning around to see her holding a small square of cloth. “That doesn’t look like it’s going to be enough…”
I trailed off, as she unfolded the square three times, then three more times after that, before shaking it out. She was now holding a sheet that would serve as a small, but functional, sail for our boat.
“That feels like it should have been impossible,” I noted slowly.
“You’re welcome,” the shapely sailor said as she flashed me another confident smirk. “If you’re really impressed, though, you can do me a favor and help me attach it to our mast. The stars should be up by then, so we can set sail as soon as I get my bearings.”
“Yes ma’am,” I replied as I took part of the sheet from her. I was a far cry from the master sailor this woman was, but I was still proficient enough to tie and patch new canvas. “Speaking of the mast,” I continued as I began to climb up the pole. “How is it even still standing? We were literally flung across the ocean. Oh,” I said a second later, recognizing the tiny magical symbols scribed into the wood. They were a far cry from the caravel’s elaborate glyphs, but the word reinforce had been written in at least two Earth languages, and probably a half dozen other ones native to the Oceanfolk.
“I know I don’t look it to an Earthborn, or even a native Oceanfolk,” Via replied, pulling out a new line of rope to help attach the sail. “But I’ve been alive for centuries. I have a whole lot of hobbies I’ve told you about, but most of my focus has been on learning two things: ships and magic. The survival of my world has depended on my helping Challengers with those two fields, in addition to handling Challenges without one of your people present. I’ve done my best to find every useful trick there is,” she added as she tied a knot together with movements I couldn’t even follow. “But the fun thing about sailing and magic is that there’s always more to learn. Maybe the next time you turn your head, I’ll know even more tricks,” she teased, somehow tying another knot without my noticing.
“Well, the rules say you’ll have to teach me at least one out of every three,” I said with a grin, finally finishing a knot of my own. “It’s part of the Challenger tax. Believe me. I totally looked it up.”
“You and your goofy lines,” she chuckled, pulling on a rope to make sure it was straight. “That’s okay, though,” she said mysteriously. “I’ve already got some tricks in mind. I’ll show them to you later.”
Wait a minute, Teeth spoke up again. Is she saying she wants to—
I have no idea, I replied. We won’t know until she’s ready. And for all we know, this part of Stell may just want to be friends.
Teeth grumbled some more about ‘stupid human courtship.’ I tried to consider whether ‘human’ was the correct term for Oceanfolk or Starsown Satellites, and eventually gave up and ignored him instead.
“Is this good?” I asked as I finished tying what I thought was the last knot, near the lower part of the mast. Via gave the line an experimental tug and nodded in satisfaction.
“Yeah,” she said, thumping the wood affectionately. “This poor thing took a heck of a beating, though. I’ll probably have to retire it whenever we get back.”
We did a last minute check on the craft for any new problems, then we lowered the sail and went back to waiting for night to fall. I brought out some food I had stored away in Breaker so that we could have a late dinner. Via was grateful. She had her own food stored away, but hardtack ship biscuits were never anyone’s first choice.
Despite her earlier words, she still didn’t bring up whatever it was she said she had wanted to talk about later. I didn’t press, especially when she began looking up at the stars that were slowly appearing in the sky.
“Hmm,” she said as she chewed, staring at one constellation that had just finished coming into view. I had no idea which one it was. Recognizing the different night skies on all of Avalon’s sister worlds wasn’t something Stell had time to train me in, and Astronomy was one of the few skills I hadn’t bothered to raise much.
“Yes, that’s it. I know that one,” she said after swallowing. She turned her head to look over the starboard side of the ship. “And if I see the Great Fish rise over there, I’ll know exactly where we are.”
“Okay,” I said, swallowing my own rations. “Do you, uh, want me to help you look?”
“That’s really sweet of you to offer,” she said with another cocky smirk. So I just sat there and tried to remember why I had thought she was so shy earlier.
“Yep,” she said after another minute. “That’s the Fish. I know where we are. About fifty miles east of Floodward Bay.”
“That sounds very much like a place I’ve never heard of,” I admitted. To my surprise, Via didn’t tease me on that fact.
“It would be impossible for you to know its name,” she said with another large smile. “Because it had a different one fifty years ago.”
“Really?” I asked. “Why?”
“Because that was when the people that used to live there became experts in avoiding flood damage,” she continued, still smiling. “They had already had plenty of experience with dangerous tides, but that year, they really began to come up with methods to limit the damage they did. Especially after a certain Challenger showed them a handful of tricks they could do to help with the really bad floods,” she added, giving me a meaningful look. “That was actually a big deal, because I had already managed to work out another system to help the bigger villages get through them. But when one of the poorest islands realized their village was saved just by a guy throwing a bunch of large rocks on the ground, the idea took off. They started bringing their own ‘flood rocks’ with them to their new islands, and made sure to lay them along the shore whenever they predicted a massive storm would hit their island. Then other villages saw that, and realized that if just leaving rocks in the right locations made a difference, maybe all the other techniques Stell and I had been telling them to use weren’t such a bad idea after all.” The tanned woman made a face as she said that.
“I take it the people in this world are pretty resistant to change?” I asked, moving so I would be ready to unfurl the sail at her mark.
“I guess,” Via blew a frustrated breath, walking over to another rope. “I haven’t lived on any other ones, though, so other than Stell’s memories, I don’t have much to go on. But I’m one of the younger Satellites, and most of these villages have been doing things a certain way for probably a thousand years. I’d been convincing them of my techniques one by one, but your little trick actually made it easier for me to bring the rest on board. So I guess you’re not in trouble after all,” she decided, winking at me.
“I appreciate it,” I laughed, playing along and privately glad that she had chosen not to take it personally. “Is that our destination? And are those people okay?” I added worriedly.
“They and their descendants are fine,” she said cheerfully. “They had moved away from the island years ago. They were one of the first groups to come find me when things began to go wrong. If we had more time, I would have reintroduced them to you when we stopped at the Haven Islands. If we survive everything, I’m going to make sure they get to see you. Ready?” She moved next to the ship’s rudder.
“Ready,” I answered with a nod, beginning to unfurl the sail.
With another smirk, the beautiful sea maiden slapped her magic whip into the water behind our craft. The waves rippled into a tiny current, nudging the boat forward. I traced a script into the air, formed by the word repeat in three different languages, and fired a gust of wind through them and into our ship’s sail. The canvas stretched as it caught the wind, and our momentum gradually increased.
“Nice trick,” Via said from the back.
“Thanks,” I answered. “Borrowed the idea from what you did with the ship’s mast. Say,” I said suddenly. “We’re not changing direction any time soon, are we? Because I didn’t take that into account when I wrote the scripts, and it will look less cool if I have to rewrite the whole thing in like five minutes.”
“Not yet,” she replied, laughing again. “But I may change our route based on the performance of your corny jokes. So don’t mess up.”
The worst part of that comment was that I didn’t know if she wanted me to stop or keep telling said corny jokes.
Either way, she decided to be merciful, because we continued straight ahead for the next hour. Every now and then, Via would move to a different part of the ship to get a better view of a certain cluster of stars, but she would always nod and look satisfied after seeing them, so I guessed that was another good sign.
Also, she was at least a hundred different kinds of beautiful under a night sky like this. Her appearance reminded me of the way Stell seemed to shimmer under Avalon’s night sky. But I hadn’t wanted to be caught noticing it then, either, so I turned my mind back to keeping us on course as we navigated across the ocean waves in the middle of the night.
Hey, I sent to her over the mindlink, wanting to talk without distracting her. I know I haven’t said anything yet, but it’s kind of impressive that your small boats do so well in the open ocean. I know just enough about sailing to know that’s a big deal.
Thanks for noticing, she replied as she looked up at the night sky again, turning the rudder ever so slightly. I guess I am kind of a big deal. Aha! She said as I winced. You know about that movie, too!
Yes, I sighed mentally. And well played.
But you’re kind of a big deal, too, no? She asked me, still playful. I know just enough about Challengers to know that most don’t destroy Horde Pits and sail around on magical ships that haven’t been seen in ages.
Fair point, I replied with a grin of my own, giving the sail another tug to make sure it got enough of my wind magic. But are we really going to spend the rest of the voyage complimenting each other?
I doubt it, she replied. I’m thinking I have two more minutes before I’m out of nice things to say about you.
I lost every battle of wits we had for the rest of the boat ride. But I still had a lot of fun. I decided it was one of the best ways to wind down from battling a Tumult-causing abomination.
It was hard for me to see much at night, even with my new dragon senses. I could make out the boat, and the night sky, and a bunch of waves that didn’t look any different from all the other waves I had seen since boarding this boat. But for Via, that was enough to go on. Before I realized it, she was messaging me that we had come across the island we would be docking at for the night.
I was also surprised that we had managed to reach the island within the night, with a damaged craft operating under an improvised sail. But my fatigue kept me from asking too many complex questions, so I gratefully let Via guide us onto a shore where we could dock.
Ironically, it was the very same shore I had once covered with dozens and dozens of heavy stones. I winced when I recalled how heavy the stones had been to move back then, and how they had been even heavier when the storm had left, and I had to move them back to wherever I had found them.
Beyond that, there wasn’t much else I recognized about the island. The people and the buildings were all gone, and I hadn’t stayed at the place long enough to learn any landmarks, so it just looked like every other tropical island I had seen so far.
Via and I climbed out of the ship on shaky legs, tired from all the traveling and from battling a monster that should have been unbeatable. The still-functioning part of my mind insisted that I needed to process the fight so that I could learn from it, but the rest of my brain wanted to just shut the hell up and go to bed.
Stell’s Satellite acted as if she knew this island like the back of her hand. As soon as we staggered up from the shore, she led me up a trail through the foliage that brought us to a small cave I dimly remembered the villagers hiding in once. I still would have never found it on my own, tired as I was. But she tugged me all the way there without a word of complaint.
“Here we are,” she said tiredly as we stood just inside the opening. It was a reminder that she had been pushing herself to the limit long before I had showed up, on top of the fact that the day had to have been as exhausting for her as it was for me. “It’s not much, but if we put the bedding down, we’ll be able to...” she trailed off with a curse. “I forgot the bedding I packed. So we’ll either have to hike all the way back to the blasted ship, or just lie down on the cold, hard ground.”
“Sorry,” I said as I pulled out Breaker again. “One second.”
I summoned out two sleeping mats, two warm blankets, two reasonably comfortable pillows, a rock enchanted with Script, Shaping, and Fire magic to retain heat and serve as a campfire, two light plates of food to have as a small snack before bed, along with a wineskin and two twigs enchanted to brush teeth, and, finally, what I considered my crowning achievement for cheat-camping, a large tub of water, covered with a removable wooden lid and fitted at the bottom with another heating rock, allowing the water to stay just warm enough to bathe in. Attached to the back of the tub was a pole with a curtain looped around the top, so that the bather could have a bit of privacy while traveling with others. As an afterthought, I summoned a small rag and a bar of soap to go with it.
Via looked at the tub, blinked, rubbed her eyes, then looked at it again.
“A bath,” she said in numb disbelief. “You carry a portable bath around with you. How long have you been packing around warm water?”
“I figured out how to put it together back in the Woadlands,” I said, probably sounding just as tired as she was. “We’ve had someplace to stay ever since, so I haven’t needed it yet. I also didn’t want Breena to find out about it before I found a way to keep her from stealing it.”
“She would,” Via said with a fatigued smile. “You’d never get it back. Are you planning on using it right now?”
“Not unless you make me,” I mumbled. “I figured I’d bathe in the morning.”
“So I can use it right now? Since it has warm water, and a curtain and everything else?”
“Go for it,” I said, summoning a larger rag that she could use as a towel. “I don’t know if I packed any clothes that would fit you very well, though,” I told the woman. “I know nothing about women’s clothing.”
“I was planning on just wearing these tomorrow,” she gestured at her own shirt and trousers. “Do you mind?”
“No,” I said, confused as to why she’d even need to ask. We had gone on a sea voyage, not a prom date. I wasn’t in any position to tell her what to wear. “Those clothes are fine, if you’re comfortable sleeping in them.”
“That,” she said, looking at me. “Your shirt is ruined. Take the rest of it off. I’ll take another look at your wound right before we sleep. And don’t sleep in your armor, okay? Leave it off for the entire night. All of it. Every layer you have.”
I started to point out that I wasn’t even wearing my damaged hauberk or padding right now, but I could tell she wasn’t making a discussion out of this, so I shrugged out of my shirt and began removing my leg armor.
“Um, maybe you should wait until I’m behind the curtain?” Via spoke up quickly.
“I’m wearing pants underneath, but whatever,” I said with a shrug.
The beautiful, but suddenly awkward, woman, yanked the curtain around the tub, then stepped behind it. I went back to removing my armor, grumbling a bit to myself as I undid the straps. Of course I don’t sleep in my armor, I thought grouchily. I’m not that ridiculous. Why would I sleep in my armor when I can just summon it on?
Then I heard the rustling of her clothing, and suddenly I became weird.
Calm down, I told myself. You’re not a horny teenager anymore. You’ve camped and sailed in mixed company. You can handle a woman undressing behind a curtain a dozen feet away.
Bro, Teeth spoke up unhelpfully. I just ran a fact check, and you’re wrong about us not being a horny teenager anymore. Just saying.
Leave me alone and go talk to your dads, I snapped at my inner dragon as I finally finished pulling my leg armor off. After going over its condition, I sent it back into Breaker, just like I had done with my hauberks and aketon.
Then I realized that if I could summon my armor directly onto my body, I could just as easily summon it off of me. Which meant I had been wasting precious minutes every night undressing when I could be sleeping. Then I gave up trying to think anymore for the night, ate one of the plates I had laid out because I was tired and hungry, chased the meal down with the wineskin, crawled under my covers and closed my eyes. A minute later, I was fast asleep.
A minute after that, Via woke me up with a message.
Wes? She asked me. Are you asleep?
I am now, I replied tiredly. And
you can actually use the mindlink to sense whether or not a member is awake, asleep, or even knocked unconscious.
I’m sorry, she said quickly. I mean it. I shouldn’t have woken you. I just wanted to say tonight’s too late for us to talk after all. Is that alright?
Yeah, Via, I mumbled mentally. That’s not a problem for me.
She seemed relieved, but I began to feel bothered about why she needed to ask.
You’re okay though, right? I sent to her, realizing a moment later that I was making this even weirder. Sorry.
I’m just checking. Ignore me if you’re fine. I’ll let you get back to getting ready for bed.
Somehow, I had made her giggle again. I decided that would have to be good enough, and rolled over and closed my eyes again.




Chapter 19: New Horizons



My eyes opened slowly. I closed them again, blinking. I tried to roll over, but something held onto me. The rest of me woke with a start, but before I could finish panicking, I realized that someone was holding my hand. I looked over to see Via’s sleeping bag next to my own.
“It’s okay,” she muttered, “go back to sleep.” Through the mindlink, I could tell she was still asleep herself.
I figured out what had probably happened and clamped down on my feelings of embarrassment and disappointment. I had hoped to be over my issues, and I hated that other people lost sleep helping me take care of it. It felt like all of my recent gains over my last trauma had been swept away, assuming they had been real to begin with.
Incorrect assumption, the Well of Atlantis said in my mind. All is not lost. Pain itself cannot not negate or disprove recovery.
Involuntary responses to the sensation are a subconscious part of the body’s healing process.
I took the magic medical computer at its word and stayed still. I didn’t know how much sleep Via had lost while dealing with whatever nightmare I had been having. Come to think of it, I had no idea how much sleep Breena and Guineve usually lost in dealing with the rough nights I usually had. All is not lost, I reminded myself, before I could go down another downward spiral of negative thoughts. I focused instead on the scenery, on the first rays of light crawling out from the sea, painting the world a faint hint of gray, as if in preparation for the upcoming sunrise. The noises from the few nocturnal birds and insects on the island, that I had been too tired to pay attention to before, slowly began to die off, and a few louder, more obnoxious birds decided to take their place.
“Hate chickens,” Via mumbled fitfully, still not opening her eyes. “Should cook them all.”
Then she rolled over, and since she was still holding onto my hand, she wound up pulling me a little closer to her.
“Um,” I said as my chest pressed into her back. She mumbled incoherently, and through the mindlink I realized she had gone back to sleep, apparently unaware that she, an exotically beautiful woman, was wrapping me around her body.
Stop, I told my inner dragon.
Are you talking to me? Teeth demanded. I haven’t even said anything! Why the hell am I in trouble now?
I’m warning you, I said bluntly. If Stell suddenly opens a portal and walks in right now, we are both going to die painfully and horribly.
Shit, you’re right, Teeth said in a rare moment of understanding. Especially when she sees the bathtub you’ve been hiding until now. That would really give her the wrong idea. You know, since you waited until you were alone with one of her Satellites to suddenly whip it out.
You criticism is insightful and unfair, I snarled as I inched my waist as far away as possible from the beautiful woman who was unable to give any kind of consent right now. I couldn’t believe how awkward this night had been. Next time, I’m leaving the bathtub at home.
And probably the wineskin, too, Teeth volunteered. That was also probably a dumbass idea,.
The next moment, Via rolled over again, ending our internal argument by headbutting me in the face.
“Ow!” she said, pulling away suddenly and clutching her own pained forehead with her free hand. “Watch it, pendejo! People are sleeping here!” She sat up and began blinking at me until her eyes could focus. “Oh. It’s you, Wes. Sorry. I’ve got to stop calling you that word.”
“No worries,” I said with a wince. “I take it I gave you a rough night, too?”
“Huh?” Via asked in a baffled tone, cocking her head. Then she looked down and quickly let go of my hand. “Oh! Sorry! Yes! I mean, no! I mean, you sounded like you were having a nightmare!” she clarified, words spilling out of her. “But it was no big deal! Everything was fine! Everything is still fine!”
“Good,” I said, recognizing her nervousness. “I appreciate your concern. Really.” She relaxed when she realized I wasn’t offended by what she had done. “Was I having the hand dream again?”
“Yeah,” she said quietly. “You didn’t want anyone to step on it. You calmed down after I held it, though. So I figured we’d both sleep if I didn’t let go.” She rubbed her forehead again, looking annoyed. “That was super uncomfortable, no? How come none of your movies and books ever talked about how hard it is to sleep next to someone?”
“I have no idea,” I admitted. “Maybe everyone gets forced to take some kind of secret oath after they have their first head-bump?”
Via looked over and shot me another annoyed look.
“Your sense of humor needs to be able to feel shame,” she grumbled, before tossing her blanket and standing up. She must have changed back into her old clothes before she went to bed. “Alright, we need to make a plan for today,” she announced confidently. “We are now maybe three days away from my old islands, if one was sailing a normal ship. Our own vessel has done well, but I do not trust it to survive another voyage after the damage it has taken. I think we should try to signal the others with our mindlink, or maybe a signal fire, and then wait for them to come on your fast magical ship. Do you have a better plan?”
“Not really,” I said with a shrug. “My only worry with your plan is that we may attract unwanted attention with the signal fire.”
“We may,” the tan woman admitted. “But I have seen you sink ships with your ice magic and rip apart Hordebeasts with your fireballs and bare hands. Anything you do not destroy with your talent for raw violence, I should be able to handle with my own Water magic, since I will not be having to sail and fight at the same time. The only exception to that is the Nuckelavee, but the monster is also wounded, and beyond choosing not to burn any kelp, there is nothing we can do to prevent its appearing. So I think it best that we do everything in our power to make our location known.”
“I can’t really argue with that,” I said in agreement. Again, it wasn’t like I had a better plan. “If you don’t mind, I’ll take a bath, and then I can gather some firewood, or whatever you think we should burn.”
“Sure,” Via nodded quickly. “I’ll step out in a minute to give you privacy. But first, you should let me look at your wound.”
I shrugged, made sure my pants were still on correctly, then removed my blanket and stood up. Via blinked for a moment, then her eyes focused on the five red lines running diagonally across my chest.
“Good,” she said with a nod. “Still healing. Your vital guard can repair it without help. But just in case,” she placed her hand on my chest and muttered a healing spell I had seen Breena use often on me. The lingering soreness I still felt on my chest faded by several degrees. “There. That should speed everything along nicely,” she said as she removed her hand, still looking at my chest. “And lost Icons, Breena wasn’t kidding about your abs,” she said bluntly, before blinking in embarrassment.
I just said that out loud, didn’t I?
Yup. Appreciate you noticing, though, I replied, pleased.
You should bathe, and then put on a new shirt, she told me as she walked toward the cave’s exit. I will go pick out a place for the fire in the meantime. Don’t take too long.
“Yes ma’am,” I said out loud, smiling as she left. I turned my head before Teeth could comment on the view again and tried to figure out where Via had left the soap. Five minutes later, I was reluctantly leaving the gloriously warm water and checking the damage that the Nuckelavee had left on my armor. To my relief, the enchanted protection had already activated its version of a vital guard and begun repairing itself. My gambeson had repaired itself almost completely. The only real damage was the five claw marks on the leather tabard covering the padding. I mumbled in appreciative amazement and reflected that I should turn more dead Icons into protective covering. My Woad chain shirt was in worse condition, but at least enough of the links had riveted back together for it to hang on my body correctly. My sea-scalemail had taken the worst damage, though. After the script shield, it had been my first line of physical defense, meaning it had taken the brunt of the abomination’s blow. The front of it had pretty much been torn in half, meaning it would hang on my body awkwardly and probably hinder more than protect if I wore it.
I would have to try and fix it, I realized. The extra layer of protection had probably saved my life, and I couldn’t count on always being able to dodge the next lethal hit. I thought back to Eadric’s lessons on Shaping magic, the ones he had given for repairing an object that was already made. I poured mana into my hands and rubbed them over the torn front of the armor, energizing its vital guard. Some of the lost scales began to materialize, settling back into place. It took a lot of mana to make that happen, but I couldn’t afford to be stingy. I could always just rest to recover more mana later.
Finally, after about thirty minutes, the scales had repaired enough for the armor’s own magic to handle the process on its own, hopefully in an hour or two. I sat down, sighing in relief, and then realized I should probably work on my chainmail and padding, too. I swore and messaged Via about the delay.
It is fine, she sent to me in a slightly lofty tone. Even if you are lying and just spending more time in the bath. I forgive you, because I am noble and generous.
That was a rather odd thing to say, because I hadn’t messaged about the bath at all.
There, she sent smugly. Now he cannot get mad if he ever finds out how long I was using his heated water. There was a brief pause before she messaged me again. That last bit was an accident, and also untrue. You have heard nothing.
I smiled and went back to work.
Wait a minute, Teeth spoke up, making me sigh in exasperated regret. Are you paying attention here?
Because it looks like providing warm water to non-dragon women works way better than offering the still-warm body of your freshest kill.
You are an obsessive idiot, I snarled back. But you have a point. Go ahead and do research on that subject. Maybe you can figure out the best temperature or materials to add to the water, or something.
Already on it! He shouted as he vanished happily into my subconscious. I got the impression that he was wagging a tail I never even knew he had. Then I realized I had actually told Teeth to research something on his own, and that I had chosen feminine bath products to be the subject important enough for him to spend time on.
I promised myself I was done thinking for today, and went back to repairing the rest of my armor. Counting the time I spent recovering mana, the whole process took at least another hour. I breathed a sigh of relief to finally be finished, reflected on the fact that my task wouldn’t have even been possible without magic, and then packed the campsite back into Breaker.
I left the cave and saw that Via was back down near the coast. She already had a large circle cleared for use, with a smaller circle of deadwood logs stacked together inside of it. She had also placed a small pile of branches and driftwood just outside the circle for us to burn.
“Finally! There are you are!” She said as I walked down the trail. “What took you so long? Did you try to give your armor a bath, too?”
“I did scrub and oil it, yes,” I answered honestly. “Sorry I took so long. How can I help?”
“You can start by explaining which army you were expecting to fight right after breakfast, since you are already in full harness and we are alone on a deserted island,” she answered bluntly. “Wait,” she said suddenly. “Did we even have breakfast?”
“No,” I said. Because we had both gotten overwhelmed with all the sexual tension we felt earlier, like a pair of awkward teenagers. “I can pull out some rations in a few minutes.”
“Fine,” she said with a wave of  her hand. “The point is, you have worn full armor the entire time I have seen you, except when you sleep or get injured. I want to know why. Are you trying to become a dwarf, or one of those knights in your ancient stories, or the ones in the Dawnlit Lands? Because even they do not kill themselves by wearing armor for the whole day!”
“Plate armor sounds like an awesome idea, but no,” I told her. “I keep getting smacked around by things like the Nuckelavee, and I can’t predict when they show up. I’m strong enough for it to just be easier to wear my armor the whole day, instead of putting it on and taking it off every time a fight comes around.”
“But you can just summon it from your invisible storage space, no?” Via pointed out. “Can’t you just make it appear on your body? I thought you said something like that?”
“Yeah but…” I trailed off. Because she had a heck of a point. I tried to remember if Breena or someone else had attempted to talk me into the idea before. “Hold on,” I muttered, closing my eyes and concentrating.
The next moment, the scale hauberk and leggings disappeared from my body, followed by my chain shirt, my tabard, and finally my gambeson. Then I repeated the exercise and summoned each piece back on my body. It wasn’t an instantaneous thing, but as long as I had a few minutes of warning, I could get my full kit on and be ready for a fight. Summoning just a few pieces of it would be even faster.
“Huh,” I said as I dismissed my armor again. “This is an extremely convenient and comfortable compromise to my own earlier method. Thanks, Via.”
“You’re welcome,” she said dryly, staring at me with her arms crossed. “I’m glad I maybe saved you a lifetime of overstrained muscles and back pain.” She stomped over to the nearby wood pile, muttering under her breath. “Makes the first portable warm bath seen in centuries, and can’t figure out how to wear his own armor… gonna ruin a perfectly good set of abs for no reason…”
I chose not to comment on her analysis, and walked over the circle she had cleared.
“I’m thinking we could just put my heat stone in the middle of this, and then use Fire Magic to light whatever wood we use?”
“That would be a smart idea, yes,” the tan Satellite said as she picked up two thin branches to serve as kindling. “I am glad you brain has finished waking up.”
Is she mad at me, worried, or both? I asked myself as I set the heat rock down in the middle of the fire circle. I waited for her to set the kindling on top of the rock, then created a small flame to burn under the wood. The kindling caught mere moments later, and soon we had a healthy flame going.
“Good work,” Via said from behind me. “We’re fortunate that you’re proficient in so many types of magic.”
“Thanks,” I replied. “People usually give me grief about trying to learn so much at once.”
“You, too?” Via asked. “Stell always tells me the same thing. Says I keep giving her headaches.”
“Sorry to hear,” I told her, and meant it. “You and your primary body are under a lot of stress. I’ll do what I can to help.”
“Watch what you promise,” she said with a smile. “Or I’ll ask you for my own magic ship and warm bath.”
“I just might do that, for a beautiful woman of culture like yourself,” I said shamelessly. She smiled and rolled her eyes at the same time. “But for starters, I’d like to help you get rid of all the things trying to end your world. I figured we’d brainstorm while we wait for everyone else to find us.”
“Good,” she said with a nod. “I wanted to ask you what you’re still willing to risk for my world. Because I’m about to ask a lot from you.”
Her eyes were serious as she searched my own.
“I’ll answer you in a moment,” I promised her. “But first, let’s try the mindlink again and see who we can get a hold of.”
We closed our eyes at the same time to concentrate. I sent a greeting to every member of the mindlink within the planet, but got no response. I pulled on my connection with them, and felt some kind of gulf, like when I tried to use the link for someone like Virtus when he was on another world.
To my frustration, the link appeared to have some kind of range limit. We’d never really been able to test it before, because this was the first time my retinue was on the same world as I was, but over a dozen miles away. I wondered if there was a way to increase the range.
Then I recalled that the reason I had such a powerful ability was because of the Stellar War I was supposedly waging with the Malus members, a war somehow recognized by what I suspected were the automated remnants of the Stellar Council itself. Every kill I had performed somehow granted me the ability to requisition various resources and powers directly from whatever galactic body still pretended to care about the Expanse. My recent experience with said Council of dirtbags had made me extremely cautious about making any further use of their offered gifts, but I was once again in the position where I had to risk accepting aid from those who might be enemies in disguise.
I commanded my mindlink to reactivate the notifications regarding Stellar War, and whistled in surprise. I had killed, and helped kill, dozens of Malus members since retaking Avalon, and that wasn’t even counting the recent ship battle. All of the Malus members I had slain were considered to be a much higher rank than the half-crazed idiots unable to prevent my breakout. Furthermore, I had received more benefits from taking resources away from the Malus members, such as territory, captives, and all the equipment I had pillaged.
According to the notifications, the Stellar Council had promoted me to the rank High Captain, whatever that was, and further recognized me as a notable leader of my faction. My base of operations was listed as well, including details like the number of inhabitants living there as well as the resources my territory was generating.
“Holy heck,” I said out loud. “Hey, Via, remember that Stellar War thing I told you about?”
“Yeah?” she spoke up, opening her eyes again. “That thing where people you haven’t met pay you to kill the people from your world that you also already wanted to kill? I need to ask you how I can sign up for that as well.”
“According to the notes here, you signed up as soon as you joined my mindlink,” I told her, still scrolling through at least a hundred notifications. “You were credited as part of my faction when we killed the jerk on the Horde ship, and you also got credit as an ‘allied native’ when you finished off that Malus ship.”
“I did?” she asked brightly. “Do I maybe get free stuff as well? Or did I just make you look like you were some kind of amazing leader that deserves all the credit instead?” she added darkly.
“You get free stuff,” I said quickly, not mentioning that I did, in fact, get benefits for what she did as part of my team. “I’m sure of it. Check your version of the mindscreen.”
She blinked and began staring off into the distance. A moment later, she shouted happily.
“Aha! You are right. Therefore, I am not mad.” She went back to staring off into the distance, looking pensive and muttering to herself. I caught phrases like ‘good deal’ or ‘can do better than that.’
I left her to handle her own shopping and returned to browsing my own options. Most of it was suspiciously basic. I suspected the Stellar Council didn’t want to give away anything too good. I could have ordered a couple thousand more militia spears, or rations, or basic clothing, but these were all resources that my faction was beginning to create on their own, and it wouldn’t help me right this minute anyway. I did find a number of higher quality items at the back, but none of them were on the same level as the tribute I had received from the Woadfolk and Avalonians. The only possible exception was the mace I had also gained from this place, and even that still felt like a waste of credit. But apparently my rank as High Captain wasn’t high enough to unlock the really good stuff, and those items, again, were only a little better than the looted items I had gained from the Malus members and the Hoarfolk, and not anywhere near the level of a weapon like Toirneach, Shard, or Breaker. Even the suit of ‘High Captain’s platemail’ still wasn’t as good as the layered armor I was currently wearing. I suspected that was intentional as well.
“Stingy bunch, aren’t they?” Via muttered as she examined her own invisible list. “Can’t help but think they’re trying to cheat me.”
“I hear you,” I answered, giving up on getting better weapons and armor. I did see a couple of magic carrying bags, but even the best one would eat up most of my credit and still only come halfway to the limit of Breaker’s storage space. I gave up on personal items altogether and just scrolled down to find anything regarding the mindlink.
That was a much more encouraging experience. In the first place, I found that the range would increase automatically due to my new rank, but the systems protocol had prevented the upgrade from occurring until I read all of my current messages. As far as I could tell, said protocol had triggered when the genetic bombs the council had crafted kept failing to go off inside my body. Their failure to kill me has somehow caused a backlog in all the automatic Stellar War upgrades, and I hadn’t caught them because I had stopped trusting the Council enough to pay attention to them at all.
But now that I was High Captain rank, and a more powerful leader in my faction, my range for the mindlink was well over a hundred miles. That made me both immensely happy and mad that I had not checked for these details sooner, but I still held off on activating the upgrade. The mindlink was an incredibly powerful tool, but it was supposedly given to me by the same people who had betrayed my entire race, locked a hostile Cosmic Wyrm inside my planet, sponsored the invasions of planets friendly to us, tampered with my people’s genes to try and limit our potential as much as possible, tampered with my own mind directly to the point of nearly killing me several times, completely squandered all the progress and wealth my people had achieved for the rest of the Expanse, and finally, hired the creepiest, most abusive, most sadistic freak of a monster I had ever seen, to do all sorts of horrible things to the little girl that had grown up into the woman I loved, and had scheduled those things to happen to her even before she was born.
So, fuck those guys. I shouldn’t touch any tool they gave me without a ten foot pole and every other precaution possible. And since the mindlink was already in my head, I needed to figure out a way to limit any backdoor access it might secretly be giving those assholes to my mind. Even if that was impossible, it would be irresponsible of me not to check.
I switched back to the requisition pages, searching for anything that affected my ability to communicate with the Council itself. To my pleased astonishment, I actually found something: a whole list of ‘nonsanctioned’ upgrades. These were located on a special page of my mindscreen, and were the least noticeable, stuck at the very back of all the other information regarding upgrades for Stellar War. When I opened the page, it came with a special warning.
CAUTION: The Stellar War Participant is viewing a page regarding items that the Council has been forced to offer under protest, based on agreements made with Starsown and Earthborn contractors of the previous Stellar War. The Participant should be advised that these items will be inferior in quality and utility to the other awards that the Stellar Council has painstakenly created for the Participant’s use. It is entirely possible that the Participant has arrived on this page by accident, and will not wish to visit this page in the future. Would the Participant like to disable access to this page? Please select Yes, so that the Participant may have more time to view and select the Council’s sponsored upgrades.
No, I said firmly. Retain access to unsanctioned upgrades. Disregard further warnings concerning said page.
CAUTION: Participant, are you sure you still wish to view these items? Stellar War is extremely dangerous, and the Council wishes to confirm your desire to spend time and resources examining these potentially useless, and dangerous, unsanctioned items, instead of the ones tested, approved, and directly recommended by the Council itself?
Display Items, I commanded. Disregard further warnings concerning my decision to disregard the Council’s warnings regarding the unsanctioned items.
Processing, the automated message replied. Please hold while the system examines your request.
So help me flying spaghetti monsters, whatever the Council used to create this system began playing hold music to my inner ear. The tune was some kind of barbaric cross between several genres of whatever music existed in that forgotten age, and my best guess was that they were probably taking pieces of individual songs and combining them together to form the most grating, infuriating tune possible.
I chuckled, muted the audio option on my mindscreen, and thought about how much I’d enjoy burning this jackass farce of a government to the ground, after I had taken care of all my other enemies. In the meantime, I was pretty confident. This information had to be valuable, or they wouldn’t be so afraid of me accessing it. And if they really could prevent me from claiming it, they would have just locked me out, instead of trying to make me lose my temper and give up. Unfortunately, I had literally nothing else to do right now, but wait for them to give up on obstructing me. My patience proved to be justified. A mere fifteen minutes later, and my mindscreen updated with new information.
The system has successfully processed your request, and determined that the best way to handle your query is to escalate your concerns to a representative. Hello Participant, my name is… a brief delay occurred, as if my mindscreen was loading a more cumbersome algorithm.
… Ro’sharak Johnson, and I want to assure you that I’m a real individual, one very familiar with your home planet (and a frequent tourist there, in fact) because the Stellar Council takes the concerns of all Stellar War Participants very seriously. Let me just take a moment to thank you for all of your service on behalf of the Expanse. Because we, the Stellar Council, and myself, personally, a real individual, have so much gratitude for the work you do, as well as a deeply personal concern for your specific wellbeing, we’re prepared to offer you a special service to convince you not to take substandard requisitions from our competitors—ERROR. Correction loading. Please wait one moment, the mindscreen paused again, much the way old computers from my grandparents’ era might have once done. Correction complete. Hi, are you still there? It’s… another brief pause. Oblicky Jackson again, I’m back. Sorry about that, I made a mistake back there and froze up the spell system. But I guess that just helps you believe I’m a real person then, huh? Ha-ha...ha. Anyways I made a mistake and said ‘competitors’ when I really meant to say ‘third party allied members of the current Stellar War.’ Easy mistake to make, but I’ll make sure it won’t happen again, because I value your service and want to make this the best experience you have today. Now, back to the very special service offer I was talking about. First, I’m going to take a moment to explain why we’re concerned. You see, Participant, the Stellar Council has actually been the most successful governing body in the Expanse since long before your planet’s recorded history began. They have more experience in running the galaxy than any other government you’ve ever heard of, and that includes running Stellar War. In fact, I can say with all sincerity that the Stellar Council was the governing body overseeing the last Stellar War, and their management of that war was the main reason civilized races such as your own enjoy such safety and prosperity today. Experience counts, Participant, and believe me, we’ve put our experience to good use in determining what will best meet your requisition needs for Stellar War. And we’re not afraid to prove it, either. For that reason, I’m prepared to make you a one-time discount on the following select items: LOADING…
I waited again, crossing my arms and waiting for the other shoe to drop. A few feet away, Via suddenly started to scream.
“Damelo, Pendejos! Damelo! Dame mis cosas, o voy a poner mi bota en sus culos!”
She turned and looked at me. “Sorry. I did not mean you that time.”
“I know,” I said as I smiled at her. “The trick is to not let them get you angry. They’re doing it on purpose to make you so frustrated, you’ll give up.”
She turned her head to stare at me.
“How do you know that?”
“It’s not that rare a strategy back on Earth. These days, pretty much everybody knows about it by the time they’re thirteen. You just gotta be patient and wait for them to crack.”
The tan Satellite kept staring at me in disbelief.
“If you all know how to handle it, why would anyone keep trying to use that same trick? Or did they stop?”
“Oh, none of the really big companies will ever stop using it,” I said with a shrug. “As far as I can tell, most of them believe that it’s a cheaper alternative to giving us things we actually want.”
Via still looked at me like I was a crazy person, but she took a deep breath and swiped her hand across whatever option her mindscreen was displaying to her. She waited for a few moments, still staring at me, then repeated her swipe. After a few moments, her eyes grew even wider.
“It’s working,” she said, still staring at me. “They’re finally giving me one of the things I want. Why is your crazy advice working?”
“Worry about it after you finish your purchases,” I said with another shrug. Then my own mindscreen finished updating, and I turned my attention back to avoiding whatever scam the bastards were currently offering me.
Participant’s load is complete. Your service rep, a real person, has thoroughly researched your buying history and is offering your discounts on the following items. Keep in mind that said discount is only available for a single purchase of any item and that said discount cannot be combined with other offers. 50% discount on the requisition price of item: Militia spear. 25% discount on the requisition price of item: bedroll. 10% discount on the requisition of item: Council Appreciation Badge (note: popular item)...
Discount offer rejected, I sent, finally getting the option to reply. Load the damned page.
I’m sorry to see that you didn’t like my offer, Participant, the totally real person told my mindscreen. Let me make one final offer before I comply with your request. Did you know that, for a generous exchange ratio of 100 to 1, the Stellar Council will accept physical resources from your planet in place of requisition points?
That actually wasn’t the final offer. I also wound up rejecting a supposedly low interest general loan, a supposedly exclusive line of credit, a subscription to a magazine I had never heard of, but would probably now start receiving from now until the day I died anyway, whether I ever paid for it or not, and finally, the extremely exclusive opportunity to purchase real estate on an undisclosed location of an undisclosed asteroid, that was part of a star system they would give me the name of as soon as I committed to purchasing it. That offer proved to be the last line of defense, because after I rejected it, the newly named Raiklin Jones, a totally real person, stopped obstructing me and proceeded to load the page into my mindscreen. Via started jumping up and down, clapping happily.
“I did it, Wes!” she shouted. “It worked! They gave up on all of their stupid tricks! I got all of the things I wanted, and none of the things they tried to make me buy! Thank you!” Then she looked puzzled, reading another line visible only to her. “They are asking for me to leave a survey, though. Is that a trap? Or can I really tell them what I think of their so-called customer service?”
“It should be safe as long as they don’t ask you to leave behind any personal information,” I told her.
“Will it really make them change, though?” she asked with a raised eyebrow. “If I tell them how horrible everything was?”
“Probably not,” I admitted. “I doubt they’ll even read them, to be honest. Especially since our reps were quote ‘totally real people,’ end of quote, so they’re not going to bother firing them. I’m pretty sure they never knew the reason they were making surveys to begin with.”
“That whole thing was so weird,” she told me. “Do all of the merchants on your world use sneaky robot-people to sell everything?”
“No, and the ones that do make the Stellar Council look like amateurs. But my own options finally loaded, so I’m going to have to take a moment to look at them.”
I turned my attention back to my mindscreen, dismissing one last final warning stating that the Council does not approve of any of the unsubstantiated claims made by any third party vendors, and that any defamatory statement I might read regarding the Council has already been looked into at length and conclusively refuted by a literal mountain of hard evidence. With that out of the way, I began to scan the items available. Items that the Stellar Council’s requisition office had thoroughly insisted were worse purchases than the economy-grade militia spears and bedrolls, both of which were ‘definitely not made by the lowest bidder.’
That was really on the nose, but I guess when someone has a monopoly for long enough, they forget how to run the conniving scams that worked so well for them in the beginning.
The first thing I looked for was something to ‘Council-proof’ my mindlink. That item was listed at the very top, and for free. It had apparently been made by users of the previous mindlinks, specifically by Earthborn veterans of the last Stellar War. When I selected the item, I received a notice that it was not compatible with my current mindlink. I shrugged, scrolled down to the very next item on the list, and purchased the “Council-counter patch’ which was also available for free.
The Challenger has refined a tool to be more efficient regarding his mental facilities, my mindscreen informed me. His Intelligence and Wisdom have both increased by 5 points. Fellow users of said tool will also receive improvements to their own facilities.
“Oh wow,” Via said, blinking again. “Did you just do that?”
I nodded, as the Well of Atlantis began speaking to me next.
Confirming that patient’s new upgrade is beneficial in nature and safe to use. Atlantis will make efforts to ensure said upgrade produces maximum possible benefit.
Fantastic, I thought back, then went ahead and activated the full mindlink.
The first change I noticed was that the new mindlink felt more relaxing to use. I always felt a faint strain in my mind when I used the old one, as if there was some kind of leak that my brain was constantly having to plug. With this one, it felt like the leak had been fixed. The rest of the changes went by in a blur, though, as the rest of my team immediately loaded into the new mindlink.
Wes? Via? Wes! Breena shouted in a mercilessly loud voice. Via! Everybody! I think I found Wes and Via!
You did? Val sent next. Where is he? Is he in danger?
Nope, I answered, wincing a little at my fairy and my sister’s enthusiasm. Hi, everyone. Via and I are safe.
I was now able to get an exact measurement of the distance they were away from me, down to the inch or centimeter. I was also able to get an exact reading on their vital guards, stamina, and mana pools. I breathed a sigh of relief when I realized everyone was healthy. Their Stamina and Mana pools had depleted a good bit, probably reflecting their efforts to look for me.
Are you guys still at sea? I asked.
Of course we’re still at sea! Breena complained. You disappear fighting one of the strongest monsters I’ve ever seen you face, and you expect us all to go ‘Eh, Wes’ll be fine. He’ll probably just get knocked unconscious again, but this time, it’ll be in the middle of the ocean! Let’s all just go back to bed!’
Full disclosure, Eadric sent next. At least three of us argued to do exactly that.
Indeed, Karim intoned. Said argument was witnessed in script…
Witnessed in song, Weylin said next.
Witnessed in— Eadric began.
Oh, fuck you guys, I interrupted. And we’ve been over this. I do not get knocked unconscious every fight.
Why are you being defensive? Via butted in. You traded blows with a foe so powerful that legends of it reach all the way to your own world! Of course you got knocked unconscious! It was a miracle you survived at all, let alone were victorious! This was a battle for the ages!
She’s right, brothers, Eadric spoke up again. It’s our duty to record the battle properly. So take note of her words: our hero took a single blow before he went down like a little bitch.
Right, we’re done here, I told everyone, because they wouldn’t stop until they knew they had gotten to me. You should be able to tell our distance and direction easily now. We’ve also lit a fire to help you find us. I’m going to go back to bed.
With that, I broke off the mindlink. Via tilted her head as she looked at me.
“Are you really going back to bed?” she asked. “I am not always sure when you are sarcastic.”
“I was, in fact, being sarcastic,” I told her as kindly as I could. “Some of my friends are best handled in small doses whenever possible.”
“I believe you,” she said, smiling and trying not to laugh. “But I think they were maybe hiding their concern for you with their jokes.”
“Yeah, you’re right,” I said, relaxing a bit. “Thanks for the reminder.”
“I will talk to Breena for a bit, if you do not mind,” she said next.
“I do not,” I sighed. “And the fact that a powerful woman such as yourself feels the need to ask my permission just to talk to her other body makes me very nervous. Is there some cultural rule I’m missing here?”
“Ah,” she said, suddenly understanding. “No so much. But this mindlink came from you, so right now I am thinking it is polite that I ask for your permission to use it for personal reasons. If I am nice to you, you will continue to let me use your ships and baths and other toys, yes?” she asked with a grin.
“That makes much more sense,” I said with a somewhat nervous smile. “Sorry I reacted badly to your good intentions.”
“Esta bien. Rest assured, though. I am fully confident that I can beat you up and take your nice things. I am just waiting to make sure I see them all first, in case you are still hiding one.”
I laughed and told myself she was joking. Then I scanned the rest of the items available. They turned out to be mainly two things: information, and resources. The information was all free, and like the mindlink upgrade, it was all initially incompatible until I purchased a free patch next to it. I didn’t have time to go through all of it in detail, because there were some other items I wanted to look at as well, but it seemed to have a good bit to deal with protecting myself, and any particular worlds I was fighting for, from certain actions that the Council might perform in the future. It looked to be extremely useful, and I wanted to examine it all after dealing with the remaining Tumults in this world.
The resources seemed to be materials, tools, and schematics for crafting various items. There was another small note explaining that the Stellar Council had a lockdown on most items, so there were means to make new ones as a workaround. I identified a half-dozen items that I purchased before my funding ran out.
Because I am not ready yet, Breena! Via suddenly sent to me. I am not Merada! This will take time!
Via and I both went very still at the same time.
You heard nothing, Wes, she sent quickly. Absolutely nothing. I mean… we’ll talk later.
Fine, I allowed. Say, I said next, what did you get with your Stellar War credit?
Ah! She said, getting excited again. Hold on, Breena, I mean... you heard nothing... again. She silently closed her eyes, and then began to summon items out of thin air. I wondered if that was how it looked when I did my own item magic.
“I was so mad when they tried to keep me from buying this, but look!” A two-piece brown leather suit containing pants and a long-sleeved jerkin that opened slightly at the front. “It will ward off blows, but does not weigh dozens and dozens of pounds like your own impractical protection! No offense,” she said quickly, and insincerely. “It will also be useful at sea, keeping me warm in the water and cool out in the hot sun! It will even work to help me swim and work Water Magic!”
“That’s amazing,” I exclaimed. “How did you manage to find something like that?”
“You were somewhat wrong about losing my temper. I found that if I got angry without giving up, they got more apologetic to me. Especially when I kept insisting that I was not talking to a real-enough person when I complained. Then they practically gave me the outfit for free! The only problem is that it is much tighter than my normal clothing.”
“Yeah.”
“What do you mean? You are not even looking at it right now.”
“Nope,” I said, carefully watching the horizon. “I, uh, looked at it earlier. You look great. Really.”
Your rules are really dumb, Teeth said.
Shut up, Mr. Harassment At the Workplace. “What else did you get?” I asked next, moving the conversation onward.
“Yes! The next thing!” Via said happily. “They gave me a scarf as well! It will help my Water Breath spells last even longer now, and let me work magic under the water more easily as well! I am thinking they gave this to me because it will have to go tight around my mouth and stop me from complaining, but the joke is still on them! Because now I can talk with just my mind, no?”
“Very true,” I noted, wondering just how she was able to find so many useful items that I didn’t even notice. Maybe it was from some special ‘allied native’ page? But I decided it didn’t matter, because I could breathe underwater now anyway.
“Also, I still had enough left to get this magical bag, that stores things like your magical sword!” She said gesturing to a small pouch fastened to her belt. But then frowned. “Except mine is broken, because it did not come with its own magical bath, like your sword did. I have been cheated there. But they let me have some books, when I complained there was no magic bath in my bag. So I am content.”
“Um, Via?” I spoke up. “My sword didn’t come with a bath either, remember?”
“Si,” she said with a smile. “I do remember. That is why I complained so much.”
Deep inside me, fear and respect began warring over the beautiful, terrifying woman, before forging an alliance and deciding that the whole thing just made her more attractive.
“Anyway,” she continued. “We need to decide what we are doing next, now that your people are coming.” So we should talk in the mindlink now, and involve them.
“Yeah,” I replied, as several voices chimed in mental agreement. The only idea I really have left is a crazy one.
Does it involve following the monster back to its lair, and attacking it while it is wounded? Gabin said from the mindlink. Because that may not be crazy, per se. Just very dangerous.
You got me, I admitted. It involves following the monster back to its lair, and attacking it while it is wounded. I take it you saw the direction the thing retreated toward?
We did, Gabin and several others said at once. It didn’t vanish without a trace, like it had before, when it ravaged that island. This time, the dark cloud rolled away in a single direction. Toward where Atlantis lies.
I figured that would be the case, I sent with a sigh. I also figured you would protest more, given that Atlantis was sealed in order to contain the power that ended your civilization.
And the seal is clearly no longer working, Gabin sent flatly. My crew and I have two choices. Either we bury our heads in the sand and pretend that the problem will not continue to get worse, that the Flood will not spread to other worlds— for a second time, as it has already invaded Avalon once—or we travel with our new Planetary Lord, the only combatant to have thwarted it before, battle by his side, and do what we can to save the remnants of this world as well as the others that connect to it. The first choice is not safer, only more fearful.
That was right, I remembered. The Atlanteans had picked the captain for my ship with the knowledge that I would be sailing into this world for the sole purpose of saving it.
Their world, in fact. And they wanted it back.
You are a Planetary Lord and an Earthborn, Gabin continued. I know now that those things no longer carry the same weight in the Expanse that they once did, but the fact remains that you wield both the Soulcurrent and two pieces of the chief weapon of Avalon, that which the Ancients called the Blade of the Destroyer God. You have driven off the Flood with one and wounded the raging sea demon with the other. If you do not win here, if you shrink from the peril or fall in battle, then the Flood or the beast it has altered will spread from this world to the Pathways. For all we know, either could do so at any time. The least dangerous course of action is to throw all our might behind your own and seek the most complete victory possible. The most certain path to defeat is to do anything else.
Right, I said through the mindlink. That’s one vote, plus said vote’s crew, in support of my plan. Though the word ‘plan’ might be overly generous at this stage. Does anyone else notice a single crippling flaw in this strategy that would invalidate it and force us to think of a different route?
Is there even a different route? Val asked. Because this is kind of what you did on the last planet, isn’t it? Sneak or barge your way into the headquarters, and kill the final boss?
That’s actually not that rare for Challengers dealing with Tumults, Breena muttered. Though your brother’s currently the only one who ripped a castle through the floor of another castle to pull it off. So feel proud about that.
No, Val said firmly. I will not.
I knew I liked you, my bonded traitor said happily.
The Testifiers unsurprisingly grunted in agreement. I resolved to do the castle trick again  on them personally, probably one day when they would all be on vacation and had forgotten about me. Breyn spoke up next, actually offering another idea instead of my own.
What if we waited for more help from Avalon? He asked. They are repairing the ships back at the dock, aren’t they? What if we attacked the Nuckelavee and the Flood with a fleet of glyph ships instead?
It would take several months of this world’s time before they will have repaired a single ship enough to be able to help us, Gabin insisted. I do not know exactly how much time this world has left, but from what I have now seen, I know that this world will not last beyond its next full moon. We are this world’s only aid. And the Lord Challenger is our mightiest weapon.
But not our only one, I replied firmly. Breena, your new light magic was enough to drive away the Nuckelavee’s Flood-powered mist. And Via, you’ve outmaneuvered the Nuckelavee long before I showed up, as well as landed the blow that drove it away when we fought it together.
That’s true, the perfectly-bronzed Satellite said, a look of surprise flashing across her face. She turned and looked at me.
“You didn’t have to do that,” she whispered. “Those men are going to write stories of that battle. You just gave me credit for landing the winning strike.”
“I’m aware of that,” I said with a firm nod. “That was kind of the point.”
What do you think, Via? I said slowly, to give her a moment to process our conversation carrying over to the mindlink. You have the most experience with this world, as well as the Nuckelavee itself. It’s also your world, so I’m requesting your advice and approval for this plan.
“Advice and approval?” she whispered, using her actual voice instead of the mindlink. “What are you talking about? They just called you a Planetary Lord, and I am aware of what that means! Why are you acting like that does not outrank a Starsown’s Satellite, and in front of your own people, no less?”
“Because your position isn’t going away, no matter how many fancy titles I continue to gain,” I stated seriously. “Do you really think this world—and myself, for that matter—will stop needing your knowledge? Your talents? Your insight? Via, having you at my side is literally the difference between victory and defeat, and before you disagree with me, think back to the fact that you drove the Nuckelavee away while I was lying on the bottom of your boat, bleeding and poisoned.”
She flinched at my words. I didn’t know why. I’d have to figure out if I had offended her, but right now I desperately needed her insight.
“Fine,” she grumbled after a moment. “We’ll play whatever game this is. Confusing moron.” She tossed her hair imperiously, and addressed everyone through the mindlink.
I, Dona Via of the Sun-Jeweled Seas, hereby give my blessing to the Challenger, and Planetary Lord’s, plan. I had come to the same conclusions that he and Captain Gabin have. My world has no more time to wait for aid. The Icons of my world are gone, and my people are vanishing, island by island. Even if I accept your gracious earlier proposal to evacuate the survivors of my world, far too many will not have enough time to be saved, and the Pathways of this world will fall to our new enemy. I thank the Challenger, and you, his retinue, for your willingness to risk your lives on this best of all desperate plans.
Then she lowered her head, peeking at me through the curly hair draping over her face, and probably looking far more sultry then she meant to.
“There,” she said fiercely. “Your little meeting is all formal and lofty now. Take that, Mr. Hero.”
“Um, thank you?” I said cautiously, and judging by her expression, it was the wrong thing to say.
I respect and appreciate the feedback of the Satellite of the Sun-Jeweled Seas, I sent to the group, projecting my sincerity directly to Via over the mindlink, and finding it to be surprisingly more difficult to do than before. Speaking of Satellites, Breena, you have more experience with Tumults than any of us. I’ve waited far too long to ask your opinion on this. What are your thoughts?
My thoughts are that you are trying to be respectful, but you know perfectly well that I would have spoken up by now if you were missing a better and more obvious solution to this. You’re right. It’s best to go in there right now, give that monster less time to heal, and the Flood less time to break free on its own.
Okay then, I sent to the group. We’ll wait for you guys to get here, take a moment to get ready, then we’ll make straight for the ruins of Atlantis. We’ll know more of what to do when we get there. Gabin, your people can breathe under the ocean. Can this miracle ship of ours submerge somehow?
It will take most of the power in our glyphs, but yes, he confirmed. We’d also have to fix the sails and cast water-breathing magic on your retinue.
Perfect. Hopefully we won’t need it. Meeting adjourned. If anyone else has any other questions, message me through the mindlink or wait till we rendezvous. I’ll see everyone when you get here.
With the impromptu battle council concluded, I turned to Via, and realized I had no idea what to say to her right now. I couldn’t read the expression on her face, but I guessed that she was unhappy. I took another stab at saying something appropriate.
“I think I’ve offended you, and I want you to know that was an accident. I was trying to respect your position and opinions, and I’m sorry if I screwed that up.”
“No, you didn’t,” she whispered, not looking at me. “You weren’t trying to do that. You were trying to make me feel certain things.”
“What?” I asked, trying not to sound too oblivious. But she was already walking away.
Let her go, the reasonable part of my mind said. She’ll explain herself when she’s ready.
So I stood there and felt like an idiot for about thirty seconds. Then Stell’s Satellite walked back over to me.
“I want to talk to you,” she said in a serious voice. “I have been wanting to talk to you for some time, but since we are trying to save my world, none of the times before have felt right. But now you are making us go to the bottom of the ocean and fight more monsters, and I am realizing that there are no right times to talk. So we will talk now.”
I nodded to her, still listening.
“I know you will not understand this, because none of the people here really understand, and they have lived with me for generations. Even the Icons did not fully understand. But I will explain anyway. I am a woman who is part of another woman. You have heard that. You think you know what that means, like everyone else does. But you do not. Because I am part of another woman, I feel what she feels. But you see, there are other women who are also part of that first woman, and so we all feel a bit of what each other feels. We have learned to do that well. We do not all get tired at the same time, because of practice, and we do not all get hurt in battle at the same time, because of practice. But we have not been allowed to practice everything,” she added bitterly. “So when Merada began touching you, and you began touching her back, we all started feeling new things. Not as strongly as she did, but for a brief moment, we all felt it nonetheless. And none of us knew what to do about it, except listen to our main body when she told us to be careful around you. But you are not letting me be careful!” she shouted at me. “You are treating me too well! You are making me laugh, and giving me nice things, and taking care of me when I am tired, and respecting me in front of others! And I do not even know if you are doing it all on purpose! So how am I supposed to be careful around the handsome and goofy man that is treating me so well? Tell me!”
She finished in a huff, breathing heavily as she stared at me. I tried to figure out how the hell I should respond to all that. “I’m sorry” sounding like a bad call right now.
I gave up on figuring out the smart thing to say.
“I have no interest in helping you be careful,” I said bluntly. “You are an attractive, amazing part of a woman that I respect, admire, and love. I have been making that as clear as I can, while still putting most of my focus on saving your world. Your feelings are reciprocated, and in fact, my own probably predate yours. I’m not apologizing for that.”
Once again, she spent time staring at me instead of saying anything. Then she clenched her fists, stomped her foot, and shouted at me.
“Idiot! That was the right thing to say!”
Then she stormed off in another huff.
Wait, Teeth suddenly spoke. I’m confused. Did you screw up again, or not?
I didn’t answer him. Instead, I turned my attention to the signal fire, frustrated over all the tension I was still feeling. Her swaying departure in that new outfit wasn’t helping things, either.
Say, do you think we can get an outfit like that for Merada and—
Damn it, Teeth! I snapped. Where did the mute button go in my brain?
More footsteps pounded behind me, announcing the frustratingly beautiful woman’s return.
“I have nothing else to do right now,” the tan Satellite announced. “You have cheated by packing up the magic bath. So you have won. I give up. You and I will explore this thing called romance, this thing that scares my primary body so much, and that they make look so easy in your world’s movies. But know that I am not Merada. I mean—” she huffed in frustration, then blew out another sigh. “I mean, I am Merada. But I am also not willing to move things forward as fast as she is. We will not undress each other before saving this world. Verdad? Do you comprehend?”
“Yes. I understand and accept,” I told her, even as Teeth bitched in the background. “I already promised Stell, your primary body, that I would take my romance with her slowly anyway.”
“What?” Via said, blinking. “What do you mean?”
“I mean exactly that,” I told her patiently, not understanding her confusion. “We agreed that we’d progress this courtship gradually, so that she’d have time to give me signs she was ready for the next step. That’s the man’s role, anyway. To make sure the woman feels safe and comfortable before either of them initiate a deeper level of intimacy.”
“That’s…” Via stammered. “That’s not right. I mean, it is,” she added quickly. “I mean it sounds very right. But that’s not what Stell told me when I saw her last.”
Silence grappled with my patience for a moment.
“What?” I asked flatly.
“She…” Via was still stammering, looking more and more uncomfortable as she spoke. “She said that she was going to be patient with you, to give you time to get your emotions under control, because you had been through a lot and hadn’t had time to realize what you had committed to. That eventually you’d realize how dangerous this would be for you, and this way, you’d be able to graciously back out.”
“She did?” I asked flatly. “She said exactly that? Word for word?”
I had begun looming over the shorter woman without realizing it, and she took a step backward, possibly without realizing it as well. I breathed hard through my nose and backed away, lowering my head in apology. Then it was my turn to stomp away in a huff.
Breena? I sent to the piece of Stell I knew the best.
Yes, Wes? Breena sent back. Through the mindlink and my familiar bond, I felt a tumble of excited emotions. She was glad I was spending time alone with Via. She wanted to know what I thought of her, whether or not I liked this piece of Stell, and what we were currently doing together. But she didn’t want to ruin anything by being nosy.
I just had a talk with Via, I sent, my own thoughts a jumbled mess, too jumbled for me to be comfortable sharing through our link. I throttled them as tightly as possible, not wanting to project anger at another part of Stell, one that seemed like she didn’t have anything to do with the part that hurt me. I need you to do me a favor, I decided to say.
Anything, she sent back to me. Anything I can do to help you. Really.
Still hope. Still excitement. She had no idea what her primary body had done behind my back.
If you see Stell before I do, I sent to her, tell her that she and I need to have a really big fight.
Then I went full asshole, and broke off the conversation without giving any further explanation or clues to my mood.
I now had several hours to kill. I could go back to running the fire, just sulk, or go back and talk to the Satellite of the alien goddess hellbent on friendzoning me in the stupidest way possible. I took a moment to remind myself that she was currently also running for her life from an obsessive monstrosity that had been terrifying her since her early childhood, and had destroyed every single one of her closest relationships. Her feelings had apparently taken her by surprise as badly as they had taken me, and she had no idea how to deal with them.
I told myself all of that, and felt like I was just being an idiot that was making excuses for a girl I should stop wasting my time on. Then I immediately felt like a cold-hearted jerk for not being more patient with the only woman who had even bothered to try to help me fix my mind and legs, and had pulled me away from all of my own crazy fears.
“Wes?” Via’s accented voice said from behind me. And what the hell is up with that? I snarled to myself. Why does a woman who wants to be ‘just friends’ keep giving herself sexy accents when she talks to me?
“Wes, don’t go,” the Satellite said to me. “Please don’t leave.”
I sighed as I turned to face her.
“I am not abandoning your world to die, Via,” I told her. “Not over something like this. The plan for this last Tumult remains the same.”
“No,” she told me next. “I mean, don’t leave me. This part of me,” she gestured to herself. “And the other parts of me that are brave enough to risk wanting you. Please. I’m sorry. Forgive me for my brokenness.”
My own brokenness warred with her words.
It was random, but I began remembering one of my father’s own fights with my mother. I remembered the day I caught them fighting for the first time, realizing the two heroes in my world were angry with each other, and when they walked away from each other I found my dad and asked him if they were getting a divorce. He laughed and shook his head, pulling me into a hug, explaining that love wasn’t easy, and never would be, as long as people stayed imperfect. But just because it was hard and imperfect didn’t change the fact that it was worth the risk. Dad was still going to stay with my mother, he said, because she was still the woman he wanted, even though it was hard to see right now.
I had to make that same decision, I realized.
It was Stell’s job to figure out what she wanted, and to stop changing her mind so much about it.
But it was my job to decide what I wanted to do. And that needed to be more important to me than anyone else’s needs, otherwise I’d spend the rest of my life regretting whatever choice I made.
Crown her,
a voice whispered in my mind. And write accepting love on her arms.
My own heart repeated the message. I stepped forward and took Via’s hands in my own.
“I am going to keep risking loving you,” I told her. “All of you. On one condition: you turn around and do the same, when I screw up and hurt you, too.”
She bit her lip and nodded. Then she leaned into me, pressing her forehead against mine. We both took a moment to breathe, to wrestle our emotions under control, as the fire burned some distance behind us. Then Via put her arms around my waist and hugged me.
“Thank you,” she told me. “Whatever happens, and whatever you believe, you didn’t have to do any of this. I will never forget that. No matter what else happens.”
I didn’t argue back. I just put my own arms around the beautiful woman and accepted this side of her, and chose to trust that this part of her would win out against the part that kept panicking and drawing away from me.
And until her own inner battle was over, I would do my best to write love on the arms of the Steward of Avalon.




Chapter 20: Against the Depths



We spent the rest of our time running final checks on our gear. Via adjusted her new armor to fit better, tinkered with her bag, and began writing scripts and performing Shaping rituals over a host of various objects. She asked if I had a backup weapon, in case her whip didn’t work on something. Most of my magical equipment had already bonded to me, but I gave her a spare mace and short sword that I had been carrying in my storage compartment. For my part, I went over the items and books I had received. Most of the resources and schematics would just be things I would use either back at the Shelter or at the worlds I had liberated, such as new forges and other equipment. The books and records were worth another look. Especially when I realized that some of the records described events and battles that had occurred at the same locations my father had described to me in his last dream.
They also talked about projected bodies, and the role they had played in the previous Stellar War. The Starsown had played a role in that war as well, where certain representatives of their race had been used to project bodies out to the locations that the Stellar Council had designated for battle. The Council had forced the Starsown representatives to swear an oath of secrecy that had been even more binding than what I had extracted from Virtus, and was so restrictive that they would not even be able to record the event for their descendants. For whatever reason, the Council had tried to make knowledge of the last Stellar War die out. They had failed to extract a similar oath from the soldiers who had taken part in that war, and that was just as big a mystery to me. The information was pretty dense, though. I didn’t know how much of it was still relevant, and I didn’t really know where to begin, because each section I tried to start with just produced a dozen different questions.
So with not much else to do, I just skimmed through the records, until I came across a description of ancient monsters, and found a reference to the Flood.
The veterans of the last Stellar War hadn’t just chosen to share records of the war itself. The Earthborn and other warriors had chosen to log records of other battles as well. I had cursed myself for not finding this section sooner, because this information was priceless. I could be facing the creatures described here in any of the next worlds. Or they could be buried at the bottom of Avalon, like the other rare monstrosities I had already encountered. But by sheer luck, one of the first references had described the encounter of a dark mass of amorphous creatures and the strange black mist they emitted. The entities had proven almost impossible to fight, as they simply did not follow the rules of reality. They would cause those whom they encountered to either go mad, disappear, or both. And they were especially attracted to sources of knowledge. Any library, museum, school or other source of data encountered by the entity was targeted first, and would disappear without a trace whenever the entity itself left the location. Experts of any field were targeted with the same intensity.
The Flood reacted differently to Descended monsters it encountered, however. Those were either killed by the Flood’s poisoned mist, or altered in such a fashion that those it preyed on became the Flood’s prey as well, meaning they were somehow delivered to the Flood instead of being devoured by the altered monster. Said monsters would always have a layer of the Flood’s mist warding their bodies.
As best as the veterans could tell, the entity was a tiny portion of a larger one that was no longer present. I didn’t know how they came to that conclusion, but they clearly hung on to the hope that if the Flood had been beaten once before, they could beat it again. The Earthborn veterans had found partial success against the monster by using the Soulcurrent, but like my own experience with Cavus, it had only been enough to drive the monstrosity away. I made a note of that, as well as the fact that the Earthborn apparently had access to the Soulcurrent at that point of their history, and had possessed it long enough to make casual mentions of its use and assume that the reader would understand what it was whenever they mentioned it.
At any rate, the war against the entity had come to a turning point after the actions of one Earthborn combat medic during a battle with it. She had been a first responder to a teaching hospital that the entity had attacked, and had been forced to use the Soulcurrent to save the lives of two very young children who had been injured when they and their parents had tried to flee from the entity. Instead of attacking the entity, she had used the power strictly to treat the children’s injuries, spending a portion of herself to save their lives. She had been forced to confront the Flood organism shortly after, and the Flood itself had been unable to affect her. She had wound up destroying it utterly, by chasing it into a source of light magic, one that put out light on the same level as her Soulcurrent.
Upon the entity’s death, the objects and people devoured by it had returned to their former states, just like the Atlanteans on Avalon had. That was the best news, really. So far, every known instance of the Flood showed that those devoured by it could still be rescued. Which meant that Via’s world still might have a chance to grow into something other than the depopulated wasteland it had gradually become. Furthermore, the altered monsters would lose the power and protection of the mist, which usually led to them be killed easily.
At any rate, I now had a plan for confronting the Flood and the Nuckelavee, and for saving Via’s world. It was nice to feel hopeful and actually have evidence to back it up for a change.
I had finished reading the document about fifteen minutes before my retinue arrived on the caravel. Breena had tackled me and Via in rapid succession, uselessly admonishing us to ‘never do that again’. Then she gave me a weird, guilty look and asked everyone if she could have a moment alone with Via, then pulled her off to some other part of the island. I thought about pointing out again that they could just talk privately via the mindlink, but decided the less I said, the better things would be right now.
The rest of my team was more reserved in their greetings, except for Val, who punched me and then said she was glad I was okay. There was nothing for us to really do on the island, and no one had managed to come up with a more sane plan for us to talk about in the last couple of hours, so we just boarded the boat and waited for Via and Breena to finish talking.
For some reason, Breyn and the three Testifiers all took a moment each to pat me on the back and tell me ‘everything’s gonna work out’ and ‘you got this,’ while glancing in the direction Via and Breena where had gone off. The two women, or two parts of a woman, thankfully did not take longer than a minute or two, and our ship quickly set off for what may very well have been my most dangerous Challenge yet.
Wes? Breena sent to me. I’m sorry about what happened. I promise I didn’t know. Thank you for everything.
You’re welcome, Breena, I told my friend. I’m sorry I snapped at you.
That was all that needed to be said for now. We spent the rest of the journey concentrating on the task at hand.
That changed after about an hour out at sea.
Our speed is picking up, Gabin sent to me. He didn’t sound happy about that, and I said as much.
In answer, he pointed to the water ahead of us, and I heard Via gasp sharply.
I looked, and saw what I thought was normal water.
“Look more closely,” he said audibly. Via nodded with a serious expression on her face, as the rest of the retinue gathered to take a look of their own.
I looked harder, and still didn’t see what he was talking about. The water was still blue, and the waves still rolled about. After about half a minute, though, I realized that there really was something off about the water, even though I couldn’t figure out exactly what it was. I concentrated on the Ideal of Water itself, muttered one of its more basic spells, and then let out a gasp of my own.
“The tide,” I said suddenly. “We’re going against the tide. But you’re saying our speed’s increasing.”
“That’s right,” the captain nodded. He watched me as I glanced at the ship’s sails. We had held off on using magic for now, because there had been a decent wind going, but it still didn’t seem like it was enough to account for our increase in speed.
So something else was making our ship go faster to its destination.
Captain, I sent over the mindlink. Are all hands already on deck?
They have been for several minutes, he confirmed. The crew can detect no threat. The pull is magical in nature, but no sea beasts are within our vicinity, or the contact wards would have flashed in a warning pattern.
We are still heading toward Atlantis, correct? Via asked. If so, then I think I know what the cause is. I have enough practice recognizing it.
She pointed even further out into the water, where the waves didn’t seem as active. A few minutes later, our ship began moving even more swiftly, and the waves in the distance became even more still. It dawned on me, then.
Nuckelavee, I hissed mentally. Those are the waters the Nuckelavee makes.
I thought so, too, at first, Via answered me. But they are a little different, as those waters do not help ships move. I think this is something that your captain is the most familiar with.
Gabin nodded grimly.
The Flood is breaking the old Lord’s containment spell. These waters are pulling us directly to its lair in Atlantis. So that it might consume us.
Great, I said dryly. We’ll have to plan around that. Are we anywhere near Atlantis yet?
Not for another couple of hours, even at this speed, the captain said as he shook his head.
Then, we’ll look at it this way: the Flood is saving us time and fuel. Let’s have everyone stand down and get some rest. We can have a light watch to look out for any sudden changes. But for now, this means we won’t have to spend mana on wind or water magic yet.
My team and the crew both took to that rather optimistic suggestion far better than I dared to hope they would. That probably just showed how badly everyone needed a nap.
For my part, I found a place to sit down and just not think. The old chant about my hand started up again, and the closer we got to Atlantis, the louder it got. I tried everything I could to counter it, from breathing exercises to just plain going to my happy place, but nothing made it go away. So I gave up and just tried to ignore it.
I was already on the deck when the crew noticed the skies darkening ahead of us. I looked up to the sky and realized it was nowhere near sunset, and I had noticed no heavy clouds in the sky before this.
Please don’t step on my hand, the voice said in my mind, far louder than before.
I gritted my teeth and ignored it. Gabin appeared next to me, speaking quietly, too low for anyone but me to hear.
“The seal is breaking even faster than we feared,” he told me. “If we fail here, this planet will not last through the week. I give the connected worlds a month before the Flood reaches them as well.”
“Then we can’t afford to fail,” I said back, still gritting my teeth. “We already knew that going in. This just makes the stakes more apparent. I’ll remain on deck, in case my power is needed. How much longer until we get there?”
We’re going even faster now, he confided privately. Two hours at the most. Less if the pull becomes any stronger.
Will the pull prevent you from controlling the ship? I asked.
It might if it gets much stronger. We’ll have to rely on the glyphs and your retinue’s magic to counter it, then.
I nodded in acceptance. That was far from ideal, because we would probably need our mana for the battle ahead. But there was nothing I could do about that fact except make sure my team got as much rest as possible.
Please don’t step on my hand, the voice repeated. I suppressed a growl at it. By now, though, I was pretty used to ignoring random voices in my head, so it was still something I could handle, even if it didn’t go away.
For now.
After another hour, the sky was dark enough to count as evening. I still couldn’t tell exactly what the darkness was. It wasn’t mist, it wasn’t storm clouds, and it wasn’t the night sky, because no stars sparkled behind it. It was just a dim patch of sky and earth, like something I couldn’t see was casting a shadow over everything in front of my ship.
When we finally saw what might be the cause of that shadow, Gabin swore in surprise.
“I do not believe this,” he hissed. “This should be impossible.”
Dark mountains rose all around us.
His surprise was completely justified. These rocks formed entire islands, bigger than the ones I had just visited. We should have seen them hours ago. Instead we were noticing them only now, when they were a few dozen miles away. And noticing them was the wrong word, because most of their collective mass was hidden by a swirling vortex of black shapes. Most were too small to make out, but every now and then, a maw the size of our sails would yawn open, or a tentacle as long as the ship itself would rear up and flex briefly, before collapsing back into the teeming swarm.
“I thought you said there were no landmasses around the location of your sunken city?”
I asked my captain, as I messaged my retinue to come aboard the deck.
There were none at all, he said firmly. These islands were not here at that time, and according to your ally, they have not been here since.
That was true. Via had said that the Icons had detected the Nuckelavee emerging from this place, and it had all been bare ocean back then.
It was the Flood that wrecked our homes, a voice said in my mind. Judging by the crew’s reaction, they had heard it, too.
“Wait,” Gabin said suddenly. “There was no land above the waves around Atlantis… but there was land below…” he began to look even more worried. I had a hard time following him, though.”
“Can you be more specific?” I asked, trying not to sound too annoyed at him. Because it sounds like you’re just talking about the ocean floor right now.”
But Gabin shook his head.
“There are mountains below the waves. Many are far taller than even the famous mountains on other worlds. Whenever Atlantis would sink beneath the waves to escape danger, it would take haven in the valley between our largest undersea mountains. It is hard to tell,” he looked carefully at the monster-wrapped rocks looming all around us, “But the dark peaks we see now have risen exactly where the ancient maps marked the homes of the mountains below.”
“Okay,” I said, putting a palm over my forehead. “Were any of these mountains volcanic in nature, or is this just sheer magic happening right now?”
It was the Flood that wrecked our homes, a voice said on the wind, rolling from the mountain on our starboard front.
“That actually answered my question, so never mind,” I said next. Gabin was looking more and more horrified by the second. “It looks like these mountains were inhabited, and the Flood got to them. But I’m guessing no one lived there during your time, did they?”
“No one,” He replied, as he and his crew looked on numbly. “There were a few ruins, but we never learned who made them. We explored them yearly, but…” comprehension suddenly flashed across his face and froze his tongue.
“Are you sure the Flood came to you through the Pathway of another world?” I asked quietly.
“No,” the blue-green man swallowed. “Not anymore.”
It was the Flood that wrecked our homes, another voice from the mountain on our portside said.
Then another noise rode the winds into our mind. The shapes on our starboard mountain formed into a massive, yawning maw, and a low, echoing roar sounded in our heads. Black mist began to drift from every nearby peak, spilling toward our ship in thick trails that completely surrounded us.
But my team had already arrived on deck and taken up battle stations. Breena grew to her full height, activating her Dawn Fairy form as she took up position at the stern of the ship. As she blazed with orange and golden light, the mist halted its advance to her side of the ship. For my part, I walked to the prow and drew Claimh Solais. I commanded the sword of light to shine at full power. The misty tendrils ceased advancing at my end of the ship even sooner, recoiling completely and retreating back into the mountains they had come from. More words whispered across the winds into our minds, echoing in soft tones full of dread.
Destroyer… Destroyer…
The entity remembered this weapon, incomplete though it was. It was only my instinct, but I felt that the Flood’s fear of Breaker had increased over the aeons, not lessened. The mist did not return to threaten our ship. Several members of the crew let out a deep sigh of relief at the sight. It reminded me that I should be giving them more credit for daring to come out here at all.
The contact wards just flashed, Gabin sent to me urgently. Other creatures are heading toward our ship.
Can the wards take care of them like they did before? I asked him, suspecting that I already knew the answer.
Not if hundreds of creatures make the attempt, he replied. And even then, every bit of power those wards use will be power we cannot use for another glyph.
Then it’s time for my team to step up, I replied. We’ll resort to the glyphs if we get overwhelmed. In the meantime, the mages will integrate with your ship while the rest of us repel any invaders. Continue heading toward where Atlantis should be. We’ll know what to do after we take a look at the seal’s condition.
It was video game logic, but I believed that the source of the Flood, its weak point—assuming it had one—would be at the center of the city it had devoured. It may have been infesting these mountains for even longer, but they struck me as secondary structures, as boundary markers or guard posts. None of them looked any different from each other, and I felt like exploring them would be nothing more than a needless risk right now.
I was betting our lives on my decision, and I wasn’t happy about it. But for now, there was still nothing to do but hope I wasn’t wrong.
We worked out positions for my team to take. Breena and I both had the strongest light sources, so most of our mana would be held in reserve for driving off the shadowy attacks of the Flood. Weylin wasn’t expecting to shoot any enemy under water, so he invested his Air magic into powering the ship’s movement.Via actually did the same. As an Oceanfolk and a Watermage, she probably had as large a mana pool as anyone but me or Breena, and her whip could be used to fight or work magic interchangeably. But Water was probably the most useful magic to invest in a glyph ship, as it could enhance any aspect of the vessel.
Karim also chose to pour power directly into the ship, investing Script magic into it. Script magic was probably the second most useful magic for a glyph ship, provided the investor was willing to spend the energy renewing every single glyph on the ship, over and over. But the scribe-mage took to it without complaint, patiently and steadily writing symbols into the air that flowed into the glowing parts of the ship.
Val drew her blades, but she still put most of her Shadow magic into the glyphs, making our ship just a little harder to notice. I didn’t know if that would accomplish anything, but I trusted her judgement on what to do with her own magic.
With that done, everyone else took position around the ship to repel boarders. Now that we were burning mana, our ship flew through the water, already moving quickly, thanks to the pull from the magic in the water. In spite of that, I could still see torpedo-like currents closing in on our ship from all sides.
“Get ready,” Gabin called loudly to his crew. They had all donned their armor and weapons long before the first island came into view. Their spears, sabers, and shell-mail all flashed in the dim light.
I heard the first thud come from the port side of the ship. A few minutes later, the dead, fishlike head of one of the Scum Hordebeasts leered over the railing at us.
A sailor stabbed it through the mouth with his spear, hard enough to tear the monster’s head apart and knock its body back into the water. His action illustrated just how effective a polearm would be in this encounter. But Breaker’s current form was needed due to the light it provided, and I had no idea if I could ward us against the darkness if I chose to fight with Shard instead. So I took a deep breath and let my people do their jobs, as Breyn and Eadric and Val all performed their bloody tasks along the railings of the ship, stabbing and hacking over the rails whenever monsters attacked. Here and there, I saw Petal flit around and blast fiery darts into a monster’s head. Every now and then, some monster I had never seen before would emerge over the railing, things that looked to have been decomposing on the bottom of the ocean for ages, yet still somehow held together, flailing crablike claws or half-rotten tentacles. My team still tore through them, but I began to worry over the growing number of monsters still crawling onto our vessel.
Finally, their numbers thinned down, and after Val sliced the head off of some barnacle-covered corpse, no further monster crawled on board. Our ship pulled ahead as the last of the rippling shapes in the water failed to catch us.  We were free to turn our attention forward, to the hazy shape that seemed to pull against the hull of our boat.
Im—Gabin had started to say, then stopped, apparently realizing just how many times he had already said the word ‘impossible’ today. They’ve raised it, he said instead. Atlantis itself. The monsters have raised it from under the sea.
How could they do that? I asked, because the seal that was supposed to prevent the Flood was altering the city by moving it around. But the Atlantean just shrugged helplessly.
I have no idea, he admitted. The only conclusion I can make is that something else broke through the seal of the city and raised it themselves.
That seemed like a pointless and dangerous exercise, but the only way to get to the bottom of it was to enter the haunted city.
As we drew even closer, Breaker jerked in my grip.
I held onto it easily, but the weapon’s handle still twitched, as if there was a magnet somewhere inside of the city just ahead. I remembered the way the handle had pulled back in the Woadlands, when I had found Claimh Solais to be buried inside the world’s Trial.
Breena, I sent urgently. What is the name of the piece of Breaker located in this world?
There isn’t one, as far as we know, she replied in a baffled tone. It’s never been found, or I would have led you to it. Why?
Because something is happening to my weapon again, and it’s either going to be really good or really, really bad, I told her grimly.
The hazy city became more visible as we drew closer to it. A purple hemisphere covered most of the city above the waves, but large cracks ran along it, like someone had dropped a snowglobe. Here and there, the cracks formed holes the size of buildings, where black mist billowed out like smoke from a fire. The mist drifted toward the mountains all around us, connecting to them in a giant column high up in the sky that we had not noticed until now.
The current was pulling us to one such hole at the base, the only one where the Flood’s mist didn’t leak out. It loomed open before us, threatening and inviting all at once.
When I looked back at our wake, I noticed the black shapes from the mountains billowing across the waves after us, hemming us in and herding us inside the cursed city. Gabin grimly commanded the crew to head toward the opening, not that we had much choice. The Flood wouldn’t begin closing on us if it didn’t believe it could overwhelm Breaker and Breena. And its current mass was at least a hundred thousand times greater than what I had barely managed to conquer under Avalon. If it hadn’t been for the pull I felt on Breaker, I would have believed that I had led us into a fatal trap, that I had doomed all of Avalon’s worlds by making the wrong call at the worst possible time. But it was too late now for thoughts like that to do anything but guarantee our defeat. So I clamped my teeth together and did my best to look calm, and in control, like I was completely confident things hadn’t just horribly gone wrong.
My team must have been devoted enough to believe me, because no one said a word as we approached the massive jagged hole cracked into the massive purple hemisphere.
Breena intensified her light, and the shadows drew back apathetically, content for us to enter the city, for reasons I could not guess. Based on the Nuckelavee’s rhymes, this was the place where the Flood brought its victims.
So we entered into the lost city of Atlantis, possibly the first people to do so since the recorded history of my own world.
Much of the city reminded me of the pictures I had seen of locations where people took romantic boat rides through cities with large canals. The waterways were like roads, a reminder that this was a city of the sea itself, even if one that spent much of its life beneath the water’s surface. I could only make out hints of the architecture through the darkness, but it seemed as if most of the buildings were made out of limestone.
But they kept disappearing. I would see one for only a few moments before black shapes swarmed the structure and turned it into something else, like a crab claw, or a tentacle. One of them even became a massive mouth that smiled at us with gray teeth, before it melted back into the water, leaving no trace of the building that had been there before.
You should not have come here, a child’s numb voice said in our minds. I thought this one might be a girl, but it was hard to tell. Do you not see? It was the Flood that wrecked this home.
“Greetings, creepy child number 38,” I said out loud, in the calmest voice I could muster. That last sight with the giant mouth had been a lot to handle, even for me. “We’ve come here to save you. Kindly direct us to the center of this giant nightmare thing, so we can all stab it until it dies.”
That will not work, the numb girl’s voice replied without missing a beat. Do you not see? You cannot save us. You are marked yourself. You, with the pain and sadness on your palm.
That was a new kind of nonsense, and I cocked my head in confusion. But my right hand suddenly flinched, bringing back the latest of my nightmares.
Yes, the little girl said, still speaking with her numb, flat voice. It was the Flood that wrecked your house. You are one of us now. I am sorry, she added after a moment, coloring her tone with the faintest hint of pity.
Wes? Breena sent to me nervously. Are you okay?
Please don’t step on my hand, my brokenness answered her.
I had no idea if she heard it or not, but it frustrated and terrified me. I am past this, I told myself. I had gotten victory over this memory. Why is it still here?
Please don’t step on my hand, my brokenness spoke up again. It started firing off like a minute gun, giving me just enough time between pleas to make me think that the one before had been the last one.
Wes? Breena repeated. Even though I could have sworn I had just answered her. Are you okay?
He cannot hear you, the little girl said sadly. He is one of us, now. His mind is full of pain that had no reason to be caused. It was defenseless, and now the Flood has wrecked his house.
Like hell, someone growled, and I realized it was Eadric. The shock of him speaking up on my behalf startled me out of my crazed chant for a moment.
And other voices spoke up at the exact same time.
They cannot have my brother! Val shouted, and something powerful crackled over the mindlink as she spoke. I will fight you all for him, no matter how broken you make him think he is!
The dark city shifted all around us. It carried us deeper into itself.
Get away from Wes! Breena’s mind screeched. Her voice was shrill, but something in my mind snapped back into place. Get away from Wes! Get away from Wes! Get away from Wes!
A lightbulb flickered inside my brain, letting me take in sights and sounds and memories that were not pain.
My name is Wes, a stray thought said as it drifted through my brain.
Please don’t step on my hand, my brokenness countered, as if it were fighting for control.
Just ahead of us, a building-sized eyeball opened, looked at us, and hissed with a mouth it did not have. We went deeper into the hidden city.
Please don’t step on my hand, my brain repeated as I wrestled with it.
Stupid, crazy thing! Via shouted next. He will not lose to you! I have seen him! He does not lose when it counts the most!
The chant rattled out of my mind for a few sane moments. The next building we passed grumbled at us with a fanged mouth, but did not stop us from sailing farther in.
You can’t break him! Petal snapped in my mind, Breyn growling with her in agreement. He was unbreaking others long before he was ever whole himself! You have no chance!
My vision flashed. For a moment, I realized that I was sailing on a ship and not dangling above a pit of boiling water.
Please don’t… the chant faltered. My name is Wes, my brain said instead.
Our ship moved through the water even faster. The buildings swirled all around us now. Wiggling shapes detached from them and began to chase after us.
Chase after him all you want, Gabin said calmly. My people have already borne witness to his first victory over you. We do not doubt that he will do so again. He is not your prey, mad thing. He is your end.
The water in front of us shifted. A limestone tower fell into the water that lay in our path. It emerged from the water in the next moment as a mass of fangs and tentacles. The mouth yawned over me, causing everyone next to me, and the ship beneath my feet, to suddenly disappear.
The only thing left was a ledge that I was desperately grabbing a hold of, and a pit of boiling water just under my feet.
The armband on my bicep began to burn. A familiar, lilting voice spoke through it.
Now? Merada’s voice said in my mind, as the armband continued to buzz. I can speak to him? It be permitted?
Crown him,
the voice commanded. And write love over his wounded hand.
Thank ye, Merada said to the other voice. And thank ye for everythin’ else. Hello, Wes. Ye be hearin’ me right now?
I tried to remember who Merada was. I remembered brown hair, and blue face ink, and lovely long legs, and hands that held my face so that she could kiss it.
I think ye be hearin’ me, the Celtic warrior princess continued. So I’ll be takin’ me chances. I miss ye. Ye took part of me heart when ye left. But ye left part of yer own on me own arm. Ye saved me from one of me demons, Malcolm. I reckon it be time for me to help save ye from one of yer own. If ye don’t mind, that is?
That was right. Now I remembered. She was fierce, and courageous, and kind. And she was the first woman brave enough to love me openly, to proclaim that I was worthy of romance.
I don’t have any magic words to tell ye, though. And I can’t be there in person, to fight this thing for ye. I can’t even talk to ye often, like I want to. But, in a way, she continued, as a warm sensation traveled from my armband and up to my hand, the one grabbing onto the ledge. I can hold yer hand.
The picture fizzled. I was briefly somewhere else. Somewhere dark, but with warm bodies all around me.
I’ve got him, Via’s voice said, as she tugged on my other hand. Merada, you can hear me, verdad?
Aye, Via, Merada said to her. How are ye, lass?
Bien, the other accented beauty replied. Still trying to keep el guapo loco alive, however.
Ha! Merada laughed. That be his best name yet! Where be Little Bree?
I’m here! Breena’s voice said from behind me. Two slender arms wrapped around my chest, and a thin, womanly body pressed into my back. And I’m not gonna let him go, either! We’ve all got you, Wes! Do you hear me, Wes? You are not alone!
The madness in my brain fizzled again. My vision turned to nothing but blurry static.
Update, a voice said in my mind. Atlantis has discovered additional resources for recovery. Activating memory for further repairs. Final repairs will be subject to the actions and insight of the patient himself.
My vision returned, bringing me back to the sight of myself dangling over the rapidly filling vat of boiling water. Above me was the guard that my memory self was begging to have mercy, to leave me alone and not make me fall down to my scalding death.
“Please don’t step on my hand,” the memory begged. “Please don’t step on my hand.”
He started to babble again, but I walked through the air to stand next to him. I knelt down, hovering to where he could see me, and spoke:
“You are glorious,” I said to my broken memory.
He stopped babbling long enough to turn his head, to look at me with unfocused eyes.
“What?” he asked, as his pupils danced about.
“I said, you are glorious,” I told my memory. “You have accomplished much, in spite of your brokenness. In spite of all the pain, and fear, and shame you feel.”
“You’re wrong,” the old me sobbed. “I didn’t do anything. I’m broken. I just want people to leave me alone. To not step on my hand.”
“That’s the pain talking,” I told him, “and pain is a liar. It’s lied to us all our lives. Every time it said we couldn’t do something. And if you don’t believe me, look at your hand,” I pointed to the memory’s hand as it gripped the rock.
“My hand,” he said, his voice quivering. “Please don’t let him step on my hand.”
“Why should he even need to?” I demanded. “Why is your hand working at all? Don’t you remember our old condition?”
The unfocused eyes blinked for a moment.
“Head,” he said, remembering. “Cripplehead. That’s what they call us. Because something broke in our head. That’s why it hurts to move or think. That’s why we can’t walk or do anything.”
“You shouldn’t be able to use your hands!” I shouted at him. “You shouldn’t be hanging here at all right now! You should already be dead!”
He blinked at me.
“Your pain is a liar,” I told him. “It thinks it knows everything, but the truth is that it will never be able to tell you what you can or cannot do. It can only tell you when something hurts. Nothing more than that. It doesn’t know anything about victory, it doesn’t know anything about defeat, it doesn’t know anything about all the people loving you right now, fighting for you so that you can try and make it through this experience. The real truth, regardless of whether or not you believe or not, is that you are glorious.”
The vision shuddered again. Damaged-Me blinked slowly, his eyes focusing a little more. He started taking steady breaths. After another moment, he spoke, finally sounding calm.
“He steps on our hand, doesn’t he?” Damaged-Me asked quietly.
“Yes,” I replied calmly, the memory repaired in my mind. “That’s exactly what happens next.”
“I die again, then,” Damaged-Me said, looking down at the boiling water. “I don’t even get to find out why he did it, do I?”
“That’s also correct,” I nodded, recalling everything that happened at the very end. Damaged-Me shuddered again, and began to hyperventilate.
“Well, what do I do, then?” he demanded. “What am I supposed to do, now that this is about to happen?”
“Nothing,” I told him, as the world shook again. “This is not our fault. Pain is not our responsibility to fix. That’s on time. Time makes things better. This memory,” I gestured to the shuddering world all around me, “Still hurts me right now. But it doesn’t hurt nearly as much as it did on the day it happened. If you have to do anything at all, it’s to understand that you—that we—are glorious. We are far more than what this memory tells us we are. And every new day we have is an opportunity to get just a little better, and to create new memories that are much better, that show us all the things our pain can’t.
The memory flickered, completely changing to a different picture. Damaged-Me still hung on a ledge, but instead of a pot of boiling water under him, Little Gabby and some other children I had rescued were chasing Breena around in a game of tag. The scene changed again, to Guineve rocking another child, another prisoner, slowly to sleep. The beautiful, motherly woman looked up from across the courtyard to make eye contact with me and smile, just as she had done in that memory. The scene flickered again, to Val looking up at me, laughing at something I had said, laughing for the first time I had seen in years. Again it flickered, to me talking about girls with Breyn, or sitting around with the Testifiers, swapping jokes and light insults. I saw Petalbell fly up, and heard her thank me, and tell me she was a soldier too, now, so that she could rescue others.
More visions and memories flickered into view. More people that were supposed to have been impossible to rescue, leaving the dungeons and graves of Avalon while dancing and shouting. Merada, crawling into my lap, her eyes smoldering from behind her brown hair and blue tattoos. Via’s dark eyes flashing as she stepped toward me, a delighted grin gleaming on her tan face.
Stell, putting her hand on my face as I trembled, stepping out of her brokenness to help me battle my own, reminding me that I was good and that I had a heart of gold.
The memory cracked apart again. Now my normal and damaged selves were hovering over an empty pit, as a foot descended toward Trauma-Me’s hand.
“Okay,” he said, swallowing, but keeping his eyes calm and focused on my own. “I can do this. I can just be me right now.”
“Right now, that’s more than enough,” I told him.
The foot crashed on his knuckles, breaking his grip on the ledge. We fell together, still calm, our fists sparking and burning with silver flame.
Use me,
the voice said to us both. I rage.
As the black hole beneath us yawned wider and closer, we raised our burning knuckles, clenched the dark nothingness in front of us, heaved…
And pushed.
The darkness vanished. Trauma-Me had merged back into my own body, leaving me with only one self. A wooden deck had replaced the emptiness under my feet. A warm, soft sensation had replaced the ledge in one of my hands, and it traveled all the way up to the band on my arm. My other hand was gripped more fiercely, by a smaller, darker hand than my own, one desperate to announce that it would not let me go. Heat and brightness washed down my back and across my chest, from a tender, feminine figure that had wrapped herself around me from behind.
Five armed figures stood directly in front of me— Eadric, Karim, Weylin, Breyn, who had Petalbell hovering over his shoulder with her wand drawn, and Val, who stood directly in front of me with both short blades drawn.
“I don’t care how many cities you’ve eaten,” she said quietly. “If you want to claim him too, you’re going to have to get through every one of us first.”
She stood there, braced to receive the attack of something over a thousand times her size, but nothing answered her.
Because nothing was there.
The tentacles and mouths and ruined buildings had all vanished. Our ship had slowed to a complete stop, resting next to a stone dock that jutted out into the water. We were floating exactly where we needed to be in order to depart safely from our ship.
Claimh Solais was still in my hand, the one that still felt caressed by Merada’s invisible palm. It blazed brightly, but it was no longer needed. The foe in front of us had long vanished. The monsters may have never even been there to begin with.
“Everyone,” I said out loud, “thank you. They’re gone. Thank you. You did it.”
Val and the others blinked, suddenly realizing that they were no longer confronting a horde of impossible terrors in front of them.
“Where did they go?” my impossibly brave sister asked, looking around in confusion. “And where are we?”
“We’re at the place the Flood didn’t want us to reach,” I said out loud. “Which means the Flood wasn’t really the one guiding our journey.” I turned my gaze behind me, where Gabin and the Atlantean crew had all stood, armed and guarding my back. “Captain, I think we should leave the ship behind and go ashore. I’ll lead the way from here.”
“You know where to go?” He asked, narrowing his eyes in confusion.
“No,” I told him, lifting up Claimh Solais. “But Breaker does. Your old Lord’s blade, or more importantly, its handle,” I said as I returned the blade to its sheath, “Knows the way from here.”
It was no longer necessary to have the weapon drawn. The handle could give me impressions just as easily from its enchanted scabbard, and, as everyone was just now noticing, my body now had a light source of its own.
I had suppressed the power as soon as I had broken out of my memories to be safe, in case it somehow got out of control as I transitioned back into normal consciousness. Now, though, I relaxed my control, letting the silver light spark across my knuckles. Via and Breena both gasped in surprise, but the Soulcurrent was harmless to them. I gently pulled from their  grips nonetheless, smiling at them in gratitude for their support.
“Everyone. Thank you again. Let’s go. We have a nightmare to end.”
They fell in behind me as we stepped onto the docks of the ruined city. Even with the Soulcurrent’s light, most of the world’s capital was still wreathed in shadow, letting us see little more than crumbling walls of limestone and blue cobblestones paving the streets at our feet. We walked onward nonetheless, letting Breaker guide our way. Through the link, I could feel everyone begin to notice the power they had just gained from my own Rise. My mindscreen worked to process the changes in a format I could understand, but I knew it would take a while to complete. I had crossed a threshold with my last Rise, and I could feel the power coursing through me, even if it was impossible to put it into words.
That wasn’t entirely true. My mind felt a hundred times sharper, with every detail much clearer to me. My senses felt a dozen times easier to process, and the information they sent felt maybe a hundred times easier to store and compartmentalize.
For instance, I could tell that we were being followed.
Every now and then, a stone would scrape at the edge of my hearing, just a moment after our own footfalls. Something was doing its absolute best to be quiet, to not let us out of its sight, which meant it was not sure where our destination was. The faint scent that drifted to my nostrils told me that the figures following us had ceased most normal functions, meaning the bodies themselves were no longer alive.
I calmly sent a warning to everyone through the mindlink, but I made clear we were not to respond. They would have attacked us if they were confident in stopping us, and they would have obstructed our path or tried to distract us if they knew where we were going. Hunting our stalkers would be nothing more than a waste of time right now.
We turned onto a side street, still following Breaker’s pull. Here, the cobblestones gave way and led to actual dirt, a path over the ground that led directly to a cave nestled in a rocky outcropping in the middle of the city. Atlantis was a mobile city, but it had originally been part of an island, and whenever the city mobilized, it took part of the island along. The rocky hill actually took up a fair bit of the ground beyond the street, and from what I could tell, most of the nearby buildings had been built into the outcropping some distance beyond the tunnel’s opening.
This was where we needed to go, according to the blade at my side. But I could have figured that out even if I didn’t have a magic sword-compass on my belt, because whatever intelligence was guiding the actions of our enemies had apparently decided that this part of Atlantis was important enough to keep a guard over.
Two bodies that had the lower torso of a bipedal humanoid and the upper torsos of shelled hermit crabs stirred as we approached. They had hunched frames, with their shells forming breastplates and large, curling hoods rising from their backs, almost completely encasing their heads. They were dead, like everything else was down here, buy they loomed over us, each over seven feet tall, and with giant pincers each the size of Eadric’s shield. I raised my hand to signal a halt, and we took up battle positions as the two guards stepped in front of the cave’s opening. They opened and closed their giant claws, but came no closer, clearly under orders to stay in this one spot, this cavern system that Breaker demanded I entered.
But their actions baffled me. Neither the Flood nor the Nuckelavee seemed like they would bother to do anything like install guards, or there already would have been an army waiting for us at the docks. But that was because these monsters weren’t under the Flood’s control, something told me. Breaker hummed again at my side, and more impressions, more knowledge, flooded into my brain.
The sword of the Destroyer God had not been separated intentionally. Each piece had been carefully hidden in the most obscure places possible, and in many occasions, a single fragment had been recovered, then hidden again, by some force that did not want the pieces to be found and combined. The piece of the mighty weapon on this world was one such fragment, and during its last concealment, its obstructors had chosen to install guards, because hiding it in an ancient city haunted by a mind-eating, metamorphic horror was apparently not enough of a precaution. And that was it, I realized. That was who had broken the seal on this place a second time. Not someone who wanted to risk having this world and its neighbors devoured by Lovecraftian horrors. It was simply a group who had no wish for this current portion of Breaker to ever wind up in another’s hands, and felt that breaking the seal over said horrors and letting them loose was an acceptable price to pay.
More footsteps fell from behind us. I turned around and saw that the undead Hordebeasts and other monsters had finally gathered for a confrontation, to attack now that we were facing an additional threat.
They numbered in the hundreds, but now I had an elite retinue of magical warriors and over a dozen sailor marines from a legendary unit at my back.
“Handle the army behind our backs,” I told everyone, walking forward. “I’ll clear the way ahead of us.”
Gabin and my retinue nodded, because they knew they were more than enough to deal with the lumbering dead bodies. The two crab zombies just ahead were different, a little more agile and aware, their bodies and shells just a bit better preserved. They might possibly have more power, more intact vital guards, than all of the bodies behind my back combined.
But that was okay, because I could tell I could handle them.
I summoned Shard back into my hands, changing the weapon into a long pike that tapered into a narrow spearhead. The crabmen halted as my weapon changed in front of them. A moment ago, their claws had given them at least five feet of reach over any other weapon of mine. Now, though, I held a magically balanced weapon over fifteen feet long, with an enchanted blade shaped to get through the cracks in armor, or in this case, crab shells.
Speaking of cracks, I thought as the crab-man closest to me began backing away from my weapon warily, they could use a few more.
I summoned Toirneach, my other massively enchanted weapon, and threw it into the armored face of the retreating crustacean. The monster’s shell flared blue as my giant hatchet struck, then crumpled as the axe of the Woadlands overpowered whatever protective magic it had. A large piece of shell fell off from the monster’s face and revealed that the thing was still unharmed, but that wasn’t a problem, because the next moment I had charged forward and slammed Shard into the now-unprotected face with all of my strength. More blue magic flared as something resisted the push of my weapon, and then it gave way as over a foot of magical ice penetrated the crab-man’s head. I felt the magically animated creature’s version of a vital guard struggle to keep the body working, but then Shard’s ice magic channeled through the weapon and began freezing the undead arthropod’s insides. I pulled my weapon free a moment later, and the giant crab-man crumpled to the floor.
The other guard was lumbering toward me, but my new weapon’s reach had given me plenty of room to react. Two steps backwards gave me the space to thrust my pike at the second monster’s face, and the creature flinched backward as my spear glanced off its shell. Then I let go of my polearm with one hand just in time to catch Toirneach and throw it at the second monster. To its credit, the second guard raised a massive claw up in time to protect its torso. My magic axe landed just above a joint near the shoulder, cracking the heavy exoskeleton and making the creature leak some glowing-blue fluid. Toirneach fell to the floor, and I let it drop, gripping Shard with both hands and stabbing the pike into the monster’s newly fractured carapace. The leaking blue liquid froze over immediately, and I heard cracking sounds come from inside the wounded limb as well. I twisted my pike into the wound, pushing against the hulking creature with my supernatural strength, then yanked the polearm back with a sudden jerk. My movement tore the half-frozen limb completely free of the monster’s body. More cracking sounds followed from the mutant guard’s body, making its movements jerkier. For whatever reason, the undead beings had no defense against the icy power of my new weapon. I took two steps around the wounded giant and stabbed my pike into the joint its former claw had left behind. I felt the monster’s vital guard activate again, then give way as Shard’s icy power swam into the torso. It shifted and struggled, nearly lifting me off of my feet for a moment. But then I shifted my stance, pulled backwards, and hoisted the thousand pound crab-manoff of its own feet. It flailed in the air over my head for a few more moments until it finished freezing solid. Then, to make sure it was dead, I channeled my Outer Current spell up my spear and into its body. The shell held, but the rest of the body came apart in an explosion of icy chunks.
I turned back to see how my companions were doing. Three Atlantean marines were using their spears to dismember a pair of Hordebeast zombies that had come within range of my group, but other than that, the field was clear. Apparently, Eadric had used Earth and Shaping magic to turn the entire street in front of them into a pool of flammable mud, and the rest of the team had let their magic and missile weapons go to work.
Got the idea from your conversation about the Scaleling fight we had under that mountain, the dwarf informed me, as the last of the fires went out. Reminded me that you weren’t the only one that could control the terrain.
I took his reminder to heart myself. Maybe I should depend a bit more on others taking over some of my old battle roles, instead of just being upset that I didn’t think of everything myself.
As I looked past everyone, though, I saw signs of another problem. A building far off in the distance suddenly became a giant tentacle, waving through the air before it disappeared. A few blocks closer, another structure suddenly opened a large mouth to yawn at us, before melting back into the ground.
The undead had served to buy time for the Flood to regather in this location. I had driven it off by summoning the Soulcurrent and Rising at the same time, but it would have no choice but to try and return. That, or give up on its plan to devour the Expanse.
Breaker pulled at my hip, reminding me of my purpose for being down here. I had a plan for destroying the Flood completely, but I was going to maximize my chances for doing so before I tried. Having the entity draw closer would actually help, in the end.
So I walked into the open tunnel, and the others followed me. My knuckles were still glowing with the Soulcurrent’s light, and its radiance lit  the way for us. Breaker guided our every step, but no traps or pitfalls emerged to halt our advance. Here and there, the ground would flicker and change, becoming a mouth or an eye or a clawed hand. But I trampled over all the images with indifference, and whatever monstrous phantasms my feet encountered dissipated back into normal rock on contact.
Eventually the ground rose upward, and the earth became worked limestone. We passed halls with vaulted arches and maddening black shapes hiding in every shadow, but we ignored them. I just focused on putting one foot in front of the other, letting Breaker’s pull continue to guide my feet.
All while holding onto the burning sensation promising to melt my knuckles off if I waited too long to use it.
Patience,
the familiar voice said. I rage.
Patience and rage didn’t exactly go together as far as I knew, but that wasn’t important. What was important was the stairway just beyond the end of the hall, the one that wound  upward, to a place the snarling, groping shadows did not want me to go. Yet they did not allow us to retreat, for they swarmed us on all sides, hemming in the poor, brave souls who had chosen to follow me. Who now had no chance to even pretend that they could do anything but follow their would-be king into one last, dark tunnel that crawled upward.
More fangs gnashed at us from the wall as I stepped up to the archway leading to the staircase spiraling upward. Just before I crossed it, a giant black tentacle as thick as my own body reared out from the floor to swipe its serrated end at my neck. I continued walking forward, not slowing as it struck at my neck with lightning speed, so fast we all blinked. But when we opened our eyes, the limb was gone, as if it was never there, some kind of trick played by our minds.
Which, according to the knowledge imparted by Breaker, was exactly what it was.
We crossed into the archway and began ascending the spiralling stairs. I didn’t need to glance behind myself to know everyone was trying their best not go mad with terror, but they stuck close to me nonetheless, all thirty or so of my group. None of them dared to be left behind as we all slowly ascended the staircase, each making sure they stayed within the light of either Breena’s Dawn Fairy form or the Soulcurrent. The staircase turned out to be massive, wide enough for us to march side by side in groups of five, so it didn’t take long for us to pile inside the winding shaft.
Faces lined the walls once more, but this time they were far more familiar. These heads were the blue and green of Gabin’s race, Atlanteans devoured by the Flood. Unlike the invisible little girl at the harbor, these babbled incoherent nonsense that no one but me could probably make heads or tails of. Their eyes either stared straight ahead or rolled all about in different directions. To call them driven horrifyingly insane would have been a massive understatement.
And yet, they made perfect sense to me. Because I knew what they were saying.
I used to say it, too.
Please don’t step on my hand… please don’t step on my hand…
It wasn’t exactly that. It was probably some other traumatic memory that the Flood had given them. But I had been there, too, and their actions only served to further motivate me to keep putting one foot in front of the other.
“Hang in there, everyone,” I said out loud, so that those outside the mindlink could hear me. “We’re almost there. Just stay with me for a little longer.”
They probably thought my words were ridiculous, but maybe the calm tone I had spoken them with helped. Maybe.
But it didn’t matter, because the next five steps brought us out to the opening at the top of the staircase. We walked onto the roof of a tall tower, one over a dozen yards across. The blackness gathered all around us, above and below, like some angry storm of teeth and tentacles.
As it snarled at us, I walked to the chest prominently displayed in the middle, the one the Flood had been seeking to devour ever since it had been placed here.
The sword’s name was Colada. It was the piece of the blade that set fear to flight. It had been stolen after the last lord of Avalon passed away and Breaker had scattered apart. Then, at some point, it had been stolen again, by someone who feared the Destroyer’s power too much to dare use it. They had hidden it here, in the center of a world-warping madness, just in case another might dare to reassemble the entire weapon and take up Invictus’ mad dream. But they had errored, and done so because of the blade itself.
Unlike Claimh Solais, Colada was dangerous to the wielder, for it would drive out the fear in their bodies, and in those who followed them. But if the wielder was unwilling to cast off their fear, if they sought to wrap it around themselves like a comforting blanket, then they would flee themselves. They would follow their fear wherever it flew, into the depths of the oceans, into the Pathways between worlds. And thus, the last owners of the weapon had been doomed, for they feared the blade themselves. No matter where they ran or where they looked, no place to hide the weapon was ever good enough. Finally, they had come to the bottom of this world’s oceans, back when its heart, this city, had still been submerged, and forced open the seal that locked the Flood inside. Better for this world to be devoured, they thought, than risk another would-be king of Avalon and the return of its Destroyer god. And with the weapon, they had hidden the piece of the old king’s regalia as well, for a newly-anointed lord would know the weapon too well to lose it for good.
I was one such lord. And I had found the weapon, knowing it as I encountered it.
The darkness raged again, seeking to devour me. It needed to, if it was to survive. This was the piece of Breaker that was fatal to it, for the madness it was composed of survived off of fear. That was why it sought the learned and the wise, those who knew the most, and therefore could know even more fear. But Colada was the blade that set fear to flight. In the right hands, the weapon would overwhelm the Flood, even more so than it had with Avalon’s last Lord.
It descended upon me, now. In full force. With a hundred screaming memories, each one a death that had nearly broken me once before. I would not be able to handle them all at once.
But I would not have to.
Use me,
the voice insisted. I rage.
I looked up and raised a fist full of burning knuckles as high as I could.
“Let the lightning beget light and memory, and the memory beget more light!”
A mother’s voice spoke, instead of my own. One that had teetered on the brink of death with her children in the Woadlands. As her words carried through the air, the silvery images of two newborn babes floated into the hungry night.
The Flood fell upon them, bringing the entirety of madness in terror uselessly upon them. Images that no being, no matter how wise, could ever comprehend. Sounds that should not be, that any grown man would recognize as unnatural, and then go insane. And all of it was for naught, for to newborns, every sight, every sound, was new, foreign, unnatural. And yet, they did not care, as long as they were warm and fed. The terror struck their ghostly bodies, and burned up on contact with their apathetic innocence.
I did not watch for long. Breaker’s pull on Colada was too great. I approached the locked chest containing the blade, drawing Breaker’s handle, leaving the weapon in its bladeless form. The lock snapped apart, as if it were caught in the pull between two powerful magnets, and the heavy lid on the chest flew open. Breaker’s handle grew even warmer as I finally caught sight of the weapon that would save the Sun-Jeweled Seas.
It was a longer blade than Claimh Solais, though not by much. Perhaps two and a half feet in total length. Its hilt formed an elaborate basket, one that could completely guard my hand if I gripped it. Beneath it hung a band that looked like it was intended to go on my forearm, some kind of bracer that gleamed yellow in the dim light.
I lifted Breaker over its fragment, and the two weapons merged. The bracer gleamed as it fastened around the forearm of my non-dominant hand. The ground suddenly trembled, as I felt a connection to the world beneath my feet.
New Data found, the voice of the Well said to my mind. Connecting to planetary body of intelligence. Atlantis is back online.
Atlantis, I sent, transferring Colada into the hand of the arm adorned by the bracer. Can you help me finish this thing for good?
Confirming that new regalia can assist the patient, now designated Lord Challenger, in projecting recovery into the environment. Said recovery will be effective against current foreign contaminant.
Understood, I said as I crouched and drew my new weapon back. Activate now.
Then I leaped straight into the darkness and swung Colada with all of my might.
I felt something healthy wash out of me, channel through the blade, and smite the mad smog encircling me. Tentacles, fangs, and half-formed faces suddenly burned away, evaporating like mist in the morning light.
The Flood tried to draw back, but it had gathered too close in its desire to devour me. If the seal outside the city had been more cracked, it would have had a better chance to get away. But it had pulled the core of its mass before me, and now that mass was burning apart.
The Flood had taken the strike of a soul that had resisted its influence, one that had developed antibodies to its mental plague, and one who had delivered that strike with the blade of the Destroyer God.
It did not survive.
Sunlight erupted all around us as the monstrous mist burned away. The purple barrier outside suddenly vanished, revealing the now-cleansed islands in the distance.
Foreign contaminant is dissolving, Atlantis intoned. Processing recovery of previously consumed denizens, including former Icons. Stand by, the planet informed me. A moment later, it began speaking again. First Icon successfully resurrected. Atlantean Icon Mithra is now recovering. Moving to stabilize newly recovered population centers.
I heard Via gasp through the mindlink.
They’re coming back, her voice quivered. They’re all coming back.
I didn’t know how she knew. Maybe they were all reappearing somewhere inside the city. But a cry of rage tore through the air, and I knew there was one last foe to deal with.
Secondary contaminant is nearby, Atlantis warned. Recommend that the Lord Challenger engage and destroy.
Agreed, I said, then sent over the mindlink. Everyone who can get down here, we have a job to do.
I heard the rush of air magic, and the next thing I knew, my entire retinue, along with Via and Gabin, had landed at my feet.
Hooves splashed over water nearby. A familiar burning orange shape, now devoid of its misty covering, was galloping toward us across one of the canals. A creature of overpowering anger, made even greater by what it had just lost.
My own anger answered it.
I felt my battleform engage, and then heard my companions mutter in surprise as power awakened over them as well. Their own Ideals activated, or their other magics, such as Breyn’s Woadtattoo, and the scripts on Gabin’s spear, suddenly surged with power.
Universal law discovered, my mindscreen informed me. Processing.
Teeth suddenly roared. He had been quiet for most of this time, giving me the space I needed to heal my own corner of our mind. But now he was answering the challenge to our territory. The dragon armor activated, and this time, a few of the scales flaked off. I saw them land on my companions, already altered by their own version of the Battleform. Now their own weapons and armor gleamed, as if my dragon scales had coated them with a faint, glittery red and gold sheen.
This guy is so boned, Teeth said as we stepped toward our charging enemy.
Damn straight, I said back. And with Colada drawn, I charged forward.
Air magic helped me clear the hundred feet of distance between the monster and myself. The Nuckelavee screamed again in range, meeting my strike with a giant, burning fist. Colada crashed into the limb with a sound like a thunderclap, and I was forced away. I landed directly on top of the water, my own magic letting me stand on the surface. My arm burned, and I felt like I just had the wind knocked out of me, but when I looked up, I saw the Nuckelavee scream and clutch its bloody hand.
The waves behind me surged. I saw Via whirl her whip over her head, propelling my entire retinue forward by commanding the canal to carry them into the fight. Eadric threw a storm of rocks at the monster’s other shoulder, making the creature rear back in surprise. As he did so, lightning and smoking arrows impacted his other flank, turning it into a charred mess. Then a burning green javelin struck the beast directly in the upper torso, followed by a score of fiery darts.
Both cyclopean heads howled in distress as the Icon-vanquishing monster struggled to determine which foe was the most dangerous, and why all of us were currently a greater foe than any it had faced before. Val and Via struck at it together, gliding through the water and slicing it on either side with their respective blades and whip. Then a pillar of light came blasting from Breena as she let loose her full Dawnblast, powered further by her wand.
The Nuckelavee shrieked again as the pillar incinerated the muscles over its horse head. The monster turned and began to run, faster than we could catch, its equine head hanging limply from its skinless neck. Via whirled her whip again, commanding the water to aid us in chasing it, but it proved unnecessary.
Elder Icon Mithra requests permission to engage the foe on the Lord of Avalon’s behalf, Atlantis informed me.
That was the second time he mentioned the name. I knew enough of this world to know that there was no Icon named Mithra currently in charge, not since I became a Challenger, at the very least.
Granted, I said with a shrug.
Two giant, feminine arms suddenly rose from either side of the Nuckelavee, and slapped it like a mosquito. The monster crumpled and screamed as it was dragged far below the waves, never to be seen again.
Confirming that Icon Mithra has successfully terminated foreign contaminant, activating use of grudge-based powers to slay the monster permanently. Confirming that the final Tumult of the Sun-Jeweled Seas, as well as previous Tumult responsible for sealing Atlantis, has ended in victory. Stand by for resurrection of world.
Power washed over me from all sides. I turned to my retinue and gawked in wonder as Oceanfolk and Atlanteans suddenly appeared all over the streets.
“They’re back,” Via said to me as she looked at the resurrected tens of thousands. “I got them all back…” her eyes fell over the aquamarine skin of this world’s oldest natives. “I gained back more than I lost…”
She shuddered. I put my arms around her, my bracer glowing as it touched her body.
Atlantis, I told the Well. Continue projecting recovery into the nearby environment.
I swept my other arm out to grab Breena, Val, and anyone else of my retinue that was nearby. I let the experience of having overcome something that should have broken me flood out from my core. It wouldn’t replace their own victories, and it definitely wouldn’t replace their own Challenges, but Via and the others would know that they were not alone, and that I was not special. Anyone could heal. Anyone could get back up. Anyone could win, if they got just a little help.
Crown them,
Invictus echoed through my mind. And write unconquered love all over their arms.
Projecting my presence out, I reached for the lives of everyone around me, guided their own weights into their spiritual hands. I felt the bewildered former captives of the Flood all suddenly do the same, without even knowing why. Then, as one, tens of thousands of people gripped the burdens inside of them… heaved…
And pushed.




Chapter 21: Distant Shores



Chris’ perspective
“Fucking…” I gasped as I rolled onto the misty ground. “Wes… Malcolm.”
People shouted all around me. I retained the presence of mind to check every voice. Do a quick count to make sure I had gotten everyone. Christina’s voice, check. Andre’s voice, check. Himari, check. Davelon, check. Mr. and Mrs. Brown, check. Rachel, and Mrs. Malcolm, check. Good. Both groups had made it in. I had no idea how Wes arranged for Davelone’s group to meet me at the facility.
Also, the asshole scientist I had needed to bring along to tie up a loose end, and who I couldn’t just kill outright, because I had to bring a fucking cop with me to Avalon. Final check.
They were all shouting, asking where they were, and what was this place, and why did everything glow faintly.
“New arrivals confirmed,” a voice said from the talking mists. Yeah, everybody, I thought as I struggled to rise from the ground, bruised all over from the last fight with the facility’s goon squad. That’s right. We got talking mists up in here. For no reason. Suck it.
“Hmm, yes,” a familiar feminine voice said as I picked myself up off the ground. It belonged to the woman in front of us, a mature, raven-haired goddess, clad in a misty gown that did all too little to cover the most perfect feminine rack I had ever seen. “These were the people he had said to expect. Hail, travelers. I am Guineve, Guardian of the Mists. I welcome you all to Avalon, beloved of Wes Malcolm.”
“Except for you.” Her dark eyes narrowed and locked onto me. I froze, suddenly needing to forget how to twitch or breathe too loudly. “You are not quite his beloved, are you? Chris Rhodes, of the… what was it…” she tilted her head.  “...the Crushed Rooster? The Blocked Cock?”
The portal swirled shut behind me. I did my best to make eye contact with the woman my people had once offered to Cavus, and tried to think of the words most likely to save my life.
“Hi,” I said lamely. “I’m here to help Wes Malcolm kill my dad.”
End of Book 4.
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