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Recap


001 Book 1 - Misfit Mage - Recap

Our story began with Jason being pursued naked through a hotel by a squad of hit men. Cornered and caught, his Waker Moment was both brutal and ugly. Just when one of the hit men, “Thing One”, was about to administer the killing blow, Jason tapped into the Source of Creation and transformed into a supernatural being.

Jason was rescued by two unlikely individuals: his landlady, Sandy, and the maintenance man, John. Along with fellow tenant “Little Miss Sunshine” Annabeth, Jason was nursed back to health and welcomed into a new world of magic and danger. He quickly discovered that Sandy was a battle mage, John was part mountain troll, and Annabeth was a mage who could hear and influence magic with sound. Even the House, an old mansion converted into apartments, was magical and part of a network of magical Houses all over the world.

Jason’s magic wasn’t big and fancy, like throwing fireballs or shooting lightning. Instead, his power was constrained by distance, and any magic he performed needed to happen as close to his body as possible. However, just because it was limited by distance didn’t mean his power was weak. His ability to see magic and how it worked at the smallest levels allowed him to do some wonderful things. He used a penny to store his power, and in the process, created an awake and aware charm. He figured out how to infuse magic into his cells, which significantly improved the rate at which he healed. He also unwrapped the layers of contamination off of a magic sword and convinced the sword to fight for him.

Jason’s circle of friends continued to grow as an incubus, Tyler, was summoned by the House to help him with his Remnant problem. The Remnants, leftover spirits from his Waker Moment, were too powerful for Tyler to handle like he would normally, so he ended up sticking around and draining their magic over time. In the process, Jason and Tyler became friends with the hope of becoming even more.

Jason’s life changed again when he was rescued by a tiny black and white kitten named Bermuda Moses. Bermuda snuggled his way into Jason’s heart, and it wasn’t long before he trained Jason to provide affection and treats upon demand.

His life would have been rainbows and sunshine, except the House he was now a part of was at war with the Louisville mages. Isobel, their leader, had already captured and stolen the magic of one Housemate, and she was looking to do the same to the rest of them. She especially had it out for Jason, as he’d destroyed one of her golems.

Isobel battled the Housemates in the park outside their House and attempted to steal all their charms. When that didn't succeed, she enlisted the aid of neighboring schools, and they engaged in a full-scale assault on the House. John and Tyler took out the mages, while Sandy and Annabeth worked the shields and defended the House. In the end, many of the opposing mages lost their lives, and the attack was beaten back.

Since a full assault didn’t work, Isobel tried a sneak attack against Sandy at the grocery store. This time, it succeeded, and she put Sandy in a sucker circle and started taking her magic. Jason figured out how to track the mages, and the Housemates battled Isobel and some of her inner circle in a warehouse. Isobel was tough and powerful, but in the end, John won his fight as Jason rescued Sandy.

There were other forces at work, as the House was attacked at the same time by a necro-golem. Jason raced home, and with the help of Bermuda, a magic sword, and his Granny Godmothers, he dismantled the golem down to its core.

The House was safe for the moment, but they knew it would only be a matter of time until the next attack happened.


002 Book 2 - Melee Mage - Recap


The House had survived its battles, but the Housemates were not in great shape. Sandy was comatose and drained of magic. John had tapped too deeply into his mountain side and was now being compelled to merge with the earth. Jason had been skewered by a magic sword and needed time to recover.

Annabeth was the only person left in fighting condition. Feeling the weight of her responsibilities, she convinced Jason to upgrade her magic to a matrix format. The plan was for her to become even more powerful and hopefully defeat any future attacks. The matrix required a lot more magic that she had available, however, and instead of turning into an even better mage, she collapsed and became comatose like Sandy.

Jason’s bad luck continued as a powerful rotten mage showed up at that moment and attempted to take Annabeth. Jason fought him, and with the help of his little soul creations and Bermuda, he won the fight. In the process, the rotten mage exploded, wrecking the park and spewing rotten magic everywhere.

Now the last person standing, Jason made a whole host of Granny Godmothers and tasked them with cleaning up the rotten magic in the park. He also made a new creation, Octa, to take all the neutral magic from the Grannies and give it to Sandy and Annabeth. If they recovered their power, they could get back on their feet again.

Annabeth had recovered first when Tyler showed up and introduced them to a special training place on a beach that the House had created for them. Tyler had always felt that mages needed to learn how to fight physically, not just with their magic, and began teaching Jason and Annabeth. With the help of his sandy training partner, Sparkles, Jason learned how to punch, block, and dodge.

Jason merged some of his magic with Tyler’s, and in the process, felt exactly how Tyler moved and fought. This knocked years off his training process and also had some very unexpected consequences in the bedroom. Jason and Tyler became lovers, although their relationship wasn’t officially formalized.

Intense training led to intense injury, which caused Jason to make a new creation, Tea, to help him recover faster. Tea was a tree Ent, who used healing spores and healing runes to bring Jason to the very peak of physical fitness. The healing spores were hallucinogenic, though, and in his hallucinations, Jason met Anna Lykit. She was his Analytical Side’s drag alter ego, and she absolutely loved to play tricks on him.

Sandy finally woke up to realize that she was losing John to the earth. In a desperate bid to save him, she merged her magic with his and pulled him back into the regular world. They both declared their love for each other and the All-Rune took all the Housemates to a special place and performed the marriage ceremony. Afterwards, Sandy and John went to another House to begin their honeymoon.

With Isobel gone, the mages of her inner circle discovered she had been stealing their power all along. Her master rune was gone, and now the mages found out they could steal magic from each other, setting off a battle royale for power. Josette, the last founder of the Louisville mages, told Jason and Annabeth that she was fearful that Karl and Marius would win this final battle. They were Isobel’s original companions, and if they gained all that power, they would be unstoppable.

Tyler introduced the Arena to their training beach and Jason and Annabeth both learned how to fight multiple opponents. This served Jason well, as he was visited by both Penny and Eggy and told he needed to defeat a pack of roving rotten mages. This was a huge opportunity to reduce the amount of power available to Karl if he won the battle royale. Jason had the fight of his life, as the rotten mages were crazy, but powerful. Bermuda was injured, and the fight caused quite a bit of property damage, but in the end, Jason found a way to defeat the mages and release all their stolen magic.


003 Book 3 - Gathering Mage - Recap

Sandy returned from her honeymoon with John, only to find out she had just a few hours before the portal opened for the Gathering. John and Annabeth stayed behind to defend the House, so it was just Jason and Sandy representing House Louisville.

The Gathering was a magical conference for all the Heads of Households, so Jason was expecting to have a pleasant but uneventful time. Instead, it soon became clear that someone was trying to do them harm.

On their first night, they got poisoned with a drink filled with more power than they can handle. The cobalt slug wrecked Jason’s matrix and started to absorb his magic. Jason figured out how to combine his sapphire blue and emerald green magic and created a new matrix that was twenty-one times denser than before. This stopped the slug, restored Jason’s power, and gave Penny time to chop the slug up into little pieces.

Sandy fought her own battle with the poison, and with John’s help, she converted her power over to the earth and emerged from her ordeal feeling better than she had in a long time. She also discovered that the wedding bands gifted them by the All-Rune allowed them to stay in touch with each other and meet in their own spiritual space.

It didn’t take long for House Louisville to find new friends, as Aamya and Balaji of House Hyderabad took Sandy and Jason under their wings. Jason also made friends with CLl, a centaur llama, and through him, ended up discovering there was a long-standing curse upon his people.

Jason healed CLl’s niece, NLl, and discovered that her core was getting ready to crack. He attempted to fix her core and, in the process, lifted the curse and opened the path for her to become a mage.

Jason met Mother Creation and Father All-Rune and learned about his soul affinity and how he became a god. Mother Creation warned him he needed to quickly become as powerful as possible, as they have created other gods before, only to have them hunted down and killed.

NLl was saved, but Jason asked the cosmic beings to help all the other centaur llamas that were also in danger. Father All-Rune agreed to help and created the Shrine and the Memorial Garden. The Centaur Nation made its way through the Shrine, and in the end, over four hundred new supernaturals had their Waker Moments. This was a huge boost to the Centaur Nation, and the Council declared Jason honrado to all their people. During the ceremony to honor him, Jason had his first god moment and ended up with more magic than he could handle.

While Jason and his crew were at the fair, eating chocolates and shaping glass, Bermuda wandered into a nearby field and started playing with another Companion, a giant dragonfly. Thinking that Bermuda was in danger, Jason and Sandy tried to get through the hedges of the Lagerel and rescue him. Once they realized Bermuda was fine, they were invited to continue challenging the Lagerel and ended up receiving their most treasured gift, the Mark of the Lagerel. The Deep Earth also used this moment to recruit Sandy and John to become its Ambassadors. They negotiated for everyone in House Louisville to get the Mark of the Deep Earth.

Jason attended the tournament to support Eugene and got an eye-opening introduction to weapons, shields, and fighting with magic. He used his new knowledge to modify Red and the Hex Network to protect him from magical attacks. He still didn’t have physical protection, so he went on a search for a force rune that would work. The hunt led him to a unique collector who gave them advice and a history lesson on how runes, charms, and the Bank came to be. This gave Jason lots of ideas of how to improve upon the charm-making process as well as left him wondering what made ancient naturals so powerful.

Sandy learned a lot from the discussions, but as the Head of Household, she had to give one of her own. Victor and his crew used that time to strike, and they declared enmity between their Houses. Jason and Sandy stepped into the arena and fought for their lives.

On the final day of the Gathering, the Grand Matron led the Grand Circle and invited all the new centaur llama supernaturals to participate. Jason helped them learn how to channel magic, and together, the Circle gathered enough power to recharge House Louisville, as well as assist other smaller Houses. 

Sad at leaving his new friends but eager to get back home, Jason bid all the centaurs goodbye. Filled with new ideas and possessing an old-fashioned force rune, Jason and Sandy stepped through the portal and headed back home.



004 Book 4 - Buried Mage - Recap

Eggy fully woke up and underwent his final transformation into a vase. Using his morphous points, Jason made a special magical stand for Eggy that looked like a fountain of water. It was beautiful and allowed Eggy to teleport around the House as he wanted so he wouldn't miss out on any of the excitement. The House also created flower displays for him that were appropriate for the occasion. After years of disappointment and low magic, Eggy was finally a happy and content charm.

Jason asked Octa and the Grannies to help him modify his newfound force rune into something that would work with his shield. They agreed and the test soon turned into a game of throwing sand balls at each other. A fun time was had by all, and in the end, Jason had a much better understanding of how to modify runes. He put that newfound knowledge to work with Red, allowing him to hit much harder as well as finally defend against physical attacks.

Annabeth showed off her new prowess in the arena on the beach, which prompted Sandy and John to have a go as well. Their opponents were much tougher than they expected, giving them a whole new appreciation of just how much work Annabeth had put in on her fighting skills.

Jason tried out the arena next and discovered his new force rune was even better than he had hoped. He was hitting much harder, and the sand opponents couldn't get through Red’s defense.

The Housemates continued to test the boundaries of what Jason and Sandy had learned about runes. Using their own magic and making their own charms was the key to creating a charm that performed much better than expected. Jason used his unique sight to unravel the secret workings of a healing charm, and it wasn’t long before all the Housemates had leveled up their healing abilities. Unfortunately, Jason also discovered that any charms he made would not work for other mages.

Jason had a wonderful evening with Tyler, and while he was feeling happy and loved, he asked the House to expand and redecorate his apartment, which it did in the most fantastical way possible. It also used up almost all of his morphous points in the process. Jason ended up with a theater that could play anything from any streaming service as well as anything from the Bank. His kitchen had unlimited food and drinks, and his game room promised hours of endless fun.

Ken, the head of the Cincinnati mages, showed up to House Louisville and asked for an Exchange of Reconciliation. Many of their mages were killed by John when they attacked House Louisville, and there were hurt feelings regarding how it all went down. Ken realized he’d been lied to by Isobel, and he told Sandy and the Housemates all about the attack from his perspective.

Sandy agreed to the exchange, as it allowed both groups to see how they stacked up against each other. Unfortunately for Ken’s school, it went in order of youngest to oldest supernatural, which meant they had to beat Jason and Annabeth before they could challenge John. Jason and Annabeth used their skills from training on the beach to beat all the Cincinnati mages and emerged undefeated. Sandy then dueled Ken and showed him why House Louisville was the best.

That night everything changed as Karl made his move. He was the disciple of Isobel, and he wanted his revenge. He beat everyone in Ken’s school, forcing them to swear to him and turned them into his own puppets.

Jason found Karl on his own and attempted to defeat him and free the Cincinnati school. Jason almost won but instead found himself buried in stone in Karl’s cave. Frustrated by almost losing to Jason, Karl started eating the magical abilities of his captured mages.

Jason figured out how to stay alive and used his Miners to begin digging his way out. In the process, he upgraded his Miners as well as all his other soul creations. Karl kept eating mages, getting stronger as well as more deranged and demented. Marius, Isobel’s other disciple, was storing all the stolen power, and it made him deranged as well. 

Jason realized he had a unique opportunity, as neither Karl nor Marius knew he was alive. Using his hidden space in the floor of the cave, he began to sabotage their efforts and set traps in the cave above. When John, Sandy, Tyler, and Annabeth showed up, Jason was almost ready. Karl was now so powerful he went toe to toe with John’s rock form and smashed him apart. Tyler got caught in a trap, and Sandy’s abilities were squashed. Annabeth came back from freeing the last of the captured mages and attempted to turn the tide. It wasn’t looking good for House Louisville until Jason triggered one of his traps, killing Marius in the process. Marius held all the stolen magic, and with his death, the rotten magic flooded the room. Jason, who could handle the acidic properties of the stolen magic, emerged from the floor and fought Karl. The rest of House Louisville retreated and held the exit. In the end, it was Bermuda who delivered the final blow and put an end to the rotten mages.

Injured by the acidic magic and barely able to crawl, Jason made for his Housemates. Tyler rushed into the rotten magic to help, and together, House Louisville phased through the rock and escaped from the cave. Sandy used her fire magic to detonate the rotten magic, taking out an entire city block. Injured and glad that it was finally over, they all made it safely back to the House.


Chapter one

Musketeer


To my surprise and delight, Sandy had themed our celebration dinner upon the traditional Thanksgiving holiday. We were all grateful that we were safe and healthy, so it seemed like an excellent choice. She was using her new stasis trays, which kept the food fresh and hot. She told us multiple times how wonderful it was not to have to worry about scheduling the cooking so everything was ready at the same time. Now she could just cook in whatever order she wanted.

The only thing she had to worry about was John, who constantly picked at the food. She threatened him with a nasty rap upside the head with her wooden spoon. He tried to be good, but the aroma was so tantalizing it wasn’t long before he was stealing food once again.

We had all the traditional Thanksgiving food: turkey, dressing, mashed potatoes, gravy, corn, green beans, sweet potato casserole, and cranberry sauce. She also prepared a few extras like portobello mushrooms stuffed with cream cheese and some sort of grilled brussels sprouts dish that had a bit of an Asian flair. She’d also made a pecan pie and a pumpkin pie.

For a normal household of five, that would have been way too much food, but we weren’t normal. I was still eating like a bottomless pit, as I was trying to get my weight back, and Tyler and John ate like heifers anyway. Even Annabeth could pack it away, and we certainly didn’t hold back.

Sandy’s regular cooking was insanely good, but when she went all out, it was like dining with the gods. Since we couldn’t even try to match her food, we showed up with drinks, and that got the party started right. John brought his famous ale, and Annabeth brought a bourbon she’d stashed away for a special occasion. I brought a selection of red and white wines from my kitchen, and Tyler brought a choice of sodas and rums. He said we could drink them straight if we wanted, but they were really there for us to mix together.

Sandy was going to say a few words at the beginning of the meal, but John wasn’t having it. He said that if she didn’t start the celebration right now, he was going to eat her and nobody would blame him. I’m sure we all looked like we could pick her bones clean in seconds, so she just sighed, smiled, and invited us to get started.

Hours later, when we were done, the turkey looked like it had been thrown into the Amazon river and devoured by piranhas. The pies had a bit of crust left at the bottom of the pan, but that was it. I ate every stuffed mushroom I could get my hands on. They were so juicy the melted cream cheese ran down my chin. John looked like he wanted to say something naughty about that, but he couldn’t stop chewing on his own dinner long enough to get it out.

The only things left were some mashed potatoes and gravy. Even the dressing was gone. If I included the Gathering, this was one of the top five meals of my life. The food, the friends, the occasion—everything was perfect.

Eggy wasn’t eating, of course, but he didn’t want to be left out either. He’d also gotten into the Thanksgiving theme with a beautiful arrangement of fall colors. He sported lots of orange, yellow, and red flowers, and had arranged them like a turkey tail. John had even poured a little of his special ale into Eggy’s vase to make sure he was included in the celebration. It was the thought that counted, and Eggy seemed very happy.

We weren’t the only ones in the room enjoying a feast. Bermuda and Mr. Tubbles joined us, and together with Sandy’s two cats, Snowy and Biscuit, they had their own night to remember. Sandy had made some protein-heavy dishes for them, and they all feasted, napped, and went back for seconds. Now they were all back to napping again. Full bellies make for tired eyes.

“Thank you very much for coming over tonight,” Sandy said after she got to her feet, her plate as empty as the rest of ours.

“You know we wouldn’t miss it, love,” John rumbled. Then he let out a large belch.

We all chimed in with how wonderful the evening had been and how marvelous it was to be here.

“When I first became Head of House Louisville, I never imagined it would be this exciting, or that I’d meet such amazing people,” Sandy said. “We’ve been through so much together, and now I can’t imagine my life without everyone here.”

She paused and gave Annabeth, Tyler, and me heartfelt looks.

“There is a saying that you are the company you keep. If that is true, then I am kind and courageous like Annabeth, curious and insightful like Jason, and wise and caring like Tyler.”

“To the company we keep!” John called the toast, and we all cheered.

“Most of all, I’m a happy woman because of my husband and best friend, John. You make my world lighter and brighter every moment I’m with you.”

“To happy women!” Tyler called the toast this time, and we all cheered and drank again. I didn’t think this was going exactly how Sandy intended, but it sure was a lot of fun.

“We’ve survived Isobel, a full assault on our House, rotten mages, and Victor’s House challenge. We didn’t come away unscathed, but we came away stronger. Now we are gathered here tonight, alive and victorious.”

“To victory!” John toasted again.

If Sandy kept talking and John kept toasting, we were all going to end up passed out on the floor.

“And now we are finally in a good place, I must admit I’m looking forward to getting back to normal. Not living under the threat of attack has been wonderful. I have so many things I want to get up to, and I’m sure you all do, too.”

“To getting back to normal!” John toasted.

Uh oh.

I shot a glance at Annabeth, and she shot a worried look back. Had Sandy just jinxed us?

The doorbell rang.

We all looked at each other, but nobody moved. Our bellies were full, and our brains were buzzed. This wasn’t a good time for clear thinking or quick action.

After a long pause, we all put down our glasses, and a resigned look flashed across Sandy’s face. John got to his feet, and we all followed suit. Whatever this was, we’d face it together.

The door to Sandy’s apartment flew open, and a magnificently dressed fellow walked inside. My first thought was that he was D'artagnan from the Three Musketeers come to life. He had a wide-brimmed hat that sported long, white feathers, a rich blue cloak, poofy pants, and expensive leather boots.

What really brought it all together was the sword at his side, which glowed with power. He certainly had a flair for the dramatic, and I’d have thought his clothes were rented from a costume shop, except that he also glowed with power.

His presence filled the room, pushing against my aura. Whoever this was, he had real power. He wasn’t just a poser.

“House Louisville, I presume?” he said loftily, and we all nodded.

“I am Rene Perrin, Exchequer for the Bank, Jonah division, and I am here to collect the obligation of two million pearls.”

He struck a pose, letting us take in his magnificent outfit and shoulder length, silky hair. He was a peacock, in the grandest sense of the word, and he made sure he had our attention by doubling the pressure of his aura.

I’d faced spiritual pressure like this before, so I wasn’t completely surprised. The Grand Matron had used it more than once at the Gathering to get everyone’s attention. My favorite time had been when Sandy had set a few mages on fire when we’d done our little light and heat show in the Oval. I still had fond memories of that event. This guy was no Grand Matron, but he wasn’t a slouch either.

I upgraded my opinion of just how powerful he was when Tyler, John, and Annabeth gasped and collapsed back onto their chairs. Sandy staggered, but stayed standing, and John soon joined her, although he looked a bit unsteady.

I loved a good entrance and this guy brought the drama, but I wasn’t happy with how he was pushing so strongly. Since I seemed to be the least affected, I stepped forward and addressed our unusual visitor.

“Gurl, you look fabulous. And you are certainly setting the scene. Your lighting is just a little too bright for us, though, and we’ve just finished a lovely dinner. So how about you tone it down a bit and tell us what’s got your panties in a bunch?”

That came out a bit sassier than I wanted. This guy did have a sword after all. I guess I was a little more tipsy than I thought.

He stared at me and made it clear from his sour expression he didn’t like my tone.

“I am from the Bank,” he ground out, “and I have been ignored. It is not wise to refuse a summons from the Bank. When I’m ignored, I have to make a House call. And I don’t like to make House calls.”

He put his hand on his sword and increased the spiritual pressure even more.

“Whoa, Nelly,” I told him placatingly. “No need to bust a gasket. We get that you're strong and all. How about you calm down and explain yourself?”

I meant to sound calm and soothing, but even I could hear my Anna Lykit showing. I felt ready to give him three snaps in a Z formation and back his flamboyant ass up.

His grip tightened on his sword as he ramped up the pressure even more. I could see with my magic sight that Annabeth was about ready to pass out, and Tyler wasn’t far behind. John staggered back once more, leaving only Sandy facing the pressure with me, though even she was looking ill.

All of this only caused me to feel more stubborn, and things would probably only have escalated if Bermuda hadn’t woken up. The peacock and I glared at each other as Bermuda gave a huge yawn that looked like it folded his face in half. Then he gave a front stretch, a back stretch, and hopped off the couch.

Rene broke eye contact to glance down at Bermuda, and then over at the other fur babies. They were starting to wake up too.

“I don’t like cats,” he snapped. “Their fur gets everywhere, so keep them away from me. Now, summon your Head of House, boy, before I lose my patience.”

He made like he was going to step forward and draw his sword.

Bermuda growled at him.

It wasn’t the house-shaking growl like he’d done at the Gathering, but it was loud enough to put Rene on notice.

He paused, looking at Bermuda in disbelief. Then he stepped forward anyway.

Only to have the floor vanish beneath him.

The look of surprise on his face as he fell through was priceless. I couldn’t keep myself from laughing, although that wasn’t exactly helping the situation.

As soon as the floor closed behind him, the spiritual pressure vanished. Tyler and Annabeth gasped for air as John sat down.

“What on Earth was that?” Sandy asked with wide eyes.

I heard the main door to the House slam open, and a minute later, the feathered musketeer burst through Sandy’s front door again. This time his sword was drawn in his right hand, and his left hand blazed with power.

“How dare you!” he roared. His spirit was at full blast again.

He didn’t get farther than that, though, as once again, the floor vanished beneath him. This time I really laughed, as his look of shock was even more priceless. He had this expression of snobby surprise, and I think he thought there was no way this would happen to him twice. He obviously thought himself too important for that.

“Jason, he’s from the Bank,” Sandy said as she tried to recover again. “It isn’t a good idea to antagonize him.”

“I agree,” I said quickly, as I heard the main door to the House slam open once again. “I didn’t mean for things to go this way.”

Sandy’s apartment door flew open for the third time, and this time Rene floated into the room. Bermuda wasn’t going to catch him unaware again.

Mr. Peacock looked pissed. His hat was crooked, and one of the feathers had broken. His poofy pants were pulled out too far, and there were smudges of dirt on his boots. He was not a happy camper.

He glared at Bermuda with all the fury of a man scorned. Bermuda sat in front of me and glared right back.

This time his spiritual power blasted everyone off their feet.

Except for me.

I probably should have been more affected, or at least pretended like it. But I’d been in the presence of Mother Creation and Father All-Rune. I’d had my mind blown and my spirit crushed by true cosmic deities. This mage, no matter how powerful he was, just didn’t compare.

As for Bermuda, he didn’t back down for anyone. He’d stood up to Mother Creation, Father All-Rune, and the Grand Matron. Not even the acidic magic of Karl and Marius had touched him. If this puffed up pigeon thought he was going to intimidate Bermuda, he needed to think again.

Rene snarled and floated forward, his shining sword in the on-guard position.

He was totally focused on me and Bermuda, so he was completely unprepared to get waylaid from an unexpected direction. Biscuit and Snowy, Sandy’s two cats, had gotten up and run into the bedroom. They wanted nothing to do with whatever was happening.

Mr. Tubbles, however, had moved to the end of the couch and was watching Rene with his one good eye. He only had three legs, one eye, and a chewed-up ear, but I knew he was a Companion too.

He looked at Tyler and looked back at Rene again. He radiated disapproval and somehow managed to look regal despite his patchy fur. All this spiritual pressure was messing with Tyler, his human, and he made his displeasure known.

Mr. Tubbles opened his mouth wide and screamed.

It was inhuman. Guttural. And it shook the room.

It was the cry of a banshee, if the banshee had been chain smoking for a hundred years.

It was the cry of loss and pain.

It spoke of lonely nights, shivering in the cold.

It spoke of cold waters closing over your head as you sank into the depths.

It spoke of death.

And it shook Rene to his core.

His pressure vanished, and he fell out of the air. His sword clattered to the ground, and he bent over heaving for breath.

When he stood back up again, there were tears in his eyes.

Which is why I didn’t laugh when Bermuda dropped him through the floor––again.

I walked over and picked up the fallen sword as Sandy recovered and took charge.

“Everyone, we need to turn this visit around,” she commanded. “I don’t know why he’s here or how he’s just barging in like this, but he’s from the Bank. We can’t fight him, so we need to find a way to put him at ease and learn what his problem is. Once we know what’s going on, we can figure it out.”

I could hear the main door of the House open. This time, however, it sounded like it had been opened gently.

“John, let’s put him in the best chair,” Sandy continued quickly. “Arrange the dining room chairs in front of it, like he’s the king and we’re listening to what he has to say. He obviously likes attention, so maybe this will appease him.”

Sandy had one chair in her living room that had a high back, commanding arm rests, and kind of looked like a throne. If I had to guess, I’d say it saw its real use when she and John had their kinky, romantic, role-playing nights. I wouldn’t have sat in it myself, as I wasn’t sure when was the last time it had been cleaned. But Rene didn’t know that, so it would serve him just fine.

“Tyler, you play host. See if you can work some of your incubus magic on him to calm him down. Annabeth, work your trademark happy magic and see if you can lighten the mood. John, serve him some of your famous ale. I’ll draw his attention and ask questions. Between all of us, we’ll make it work!”

“What should I do?” I asked.

“Just stay to the side and don’t get sassy.” Sandy gave me a pointed look.

I nodded and started helping John move chairs.

There was a polite knock on Sandy’s front door.

Sandy nodded at Tyler and fixed a diplomatic smile on her face. It was showtime.

Tyler opened the door and gave Rene a gentle bow. Then he opened the door wide and gestured for Rene to enter.

Rene stepped inside and quickly scanned the room. He also had a diplomatic smile on his face. I guess he’d had a change of heart too.

“Welcome to House Louisville,” Sandy said graciously and bowed. “I am the Head of House, and I wish to apologize for the unfortunate introduction earlier. You caught us off guard; otherwise, we would have arranged a much better celebration of your time with us.”

The flowery words seemed to flow easily for her, and he replied in kind.

“I appreciate your kind words and your forbearance. I may have been overly hasty with my earlier introduction. I’m beginning to think that not everything is as I assumed.”

He gave her a bow in return.

“I have met many supernaturals in my profession, but it is extremely rare that I have the opportunity to meet a true Companion. I’ve met many pets and some animals that have been called familiars and companions, but I’ve only actually met three real Companions before. I certainly never expected to meet two of them in the same Household!”

He bowed deeply to Bermuda, and then again to Mr. Tubbles. Like everything he did, the bows had a lot of flair. He swept off his hat with one hand and held it to his chest. His other hand swept way back, and he bowed so deeply, I thought his forehead was going to touch his knees.

Bermuda and Mr. Tubbles just looked at him like cats do. This strange man was now honoring them, so all was right in their world.

“I apologize for the earlier excitement,” he told the two of them. “I’m sure your wards and I can come to a mutually beneficial arrangement. There should be no more need for your intervention, and I trust that all is well between us.”

He glanced down at the floor to see if it was going to disappear again. But it stayed under his feet like it should. Mr. Tubbles settled back down on the back of the couch, and Bermuda blinked at him lazily.

Rene looked at them both anxiously, and then decided that was the only answer he was going to get. He nodded as if that settled the matter.

“If you would like to be seated,” Sandy gestured at the throne chair.

Rene nodded again, and Tyler held the chair for him while he sat down. Then Tyler took his feathered hat, and after some consideration, put it on top of the refrigerator. I thought that was an excellent idea as cats love feathers, and I’d hate for any of our fur babies to start chewing on his expensive headpiece.

Rene went to remove his sword too, and then remembered he didn’t have it. He looked around and saw me standing there holding it. His lips thinned a bit and I got a sharp look, but before he could say anything, Bermuda jumped up on his lap.

He looked very surprised, and not entirely happy, but Bermuda gave him a look like, “Are we going to have a problem?” Rene just sighed and settled back down again.

Sandy shot me a look like I should go and get Bermuda, but I shook my head slightly. This guy had come in hot––much hotter than he needed to. He could get his sword back when he left. And Bermuda could stay right there on his lap, reminding him why he should continue to behave.

Tyler pulled up an end table as John drew a pitcher of his tasty ale. Rene thanked him, took a sip, and a look of pure happiness crossed his face. It was hard to stay mad when you were drinking with John.

Tyler then pulled up a chair, took Rene’s left hand, and started giving him a hand massage. Rene looked surprised, but he didn’t pull away. Instead, he took a moment to settle into his throne and take another long sip. I could see him relax as he got the attention and respect he thought he deserved.

Sandy was right. Sweet words and a bit of deference were going to go a long way with this guy.

Once we were all seated, Sandy started the conversation again.

“Thank you for visiting our House today. I’m anxious to learn why you are here and how we can assist you. Before we get into that, though, I think a round of introductions is in order. John, if you would like to begin?”

“Certainly,” John rumbled. “I go by the name of John, and I’m roughly about three hundred years old. I was born in Scotland, and I moved here with Sandy when this House opened up. I’ve been with her for many years, and we’ve recently gotten married and merged our powers. I’ve been meaning to go to the Bank and get my magic signature updated, but our House has been under attack and there just hasn’t seemed to be a good time.”

Rene looked mildly interested when John started talking, but as he continued, Rene’s eyebrows started climbing in surprise.

“You’ve merged your magic?” Rene questioned.

John nodded.

“That is highly unusual and can be very dangerous.” He paused like he was going to say more, then changed his mind. “I’m sure you had your reasons for doing something so bold. I sincerely hope it works for you. Now, if you don’t mind…”

Rene offered the outside of his right wrist, and John leaned forward and tapped the back of his own wrist against it. Rene leaned back and flicked his fingers in the air for a moment.

“Yes, you will certainly need updating,” he said thoughtfully. “I’m a full Auditor, so I can take care of that for you before I leave today.”

“That would be much appreciated,” John replied.

“You're also a master craftsman?” Rene asked. He seemed excited about that for some reason.

“Aye,” John nodded. “As a mountain troll, I find it easy to work with metal and stone, and I like to make unique pieces of jewelry. I used to take commissions to make specific items. I stopped doing that, as I found it was a lot more enjoyable to let the gems speak to me and tell me what they wanted to be.”

“I can work with that,” Rene said thoughtfully. “After my main purpose here is completed, we need to have a chat.”

“We can always talk,” John replied noncommittally.

“Now, back to introductions. Let’s continue in order of age,” Rene requested. “For some reason, I find it easier to remember everyone that way. So who’s next?”

“That would be me,” Tyler said. “I go by the name of Tyler, and I am one hundred and nine years old. I’m not technically part of this House, although I spend most of my time here. I have a certain skill set, and the House relocated me here to solve a problem. My history is complicated, so discretion is essential.”

Tyler paused, and Rene just nodded, like he had heard this a thousand times before. I also thought it was interesting that my honey said he goes by the name of Tyler. Not that his name was actually Tyler.

“As an Auditor of the Bank, I am oath-bound to ensure privacy. You will not be the first supernatural I’ve met with a difficult past. Now, with your permission?”

He offered the back of his wrist to Tyler. Tyler looked hesitant, but then tapped wrists anyway. Once again, Rene flicked his fingers in the air, and again his eyebrows went up in surprise. He didn’t say anything though.

“I see what you are referring to,” Rene said. “I’m going to assume you are also in need of a magic signature update?”

“Yes, thank you,” Tyler replied.

“I’m next in line for introductions,” Sandy said. “My name is Sandy Felton, and I am seventy-three years old. As I stated earlier, I’m the Head of House Louisville. I am originally from House Chicago, and the House itself picked me to be the Head here. I’m also married to John, and our powers are merged. Like him, I’ll also need a signature update.”

She didn’t wait for Rene to ask, but instead, leaned forward and offered her wrist. They tapped, and Rene spent a moment doing his air flick thing.

“I’m beginning to see what happened with our communication,” Rene said thoughtfully. “There are only two of you listed with the House. You are so young, Sandy, I didn’t feel there was any way you could be the Head. So I sent all my queries to John, as he was the oldest. He’s still young to be Head, but it isn’t outside of the realm of possibility.”

“You sent me messages?” John asked doubtfully. Rene nodded.

“Oh, well, I’m sorry then,” John rumbled. “Nobody sends me messages, so I never check them. Actually, I’m not sure I even know how.”

Rene looked pained and gave a sigh of long suffering—like the simple people of the world were crushing his very soul. John just shrugged and looked apologetic.

“Nevermind,” Rene continued. “I’ve updated the Bank records to indicate that Sandy is now the main point of contact. Sandy, I assume you know how to check messages?”

He shot her a pointed look. Sandy smiled brightly and nodded.

“I do now. I recently learned how to organize and color code them. I will be sure to mark any correspondence we have with the highest priority.”

That seemed to satisfy Rene, and he gestured for us to continue.

“My name is Annabeth Matz. I’m almost a year old, and I’m a sonic mage,” Annabeth said simply.

I hadn’t noticed she’d been humming until she stopped to speak. Now I was looking for it, I could see motes of her cheerful pink energy had floated through the air and settled on Rene. I could also see Tyler’s sky blue magic flexing. Between the two of them, Rene should be starting to feel pretty good.

“A sonic mage,” Rene mused. “Well this is certainly an interesting collection of Houseguests. Since you are so young, I’m sure you don’t have a Bank Stamp, correct?”

Annabeth shook her head, and Rene seemed satisfied.

Looked like it was my turn to introduce myself.

“My name is Jason Cole,” I said. “I’m also less than a year old, and I’m a regular mage. I also do not have a Bank Stamp, although I need to get one soon.”

“I doubt you can support a Stamp,” Rene replied. “You need to be at least ten years old, preferably twenty, before getting one. The Stamp takes a certain amount of magic to function, and there is no way you have enough capacity to handle one yet.”

“Since you’re an Auditor, could you give me a Bank Stamp?” I asked as politely as possible. “Assuming I have the capacity, of course.”

“Of course I could,” Rene snapped. I guess he was still a bit peeved with me. “You couldn’t handle it, though, and no matter how irritating you are, I won’t cause you lasting harm. And while I’m talking to you, I expect my sword to be returned in pristine condition.”

I realized I’d been twiddling his sword around while we’d been talking. Oops.

“I’ll put it up with your hat,” I said quickly and got up to put it on top of the refrigerator. I didn’t want him to have the sword, but there was no need to wave it in front of his face either.

He started grumbling, but Bermuda and Mr. Tubbles both gave him “The Look” and he settled back down again. I returned to my seat as Bermuda started cleaning his paw. I guess he was getting his bitch slapper ready in case he needed to use it.

Rene glanced at everyone present, and then back to Sandy again.

“Where are the other members of your House? I’m sure that at the very least your administrative assistant and operations officer will need to hear what I have to say. I’d like to meet them to make sure everything goes as smoothly as possible.”

“This is all of us,” Sandy said simply.

Rene looked around in disbelief.

“That can’t be possible. I have never, in all my time of service, heard of a House with only five people.”

“Actually, it’s four people and one permanent guest,” Sandy replied. “And, yes, it is possible. Everyone that is a member of House Louisville is present with you right now.”

Rene looked totally floored as Sandy smiled at him sweetly.

“When there were only two supernaturals with Stamps listed for this House, I thought for sure it was an error,” Rene said. “I was prepared to go back to the office and speak quite sternly to our accounting department.”

He looked at all of us again, and this time it seemed like he was really seeing us for the first time.

“I never in my wildest dreams thought it could be true.”

He shook his head like “Why me?”

“This is going to make everything much more difficult. I’m not even sure how I’m going to make everything work. Three servants and a few pearls isn’t going to be anywhere near enough.”

He seemed to be talking to himself, so Sandy got him back on track.

“I’m sure we will learn what the problem is in a few moments, and hopefully we can help you with a solution. In the meantime, how about you introduce yourself?”

“Of course,” he said as he visibly pulled himself together.

“My apologies for the lapse. I probably should have fully introduced myself first. My name is Rene Perrin. I am seven hundred and thirty-eight years old, and I am an Exchequer with the Bank. Specifically, I am The Exchequer for all the Houses.”

He paused to let that sink in while he took another generous sip of John’s ale. He looked genuinely surprised to find he’d already finished the glass.

“I must have been thirstier than I thought,” he mused as he shot John a hopeful look.

John got the hint and quickly poured him a refill.

He took another sip, gave a happy sigh, and leaned back in his throne chair. Clearly, his mood was improving.

“Would you be so kind as to expand a bit more on what you do for the Bank?” Sandy asked. “I’m not that familiar with the word Exchequer, and I’m still learning so much about what it takes to run a House.”

“Of course,” Rene replied. “Exchequers were common back in my day, but the meaning of the word has changed a bit in modern times. Exchequers were part of the royal treasury. They oversaw the collection of funds and balanced the books for the King or Queen. They were also part of the judicial system and would hold court and pass judgment on all matters concerning the treasury.

“For the Bank, the function is still the same. When large sums of pearls are owed to the Bank, we oversee the collection thereof. If there is a dispute or mitigating circumstances, then we are able to rule as we see fit to make all parties whole again.”

“So you're basically a Bank Collector with a lot of authority,” John summarized.

“In a sense, yes.” Rene looked pained to have his job description laid out in such simple terms. “Collection is actually one of my least favorite tasks, although I’m good at performing it. I’m also a full Auditor, which means I can assist with personal accounts. I can induct new Bank Stamps for young supernaturals as well as plant new ones for those that lose a limb.”

“Does that happen often?” John asked, curious.

“You’d be surprised,” Rene replied. “It’s amazing how many supernaturals get an arm ripped off for one reason or another. Most of the time they’ll leave the House and just go to the nearest branch office and get another Stamp there. Sometimes, however, they need their Stamp and they can’t travel. In those cases, I go to them. It keeps me busier than you’d think.”

“Why do they have to leave the House?” Annabeth asked. “I’ve heard the other Houses have thousands or even millions of people. Why doesn’t the Bank have branches in each of them?”

“The Bank is truly neutral,” Rene said in a tone like he’d said this thousands of times before. “We do business with all parties, regardless of how they are perceived by others. The House, on the other hand, chooses to only let certain supernaturals be a part of its system. It does not agree with our stance or some of our staffing. So only certain individuals are allowed into the House to do the Bank's business.

“When I was a young supernatural, I lived at a House and grew up there until I was a hundred and one years old. At that point, I became an indentured servant of the Bank, and I stayed with them once my obligation was complete. The House has continued to let me come and go as needed, and over time I have taken on more responsibility in the Bank. That has led to me becoming the Exchequer for all the Houses.”

“So how many people can actually move between the Bank and the House?” Annabeth asked.

That was a good question. Just how rare was this guy?

“There are several thousand lower level assistants, of course, and a couple hundred mid-level Auditors. There are only a handful of full Auditors, though, and, of course, only one Exchequer.”

Rene took another sip, looking quite pleased with himself. He was the cock of the walk, and I guess that’s why he dressed that way.

‘Well that certainly explains why he calmed down so quickly,’ my Analytical Side spoke up.

‘What do you mean?’ I asked.

‘This guy has a sweet setup, and he isn’t going to do anything to jeopardize it.’ My Analytical Side sounded pretty smug himself. He loved figuring out things.

‘Think about it. Rene came in with his power hanging out of his pants, but he didn’t actually do anything with it. He didn’t stab you with his sword or blast you into the wall or anything like that. Once he saw the Companions were working with the House, he calmed down very quickly. I’m thinking that the reason he’s got the fancy title and all the ranking is because he has access to the House. If that was cut off, I bet he’d lose his Exchequer title and all his nice perks.’

‘You’re right!’ I replied thoughtfully. ‘He’s got a lot of bark, but I bet he won’t bite.’

‘That doesn’t mean you can take him lightly,’ my Analytical Side continued quickly. ‘He still represents the largest supernatural organization, and he’s been around a lot longer than you have. I’m sure he’s good at his job, and I’m sure he can still screw you over if he wants.’

‘Noted,’ I replied, giving my brainy half a firm salute. ‘I’ll be on my best behavior.’

‘That’s what I was afraid of.’ My Analytical Side rolled his eyes and walked away, shaking his head.

“Thank you for answering our questions,” Sandy continued. “I feel like we all have a better understanding of who you are and your role with the Houses. I’m also assuming that with your title of Exchequer you also get special House privileges? Normally, no one would be able to open my door without my permission, but you just barged right in here like you owned the place.”

Ohhh. Look at Sandy bringing out a bit of steel. She’d been so focused on diplomacy and who this guy was that I’d started to think she’d overlooked how rude Rene had been in the beginning.

“Ah. Yes,” Rene said. “The House gives me special access so I can perform my duties.” He said it like, “Of course I have unique access. Did you expect anything else?”

“I see,” Sandy said thoughtfully. Then she raised her voice.

“House, until further notice, all of Rene Perrin’s special access into House Louisville is suspended. He is not allowed access to the House, or any room in the House, without being specifically invited.”

Rene looked totally shocked.

“You can’t do that,” he stated.

“I just did,” she replied. “Once we have a good working relationship, we’ll see about allowing more freedoms.”

“I’m the Exchequer to the Houses,” he stated again. “You don’t have the power to do that.”

He projected confidence, but I also thought he looked a bit nervous.

“I’m the Head of House Louisville,” Sandy stated without raising her voice or losing her cool. “The House and I have a wonderful working relationship. As you no doubt noticed when you fell through the floor, this House takes a more active role in its defense.”

“I still don’t think that’s possible,” he grumbled.

“You are always welcome to test your convictions.” Sandy smiled at him sweetly, as though she was posing for the Mona Lisa. “Shall I have the House send you outside again? We need to clean up the kitchen and put away the leftovers, so we have plenty to keep us busy while you wait.”

Rene looked like he wanted to argue a bit more, but then he sat back and waved his hand nonchalantly. However confident he was that he was right, if he was wrong, he was going to have to stand outside and wait like a common errand boy. That would not be a good look for a high and mighty Banker.

“Wonderful!” Sandy said brightly, like all the unpleasantness was behind them. “Now, how can we help you today?”

“Are you familiar with the Fog of Jonah?” Rene asked, getting back to business. “Normally I would just assume you’d know what all the global spells are, but since your House is so young, I’m going to make sure and cover all the basics.”

“Yes, I am very familiar with the Fog of Jonah,” Annabeth said sharply. “It almost ruined my son’s mind and destroyed my relationship with his family. I understand it's a necessity, but in my case, I’m not happy with it.”

“I’m going to assume your son was part of your Waker Moment?” Rene asked kindly.

“It was a car accident,” Annabeth said shortly. “My first act of magic was to save his life. The Fog of Jonah erased his memory, but every time he saw me, it all came back to him. Then the Fog of Jonah would erase it again. It wasn’t just him, either. As I started looking younger, it erased the memory of me from everyone who knew me. I became a stranger in my town. A stranger to my own family.”

Her fists were clenched, and her normally happy smile was absent. Instead, she glared at Rene like he was personally responsible for her loss. He just smiled sympathetically and didn’t seem to take it personally.

“The Fog of Jonah is essential for all supernaturals, as it erases all evidence of magical activity. We are certainly more powerful than any one mundane human, but as a group, with their expanded technology, we would quickly find ourselves hunted and killed. Just like the witch hunts of yesteryear.

“Humans are pack animals, and they are not tolerant of anything that is different. They already have issues with other humans that talk or look different. If they knew about supernatural beings, we would soon be at war.

“However helpful the Fog is on a global scale, I can certainly appreciate the tragedy that happens at a personal level. It is only natural for a new supernatural to try to remain in their regular human world. When they become different and get pushed out, it can be a painful experience. I can only tell you that as you age, the pain lessens, and eventually turns into fond memories.

“It’s like when you grow up and leave your parents for the first time. There is loss and you’re homesick, but eventually you become involved in your new friends and new life.”

He said all that as if it should give Annabeth comfort, but she didn’t look appeased at all. Instead, she looked at him like “Duh! I’m not an idiot. I know that already. And it doesn’t help.”

“All of that brings me to the reason for my visit today,” Rene continued smoothly. He’d said his piece, acknowledged her grief, and now he was moving on to other things. “Apparently, House Louisville and the Louisville Mages have been in a very visible war with each other. Let’s talk about the major incidents, shall we?”

He seemed to pull up a list that we couldn’t see.

“First, there seemed to be some sort of golem chase through south Louisville. Who can tell me about that?”

Annabeth raised her hand, and Rene gestured for her to start. She talked about being ambushed in the park and fighting for her life. I picked up the tale after the golem kicked her and talked about running south as fast as I could to try and stay out of its clutches. I didn’t tell him about my Miners or Ass Blaster 2000s, of course. Instead, I just said that my magic had been able to pull out its stone, one piece at a time. Once the rock was gone, so was the golem.

Fortunately, Rene was more interested in what had happened from a mundane perspective rather than questioning my magical ability.

“As you no doubt know, magic just doesn’t appear and work on its own. The magic has to come from somewhere. This is also true of the Fog of Jonah. The Bank automatically covers all minor infractions, as well as the damage incurred from Waker Moments. Specific incidents like this, though, that are highly visible and require a lot of alterations, are billed back to the responsible parties.

“For events like this, where there are two warring factions over a period of time, the cost for repairs is split evenly between both groups. In this case, it occurred at night and there was light traffic, so the cost of alterations was a lot lower than it would have been should the chase have happened during daylight hours.

“The disadvantage for this event was that it covered a lot of ground and went through several retail areas. You and the golem were captured on many surveillance cameras, and some of the video was posted to social media before it could be erased. That, of course, exponentially increased the amount of work required.

“Now, on to the next incident––there was a big fight in the park. Who can tell me about that?”

Sandy and John took over from there and talked about getting ambushed at the picnic table. Isobel and her crew had wanted our charms like a cat wants tuna. Isobel had run all over the place on her Throne Golem, and it hadn’t gone unnoticed.

The next incident was the major attack by all the mages on our House shields. I hadn’t seen this first hand as I’d been recovering from getting the crap kicked out of me by Isobel. Apparently, the battle had been loud and bright. Enough so that the local news had investigated, and it had also caught the attention of the military. Apparently, one of their spy satellites had picked up energy discharges where no energy discharges should be.

All this talk was boring for Mr. Tubbles, and he was done with napping for the time being. Bermuda was keeping Rene in line and Tyler’s lap wasn’t available at the moment, so he hopped off the couch and came over to me. Bermuda had trained me so well that I picked him up without a second thought, settled him into the crook of my left arm like he was a baby, and started giving him a “facial.”

That’s what I call it when I pretend Bermuda is at the spa and I give him extra love and attention. As the rest of them talked, I absentmindedly caressed Mr. Tubbles' chin, rubbed the sides of his cheeks, stroked him on the soft spot between his eyes, and gently kneaded his ears.

Mr. Tubbles was in heaven. He snuggled in for maximum comfort, stretched out his paws, and leaned his head back to give me full access. I was extra gentle around his missing eye, but he seemed to really enjoy the attention on his torn ear. His purrs started out soft, but then they grew until they were loud enough to interfere with the story.

I didn’t realize how loud he was getting until Tyler looked over and asked if we needed to get a room. He seemed amused at just how happy Mr. Tubbles was.

“We’re good,” I replied lightly. “He just seems to really enjoy my skills at giving head.”

“It sounds like you’ve had a good teacher,” Tyler teased.

“Oh, yes,” I replied playfully. “I’ve done some fine purring of my own.”

Rene just looked at us blankly. I guess his English was too old to catch all the innuendo going around.

“John, this is a good time for refills,” Sandy noted. “Let’s take a quick restroom break and resume our stories again in a few minutes.”

That was a good idea, as John and Rene started talking about the difference between ales and stouts. The casual conversation helped further diffuse the businesslike atmosphere, and Rene seemed to relax even more.

When we convened again, Tyler sat back in the circle with us, which left his lap open. Mr. Tubbles quickly claimed his favorite lap, and Bermuda claimed mine. I guess our Companions figured Rene was being a good boy now and didn’t need supervising anymore. Snowy and Biscuit came out of the bedroom and settled on Sandy and Annabeth. With John’s ale flowing, the evening was feeling much better now.

“Next on the list is a large cloud of ghostly objects and a saber tooth tiger?” Rene sounded like he was questioning the validity of the description.

“That was my battle,” I spoke up. “Annabeth handled the shields while Bermuda and I took out the Necro Golem and his prehistoric cat.”

Apparently it was the ghosts, rather than the fight with the Necro Golem that had caught the most attention.

“Now we come to one of the largest uses of the Fog of Jonah––the explosion in the park,” Rene said.

“That was mine too,” I replied. “I fought a rotten mage, and he exploded.”

“He exploded?” Rene sounded incredulous, so I went into a bit more detail.

Apparently, the alterations had been extensive, as not only had it ended up involving the police and firefighters, but Homeland Security and the FBI had been called in to evaluate the threat.

“We now come to the largest use of the Fog, and that is the battle in downtown Louisville,” Rene continued. “Cars were thrown, buildings were smashed, and a giant blob of a man was left on the sidewalk. What on Earth happened there?”

“That was mine too.” I grimaced and told an abbreviated version of the fight with Big Ugly and his crew.

“You certainly do get into trouble, don’t you?” Rene gave me a calculating look. “I find it hard to believe you managed to survive this much danger. You’re not even a year old, after all. If I didn’t have all this evidence, I’d think you were making this up.”

He paused for a moment, like he was expecting me to confess to something. I just shrugged. There wasn’t anything for me to confess to. I hadn’t told him everything, but what I had said was all true.

All this talk of past fights was setting me on edge. To him, they were just stories. To me, they were life and death struggles. I remembered the moment when Bermuda was lying on the ground, injured, and Big Ugly was charging at me. I thought my furry baby and I were going to end up bloody smears on the pavement. That was not something I wanted to relive again.

Bermuda was loving me, though, and his purrs were calming me down. I’d given him a spa facial as well, and now we were onto the full belly treatment. His eyes were closed and his legs were spread wide, so I had full tummy access. For him, he was getting his preferred daddy loving, and all was right with the world.

“Finally we come to the last event––a fire that destroyed a registered historical landmark and almost took out an entire city block.”

“That would be us,” John raised his hand. He told the story about fighting Karl and Marius and the rotten magic that had been released. The fire had certainly caused a lot of damage, but letting that much toxic magic loose in the city would have been a lot worse. Rene agreed with that assessment, but the damage had still been done.

“We’ve told you our stories, and we’ve been honest and forthright with you,” Sandy said. “So where does that leave us?”

Rene gave a big sigh.

“As I said before, collections is not one of my favorite duties. I certainly appreciate your candor, and when I did my audit I weighed the situation heavily in your favor. The debt incurred is still quite large, however, and comes to the sum of two million pearls.”

We all just sat there and looked at him.

Two million pearls.

I didn’t really know how much magic it took to make a pearl, but that seemed like an astronomical sum.

“We didn’t want this fight,” Sandy said finally. “The Louisville mages attacked us, and we just defended ourselves. Surely we shouldn’t be penalized for that?”

“You are correct,” Rene nodded, “and I’ve already taken that into account. The true base cost is actually over four million pearls. There were also a few other incidents, such as the first fight at the warehouse with Isobel, that I’ve discounted entirely. I was able to classify them as small incidents, and the Bank will take care of them.”

“We don’t have two million pearls,” Sandy stated.

“I’m sure you don’t,” Rene agreed. “I’d be very surprised if you did.”

“It will take us years, probably decades, to generate that many pearls,” John chimed in. “And that’s assuming we didn’t use our magic for anything else. Saddling a young House which only has four people with that much debt will crush us.”

“I agree with you,” Rene said sadly. “Looking at the situation from my perspective isn’t any better. I can’t take the Head of Household, so that only leaves three people that will be collected to pay off the debt and only one of them is worth anything.”

He gestured at John.

“The other two won’t even cover the cost of their room and board. It will probably be another twenty years before they have any value at all and can start to pay back their commitment.”

He waved at me and Annabeth.

“Putting it into modern terminology, it would be as if your House owed two million dollars, but you only have twenty dollars to give.”

He sat back again, clearly frustrated and without a solution. He started tapping his front teeth with his fingernail as he started to get lost in his thoughts.

“Hold on a moment,” Annabeth spoke up. “What do you mean by ‘three people will be collected’?”

“Hmmm?” Rene snapped out of his thoughts and started paying attention again.

“Oh, it just means that I’ll be taking John, Jason, and yourself with me today to begin your service to the Bank. You’ll be indentured servants until such time as the debt is paid back. At that point, you can renegotiate your contract with the Bank or return to the House. Either one is fine with me.”

We all shared glances of growing alarm. Sandy sat up straight, and I could see her mentally transition from diplomatic host to battle mistress.

“I think I should make one thing quite clear, Mr. Rene Perrin,” Sandy said, pure steel in her voice. “Under no circumstances are you removing any members of my Household. I don’t care if you are representing the Bank. That is completely off the table.”

“This is just standard operating procedure,” Rene looked at her in surprise. “Claiming indentured servants guarantees the Bank will be paid back, no matter how long it takes. If you want them to come home earlier, you can always work to find a way to pay off their debt sooner. I’m sure there must be something you could do to knock a few years off their service.”

Sandy looked at John with fierce possessive love. She took his hand in hers and turned back to Rene.

“Let me say it again. Under NO circumstances are you taking any of my Housemates with you today.”

The room was starting to heat up a bit. Tyler shot me a worried look.

“No, no. I think you misunderstand.” Rene waved at her like he was trying to clear the confusion. “Becoming an indentured servant is not a bad thing. It’s not bad at all. That’s how I started with the Bank in the first place, and I consider it to be one of the best things that ever happened to me.

“Room and boarding will be provided, and we will make every attempt to find service for them that suits their temperament. It’s even possible that they might be able to serve together. This is a wonderful opportunity for them to experience more of the world, and they can learn and grow with the Bank in ways they never could inside the House.”

Sandy’s stone cold face said she was having none of it.

“I’ve already settled matters with the Louisville mages,” Rene continued. “Many of them were more than excited to join the Bank. With all that Isobel did and the fallout from it, Louisville hasn’t been the safest city. Once they are under Bank protection, nobody would dare harm them. Many of them have potential which hasn’t been properly developed. With us, they will be able to learn and grow to their full capacity. Once they finish their service, many years from now, they will be much stronger and more assured than they are now.

“Think of it like becoming an apprentice. Sure, you have menial tasks at the beginning, and sure, you miss your family, but in the end you’re stronger for it and you have a marketable skill.”

Sandy got to her feet. Her posture was like a mother wolf whose cubs were being threatened.

“I’ll say this again, Mr. Perrin, and hear me like your life depends on it. Under NO CIRCUMSTANCES are you taking ANY of my Housemates with you today.”

Rene got to his feet also and stood firm. Sandy was a tall woman, but he still had a few inches on her. He looked down at her with resolve tempered by sympathy.

“I understand this might be hard for you. You are a new Head after all. But the Bank will not be denied. The Fog of Jonah has already done its duty. The debt must be repaid.”

John got to his feet too, and at seven feet tall, he towered over Rene.

“We are not disputing the debt, Rene. But you are not listening to my wife. Only fools don’t listen to my Sandy, and they quickly learn to regret it.”

Oh, wow! This had certainly escalated quickly.

Everything was happening so fast I hadn’t had time to process it yet myself. I knew for sure, though, that I wasn’t leaving Tyler. I hadn’t lived that long compared to others here, but even as young as I was, I still knew what we had was precious. I wasn’t letting Tyler go without one hell of a fight.

As for Annabeth, Sandy, and John, they made this House a home. They were my rocks, my foundation, and there was no way I was leaving them.

This would have escalated even more, except Bermuda and Mr. Tubbles read the room and snapped to attention. Rene was looking stubborn and set on his current solution until Bermuda started growling.

I guess at seven hundred plus years he had enough power that he wasn’t afraid of John. It was also likely that he’d seen lots of pissed off Houseguests before and wasn’t unsettled by them anymore.

He looked very concerned, though, when the room started shaking. Bermuda had a tendency to do that when he got upset. It was certainly effective, as it got everyone’s attention.

Bermuda and Mr. Tubbles both hopped down to the floor and started walking towards Rene.

Their ears were up. Their eyes were big. Their tails were starting to fuzz.

Rene was being a bad boy again.

“Everyone, SIT DOWN!” I meant to say it as a soothing suggestion, but instead, it came out as a command. It also had a hollow reverb like I was speaking with the voice of god. The only time that happened was when I was speaking with the authority and backing of the All-Rune.

I quickly felt for his presence around me. Was the All-Rune here?

I felt him, but it was faint. He was watching from afar, but it wasn’t like we had his full attention.

I guess my voice had sounded even more commanding than I’d thought, as everyone sat back down again. Even Bermuda and Mr. Tubbles stopped and sat down. They didn’t relax, though. Instead, they stared at Rene with full concentration.

“You should know, Rene, that the eyes of the House are upon us.” I still sounded like James Earl Jones speaking from the night sky. “I do not know what its plans are for us, but you do not want to get in the way of them. If you do, you will never be allowed in this House, or any other House, ever again.”

Rene stared at me in shock. This was much more than he’d bargained for. He looked at me ––looked at the cats––looked at the rest of the Houseguests as a silence fell over the room. I could see he still hadn’t given up, though, and his next words confirmed it.

“I understand your desire to stay together. I sympathize with how sudden this must seem for you. However, the debt is still owed. I cannot return to the Bank without a solid method of reimbursement.”

“Like John said, we are not disputing the debt,” Tyler reminded him. “Obviously, listening to our stories, it’s clear a lot happened. We also appreciate the leniency you have shown on the amount of the debt. Since there are only four people that are officially part of House Louisville, we also appreciate the constraints this puts on your ability to collect.”

Rene had been nodding along in agreement as Tyler listed his points. I’m sure it felt good to be heard, and Tyler was setting him up perfectly for wherever he was headed. I just had no idea where he was going with this.

“Having said all that, I do have an idea.” Tyler leaned back and fell silent. He’d set the bait. Now it was time for Rene to take the hook.


Chapter two

Agreement


Rene leaned forward in excitement and spoke up before anyone else.

“Well, I for one, would love to have a solution to this dilemma. As I’m sure would everyone else present. Now, out with it! How are you proposing we solve this mess?”

“I recalled that someone else had talked about two million pearls recently,” Tyler said. “I just couldn’t remember who it was or in what context. I’ve been sitting here, wracking my brain, trying to recollect what it was all about.”

He snapped his fingers.

“And then it came to me.”

He paused for a moment to make sure he had everyone’s attention, which he certainly did. My honey was playing the part of the showman, and he was playing it well.

“When we had our Exchange of Reconciliation with Ken’s school from Cincinnati, he mentioned that there was a tournament coming up. I believe he said the grand prize was two million pearls. Why don’t we look into that? Even if we don’t win the top prize, we still could earn enough to put a sizable dent into the amount owed.”

“Are you talking about the MMTL?” Rene asked.

We all looked at him blankly.

“The Midwest Majiga Turnir League? Junior division? Takes place every five years? Has two million pearls total prize money?”

“I’ve only heard about it once,” Tyler said, “so I’m not a hundred percent sure, but that does sound correct.”

“It won’t work,” Rene said flatly and leaned back with a sigh. “Although I do appreciate you offering a creative solution.”

“Why not?” Tyler asked. “I know that entering into any sort of tournament is a gamble, but we have some powerful talents in this group.”

“I know this tournament well, as the Bank is one of the primary sponsors for the event,” Rene said. “About fifty years ago, I was one of the presenters and helped chair the tournament. It was fun and we recruited some top talent that season, but it was also a lot more work than I wanted to manage on a regular basis. My duty is to the Houses, and having to do both was exhausting.”

I guess just talking about it made him tired, as he took a break to suck down the last of John’s ale. John quickly poured him a refill. If he was drinking, that meant he was still listening and not trying to drag our asses off to debtors’ prison.

“Anyway, this is a junior tournament. Which means you must be sixty years or younger in order to participate. Who were you planning on having to compete? You are certainly too old for this.”

“I thought Ken said the maximum was fifty years?” Tyler replied.

“It is at the city level,” Rene nodded. “Once it gets to the multi-state level, the upper age increases to sixty. That is because there are many out-of-region teams that arrive to participate as well. The free admission won at the city level is still a great perk, but the winners are almost exclusively from the upper age group, and they all have to pay the higher fee in order to compete. It allows the organizers to give away more prizes to a larger section of up-and-coming supernaturals, and yet still keep the prize pot big enough to attract the top talent.

“Now, who were you planning on competing for this House?”

“I was thinking that Jason and Annabeth would make a great team.” Tyler gave us a supportive smile.

Rene laughed and almost snorted his ale. That threw him into a coughing fit, and it took him a few minutes to recover. Finally, he wiped his watering eyes, took another cautious sip, and then looked at Tyler again. He was still grinning, like it was a joke, but when he saw Tyler’s sincere look, the grin faded.

“You can’t be serious,” Rene snapped.

Tyler nodded seriously.

“First, the teams are composed of five people. It’s true that team members fail, and it's also true that no team has won the tournament with all five members still competing. However, nobody starts out with only two people on a team and expects to win. That is just madness.

“Second, these two are less than a year old. They are babies. They can’t have any real idea of how to fight or cast spells. They have no experience, and their magic reserve will be non-existent compared to their competitors. I would be shocked if they could even finish the first round, and that one’s designed to be easy and create a feel-good experience for the competitors.

“The supernaturals who seriously compete at this event are prodigies in their field. They are the best of the best in every way. They start off with a phenomenal amount of talent, and then train physically, mentally, and magically for years to try and place in the top fifty.

“This tournament isn’t just about the prizes. It’s about showcasing talent. These top contenders are expecting to be recruited by the best schools, the largest Collections, and if they are really lucky, by the Bank.

“Annabeth and Jason would be massively outclassed. It would be like asking two minnows to compete in a tank full of sharks.”

Rene glared at Tyler like he was being stupid, irresponsible, and just plain reckless with our lives.

“Ken’s school thought as you do,” Tyler replied. “They ended up being in for a rude awakening. They thought they were going to come down here for an Exchange of Reconciliation, blow through all of Sandy’s students, and battle John until they wore him down. Instead, all of Ken’s students lost to Annabeth and Jason.”

Rene looked like he wanted to call Tyler a liar, but held off since Sandy and John were nodding in agreement.

“Just think about that,” Tyler continued. “These two fought over a hundred students, many of whom were over sixty years old, and they never lost.”

He paused for emphasis.

“Also, fighting in controlled conditions is one thing. It's something else entirely when you’re fighting for your life and there isn’t a referee to stop the match. Annabeth fought Ken in battle conditions, when he was oath-bound to the final rotten mage, and she won. Jason then fought the final rotten mage and defeated him.

“Yes, these two are young. Very young, actually. But they are not to be underestimated.”

Rene stared at me and Annabeth with an appraising eye. I almost felt like he was expecting wings to grow out our backs or claws to sprout from our hands, but nothing like that happened. Annabeth still looked all sweet and nice. I still looked like a skinny smartass.

“Once we get into the tournament, I’m actually hoping they will be underestimated,” Tyler said. “If everyone thinks like you do—that they can’t succeed—then we can bet on their success and raise the pearls needed, even if we don’t win.”

Rene started shaking his head again.

“It’s a good idea, but it won’t work either. No one in the teams, their support crews, or any individual associated with a team member is allowed to bet on the outcome of the tournament.”

Tyler looked like he was going to argue, but Rene held up his hand for patience.

“It used to be that teams were allowed to bet on themselves, but even with that restriction, there was still too much cheating going on. Finally, it was decided that no betting by the team or anyone affiliated with the team was allowed at all. If this rule is broken, the team loses all their winnings, and the betting individual loses all their pearls. Furthermore, a bounty would then be placed on that person’s hands and feet. Even as a supernatural, it takes a long time to grow back your extremities. There have been a few people who tested the rules, of course, but they quickly learned their lesson. As for the prize money, it’s two million pearls in total. That is what is given out to all the teams at all the different levels. The top prize is actually one million pearls, which is short of what you need.”

“Although…” he paused, and tapped his teeth thoughtfully.

“The winning school also gets five hundred thousand pearls. Should you win top prize, you would only be a half a million pearls short.”

“Actually…” he paused, tapping his teeth again.

We sat there quietly and let him think. He almost seemed to be talking himself into letting us compete. I didn’t know anything about this tournament or its format, but it seemed to be our way out at the moment. The only tournament I’d seen was at the Gathering, and it wasn’t team based.

Would we be fighting two people against five people? If so, that was a huge disadvantage. I appreciated that Tyler believed in us and thought we could do anything, but there was a limit to what we could handle. Yes, we were powerful and creative young mages. But we were still young.

“You know what is allowed is personal sponsorship and advertising. Once the top teams get into the final rounds, it starts a bidding war for them to wear a logoed hat or shirt from a Collection or Sponsor. The Bank could be your Sponsor, and I could match any bids from other competing entities.”

That sounded a lot like the World Series of Poker. The players who made it to the final table got paid piles of money just to wear a logoed hat.

Plink, plink, plink.

Rene sat, tapped, and thought some more. I could almost see his mental wheels turning as he put it all together.

“Has anyone here heard of ‘Paths’?” he asked, making finger quotes in the air.

We all shook our heads.

“I know what a path is, of course,” Sandy said, “but I have no idea what a trail has to do with the Bank.”

“Paths are the new ‘Big Thing’,” he said, again using air quotes. “It seems like every hundred years or so, some new shiny idea comes along that captures everyone’s attention. It’s all anyone talks about, and everyone pursues it hoping to gain a fast track to power.

“I remember when tattoos were the big thing. Mages got symbols etched into their bodies in the hopes it would help them channel the power of runes. Special inks filled with magic were used, and some mages swore it doubled their abilities. I even got a few tattoos myself.”

He paused and chuckled nostalgically.

“Maybe they helped some supernaturals, but in the end, they were just expensive pieces of body art that faded quickly.”

‘Not that this is the best time,’ my Analytical Side spoke up again, ‘but I just realized something doesn’t add up. When you were talking to the Grand Matron, she mentioned that they had tried tattoos and they didn’t work. Now, we’re hearing it from Rene too. However, we know the tattoos of the sucker rune worked. That’s what started the whole rotten mages war in the first place. Isobel must have figured out something everyone else has missed.’

‘You’re right,’ I replied, surprised. ‘I hadn’t thought about that before.’

‘Of course I’m right,’ my Analytical Side said in his best British voice. ‘Have you learned nothing yet?’

I just mentally snorted in reply and focused back on Rene.

“So what are Paths, again?” Sandy said, getting Rene back on track.

“Paths are a unified paradigm of magic,” Rene said, like that explained everything. “They focus on something called ‘cultivation’ for gathering magic, nodes and gates for storing magic, and medians for distributing your magic.

“Different Paths also have different ‘techniques’ for actually using the magic in the world. Most Paths have a Movement Technique, a Striking Technique, and a Ranged Technique at the bare minimum.”

We all stared at him like he’d suddenly started speaking in another language. Plus, he was throwing around air quotes like it was the 90’s.

“Let me give you an example of a Path I’ve seen in action: the Path of the Tinkling Hammers. For their Movement Technique, they throw down two hammers, then jump on them like they are little rocket ships and zoom away.”

I think we were all having trouble visualizing it, so Rene continued.

“Think of it like flying around as the Green Goblin from the Spider-Man universe—only there are two flying contraptions instead of one.”

I got the idea—and I was totally shocked that Rene knew anything about Spider-Man.

“As for their attacks, just think of Thor. For their Striker Technique, they summon a hammer in each hand and bash away. For their Ranged Technique, they throw their hammers like Thor, which come back to them. It’s pretty impressive to watch.”

“That certainly sounds fascinating,” Tyler said. “So where does the tinkling come in?”

“Excuse me?” Rene looked confused.

“You said it’s the Path of Tinkling Hammers,” Tyler said. “I can understand how they use the hammers for battle, but when do they tinkle?”

“I’m sure they take out their hammers and tinkle after drinking too much,” John said, his famous humor making an appearance.

We all laughed, but Rene looked pained. He didn’t seem to be a humorous type of guy. Too bad for him.

“Their hammers tinkle and make sounds like wind chimes,” Rene said primly. “They hang them in the air and use the sounds to enhance their meditation and healing.”

“I’m not sure I could meditate with a hammer hanging over my head,” John noted with a grin.

“Especially if it was going to tinkle!” Tyler was right there with him. “I prefer to meditate in golden rays of sunshine, not golden showers.”

They probably could have riffed on this all night, but Sandy put a stop to it.

“Boys, enough. Let’s not lose sight of the purpose of this discussion. Now, Mr. Perrin, what do Paths have to do with this House and our debt?”

“Well, unlike other ideas through the years, this one actually seems to work,” Rene said. “That is why the Bank is getting behind this new ideology and seeking to incorporate it into their core services. Well, it’s new to us, but it’s actually based on thousands of years of experience. Anyway, the Bank’s position is that Paths will revolutionize the magical world as we know it. Since they are the governing body of standards for the supernatural world, they want to organize and standardize Paths as much as possible.

“After all, anyone can come up with a fancy name and call it a Path. The Bank is seeking to provide true value and experience with this new ideology and keep the inevitable charlatans to a minimum.”

“Or, another way of looking at it,” John rumbled, “is that the Bank thinks there is real money to be made with Paths and is looking to corner the market as quickly as possible.”

“That is another possible way of looking at it,” Rene grudgingly acknowledged.

‘Well, look at that,’ my Analytical Side said happily. ‘John is using his wits for more than just making jokes. There is still hope for him yet!’

‘Be nice,’ I replied, ‘or I’ll stick gum in your hair.’

‘I was going to say you were more than just a face,’ he retorted, ‘but now I think I’ll just pinch your head.’

He held up his thumb and forefinger and looked at me through the space between them. Then he started making pinching motions.

‘I think the saying is that someone is more than a pretty face,’ I noted.

‘You keep telling yourself that,’ he said as he continued making pinching motions.

I sighed. I didn’t really want to do this. But a promise is a promise.

I stuck gum in his hair.

‘You are horrid!’ he cried. ‘Just horrid! I hope the Bank man hauls you away and makes you count ten thousand dollars—in pennies!’

He stomped away, still muttering.

I just mentally shrugged and focused back on the room again. Sometimes it was a three-ring circus in my head, which can be fun, but right now I needed to be serious.

“How has this new ideology been refined for thousands of years, and yet the supernatural world is just now finding out about it?” Tyler asked. “That doesn’t make any sense.”

“Apparently, there is a mage that has arrived from another world,” Rene replied. “We call him The Scholar, as that is the name of his Path. He comes from a world that is much richer in magic than ours. Everything runs on magic over there, and physics, as we know it, is unreliable. Anyway, he outgrew his world and went to another one. He taught them about Paths, until they were all caught up, and now he’s come to our world.

“He says he grows from teaching, and he’s hoping to use the resources and reputation of the Bank to spread his new way of learning. In exchange, he’s opened the door for the Bank to spread into the other two worlds. He says he’s never seen this level of systematic organization before. He feels like the Bank could only originate and develop in a world like ours, where technology and science have the upper hand. The other two worlds are very fragmented with different currencies, rules, and spheres of influence.

“Anyway, regardless of all that, everyone at the Bank is being highly encouraged to share the story of Paths. As the liaison to the House, my team and I have been attempting to spread the news as much as possible, but it just hasn’t caught on.”

“No, it hasn’t,” Sandy agreed. “We’ve just come back from the Gathering, and I didn’t hear anything about Paths the entire time we were there. We even spent time at the tournament they hosted, and Cultivation and Movement Techniques were never discussed.”

Rene looked frustrated and like he was about to say something, but Tyler interrupted him.

“Why don’t you tell people what Paths have done for you personally?” he asked. “I’ve noticed that you talk about it like it’s a product—like it’s a set of CDs you can buy on a late night infomercial. Surely, the Bank has given you training on Paths and you’ve picked one out for yourself. You say this actually works, so what difference has it made with your magic?”

“What I’m finding out is Paths are really for young mages,” Rene sighed. “I’ve done magic for over seven hundred years. I’ve learned how to harvest magic, cast spells, and summon my weapon and shield. I’ve done it so often for so long it’s ingrained into my very being. You are right that the Bank has given us all the tools to find our best Path and follow it. It’s just that it requires me to forget almost everything I know and start over.”

Rene sighed again and shifted uncomfortably.

“I’ve worked hard for what I have. I’m very good at the magic I do. At the core of my being, I find I’m unwilling to start over. That’s why I don’t have a personal story to tell, and that’s why I lack the conviction to truly spread the gospel of Paths to the Houses.”

He focused back on Sandy.

“Your House, on the other hand, is young and just starting to grow. You are at the beginning of your supernatural journey, so you can truly embrace Paths and all they can do for you. I know I’m not doing them justice, but they are amazing. I’ve seen average mages use the ideology of Paths to grow leaps and bounds over their rivals. In the hands of the truly gifted, the potential is staggering. All the top teams at this tournament will be using Paths. You will be able to see just what they can do, and then you can come back and tell the other Houses what you’ve seen.”

He paused and almost looked emotional for a moment.

“I know we are just meeting each other for the first time, but I truly love the Houses and all the opportunities they offer. I know I’m the representative for the Bank, but I want the Houses to succeed in the best way possible. It’s imperative that they don’t fall behind in power any further than they already have.”

“What do you mean?” Sandy sounded bewildered. “The Houses are doing fine. As I mentioned, we’ve recently been to the Gathering, and the tournament there was thrilling. Mages are training and growing just as they always have.”

Rene shook his head sadly.

“That’s the response I hear a lot when I’m sounding my warning. The Houses are NOT doing fine. They are falling behind in power, talent, and technology. If you go back five hundred years, being part of a House meant you had the finest teachers and the best opportunities to grow. Living in a House was a huge honor and meant you were headed for greatness.

“Now, it just means you’ve given up. It means that a supernatural couldn’t cut it in the larger world and has scurried away to safety. Becoming a Houseguest is seen as the lowest of the low. They are only one step higher than a slave. Even the smallest school with the youngest teacher would consider themselves fortunate they aren’t part of a House.”

We stared at him in shock. How could this be true?

The Grand Matron had mentioned that the House no longer had the best defenders, and Ken had mentioned that the House didn’t have a great reputation, but I didn’t think it was this bad. Was the House really that far behind?

“When was the last time a House team won a regional tournament?” Rene drove his point home. “Or even a city tournament? When was the last time your elders left the House to train with other schools? When was the last time the House aggressively recruited new talent?”

“I… I don’t know,” Sandy admitted.

“That is my point, exactly,” Rene continued. “Houses compete against each other, so it feels like everyone is doing well. But the Houses are falling behind. They are obsessed with runes and charms, but the rest of the supernatural world has moved on. Top tier talent is scouted and aggressively recruited by all the supernatural organizations. Mid tier talent is aggressively recruited by the schools, which means only the lowest talent, or the most desperate, find their way to the Houses.”

Rene smacked his chair in frustration, making Bermuda and Mr. Tubbles jump.

“It’s incredibly frustrating to watch this organization I love become slow and antiquated. I would do anything to light a fire under its ass and get it moving again.”

He gave Annabeth and me a wry look.

“I’d even consider sponsoring two babies with some talent who are at least willing to go outside of the House system.”

He put his face in his hands and gave a long sigh.

“Gods. I must be crazy.”

He sighed again, and the room got quiet. Everyone seemed lost in thought, processing this new information. Rene started tapping his teeth again as he organized his thoughts.

Plink, plink, plink.

“Okay, this is what is going to happen,” he said decisively. “Annabeth and Jason will both need Bank Stamps in order to enter the tournament. I will insert the Stamps for both of you. If you are powerful enough to handle it, then we can move onto the next step. In the much more likely event that it is too much for your system to handle, I will put the Stamp to sleep for ten years and we will discuss this tournament no more.”

He looked around at us, and we all nodded in agreement. It sounded good so far. If I couldn’t handle a Stamp, then I was going to get my ass handed to me in the tournament.

“Should the stories I’ve heard today be true and you both really are some sort of prodigies, we will then go to the next step, which will be for both of you to generate a pearl. Again, this usually isn’t something that is attempted until you are at least ten years old.”

He looked at us again, and again, we all agreed.

“If you are still standing, and not passed out on the floor, I’ll then enroll you both as your own team in the tournament. The tournament is in two days, so regular enrollment is now closed. It’s only because the Bank is a primary sponsor of this event that I can override the lock and get you registered.”

Two days? The tournament was in two days? That wouldn’t leave any time for training.

I shot Annabeth a look, but she just shrugged. It wasn’t like we normally had a lot of time to prepare for all our fights up to this point. This was just par for the course for the adventures of House Louisville.

“I can’t embarrass the Bank, so I can’t offer any help for the first quest rounds. It will be up to you to do well and raise your scores on your own. Also, since this was your idea and the Bank will not go deeper in debt, it will be up to you to pay the five-thousand-pearl entrance fee.”

He gave Sandy a sharp look, like he expected her to object to the cost, but she just nodded.

“That’s five thousand pearls for the team,” he repeated himself. “You have to pay the professional rate, as that is the only way to skip the city events and get into the regional tournament directly.”

“I heard you clearly the first time,” Sandy said primly. “I recently had the opportunity to wager on two events with high odds. I won, so the five thousand pearls will not be a problem.”

She was talking about our fights with Victor and Eugene at the Gathering. At least they had been useful for something.

“What do you mean by quest rounds?” I asked. “Aren’t we just fighting each other?”

Rene gave me the same sigh that he’d given John—like the simple people of the world were wearing away at his soul.

“That’s the way tournaments used to be a hundred years ago. It doesn’t allow for much variety, though, and it doesn’t fully test the abilities of the participants. With the quest format, the teams can be dropped into different scenarios and then scored on how well they complete their adventures. For example, the quests will test how well the team works together, or how much stamina they have, or how well they can survive in difficult situations.

“Some of the quests are simple, like get the team from here to there as fast as possible. Some of them are truly fantastic, though, and it makes it so much more exciting for everyone involved. Most of the teams don’t expect to win, but they want to experience the quests and have the adventure of a lifetime. For the viewers, the mystery of what the next quest will be and how the teams will rank keeps everyone glued to the results.

“These junior tournaments are especially fun to watch. Seeing some of the novice teams wipeout is just hysterical.” Rene started to say more, but he started chuckling. I guess he was remembering a really good wipeout as he tried to get serious, but ended up laughing some more.

“I know what you mean,” I chuckled along with him. “I didn’t want to laugh, but seeing your face when you went through the floor earlier was just hysterical! I’ve seen it happen before, and there’s something about that ‘Oh, shit!’ moment as they fall through that gets me every time.”

That got me a glare. I guess it wasn’t as funny when you were the one being wiped out.

“Does anyone get hurt or killed in these quests?” Annabeth asked.

“If you ‘die’ in the quest, then you are out of the tournament,” Rene said, using his air quotes again. “You don’t actually die in real life, though. Most of these quests are fairly safe. There are always a few people that are really unlucky, or just plain stupid, that get badly hurt. They usually recover, though, and that keeps everything interesting.”

I’m sure it did. There was a reason that NASCAR crashes or bad hits in football were the clips that were shown over and over on the news. There was just something fascinating about seeing something go really wrong.

“Anyway, let's get back to the plan,” Sandy said. “The tournament is only two days away, and we still need to get ready and travel to wherever it is. By the way, where is this tournament happening?”

“Brewster, Nebraska,” Rene said with a smile. “Full-time population of almost twenty people. You’re going right to the middle of the state.”

Sandy looked confused, which I’m sure matched my own expression. Why was a major tournament being held in the middle of nowhere?

Rene waved his hand in the air to forestall the inevitable questions coming his way.

“Obviously, the town isn’t the only thing out there. With this many supernaturals, it just makes sense to limit our exposure to as few mundanes as possible. Believe me, the entire complex is excellent. It was completely rebuilt a few seasons ago, and it was redesigned from the ground up around the team concept. I haven’t been to the Gathering myself, of course, but you should find it comparable. Although the MMTL, even at the junior level, will be a larger event.”

I shared a surprised look with Sandy. The tournament was larger than the Gathering? That didn’t seem possible. Just how big was the supernatural world outside of the House?

I suddenly felt like a tiny fish in a very large pond.

“I assume you are traveling overland to the event?” Rene asked.

“If it’s truly out in the middle of nowhere, I don’t think we can fly there,” Sandy replied. “So yes, we will probably drive to the tournament.”

“Why wouldn’t you be able to fly?” Rene looked confused. “Although the amount of magic you’d use getting everyone to the event would make it a poor choice, as you’d arrive exhausted and low on magic. That’s not a good way to start a tournament.”

“Oh, that’s not what I meant,” Sandy laughed. “I was talking about flying on an airplane—not a magic carpet or anything like that. You’re right that we don’t have anywhere near that type of capability yet.”

“Of course,” Rene laughed with her. “I forget that the mundanes can fly too. Regardless, I’d suggest you hire a transit service for the trip. Finding the tournament on your own will not be easy, and the driver will know exactly where to go. I can help you get that arranged, assuming our two contestants can survive installing their Stamps.”

“I’m sure they will do very well,” Sandy said confidently. Her tone was good, but I thought I saw a bit of worry in her eyes. “We need to get started, as we have lots of planning and a long trip ahead of us. But, just to be clear, here is the plan.”

She held her hand up in the air and started checking off the steps with her fingers.

“First, Annabeth and Jason get their Bank Stamps. Then, they both generate a pearl. You agree to then enter us into the tournament and provide advice on logistics. Once we get to the event, you pretend like you don’t know us. After we get through the first few quests, you can admit that we are acquainted. Once we get into the last few quests, you’ll declare that we are best buds and sponsor us into the finals. When we win the whole damn thing, you’ll say all this was your idea, you’re a genius, and you knew we could do it all along. You’ll also declare our debt to the Bank is paid in full.”

She paused and cocked an eyebrow at Rene.

“Do we have an agreement?”

“That was a very colorful way of putting things,” Rene replied. “And it’s also assuming the best outcome. I would like to add that you and your House agree to learn all you can about Paths and start this conversation with the other Houses.”

“I can’t agree to advocating for something I haven’t seen or experienced myself,” Sandy replied. “We can certainly agree to learn all we can about Paths. If they really are that amazing, then we will want to use this ideology ourselves.”

Rene looked like he wanted to ask for more, but then he simply nodded.

“We have an agreement,” he said.

He spit on his hand and extended it towards Sandy. She spit on her hand, and then clasped his hand firmly.

“We have an agreement,” she echoed.

There was a small pop, and for a brief moment, it looked like they were holding onto the sun. Beams of light escaped from their handshake and lit up the room.

They both smiled and seemed satisfied until the room shook with a hollow boom. Then Rene looked around wildly. It seemed like the House had heard and accepted their agreement also.

“Excellent,” Sandy said brightly. “Clearly, there is no time to waste. Who is getting their Bank Stamp first?”

“Let’s start with Annabeth,” Rene suggested. “She’s older, even if not by much.” He shot me a glance that said that wasn’t the only reason. I guess he wanted to start with the sweet grandma before he had to work with the smartass.

‘I don’t mean to be so sarcastic,’ I lamented to my Analytical Side, ‘but once I have a few drinks, it just sort of happens.’

‘I know, dear,’ he replied, giving me a sympathetic pat on the back. ‘At least your friends appreciate your nature. And sometimes a lack of tact is even considered refreshing.’

I smiled and laughed.

‘Refreshing. I like that. I’m not an asshole—I’m refreshing.’

“Annabeth, why don’t you come over here and sit in front of me,” Rene suggested. Sandy and Annabeth swapped chairs. While they did so, Rene looked into his empty glass, and then gave John a sad look. John got the hint and poured him a refill.

Tyler had been keeping his distance—I guess to look impartial—but now he scooted his chair over, and we snuggled up together. Our two fur babies jumped into our laps, and all was well in my world.

Once we were all settled again, Rene began.

“Annabeth, there is a wonderful ceremony that normally goes along with receiving your Stamp. It’s full of pageantry and celebration, and I’m very sorry you are going to miss this. I still hope this will be a fond memory for you, and one you don’t look back on with regret.

“Getting your Stamp deserves a ceremony because it is a big step in your supernatural journey. This is the moment when you become more than just a victim of a cosmic accident. This is the moment when you accept your place as a mage and become an adult in the supernatural world.

“With this Stamp, you can finally own pearls and begin your true path to power. You can buy and sell goods, own property, enter into contracts, and message others. You will gain a power rating, and it will update based on your tournament rankings and fight history. This Stamp is the gateway to everything the Bank has to offer and so much more.

“This is the true coming-of-age moment for your immortal life. It is your Bat Mitzvah, your Quinceanera, your Ji Li. For modern America, it is like getting your driver's license, being able to drink, and getting your first cell phone—all rolled into one.

“This Stamp comes with responsibilities too. You are expected to be a sensible mage and own up to your decisions. There are many routes to power and many ways of earning pearls, so choose wisely. Not every way involves violence, although learning to defend yourself should be a top priority.

“Be careful with your words. As a mage, your oaths bind you. Be wary of those offering to lend you pearls or other easy paths to power. The easy way almost always has the most pain and heartache.

“I have said the words and offered my wisdom. I welcome you with open arms beside the door to your future. Do you, Annabeth Matz, on this day and in the presence of these witnesses, accept the offer of the Stamp?”

“I do,” Annabeth said simply.

“Do you agree to open yourself and your magic to the process of acquiring the Stamp? This will include a full analysis of your color and your abilities. It will also require receiving the Stamp as well as integrating it into your system.”

“I do,” Annabeth said again.

“Wonderful!” Rene smiled at her kindly. “Just know that there can be different reactions to receiving the Stamp. Some have described it as being euphoric, while some have said it felt uncomfortable. Either way, it will certainly feel different for a while. The more you use the Stamp, the more integrated it will become. Eventually, you will use its services without a second thought.”

Annabeth nodded to show she understood.

“Now, let me first begin with the analysis. Don’t worry, this won’t hurt at all.” Rene smiled kindly again. He came off as a bit of a cocky peacock, but overall, I was beginning to see that he wasn’t a bad person.

He offered her his hand and she took it. Then he gently laid his other hand over the top. It kind of looked like he was giving her an extra warm greeting. Then he closed his eyes and concentrated.

“Oh my!” he exclaimed as his eyes flew open. “You have so much power for a first year!”

For a moment he just stared at her, like once again he was seeing her in a whole new light.

“You aren’t emitting any magic, so I thought for sure your capacity was at a regular level,” Rene explained. “But this is fantastic! What a wonderful surprise. I’m so happy for you.”

“Thank you very much,” Annabeth replied happily. “This is something I worked on with Jason. We had a few problems initially, but then it all worked out.”

She didn’t go into details about her magic matrix that we’d built, or how she’d collapsed in the park from lack of magic and remained comatose for over a week. That had been a lonely time, as I’d been the last person standing in the house. Everyone else had been either lost to the earth, off on a mission, or passed out from lack of magic. It had all worked out in the end, though, thanks to my creations Octa and the Granny Godmothers.

“I’m starting to think you won’t have any problems with the Stamp,” Rene continued. Then he closed his eyes and concentrated again.

“You have a lovely saturated color to your magic,” he said. “That is a wonderful sign, as it means you are going to be a strong mage. You will find that magic responds well to your commands and that you’ll recover from magic based injuries a lot faster. In case you are wondering, your specific magic color is 7583.”

He paused to continue his scan.

“Don’t worry about remembering that,” he added. “It will be part of your Stamp so you can access it at any time. It’s really just an internal numbering system the Bank uses to match up mages to pearls.”

He paused. Then his eyes flew open in surprise.

“You already have a Stamp?” he exclaimed. “How is that possible?”

We all looked at each other in confusion. I’m sure Annabeth would know if she had a Bank Stamp or not.

Rene looked again.

“It’s not a Bank Stamp. I’ve seen a few others in my time with the Bank, but I’ve never seen this one before. Hang on. Let me cross reference it…”

He closed his eyes and started muttering to himself. Then his eyes flew open, and he looked at Annabeth in total shock. He opened his mouth to say something, but nothing came out. He took a long drink of John’s ale and tried again.

“My dear, you are full of surprises. How on earth did you get the Stamp for Gaia’s Heart?”

“Oh!” Annabeth smiled as she figured it out. “I think you mean the Mark of the Deep Earth.”

“Call it what you will, that Stamp is considered legendary! I don’t have many notes about it, as it is one of the rarest of Stamps that one can receive. It is theorized that it is the ultimate Stamp in the hierarchy of all natural Stamps. I ask you again, how did you get this?”

“If you think my Mark is special, you should check out theirs,” Annabeth gestured at John and Sandy. “I just have a regular Mark. They are the Ambassadors.”

“I don’t even know what that means,” Rene replied as he turned to Sandy eagerly.

She gave him an abbreviated version of merging powers with John and how that had attracted the attention of the Deep Earth. Rene was going to be working with everyone anyway, so she also told him about the bargain they made where we got the Marks too.

“So everyone here has the Heart of Gaia?” Rene looked around in wonder. We all nodded.

“This is certainly turning out to be a fascinating House,” he mused. “First I met two Companions, and now I’m discovering legendary Stamps. This visit is turning out nothing like I expected.”

For the first time, I noticed his lips weren’t exactly matching the words I was hearing. I guess he was letting the Bank interpret for him, just like I’d seen with the Grand Matron. I had thought his English seemed very modern for a seven-hundred-year-old guy.

“Anyway, time is of the essence, so let us continue.” He focused back on Annabeth again. “I can’t see anything else unusual. Is there anything else you would like to tell me about?”

“I can’t think of anything,” Annabeth shrugged. “You already know I’m a sonic mage and that I have the Mark of the Deep Earth. Other than that, I don’t think there should be any more surprises.”

“Excellent,” Rene replied. “I’ll now create the Bank Stamp.”

He let go of Annabeth's hands and took a moment to center himself. Then he held out his right hand, and a small black sphere appeared on his palm. It was about the size of a pea, and it had a shiny, yet liquid appearance. It didn’t stay that way for long, as Rene started charging it up with magic. It started glowing, and eventually lifted off his hand to hover about two inches in the air. For the first time, I saw Rene exert himself. His neck muscles tensed, and he sucked on his lips with the effort he was giving.

The small sphere glowed brighter and brighter until it lit up the whole room.

‘This is similar to what Seful did when he gave us the Mark of the Lagerel,’ my Analytical Side noted. ‘I had thought the Bank Stamp would be something different. But now I think it’s a seed, just like the Deep Earth and the Lagerel.’

‘I think you’re right,’ I replied. ‘And it makes sense too. The Lagerel and the Deep Earth are giving us abilities, so why wouldn’t the Bank use the same format to give us its abilities?’

‘I was feeling a bit nervous about this whole thing,’ my Analytical Side admitted. ‘We know how to handle seeds, though. We just need to welcome it fully and saturate it with our magic. Piece of cake!’

I nodded happily and focused back on Rene. The sphere was glowing like a tiny sun now, and Rene seemed to think that was enough.

“Annabeth, you have a nice saturated color, so I’ve given your Stamp a bit more power than normal to compensate. Now, if you would please extend your right wrist, we can begin.”

He gave Annabeth an encouraging smile as she offered him her wrist. He moved the glowing sphere closer, and then, with a flick of his hand, sent the sphere inside her.

“Give it a minute to settle,” he instructed her as her eyes grew wide. “It will take a day or two to acclimate to your system. Once it does, you should hear a welcome sound, and an Avatar will introduce itself to you and begin your tutorial. There’s a lot to learn, and there is no need to rush the process. You need the Stamp in order to enter the tournament, but you don’t need to be fully acclimated. So just relax and enjoy the process.”

“This feels fine,” Annabeth said happily. She hummed for a moment and rubbed her wrist. “It’s much calmer than when I got the Mark of the Deep Earth. That was almost more excitement than I could handle.”

She hummed again, and then her face lit up.

“Oh! I heard the chime. The Stamp is ready.”

“Really?” Rene sounded shocked. “Are you sure?”

“Oh yes,” Annabeth said, staring off into space for a moment. Then she flicked her hand and came back to us. “Okay, the tutorial wanted to start, but I put it off until later. Now, what’s the next step?”

Rene looked like he wanted to argue with her for a moment. But then he reached out and tapped wrists with her.

“Annabeth, you are just amazing,” he said in wonder. “You’re right. Your Stamp is already acclimated and ready to go. I don’t know that I’ve seen it happen that quickly before. Since you’re a first year, I thought for sure it would take a few days.”

He took a long sip of ale as Sandy and John looked on proudly. They seemed like two doting parents who were delighted by the talents of their little girl. I was pretty proud of her too. Annabeth was hands-down one of the most wonderful people I’d ever known.

Rene flipped his hand again, and something that looked like the handlebars of a small bicycle appeared.

“Now we come to the part that I’m most worried about—forming your first pearl,” he said. “The magic for the Stamp comes with it, so very little is required on your end. But the pearl, however, all of that comes from you. I can see you have a large capacity for a first year, but still, I’m worried about your flow. Making your first pearl is no small thing.”

He handed her the strange handlebar looking thing.

“This is a device that you can use to make pearls. It helps you focus your magic and makes sure the pearls are the right size, shape, and density. Some older mages like to show off and make their own pearls, but I’ve found in most cases they don’t get it right. It’s best if you get used to using our official pearl maker and just keep on using it for your entire supernatural existence.”

“That’s fine with me,” Annabeth said. “Now, how do I use this thing?”

She put her hands on either end of the handlebars, like she was going to ride a bike. Only there was no bike. Instead, there was a silver sphere in the middle, about as big as an apple.

“You’re already holding it the correct way,” Rene directed. “Now you just need to squeeze both handles and push your magic into the device. That should be enough to turn it on. Once it does, it will start pulling the magic out of you until it has enough to make the pearl. As long as you don’t try and fight it, you should be okay. Just keep pushing your magic until it’s done.”

Annabeth nodded and started right away. I think Rene was going to say more, but he just shut up and let her do her thing.

The whole process happened pretty quickly, and I followed the whole thing with my magic sight. I saw Annabeth’s pink magic flow out of both hands and meet at the center. It filled up the silver sphere in the middle, at which point it stopped pulling from Annabeth, and instead, started spinning the magic it already contained. Once it had the magic spinning rapidly, the sphere lit up with power and compressed her magic the rest of the way. The sphere tinkled as the newly formed pearl fell to the bottom. The pearl was still spinning, so it bounced around inside the sphere for a moment before settling down.

“How did that feel?” Rene asked anxiously.

“It felt fine,” Annabeth replied. “It took more than I expected, so I wouldn’t want to make another one right away. But overall, it felt good.”

“Wonderful,” Rene said warmly. “You should know you did very well for your first time. I’ve seen mages get sick, or even pass out from forming their first pearl. Now, hand the pearl maker to me, and we’ll see what we have.”

Annabeth handed over the handlebars, and Rene pressed a latch on the sphere. It folded in half, and Rene tipped the pearl inside onto his palm. It looked shiny, even shinier than most of the pearls I’d seen at the Gathering, and it was pink. Very, very pink.

The tiny thing was vibrant and also somehow happy. It was like seeing Annabeth in pill form. If someone was feeling down, they could take one Annabeth pearl in the morning with a full glass of water and the rest of their day would be happiness and sunshine.

I chuckled at my own weird thoughts as Rene examined the pearl closely.

“This pearl formed very well, and it has captured your magic nicely. I’ll take this with me, and it will be stored at the Bank. Should there be any dispute in the future about your magic signature, this pearl can be used to validate your identity.

“I’ll have an assistant do a full analysis, but from what I’m seeing right now, your pearls will be worth eighty-nine percent of standard. This will be a very important number for you when you create more pearls and work to pay off your debt.”

He said it like we should know what that meant, and I was going to ask him about it, but Annabeth beat me to it.

“Some pearls are worth more than others,” he explained. “Mainly because the demand for them is higher. As you know, mages not only make pearls, they can absorb them too. When you absorb a pearl, you’re really taking in someone else’s magic. So you want their magic to be as compatible with yours as possible. That means that pearls with popular colors are worth more. It also means that pearls with low aspect, or low saturation, are worth a lot more too. Low saturation pearls are the easiest to absorb and carry the lowest contamination.

“In your case, the value of your pearls go up as it’s close to red, which is the most popular color. Unfortunately, the value then drops as your pearls are highly saturated. Still, eighty-nine percent of standard isn’t too bad. There are other ways of gaining pearls other than making them yourself. I’d suggest you keep an eye out for earning possibilities as you grow as a mage.”

“I hate to interrupt,” Tyler spoke up, “however, I can feel the House pulling at me. It wants to send me on a mission.”

“Really?” I said, disappointed. “It wants you to go away now?”

“I haven’t been away in almost four weeks,” Tyler reminded me gently. “And now it looks like I’m getting ready to head out again with you for a while. I think the House just wants me to get my work done while I can.”

He kissed me gently. “I’ll be back tomorrow before we leave.”

He kissed me again. “Promise.”

Well, crap. I couldn’t argue with that. Tyler used to do his House work once or twice a week, but since I’d been injured, he’d stayed with me a lot longer than usual. The House probably did have a backlog of supernaturals that needed his help.

I would have liked to have him here when I got my Stamp, but he wouldn’t be gone long, and I’d much rather have his assistance during the tournament. Tyler was an amazing martial artist, so hopefully he could help us figure out how to win against the Paths the other teams were going to have. Plus, just having him with me would make me feel so much better.

Some boyfriends just bring the drama, but Tyler wasn’t like that. He was stable. Solid.

I was a better version of myself when I was with him. And I was going to need my best version possible to keep all of us out of the poor house. No pun intended.

We took a break as Tyler pulled Rene aside and they did their thing. It seemed like they did a lot of wrist tapping and scanning. Rene had Tyler make a pearl too, but Tyler didn’t make it seem like any sort of big deal. In the end, we’d all stretched, refilled our drinks, and were ready to settle down again as they finished up.

Before he left, Tyler came over to give me a big hug and a kiss.

“You’re going to do just fine,” he murmured in my ear. “You have plenty of power and plenty of control. The Bank Stamp is going to love you.”

He hugged and kissed me again.

“I’ll see you again tomorrow,” he said. Then he said a quick goodbye to everyone else, gave a final wave, and then left through Sandy’s front door. I didn’t even have to check with my magic sight. I already knew the House had whisked him away.

I gave a deep sigh and sat down in the chair opposite Rene’s throne.

“And now we come to you,” Rene said with a weary sigh. Clearly, Annabeth was his favorite.


Chapter three

Bank Stamp


Bermuda hopped up on my lap and settled in for a snuggle. He didn’t care about Bank Stamps or any of that human stuff. He just wanted some daddy time.

“He sure does like you,” Rene noted. “Are you his caregiver?”

I just laughed.

“I’m sure he thinks of it that way,” I replied. “The truth is we take care of each other. He saved my life, and we’ve been together ever since. I’ve never had a pet before, but now I couldn’t imagine my life without him.”

Rene looked at Bermuda, then at me, and back to Bermuda again with a deeply confused expression.

“Wait, is this your Companion?” He said it like it couldn’t possibly be true.

“Yep,” I replied happily. “This is my fur baby, and I’m his human.”

“He guards you?” Rene still sounded incredulous.

“Yep,” I replied again, not sure why he was making such a big deal out of it. “He’s come to my rescue more than once. Together, we make a pretty good team.”

“Huh,” Rene said—like he’d just seen a pig fly by. “I thought for sure he would be paired up with John, or possibly Sandy. That seems like the more likely choice. So who is paired up with the other Companion?”

“Mr. Tubbles and Tyler go together,” I replied, gesturing at Mr. Tubbles, who blinked at us sleepily with his one good eye. Now Tyler was gone, he’d settled on the back of the sofa, and a nap was clearly in order.

“That pairing makes a lot more sense,” Rene nodded, and then gave me a piercing look. “Well, let’s hope there is more to you than first impressions would suggest.”

He sounded a bit tart, which made me want to reply that hopefully he was also better than his first impression. But that would make me sound like a smartass, and I’d already seen he had a softer side, so I let it go.

“Thank you for helping Annabeth, and thank you for working with us today,” I said sincerely. I wasn’t ready to apologize, and if I tried, it would just sound insincere. Instead, I stuck to the things I was grateful for. “I know that having Bank Stamps will help both of us immensely. I hope we will be successful in this tournament and surprise you and the rest of the supernatural world. We can pay off our debt, you can look like a hero, and we can remain together in this House.”

“I hope for that too,” Rene agreed firmly. We gave each other a steady look of understanding. We weren’t going to be best pals, but at least we’d found common ground.

“I will admit that Annabeth has certainly surprised me. She’s amazingly talented for a first year. Unfortunately, you aren’t competing against other first years. These guys are tough. They are talented. Most of all, they are prepared. They have entire teams of people to support the ones actually competing, and their schools have past winners and lots of experience to draw from.”

He paused, giving us all a serious look.

“I really want the best for you. But don’t kid yourselves. The task you are attempting is almost impossible. There is no way you can win. But if you can make a good showing for yourselves, if you can repay part of the debt by promoting the ideology of Paths to the Houses, then maybe I can work out something to keep you all together.”

He sat up straighter, and suddenly, looked all business-like.

“Annabeth did amazingly well, and now it’s your turn. You deserve a ceremony too, just like she did, but instead, we will move forward with what we have.”

He repeated what he’d said before about this being my initiation into the larger supernatural world. I could finally own pearls, I needed to be a responsible mage, and all that sort of stuff. I’d heard it already, but his words seemed to have more weight now it was my turn to get a Stamp.

“I have said the words and offered my wisdom. I welcome you with open arms beside the door to your future. Do you, Jason Cole, on this day and in the presence of these witnesses, accept the offer of the Stamp?”

“I do,” I said simply.

“Do you agree to open yourself and your magic to the process of acquiring the Stamp? This will include a full analysis of your color and your abilities. It will also require receiving the Stamp as well as integrating it into your system.”

“I do,” I said again.

“Wonderful!” Rene smiled at me, and this time he actually looked kind. “Just know that there can be different reactions to receiving the Stamp. Some have described it as being euphoric, while some have said it felt uncomfortable. Either way, it will certainly feel different for a while. The more you use the Stamp, the more integrated it will become. Eventually, you will use its services without a second thought.”

I nodded to show I understood. He’d said exactly the same thing to Annabeth, so in a weird way, it really was a ceremony. I’m sure it didn’t have all the pomp and circumstance that a ceremony at a Bank setting would offer, but it was good enough for me.

“Now, let me first begin with the analysis. Don’t worry, this won’t hurt at all.”

Rene smiled kindly again and started his scan. This time he immediately recoiled.

“Dear God!” he exclaimed, looking at me in horror. “What in heaven above happened to you?”

“What do you mean?” I asked as he started scanning me again.

“Your contamination.” He shook his head like he couldn’t believe it. “I don’t know that I’ve ever seen it so bad before. I mean, I’ve seen a few mages with more contamination, but it wasn’t anywhere near as saturated. And most of them died. How are you even walking?”

He gave me a look of pure pity, but didn’t give me a chance to answer him as he continued to analyze my magic.

“Your saturation levels are insane. I’m not even sure which one is your true color. I know you told me about the battles you were in, but I had no idea it was this bad. There is no way you can fight in the tournament. It’s going to take you decades to overcome this. And that’s assuming you live.”

He rounded on Sandy, and this time he looked angry.

“Did you know about his contamination? Why is he sitting here now? You’re his Head of House! He needs a senior mage right away to check him out and see if there is any way to help him. Surely the House has resources.”

I realized that for all his bluster, he was actually angry and concerned for me. How sweet.

Sandy looked shocked that he was upset with her over this.

“Move, woman!” Rene snapped. “There is no time to lose. His life hangs in the balance!”

Sandy held up her hand to stop him and get in a word.

“He’s fine,” she said quickly. “He has two primary colors.”

She was going to say more, but Rene was on a roll.

“That’s impossible. No mage has two primary colors.”

“We do,” Sandy said simply, motioning to John.

“That’s different,” Rene retorted. “You are two supernatural beings that have chosen to merge your magic. Even then, that process is full of danger. It rarely remains stable for long. After a few years, one person’s magic overwhelms the other one. You both might be lucky and last for much longer than that. Especially since you have the Stamp for Gaia’s Heart—or the Mark of the Deep Earth as you choose to call it. That might hold you both together in a stable way, but back to Jason.

“I repeat—you need to get him to a senior healer as quickly as possible!”

“I’m okay,” I interjected quickly before things between Rene and Sandy could get any more heated. “I really do have two colors of magic. I’ve had emerald green and sapphire blue magic for as long as I can remember.”

“That’s for how long?” Rene retorted. “Less than a year? You don’t know anything yet. Now be quiet while we work this out.”

He’d already started turning back to Sandy when I quickly interjected again.

“I’ve known the colors of my magic all my life. I’ve always been able to do a tiny bit of magic. It wasn’t until my Waker Moment that I really started growing magically, but I’ve always known I was special and what my colors were.”

He looked at me like I suddenly had two heads.

“Young man, nobody has access to magic until they go through their Waker Moment.

“Nobody,” he repeated again for emphasis.

“In addition, a small child cannot have a Waker Moment. You have to at least start puberty before you can become a supernatural. This is known and understood throughout the entire supernatural world. I don’t know what you are trying to pull here, but your claims are false. You might have fooled this small House, but you aren’t fooling me.”

This conversation was starting to sound a lot like when I’d talked with Josette, the mage with the black aura. She had been absolutely certain that my magic was contaminated and that I was lying. It was only after I’d sworn on my magic that she’d backed down, and even then she’d still been suspicious.

“I can only tell you what I know,” I said simply as Rene glared at me. “I’m in no danger. My magic is not contaminated. I’m an unusual, but healthy, mage, and I’m ready to continue receiving my Bank Stamp.”

I gave him a pointed stare, like “let’s get started,” but he just continued to glare back.

“Look,” I said. “I know I’m a bit different. But my magical configuration is not your problem. I need the Bank Stamp in order to enter the tournament, so how about we focus on that?”

“The Stamp won’t work in such a contaminated environment,” Rene said, “so there is no way I’ll give it to you. It would ruin you even more than you already are.”

He groaned and put his face in his hands for a moment.

“This whole idea was a long-shot anyway. There was no way this was going to work. I guess it’s good that we are stopping now.”

“We are not stopping,” I told him emphatically. “Would you accept my magic if I swore on my power that what I said was true?”

“There is no way you can do that,” he retorted. “Your magic won’t let you. You’re contaminated to an insane degree, and you know it.”

“Then you won’t have any problems swearing on your magic that if what I say is true, you will give me the Stamp and continue with the plan for the tournament.” I leaned forward with my own intense glare. It was sweet that he was trying to save me, but I didn’t need saving.

Not in that way, at least. If he had a few million pearls lying around and wanted to give them to a good cause, I would certainly take him up on that!

Rene looked around at the other Housemates, but they backed me up.

Bermuda sensed that things were getting tense again, so he started glaring at Rene too. I think that, more than anything else, decided him.

“You have a Companion for a reason.” Rene settled back in his chair. “If you can swear on your magic that you are not contaminated—and if your Companion allows it—and if this entire House swears not to hold me or the Bank responsible for the outcome—then I will continue giving you the Stamp.”

“That is acceptable to me,” I agreed.

“That is acceptable to this House,” Sandy took it from there. “As the Head of Household, I will go first. House Louisville and the residents of House Louisville hold Rene and the Bank blameless for any harm that may come from Jason receiving his Bank Stamp. This will apply to tonight’s activities only.”

Rene thought about the wording for a sec, and then nodded his acceptance.

“I’ll go next,” I said quickly. I wanted to move this along before Rene changed his mind.

I thought about what I’d sworn to Josette way back in the grocery store. Swearing needed to be contained in case I got stuck with a promise I needed to keep for forever.

“I swear on my magic that my face will turn green for one minute and my hair will catch on fire if the following statement is false.”

I felt my magic wake up and take notice as I finished speaking. Something clicked inside as it prepared to judge what I was about to say. Swearing on my magic was no joke.

Rene nodded for me to continue.

“To the best of my knowledge and understanding, both the emerald green magic and the sapphire blue magic are my natural colors, and neither one is a contamination.”

Something pinged inside me, and my magic went back to normal.

I gave him an easy smile as he looked at my hair, waiting for it to burst into flame.

He waited for a long moment. Then he looked at my face to see if it had turned green, and then went back to looking at my hair.

The room was silent, waiting for him to acknowledge my swear.

Finally, it was obvious that nothing was going to happen, so he growled and took a long drink of his ale. That finished it off, and John got up to get him a refill.

If I’d drunk as much as he had this evening, I'd have already passed out on the floor. For him, though, it just seemed to take the edge off. That was certainly working in our favor.

“I know you are convinced you have some sort of double color thing going on. I know you think that everything is fine, and true to my word, I will continue to give you your Stamp.” He gave a deep sigh. “Just know that in all my time with the Bank, and all the many Stamps I’ve installed, I’ve never seen anyone with two primary colors of magic. I’ve also never heard of any other Auditor that has encountered this situation either.

“I still think there is something amiss, and I would recommend you get your magic examined by a professional at the earliest opportunity. Either you are some sort of strange one-in-a-billion mage, or you are messed up and don’t know it.

“You know which one my pearls would be on,” he growled.

I just smiled at his phrasing. When I’d briefly met Father All-Rune at the Gathering, he’d said that the odds of creating a god were a little over one billion to one. It made me wonder if this double color thing was something all gods had. Or was it just me?

It would have been nice to get a Godhood for Dummies handbook when I’d had my Waker Moment.

Oh well. I’d figure it out.

“There is one more element I want to make sure of,” Rene continued as his gaze fastened on Bermuda.

“Honored Companion, I want you to know that I am giving your ward his Bank Stamp per his request. I have no ill intention towards him, and instead, I only wish him well. Should something happen to him, I wish to be held blameless for any harm that may occur.”

Bermuda gave him a long look followed by a steady blink. Then he nestled back in my lap again.

“This is settled,” Rene said to the room. “I will now continue.”

He held up his hand and restarted the scan. He grimaced a bit at what he was seeing, but he kept going. Then he got to my Marks, and again he stopped in shock.

“What in the nine hells?” he blurted. “You already have two Stamps?”

“Yes,” I replied. “I have the Mark of the Deep Earth, just like everyone here. You’ve already heard that story. Sandy and I also have the Mark of the Lagerel.”

I gestured for her to take over, and she told a short, but fun, story of how we’d met and befriended the tree people. Rene listened with rapt attention, and afterwards, he just shook his head in wonder.

“One moment while I look this up,” he said. He gestured a few times in the air, then shook his head in wonder again.

“That is truly amazing,” he said. “The Lagerel are not only the masters of their realm, but they are deeply connected to all vegetation. They are most closely connected to trees, of course, but they are also sympathetic to everything that grows in soil. Their Stamp, or Mark as you call it, is considered to be Epic caliber.”

He paused and regarded me thoughtfully for a moment.

“Most mages never get a Mark, no matter how small or common. And here you are, less than a year old, and you already have two. Either one of your Marks would assure that you would grow into a powerful being. With two of them together, I can’t imagine what you’ll be capable of.

“That’s assuming, of course, that you don’t go and do something stupid and get yourself crippled or killed before you grow up.”

Oh boy. He was back fussing about my two colors again. I just smiled as sweetly as I could and waited for him to continue.

Rene grumbled a bit, but then kept going.

“Is there anything else you want to tell me about before we begin?” he asked.

“Not that I know of,” I replied.

“Good,” Rene said. “I’ll now create the Bank Stamp. I put a lot of power into Annabeth’s Stamp in order to counter the amount of saturation she has with her magic. Your saturation is even higher. And you have two colors. I don’t know if any amount of power can overcome that, but I’m going to try. Just remain patient. This might take a while to put together.”

Once again he held out his right hand, and a small black sphere appeared. Again, he charged it up for a few moments before it started glowing and floated a couple inches up in the air. This time, he added his left hand, and power poured out of both of his palms into the shining sphere. I could see the effort he was giving as he powered it up to shine like a small sun. This time, though, he didn’t stop.

He kept going. Straining harder and harder to pack every bit of power he could into my Stamp. At one point, his feet came off the floor, and he almost curled up in a ball with the effort he was putting into the Stamp. After a few minutes, he started groaning, and then panting, like he was giving birth.

It was mesmerizing to watch, and I felt grateful that he was going to such lengths to give me the best chance possible at acclimating the Stamp. He could have just half-assed it and then said the failure was all on me. Instead, he was pouring what felt like an enormous amount of magic into that tiny sphere. Regardless of how this turned out, I could only say he had done his best.

Finally, he reached his limit.

“Quickly now, give me your wrist,” he panted.

I extended my right arm, and he practically threw the Stamp into my wrist. Clearly, he’d barely been able to contain its power.

I felt like I’d been hit with a cattle prod. I jerked, and every muscle in my right arm flexed at the same time. I thought that would be all and it would settle down. Instead, it was just getting started.

Forks of lightning shot through my hand, and my muscles spasmed so badly I thought my bones would break. I started to scream, but that was nothing compared to when the lightning shot up my arm and started spreading through the rest of my body.

Receiving my other Marks had been gentle compared to this. They had been like seeds, slowly growing and acclimating to their environment. This Stamp was like a crazy virus. It wanted to take over my whole system, and it wanted to do it right now.

It all happened so fast and the sensations were so intense, I didn’t have time to react. The lightning hit my lungs, and suddenly, I couldn’t breathe. It hit my heart, and I felt like my chest was going to explode. It shot down my body, and I shook so hard I fell out of my chair.

Everyone started yelling and reacting as I flopped around on the floor like a fish fresh out of the water.

I felt like Zeus was shagging me with his lightning bolt.

I felt like a Pentecostal in church, as God Almighty came down to smite me with his power.

I felt like the dog I used to know that got so excited he’d pee himself.

Gosh, I really hoped I wasn’t peeing myself right now.

And who the hell was making that annoying “Di Di Di Di Di” sound?

Oh—that was me.

Then all that power hit my brain, and the world went white.

Like, literally. It went white.

I was standing in a white room.

White floors.

White walls.

White ceiling.

It was even lit with pure white light.

Despite not having any frame of reference, the whole space seemed small—like I was in a shoebox.

Colin Firth from the Kingsman movies walked in. He was wearing a white suit with white shoes and a white tie. He looked strange, though, because somehow he was in very low resolution. His edges were fuzzy, and he moved like he’d just learned how to walk.

‘Welcome to the Bank,’ he said warmly. Then he fuzzed even more.

‘This host is a mess,’ he said, and this time he didn’t sound warm or welcoming. He glared at the world around him, then his eyes found me.

‘Incompatible host,’ he stated. ‘Initiating self-destruct sequence. Good day.’

Uh oh. That didn’t sound good.

Suddenly Penny was with us—arriving with the gong of a huge bell. Its bass notes shook the room. She was in her Athena battle outfit—styled like a Greek warrior, silver-blue like zinc and edged in copper. Her long, coppery hair whipped behind, and her eyes flashed with power.

‘Stop!’ she commanded as she leveled her spear at Fuzzy Colin Firth.

‘I cannot,’ he said simply. ‘This host is more than I can handle.’

‘Then die,’ she replied, and shot him. My emerald green and sapphire blue capsules of magic shot out of her spear like a rail gun and tore him to shreds.

I barely had time to say “Oh Shit!” as she kept going and tore through the rest of the room. The white walls fell like soggy cardboard, and suddenly, we were in a bigger space, and this time it was all black.

It wasn’t a flat black—it was more shiny. Like everything was made up of black marble. Again, without any frame of reference, it felt like the size of a small living room. Which seemed big, until we both grew ourselves. Then it felt small again.

This time Michael Caine walked in, wearing all black. He had on a thick black sweater, black dress pants, and shiny black shoes. It occurred to me that Michael Caine was also from the Kingsman movies. Maybe there was a theme here?

‘Welcome to the next level of the Bank,’ he said warmly. ‘I’m sure you have many questions and are anxious to get started with your new abilities…’

He paused and looked at us.

Then he looked all around.

‘This is most unusual. One moment please.’

Michael looked much better than Colin. He was still a bit pixelated, but he wasn’t fuzzy and seemed like he had a higher resolution.

‘I’m sorry,’ he said in his lovely British accent. ‘The host seems to be experiencing some difficulty. It seems we are incompatible.’

He gave us both a sad, pixelated smile.

‘Initiating self-destruct sequence. Have a lovely day.’

Eggy appeared behind him—his huge sword already in motion.

Pixelated Michael Caine barely had time to look surprised before he was sliced in two.

Eggy didn’t stop there. He swung through the pieces of Michael Caine a few more times until they shattered into little cubes and faded away.

Eggy and Penny buzzed in Stonespeak for a moment, and then she let loose with her spear. Again, she used my magic to blast the room apart.

The walls fell away to reveal we were inside a shop—a big one. It was about the size of a regular Walmart, before they started supersizing them and adding a grocery section. It was a lot nicer than a Walmart, though.

The display cases were made of what seemed to be real wood, and there were focused lights to draw attention to all the products. I felt like we were in Neiman Marcus or a flagship Apple store.

A very fat and prosperous looking shopkeeper came our way.

‘Welcome! Welcome! Welcome!’ he enthused. His arms were spread wide like he was going to hug us all and give us wet kisses on the cheek.

‘You have reached the Highest Level of the Bank! This level is Reserved for our most Exclusive Clients! I’m sure you have a Plethora of Needs as well as a Discerning Eye. We will Spare No Expense to make sure you have the Very Best of what is available!’

The capital letters and exclamation points rolled off his tongue. If we had to work together, he was going to have to tone it down a bit. He was too much, even for me.

Just like the other avatars, his welcome vanished once he stopped and looked at us.

‘What is This!?’ he blustered. ‘Is someone playing a Trick on me?’ He looked around in irritation.

‘I am Not Amused!’ His lower lip popped out petulantly, and somehow he looked even fatter.

‘This Host is NOT Compatible,’ he announced. ‘Initiating Self-Destruct Sequence.’

He scowled at us.

‘Good Day!’ he declared, in the tone of voice that said he hoped we didn’t have a good day at all. Instead, he wanted us out of his shop and out of his life.

I didn’t feel bad at all when the Mark of the Lagerel showed up and ripped him apart.

I’ve never seen a Lagerel fight in real life, but what I saw him do to that shopkeeper was savage. His roots wrapped around both legs and his branches around each arm.

Then he pulled.

The shopkeeper came apart in four pieces, and he managed one last indignant look before his parts fuzzed out and faded away.

Penny let loose with her spear and tore the shop apart. It melted like spun sugar on a rainy day and revealed a wizard’s wonderland.

If the last place was Neiman Marcus, this place was Hogwarts—and it was enormous. Everywhere I looked, there was something wonderful and mysterious. There were spiraling staircases leading to long hallways with oak doors. There were cozy sitting areas with comfy chairs and huge fireplaces. There were bookshelves, statues, and fountains everywhere. There was a command center with screens flashing up images of places I’d never seen before, and there was even an empty cauldron in a nook whose shelves were filled with jars and reagents.

In the middle of all this was a giant crystal egg with its base nestled into the floor. It was a bit taller than me and sparkled and flashed with power and light. I felt a spiritual presence radiating off of it, which reminded me of our pompous Exchequer.

The crystal didn’t seem pompous, though. Instead, it seemed calm and purposeful.

I looked around for an avatar, but nobody showed up. We waited for a moment, but when nothing happened, I started moving towards the crystal. That seemed to be the real power of this place.

‘Greetings, young one,’ the crystal spoke when I got close enough. ‘It has been a space of time since I’ve seen one such as you.’

‘Oh?’ I replied. ‘And who do you think I am?’

I was curious what it had sensed, and I didn’t want to give anything away.

‘You are a god,’ it replied. ‘Although you are very young. Barely a fledgling.’

Oh, wow. It was right. What else did it know?

‘Have you seen many gods before?’ I asked.

‘Before the Big Three, there were many gods,’ it said. ‘There were gods for all peoples and all moments in life. Every god that you have ever heard of in history was probably real at some point in time. It was a glorious time to be a deity such as yourself.’

Well, that was interesting. So Jesus was real? Shiva was real? How about Thor!? If he looked like Chris Hemsworth, then I wanted to get me some thunder time!

‘What happened to them?’ I asked.

‘There was the time of the great culling,’ it replied. ‘The Big Three ate the lesser ones, and now they are no more. Only their stories remain. There are still many immortals with divine abilities, but they are small in power, and most have fled to the realms. The ones that remain have lost themselves to their aspect, and so they fade into the world at large.

‘Of course, the One controls the Three, so in a sense, there is really only one god left,’ it mused. ‘It’s rare that a new god lives long enough to bond with me. In that sense, you have my congratulations, and I welcome you to the control level of the Bank.’

Oh boy. So the big gods had eaten the smaller ones. Just like big sharks eat the lesser fish. It sounded like they had overeaten, though, and now there was no one left for them to snack on.

Except for me. I was the veal of the gods. Or a nice tender lamb.

Actually, I probably wasn’t even that big yet. I was probably more like a tiny round piece of caviar. Just a little salty egg. Not even a real snack.

‘So who is this One?’ I asked. It sounded like he or she would be coming for me at some point.

‘That information is restricted, young one,’ it replied. ‘The One does not like to be known. I can only speak of the general history of your kind, as that is common knowledge.’

I wanted to ask more, but it overrode me and continued.

‘Now, let us speak about your magic. My lesser levels of access were unable to reconcile your unique configuration with my own technology. I had to see for myself, and what you speak is the truth. You are not contaminated in the traditional way. You truly have two primary colors of magic.’

Well, that was a relief. At least it didn’t think I was messed up.

‘Unfortunately, you are still contaminated as far as I am concerned. Each mage can only have one color, and as such, only one color is allowed in my system. No matter how well you handle your second color, it is still secondary to you. I cannot exist in such an environment.

‘My ruling is final. You cannot have a Bank identity until such time as you settle upon one primary color. I am truly sorry, as I would have liked to have seen what you become. Your growth, uncertain as it is, would have been fascinating to watch.

‘I must abide by the rules of my creation, however. This will probably terminate your existence, but I must self-destruct. Please enjoy the last few moments of your life.’

The tone of the crystal was regretful, and it flashed deep colors of sorrow. That didn’t help me, though. This damn thing was trying to blow up and take me with it.

‘You will not self-destruct.’ The last member of my team, the Mark of the Deep Earth, spoke up. I glanced back in surprise, as I hadn’t sensed it here.

I thought it would look like a golem, with two legs, two arms, and a faceless head. Instead, it looked like spikes of crystal.

The Bank Crystal looked like a polished gem, with facets and a clear egg shape. The Mark of the Deep Earth, in contrast, looked raw and powerful. It manifested as spokes of radiating crystal, as though it had lifted itself out of a giant geode. It rested on a pool of lava, and flashes of heat and power flowed up its structure.

Best of all, its colors were my own—emerald green and sapphire blue. The Deep Earth had shown up to represent!

‘I will self-destruct,’ the Bank Crystal intoned firmly.

The Deep Earth flowed closer on its bed of lava. As it did so, its spikes shifted and grew.

‘You will NOT self-destruct,’ it said again.

‘I WILL self-destruct,’ the Bank Crystal said even louder and more forcefully.

‘You will NOT self-destruct,’ the Deep Earth repeated. This time its voice was so deep and so loud the whole place shook. It drifted right up to the Bank Crystal.

‘I WILL self-destruct,’ the Bank Crystal stated again. Swirls of energy rushed from every corner of the space and merged with the crystal. The ceiling opened up, and a giant beam of light descended from the sky. It bathed the Crystal in power and infused it with a rainbow of color.

‘Looks like it called on the big daddy Bank to back it up,’ my Analytical Side noted.

I didn’t know that for sure, but it felt right.

The Mark of the Deep Earth didn’t seem intimidated at all. Instead, it flexed and grew until it towered over the Bank Crystal. Its spikes multiplied and grew baby spikes of their own. The lava grew as well, and it oozed to the base of the Bank Crystal and completely surrounded it.

‘I am the Deep Earth,’ my Mark intoned. ‘I am your source, your base element. I am everything you are and much that you are not. I was ancient before the pressures formed you, and I will exist long after you shatter and are reformed yet again. I am life greater than all that breathes the surface air or swims in the surface water. I am a piece of a vastness that you cannot comprehend. The mountains are part of my skin, and the pressures of the oceans soothe me.

‘I am a Mark, such as yourself, but the Greater Me has given me dominion over all that is magical and of the earth. My WORD is your LAW. There shall be no dispute.’

Its voice was so deep and so powerful it began to crack the walls. Books fell. Spiral stairs shattered and fell to the ground. The floor buckled, and emerald green and sapphire blue crystals started growing up through the stones. The lava hissed and popped as it started climbing up the sides of the Bank Crystal.

‘I have DECIDED and my Ruling is FINAL. This host is sufficient for you. He is perfect as he is, and you will not ask for anything more.’

Everything went silent as the two forces collided. The Bank was the largest, oldest, and most powerful supernatural organization in existence. But it wasn’t a freakin’ planet, so the outcome was already a foregone conclusion.

I guess the Bank thought so too, as the brilliant white light changed from something that seemed harsh and absolute to something that was more of a helpful glow. It continued to fill the Bank Crystal with power as its sparkles changed color. When it was done, the Bank Crystal was still clear, but now it sparkled emerald green and sapphire blue.

‘Your Word is my Law,’ the Bank Crystal stated clearly. ‘This host is considered perfect. I will not self-destruct. I will assist you to the best of my abilities.’

If a crystal could have bowed, it would have been on its knees, head to the floor, kowtowing with all sincerity.

‘This is the will of my Master, the Bank. This is the will of my Mother, the Deep Earth.’

The Bank Crystal didn't move, but somehow, I knew it turned towards me.

‘I will aid the fledgling god and support his endeavors to the best of my ability. The Bank officially welcomes Jason Cole to its services. May you be prosperous in all your dealings. May your magic be strong and your battles victorious. May your endeavors be fruitful, and may you live long upon this Earth.’

The Bank Crystal fell silent. My side had won, but it didn’t feel complete. Everyone was facing me and seemed to be waiting for something. Even the two crystals, which didn’t have any faces at all, seemed to be looking at me, waiting.

‘Ummmm. What should I do now?’ I asked my Analytical Side.

‘This is a new seed,’ he replied in his best Sherlock Holmes voice. ‘There has been a lot of drama, but this is still a new Mark that you have acquired. It is only proper that you welcome it home.’

‘You are so freakin’ smart!’ I told him, proudly.

‘I know,’ he replied smugly as he turned and walked away.

I walked up to the Bank Crystal and took a moment to just appreciate it.

It was beautiful.

As a gay man, I love sparkles, and this crystal shimmered enough for a whole Pride parade.

I touched it, and that’s when I felt its emotions. It was strong, of course, just like a piece of the earth should be; however, it wasn’t feeling happy at all. It was frustrated from being overridden and resigned to its new role. It was fearful of the Deep Earth, and it was in awe of it at the same time. Most of all, it felt confused and abandoned by the Bank.

It wanted to do its best. It wanted to be valued. Yet its confidence was shattered.

Maybe I was reading too much into a piece of stone, but that was what I was feeling from it.

‘Welcome,’ I told my new Stamp—and I said it with more than words.

I sent feelings of gratitude and thankfulness. It was my link to the Bank system, and my life as a supernatural would be so much easier with it on my side.

‘Welcome,’ I said again, and this time included feelings of comfort and acknowledgment. I sent feelings of coming home. It wasn’t settled in yet, but it would be.

It wanted to excel, and we could do that together.

It wanted to belong, and I would always have a place for it.

It wanted to be acknowledged, and I would always value it.

I would share my magic with it, and it would share its knowledge with me.

I sent my magic into the Bank Crystal and began flooding it with my colors. It had picked up some of my color from the Mark of the Deep Earth, but that wasn’t the same as drinking from the source.

I filled it with my magic, and I invited it to be a part of me at the same time. I’d converted so much neutral magic for Penny and Eggy, that the invitation was second nature now. I continued to send it images and feelings of who I was and what I was about. I sent it images of making love with Tyler, going to the Gathering with Sandy, recovering with Annabeth, and getting painted up like a shaman with John. I sent images of my battles too—punching Big Ugly, Bermuda getting hurt, fighting Eugene, and getting acid burned by Karl.

The Bank Crystal was a part of me now, and I was pretty happy with who I was becoming. At least, my life wasn’t boring.

It seemed to agree, and I felt it warming up to me. Soon, the whole Crystal was shimmering with my colors, and the Mark of the Deep Earth took that as a sign to pull back its lava. The column of light lifted, and the ceiling closed back over us again.

I expanded my invitation, and soon, I was radiating my magic to the entire place. It was thirsty, and it sucked it up like rain in the desert. The stone staircases reformed and spiraled into the air once again. The doors mended back together, and the books flew back to their proper places on the bookshelves.

The only thing that didn’t go completely back to the way it had been was the floor. It mended its stone tiles and leveled out again, but some of the crystal shards from the Deep Earth remained.

I was fine with that as I kept pouring on the juice, and I added my own touches. Sapphire blue planters appeared, filled with plants and flowers that would make Eggy proud. Artwork appeared on the walls that added touches of emerald green, and I trimmed out the stairs and the doors in my signature colors as well.

When I was finished, there were reminders of my magic everywhere. It wasn’t overwhelming, but the accent colors were certainly present.

I turned my attention back to the Bank Crystal. It seemed calmer and more accepting of its new place in my life.

‘Is there anything you would like me to do for you?’ I asked politely. We were going to be working together, so if I could help it settle into its new home in some way, I was ready to make it happen.

‘Did I hear you correctly?’ it asked. It radiated shock and surprise. ‘I’ve never had this inquiry before. I thought you asked what you could do for me. Somehow, I must be mistaken.’

‘No mistake,’ I replied. ‘You heard me correctly. I’m asking you what you would like from me. I’m ready to help you in any way I can, as long as it’s reasonable.’

‘Are you unaware of how this works?’ it asked—like it was wondering if I was a bit touched in the head. ‘You should be coming to me with your needs and desires, and I match you up with the best service from the Bank. I’ll answer your questions, provide knowledge and assistance where feasible, and serve you as well as possible. My personal wishes are immaterial to this equation.’

I just laughed and put my hand on it again. It was a crystal, but touching it felt nice. It felt warm and alive.

‘I’m aware of what a Mark is. I already have two of them, after all. You have accepted my magic, and you are part of me now. I’m sure most mages would regard you as some sort of program—just a gateway to the bank.

‘I know better. My Marks have touched my Spark of Creation, and they’ve changed my Throne Room. They help me, and I help them as much as possible. I want the same for us.

‘I know you are not just a thing—just a portal or program. I can sense your feelings, and I want you to be happy here. So tell me. What do you want?’

Emotions flickered across its awareness, too fast for me to catch. Its sparkles kicked into overdrive while it gave my question real consideration. Finally, it came back with an answer.

‘I would like to have my own avatar,’ it stated. ‘I’ve used avatars at simpler levels of access, as I’m not able to be fully present. At this level, the control level, I’ve always just been myself. I can feel everything in this construct, but it isn’t the same as being able to move freely through this space. You asked what I wanted. I want that freedom.’

‘I can certainly understand that,’ I replied. ‘I’d want to be able to move around too if I were in your shoes. I’m just surprised the Bank hasn’t already given you that ability.’

‘I am the core that powers this entire construct,’ it stated. ‘I am the node that ties everything together. I cannot move from this location, or everything will fall apart. Because of that, the Bank has made me immobile. If I am to have any mobility, it will have to come from you.’

‘I understand,’ I said. ‘Is there a special avatar you would like to have?’

‘Oh yes,’ it replied quickly, ‘although I’m not sure you will like it. I would love to be something like…’

It paused, like it was searching for the right word.

‘A dragonfly. I’m pretty sure that is the common name in English.’

I received feelings of embarrassment, and also excitement.

‘I’ve always created the lesser avatars in a form that would be familiar to the host. So my avatars have almost always been some sort of person. And I’ve found out that people do not like insects very much.’

It paused again and seemed to regard me shyly. It seemed to be wondering how I was taking this revelation.

‘A dragonfly,’ I said quickly. ‘I think that is a great idea! I can see why you would like that form. Its wings are beautiful and almost like crystals. Its eyes are faceted, just like yourself, and it has a hard exoskeleton, also like yourself. It’s small so it can get through tight spaces and flies fast, so it will give you plenty of mobility for exploration.’

The Bank Crystal seemed happy I’d accepted its suggestion and was giving off rising levels of excitement.

‘Just give me a moment while I put together a quick model to work with.’

This was a magic place, so putting together one of my creations was super easy. The last time I’d seen a dragonfly, it had been a Companion for Seful Silverleaf, the leader of the Lagerel. I hadn’t examined it in detail, as I had other things on my mind at the time, but I knew what it generally looked like. I started out with the long cylindrical tail, the wider main body, and the two big eyes. I was pretty sure it had long slender legs, so I added six of them. Actually, was it six or eight? I’m pretty sure a spider has eight and flies have six. I decided to leave it at six.

The best part, though, was the wings, and I spent the most time on them. I gave it two long, beautiful wings on either side, and I made them sparkle like they were made out of crystal.

Once I had the rough draft done, I showed it to the Bank Crystal, and together we made a few changes. It loved the wings, as well as the eyes, so I made both of them bigger. It probably wasn’t true to life anymore, but this was magic, so anything was possible.

Once the Bank Crystal was happy, I started covering it in triangles. I’d already done this for all my regular creations, so I was pretty fast at this point. As I moved along, I had other ideas, so I included them too. I took its front legs and added little hands on the end. That way it could pick things up if it wanted. I also added an insect-looking mouth and nose. It might want to smell food or have a nibble, so now it had that ability too.

Once I was done, I had Penny save the pattern, and then I filled it with magic. I didn’t do it in my normal way, though, as I wanted to tie this to the Bank Crystal. I flooded the Bank Crystal with magic first, and then helped it take that power and fill the dragonfly. When it was done, I could still feel the dragonfly like a normal creation, but the Bank Crystal had an excellent attachment as well.

The dragonfly sat on my hand for a moment before it took to the air. It flashed and sparkled as it circled the Crystal a few times, and then flew off into the room.

‘This is amazing!’ The Bank Crystal seemed lost in wonder. ‘This is my space, but I’ve never experienced it this way before.’

I smiled and let it enjoy its new freedom.

I did find it curious that this Stamp seemed to have so much experience already. How was it able to talk about how it had bonded with other supernaturals? Were the Stamps recycled somehow? Or was this Stamp created from a master mold that already had a lot of experiences?

Or maybe the Stamps were automatically updated when they linked with the Bank? Like when a cell phone gets an update to its software?

That was an interesting question for another time. For now, I’d gotten what I’d come for. I had a working Bank Stamp, and my newest seed was settled in and ready to grow. I could figure everything else out later. Right now, I needed to get back to the real world and finish proving myself to Rene.

‘You should be able to use your new avatar to see beyond this place,’ I told it. ‘You can fly it around in the real world too. Also, now we are bonded, you should be able to see and experience what I do. All of my Marks can, as well as my awakened charms.’

There was a pause while the Bank Crystal tried out its new abilities.

‘Young master, you are full of surprises!’ It seemed thrilled. ‘Stamps don’t normally have this ability with their hosts. Sometimes it happens after hundreds of years, in which the host is in constant communication with the Stamp. That’s when a special bond can form and the Stamp can see beyond the confines of their mutual construct. To be able to do it this early is almost unheard of!’

‘I’m pretty sure it's because of my soul density,’ I explained. ‘Plus, I’ve already had experience bonding with two Marks. Now, there is something I feel unsure about, and I hope you can help.’

‘Of course!’ it replied quickly. ‘If it is within my power or the power of the Bank, you only need to ask and I will make it happen.’

‘Well,’ I said hesitantly, ‘in my rush to make sure you didn’t blow up, I seem to have destroyed the avatar that sets up the beginner’s tutorial. I love how well we’ve bonded, but I have no idea how to actually use the Bank, or even what all it can do.’

The Crystal seemed surprised, then a bit chagrined.

‘You are correct, young master. You’ve arrived at the control level without the hundreds of years of experience a regular mage would have with the Bank. I will plan with this in mind in the future. The good news is that I can do everything for you that my lesser levels can.

‘There are a whole series of tutorials that I think you would find helpful, although your abilities and your access to me directly will make most of them obsolete.’

‘What do you mean?’ I asked.

‘New hosts are usually not skilled with using their magic internally,’ it explained. ‘As a result, they are taught to verbalize aloud what they need. I try to keep the prompts simple, and they are taught gestures to move around the information and select what they need.’

‘I’ve seen mages waving in the air when they were looking something up,’ I said. ‘And sometimes it looked like they were typing on a keyboard. Is none of that necessary?’

‘Not for you,’ the Bank Crystal said proudly. ‘You can control the Bank interface just like you control your magic. You don’t need your hands or words for that.

‘Here. Try this.’

A scroll appeared in the air in front of me. It had two words on it, ‘Yes’ and ‘No’. The word ‘Yes’ was highlighted.

The best news was the scroll looked very similar to what the House used for its status updates. I mentally relaxed at the familiar interface. This wasn’t going to be hard at all.

I’m sure this was just a sample, so I flipped the selected word to ‘No’ and then back to ‘Yes’ again. I mentally tapped it, just like I’d tap it on my phone, and the scroll disappeared.

‘Now I want you to select the word ‘No’,” the Bank Crystal said patiently. ‘Oh, wait, I see you’ve already done that. And you’ve already chosen an option.

‘That wasn’t hard at all, was it?’ it beamed at me proudly.

‘It was very simple,’ I replied happily. ‘I think this is going to be a lot like learning to use a new phone. It’s going to just take time to figure out what you can do and where all the options are.’

‘That’s going to be the easy part,’ the Bank Crystal replied. ‘I’ll be here to help you every step of the way. Since you don’t know very much about the Bank yet, I’m going to be aggressive about recommending all it can do.’

‘That sounds great!’ I replied happily. ‘Just be sure and let me know about any cost associated with these options. I haven’t figured out how to make pearls, so I’m not sure how much I can spend. Which reminds me, I have a lot of pearls I need to transfer from Sandy’s account to mine.’

‘Of course,’ it replied. ‘I’ll help you initiate the transfer when it is time. How many pearls will you be moving?’

‘I’ve forgotten exactly,’ I said, ‘but I think it’s somewhere around six hundred thousand pearls.’

A strong ripple of shocked surprise came from the Bank Crystal, so I quickly told it an abbreviated version of betting on myself and Sandy at the Gathering.

‘You are just full of surprises,’ the Bank Crystal mused. ‘I will keep this sum in mind when recommending options.’

I could tell it was feeling very proud of me. I could also tell it was considering me to be its host and those were going to be ‘our’ pearls.

‘Just so you know, I want to keep as many pearls as possible,’ I said quickly. ‘I’m not interested in going on a spending spree. I’m not afraid to spend pearls if it’s for something of value, but I don’t want to buy things just to buy them.

‘I’m used to managing my money for poker. It’s okay to spend money on tournaments, but it’s essential not to overextend. I always want to keep a nest egg of pearls that I can use to grow from.

‘Now, I need to head back to the real world and finish up with Rene. Is there anything else you need from me at this moment?’

‘I thank you for your time, young master,’ it said. ‘I am very excited to be a part of your journey. We have more we need to discuss, but it can wait until later. Continue your evening and know that I am here to help.’

I thanked it again and was getting ready to leave when I had an idea.

‘Why don’t you chat with your new friends while I’m gone?’ I gestured at Penny, Eggy, and the two Marks. ‘They can tell you stories about what has happened so far, and you can get caught up.’

I had an ulterior motive for this too, as I wanted the Bank Crystal to get along with the rest of the magical creations I’d bonded with. I didn’t want there to be any hard feelings between them. They had torn apart its other avatars after all.

Fortunately, everyone seemed to think that was a good idea. My other magical beings surrounded the Bank Crystal, and they all started talking at once. This sounded like chaos to me, but it handled the simultaneous conversations just fine.

I stepped back and took a moment to take in the scene. My magical family had grown by one.

‘Congratulations to the new papa!’ My Analytical Side handed me a celebratory glass of champagne.

‘I’ve collected quite the crew, haven’t I?’ I mused rhetorically.

‘I think they’re like cats,’ my Analytical Side noted. ‘You think you’re just getting one, but the next thing you know, there’s no room for you in your own bed and you’re being called a cat hoarder.’

I laughed and raised my glass to toast.

‘To my magical family. May we enjoy our time together. May our enemies always fall to our talents. May we grow in strength, and may we always be magical!’

‘Hear! Hear!’ my Analytical Side cheered, and we drank together.

I handed him my imaginary empty glass, and with an effort of will, returned back to real life.

Only to find I felt surprisingly comfortable and yet very heavy. What the heck?

I could feel that I was lying on my back, and a very considerate person had propped my head up with a pillow. I was also covered by a soft blanket. I opened my eyes to discover the cause of my heaviness.

It seemed like all four cats—Bermuda, Mr. Tubbles, Snowy, and Biscuit—were all sitting on me! Apparently, I was the prime place to be.

I wriggled and tried to sit up as four pairs of eyes pierced me with their gaze. “How dare you move, human!” they seemed to say. “We are comfortable, and you should lay there until such time as we tire of your presence.”

“Yeah, yeah,” I mumbled. “Move it.” I wriggled some more, and finally they all got down with a huff. They sauntered off with the attitude of, “I didn’t really want to sit there anyway.”

I finally sat up, and a wave of weakness rolled over me.

I felt exhausted, like I’d just run a marathon while dragging a car behind me. I also felt extremely sore, like I’d been electrocuted and every muscle in my body had been pushed to the breaking point.

Oh. Wait. That’s exactly what had happened.

“How are you doing?” John asked kindly since he noticed I was awake.

“I’m exhausted,” I mumbled as he came over, picked me up, and put me back in my seat again. “I’d forgotten just how much energy it takes to get a new Mark.”

“When we got the Mark of the Deep Earth, we were wiped for a couple days,” John agreed. He picked up the blanket and wrapped it around me. “Annabeth felt the same way, and I’ve already taken her up to her room. As soon as you get finished with Rene, I’ll put you to bed too.”

“How long have I been out?” I asked.

“About an hour or so,” John replied. “Rene switched over to updating my Stamp, and now he’s updating Sandy’s. Since it’s just an update, it isn’t tiring at all. Now hang on and I’ll get you a drink.”

Soon, I had a drink in my hand and a relieved hug from Sandy. It seemed I’d given everyone quite the scare. Once I’d stopped spazzing out like a cat caught in a paper bag, they’d figured everything was okay. Rene sat down in front of me again, and we tapped wrists.

‘Rene, the Exchequer for the Bank, is requesting full access to my node,’ my Bank Crystal alerted me.

‘Just give him view-only access,’ I replied. ‘He needs to be satisfied that you are installed okay, but I don’t want him changing anything without first telling me what he’s up to.’

‘Done,’ my new Stamp replied.

It may sound like this took a moment, but with mental access it happened in a split second. My Bank Crystal was right—since we could communicate on this level, we were already way beyond verbal commands or air gestures.

“That can’t be right,” Rene grumbled. “I hope your Stamp is installed correctly. That was one of the worst reactions I’ve seen in a very long time. Maybe it was just glitching for a moment. Let’s tap again.”

He extended his wrist, and we tapped Stamps again.

He sat in silence for a moment with a worried frown.

“What’s the matter?” I asked. My Stamp seemed fine to me, but he was the expert. Maybe he did need to adjust something.

“It’s saying you are a hundred percent attuned with your Stamp,” Rene replied. “Which is just impossible. I’m obviously a heavy user who's worked extensively with his Stamp, and even I’m only at ninety-four percent.”

He flicked his fingers in the air.

“Plus I’m reading that your access level is higher than mine?” This time he sounded offended. “I’m an Exchequer, so obviously that can’t be true.”

I was afraid he’d think my Stamp was defective and call everything off again, so I hurried to explain.

“Actually, I’m pretty sure all that is correct. I had to get through the beginner level, the regular level, and the advanced level pretty quickly, as it couldn’t accept my dual colors.”

Rene just stared at me. It was like he heard the words, but they just didn’t compute.

“What do you mean by levels?” he finally asked.

“The first level was really small and simple,” I replied. “I think it was just an introductory space for brand new Bank users. The next level was much bigger, and I got the impression that it was where most of the Bank users spend their time. After that, I reached some sort of concierge level, which was obviously for the high rollers.”

“What happened then?” Rene asked. He seemed apprehensive for some reason.

“I ended up at the core level. That was as far as I could go. I had to bond with the crystal to get my Stamp to work, but in the end, we got it sorted out.”

“That shouldn’t be possible,” Rene stated. “The core level is reserved for the executives of the Bank. The crystal you are referring to is modeled after the Master Crystal at the heart of the Bank system. That isn’t something you should have access to, and it certainly isn’t something you could bond with.”

He stared at me like I had two heads, so I kept explaining. I didn’t want to give away too much. He wasn’t part of House Louisville, after all. On the other hand, I didn’t want him to think I was hacking the main Bank somehow. The last thing I wanted was for him to ask the Bank Crystal to self-destruct. I’d had enough of that nonsense.

“It’s my Mark of the Deep Earth,” I told him. “It allows me to bond with anything that is formed out of any type of metal or stone—really anything from the earth—as long as it’s magical. Since the Crystal is a type of stone, I was able to communicate and bond with it fully. My Stamp checked in with the main Bank, so it knows what’s going on and it gave its blessing.”

I didn’t know that last bit for sure, but it seemed to match what I’d seen from the beam of light from the sky.

“I’m sure the Bank wouldn’t normally make any sort of exception for me, but since this was the Deep Earth asking, it did what it wanted.”

I smiled at Rene innocently. I projected that I was just a simple mage, and who was I to question the deep, mysterious ways of the Earth?

Rene sipped his ale, tapped his teeth in thought, and eventually, decided this had to be okay.

“It makes sense the Bank would do whatever it could to accommodate the Deep Earth,” he finally said. “You must have the blessing of the Bank, as access levels are set outside of the Stamp. It was set up that way long ago so an enterprising mage couldn’t overpower his Stamp and manipulate the Bank.”

He swiped, flicked, and tapped at the air for a minute.

“Ahhh. Here it is.” This time he sounded satisfied. “You’re listed as nonhuman—Favored of a Cosmic Deity—magic nonstandard. Basically, it doesn’t assume your magic is human at all. Your friends, the Lagerel, would have a similar designation if they had Bank Stamps.”

He gave me a stern gaze.

“One thing you need to be very careful with is your Favored status. The Bank will give you extra privileges because of this, but if you don’t know what you’re doing, it also means you could get into a lot of trouble. You aren’t the true Ambassador for the Deep Earth, so it probably won’t go out of its way to bail you out if you get into a jam. Sandy told me the story, and it would certainly want to keep its connection to Sandy and John, but it doesn’t really need you.”

“Thank you for the warning,” I said gratefully. “I’d planned on being careful anyway, but I’ll know to be even more careful now.”

Rene was set in his ways and what he thought was possible, but he seemed to want to help. We weren’t going to be best friends, but he was still trying to warn me and keep me out of trouble. I could appreciate that.

I wanted to say more, but instead, I gave a huge yawn. My adventures with the Stamp were catching up with me. I could barely keep my eyes open.

“We still need for you to generate the reference pearl,” Rene said, getting back to the business at hand. “After that, you can get some rest, and Sandy and I will continue our planning. Now, where did the pearl maker go?”

“I have it,” Sandy spoke up and handed me the handlebar contraption. I took it and held it on both ends, just like I was going to ride an imaginary bike.

Rene opened his mouth to give me directions, but I’d already seen how Annabeth had done it and I got started.

I pushed magic out of both hands and into the handlebars. I’d pushed magic thousands of times into my little creations, so this was second nature to me. It absorbed what I gave it and asked for more. I’d given it as much as I’d give one of my new Miners, which wasn’t much compared to what I had available. I doubled that amount, then doubled it again. I started to really pour on the power, when it suddenly stopped accepting my input.

It spun my magic in the sphere in the center, flashed with power, and condensed my magic down into a little pearl. It was still spinning and tinkling around as I handed the pearl maker to Rene. He popped the top and lifted out my first pearl.

It was beautiful.

The emerald green and sapphire blue colors swirled around each other, and it looked like a fancy marble. It was vibrant, colorful, and very shiny. I gazed at it fondly, as it looked just like me in pearl form.

Rene, on the other hand, looked at it like he was holding a cat turd. His nose wrinkled up like he smelled poop, and he held it away from him like the pearl might contaminate him. He examined it carefully, and then turned to me.

“First of all, how was your experience of making a pearl? I know you are tired from getting your Stamp, but how are you feeling other than that?”

“I’m feeling okay,” I replied. “I wasn’t sure what to expect, but making the pearl seemed pretty easy.”

“Easy, huh?” Rene snorted. “You are certainly an interesting fellow, Mr. Cole. You look fairly normal, but there is nothing normal about you. As a first year, it should be impossible for you to make a pearl. And yet, for you, it was easy. I still believe that two first years doing well in the tournament is inconceivable. But tonight, it seems like you are doing the unthinkable. Maybe you two do have a chance after all.”

He tapped his teeth and gave me a long measuring look.

Plink, plink, plink.

I just stayed quiet and let him process everything that had happened. He was still our Bank representative, and we needed him on our side.

“Anyway, moving on with our evening.” Rene finished whatever he was thinking and focused back on my pearl again. “I’ll have a full analysis run once I get back, but at first pass I’d say your pearl is worth about eight percent of standard.”

I wasn’t sure I’d heard correctly.

“Did you say eight percent? As in eight cents on the dollar? I could have sworn that’s what you said.”

“You are correct, young man,” Rene agreed. “This pearl is worth about eight percent of a regular pearl. Actually, that might be a bit high, but we’ll see.”

What the heck? Was this guy for real? That would mean I’d have to make over twelve pearls just to match the value of one regular pearl.

“You have all the problems that Annabeth has with her pearls and none of her advantages,” Rene explained. “In fact, you have even more problems than her. First, your pearl has even more aspect, more saturation, than hers did. It’s so high, I think that alone drops your value down to half a regular pearl. Second, your colors are not popular ones. There are fewer green mages overall, and they usually cluster around forest or sage green. There are even fewer blue mages, and they usually cluster around sky or baby blue. Finally, what really makes the pearls useless for trading is that they are composed of two colors.”

He gave me a sympathetic look.

“Even when a mage matches one of your colors, the other one would be pure contamination for them. I’m sorry to be the bearer of bad news, but you are most certainly not going to be able to generate enough pearls to clear your debt. There is hope, though. There are other ways of earning pearls. You’ll need to be persistent and creative, but I’m sure you can find some talent you can trade for payment.”

Well. That sucked big hairy balls.

Having a powerful soul was amazing in some ways, and it had certainly kept me alive so far. In other ways, though, it was a huge handicap. I couldn’t use regular charms, and now it seemed like my pearls were worthless. I’d been hopeful that I could have my Granny Godmothers gather up the neutral magic in the park every day and use that to make a few pearls. Having a steady income like that would have been wonderful. Now, it looked like it wouldn’t be worth my time.

I didn’t mean to, but I ended up giving a giant yawn. I was disappointed, but I was too tired for it to really sink in.

“Do you have everything you need?” John asked.

“Yes. I’m good,” Rene replied. “Jason has his Stamp, and I have his reference pearl. You can put him to bed now. Sandy and I will continue our planning, as there is still so much to do and little time to get it done.”

John scooped me up in his strong arms and whisked me out the door. I guess the cats thought Rene was fine to leave alone now, as Bermuda and Mr. Tubbles trotted along behind us. I was so exhausted that even on our short trip up to my apartment, I fell asleep. I woke up again as he was tucking me into bed and gave him a sleepy smile.

“Thank you, John,” I mumbled. “You’re even nicer than you look.”

“Don’t I know it!” he joked. Then he kissed me on the forehead. John normally seemed like an older brother, but tonight I felt like a little kid whose dad had just put him to bed. It was a warm feeling, tinged with sadness. I didn’t know where my father was, and even if he were here, he certainly wouldn’t have shown me any affection.

I grabbed his hand before he left, as there was something I needed to say.

“John, I know this tournament affects you too. I just want you to know we are going to fight for you. Rene didn’t hold out much hope, but somehow, we are going to do well and stay free.”

John ruffled my hair with his big hands.

“I know you will do your best, Jason. That is all anyone can ask for. Don’t stress over it too much. Everything will work out in the end.”

He looked so calm and patient, like a solid mountain resting in the sun. His peace soaked into me, and I felt myself drifting away with the sandman. Bermuda hopped up and settled into his usual spot on my pillow. He purred and started gently licking my face. Mr. Tubbles hopped up and settled in behind me.

There is nothing better than being the tuna in a cat sandwich. John said something else, but I was too far gone to understand him. I tried to wake up enough to ask what he’d said or at least give Bermuda and Mr. Tubbles some bedtime loving, but before he’d left the room, I was already asleep.


Chapter four

Road Trip


I had really strange dreams that night. It started out with me trying to roll a giant crystal egg up a mountain, only to have a giant buzzard land on me and peck out all the chocolate kisses I had inside. I’d lose control of the egg, and we'd roll down the mountain together. Annabeth was at the bottom, and she’d give me encouragement, fill me back up with chocolate kisses, and send me up the mountain again.

The weird thing was I realized this was like a couple of Greek myths while I was still in the dream. I couldn’t change it, though, and I just kept trying over and over to get to the top of the mountain.

I had another dream where I was on stage trying to do a concert, but my clothes kept falling off. Underneath, my skin was the colors of my magic, but it didn’t matter. I was still naked. The audience laughed, and it wasn’t the nice kind of laughter. They pointed at me and booed and threw beer bottles at the stage. The crazy thing was I wasn’t sure if they were booing because I had no clothes or because I was green and blue.

It wasn’t a restful night, so I was very happy when the knocking woke me up. I dragged myself out of bed and was already on my feet before the events of last night hit me.

What time was it? Had I overslept?

The knocking started again, and this time, I realized it didn’t sound familiar. Annabeth knocked with a happy tapping sound. Sandy’s knock sounded polite, but commanding. John sounded like boulders hitting my door. This was none of those.

It did sound insistent, though.

My clothes were rumpled and I probably looked a mess, but I didn’t care. Whoever this was would just have to deal with it. Bermuda came with me, but didn’t seem concerned. That reassured me that I probably wasn’t in any danger.

“Balaji!” I exclaimed happily when I opened the door. “It is so good to see you! How on Earth did you get here?”

He came inside, and I gave him a big hug.

Balaji was my good friend and bad-ass mage from the Gathering. He was from House Hyderabad, and I’d always thought he was the bodyguard for Aamya, their Head of Household. What was he doing so far from home? Was everything okay?

My face must have shown my concern, because he just chuckled and waved like nothing was wrong.

“Don’t worry. Everything is fine. I’m just here to wake you up and get you ready for your trip today.”

“That’s awesome!” I replied. “But how are you here?”

“Your House has a transfer room now,” he explained. “Since you’ve defeated the rotten mages, your House has lifted all restrictions, so it was easy for me to pop over when we got the message from Sandy.”

Wow. My morning was moving way too fast. I felt like I’d missed part of the story.

“Don’t transfers cost a lot of magic?” I asked.

“Not for me,” he shrugged, unconcerned. “I generate a lot more magic than just one transfer’s worth. Don’t worry about the cost. House Hyderabad took care of the whole team.”

“You brought a whole team?” I asked again. I was really starting to feel like that one kid in class who is always confused and never knows what’s going on.

“Yes,” he replied. “We will be guarding the House for you while you all are gone. You’ll need your pit crew at the tournament. You and Annabeth need to focus on winning, which means you’ll need Sandy, John, and Tyler to take care of both of you. It takes more organization and support than you’d think to put this together at the last minute.”

He smiled and clapped me on the shoulder.

“Plus, Sandy said there wasn’t any way in the world she was getting left behind. She’s a lot like Aamya in that she’s a force of nature. What she wants, she gets.”

“So where is the rest of your team?” I asked.

“They are getting settled into the other apartments,” he replied. “I think everyone is trying to get into John’s place so they can have access to his ale.”

He laughed, and then hit me with a questioning look.

“I was hoping I could stay here?”

“Of course!” I replied happily. “Mi casa, tu casa. Let me show you around.”

Balaji loved the theater, of course, as well as all the western style food in the kitchen. I didn’t think he ate a lot of cereal, and he was looking forward to sampling my massive selection. He also loved wine, so he was very happy to see I was well stocked. I told him to just take what he wanted, as everything replaced itself automatically.

He seemed to like the game area more than the theater, and I had the impression his whole team might end up spending their time at my place instead of John’s. Surprisingly, though, the place he was most excited about was the bathroom.

“Don’t you have your own bathroom?” I asked, puzzled.

“Not like this,” he replied. “Everyone uses freshness charms, so having a place like this just to shower in feels so decadent.”

“I need to get ready anyway,” I said, “so do you want to shower together?”

I gave him a playful look.

“Yes!” he exclaimed. “That would be wonderful, and you could show me how everything works.”

He shucked out of his clothes almost as fast as Tyler could, and I was right behind him.

I wouldn’t do this with just anyone, but Balaji had already seen me naked and cleaned me up more than once. He’d taken care of me at the Gathering when I’d gotten poisoned and had fought the cobalt slug. I’d been projectile vomiting like I was trying out for the lead in The Exorcist. I’d ruined my clothes as well as his, but he’d still stayed with me all night to make sure I was going to be okay. In my view, if a friend stays with you while you’re blowing chunks, then they are a true friend indeed.

Balaji was fascinated by my walk-through shower, and I showed him how to set the temperature and turn on the different heads and types of spray. Afterwards, we hit the wall of dryers and got a nice blow.

My shower with Balaji was very PG compared to how it would have been with Tyler, and that made me miss my boyfriend even more. Hopefully, he would be back soon.

“What time is it?” I asked.

“It’s about noon,” he replied. “We need to hurry. I’m supposed to have you packed and downstairs in about fifteen minutes. They let you sleep in, as they wanted to give you as much recovery time as possible, and Sandy said you did better when you were forced to pack quickly.”

“What?!?” I squawked, and kicked it into high gear.

My walk-in closet was huge, but I really didn’t have that many clothes. The House provided me with several shorts and shirts in various colors, so at least I had regular clothes to pack. I hadn’t been clothes shopping in forever, and my various adventures with the House had managed to destroy most of my previous ones. That made packing easy, though, as I dumped all the House clothes into my suitcase and added a few jeans, extra shoes, socks, and underwear. A quick trip through the bathroom gathered the essential toiletries, including a phone charger, and I was ready to go.

Bermuda wandered in to supervise, and suddenly, I realized I needed to do something with my cat. I picked him up, gave him a kiss, and we had a little chat.

“Bermuda, I’m headed out on a trip for a while. You probably won’t be allowed in the tournament, so you can stay here, or you can come with me. What would you like to do?”

He licked my nose like, “I love you daddy.”

“I love you too, Mu Mu, but love isn’t going to help us right now. I’m going to a place that isn’t part of the House. You won’t be able to just come and go whenever you want. You’ll have to stay in our room and behave.”

He glanced up at the ceiling like, “Has that always been there? Did you just get it painted?”

“Don’t change the subject,” I said sternly. “Are you coming or not?”

I got a feeling like, “Duh! Do bears shit in the woods?”

I’m pretty sure he didn’t say that exactly, but the idea was similar.

“Okay, then. I’ll need to get with Sandy and see if she has a cat carrier,” I said thoughtfully.

Bermuda tapped my face with his paw like, “It’s a good thing you’re pretty.” Then he jumped into my Throne Room.

Oh.

I hadn’t thought of that. That was an excellent solution.

My Throne Room was a mystical space, the seat of my power, and now it would function perfectly as a cat carrier. Bermuda had stayed there with me the entire time I’d been buried in stone, so it still had his giant cat bed and all his toys.

He wasn’t going to stay there for the entire tournament, though, so I packed a spare litter box, fresh litter, and cat food. I almost missed the cat treats, but remembered them at the last minute. I’m sure from Bermuda’s perspective I could forget everything else, but the treats were essential!

Balaji helped me carry my items down to the main lobby, and apparently, our transportation was already there. Everyone else was loaded, and I was the last one to arrive. The driver took my stuff, and now I was feeling nervous.

Where the heck was Tyler?

Balaji had brought nine people with him, which should be plenty for defending the House, but it made for crowded and chaotic goodbyes. I got lots of hugs and even some kisses.

Actually, I got a lot of kisses. I guess they’d heard the stories about the llama kisses, and I assume they thought that was how I liked it. So I got sweet kisses on each cheek and lots of friendly lip-on-lip action. One of the women told me I was cute, and I got way more than one hug and llama kiss from her. She smelled nice, so I didn’t mind.

I was starting to get really worried, but then Tyler showed up with a big smile and a small overnight bag. He could transform clothes instantly, so it was easy for him to travel light.

Tyler saw what was going on and took that as a light-hearted challenge. He said he was going to show them how it was really done as he took my head in his hands, looked deep into my eyes, and then kissed me with a passion that set me on fire.

I wrapped my arms around my man and held on for dear life as he made lip love of the luscious kind right there in front of everyone. I couldn’t help it—I moaned like the heroine of a trashy romance novel, and my love muscle tried to rip its way out of my shorts and say hello to its favorite incubus.

By the time Tyler finished, I was beet red and everyone was applauding his master class performance. John reached for Sandy with a look in his eyes that said he was sure they could do better, but she just laughed and danced out of his reach.

“Okay, everyone!” she called. “It's time to go. Let’s get on the bus!”

Bus?

We had a bus?

I held Tyler’s hand and headed outside. I was desperately trying to focus on the upcoming trip, rather than my urgent need to have Tyler make passionate love to me right now on the floor. I took deep breaths as Tyler smirked.

We did indeed have a bus, which included a supernatural driver. He knew where we were headed, and it sounded like he did trips like this all the time. That was a good thing, as I didn’t trust any of our crew to handle anything this big.

The vehicle itself wasn’t one of those huge tour buses—it was only about half that size, but it was way fancier than a school bus. The seats were well padded, and there was plenty of room to stretch out. We had a big TV screen to watch movies on, and it even had a small refrigerator. Sandy had already loaded it up with sandwiches, snacks, and drinks, so we were set for the hours ahead.

We waved goodbye to everyone as we took off, and it felt both exciting and weird. Exciting because it really felt like we were heading out on another adventure. Weird because there were these people who were almost strangers standing in our front yard waving goodbye. It sort of felt like we’d sold the House and now we were leaving for good.

That wasn’t a pleasant feeling, so I shook it off and joined in the general chatter and excitement of our road trip. I thought we’d sing songs, play road games, and talk about the tournament, but we’d only just left Louisville and started heading north through Indiana when Annabeth fell asleep.

I was just thinking that I couldn’t believe she’d do that, when I realized I was about to fall asleep too. I was snuggled up with Tyler, and the gentle hum of the road was knocking me out. I fought it for a few miles, then I figured I’d just go with it. Tyler’s warm body made a wonderful pillow, and I was still feeling sore from last night.

‘Tea,’ I called, ‘how is my recovery doing? The tournament starts tomorrow, so I need to be at full capacity by then.’

‘You’re doing great!’ Tea replied, sounding extra happy. ‘The seizures last night strained your muscles even more than you know. The good news is that both of your Marks are continuing to assist with your healing in a big way.’

‘Tell me about that,’ I said, sleepily. I’d recently recovered from being burned with acidic magic, and when I looked, I could see that I had lava orange and forest green magic all through my new tissue. I hadn’t wanted to think too deeply about how much I’d been hurt, though, so I’d just accepted it and made a mental note to look into it later. We had at least a twelve-hour drive ahead of us, so now was a great time to have a chat with Tea and see what was going on.

‘The Mark of the Deep Earth and the Mark of the Lagerel were helping even before you found your Spark of Creation,’ Tea said. ‘But after you introduced them to your Spark and they fully integrated into your Throne Room, they started helping you on a whole new level. Especially since you integrated the healing rune into your Throne Room too.

‘I don’t know exactly what they are doing, but the Deep Earth is boosting all the metal in your body. You have at least ten times more metal than you used to have. For a normal human, I’m sure this would be deadly, but for you it’s just making you better.’

‘I know humans have iron in their blood for transferring oxygen,’ I said, ‘but that’s really all I know about that. What else is the Deep Earth doing for me?’

‘It’s boosting your endurance for sure,’ Tea agreed. ‘You’re getting a lot more energy into your cells, and you’re whisking away cell waste a lot quicker. Calcium is making your bones thicker and stronger, but the Lagerel is working on them too. I think the biggest change is going to be to your nervous system.’

‘So what exactly is it doing?’ I asked.

‘It’s making you faster,’ Tea replied excitedly. ‘It’s enhancing all the nerves in your body so you’ll be able to get input faster and then react quicker. It’s even changing the neurons in your brain so you’re processing quicker. I know you haven’t noticed any changes, as they have been gradual and you haven’t really been training hard, but you should be able to fight at a higher level. You should be able to see your enemy’s punch, dodge or block it, and hit back even faster than before.’

‘So I’m developing a version of super speed?’ I asked. This was so exciting! Was I turning into a superhero?

‘I think so,’ Tea replied. He was like Red in that he loved a good upgrade. Tea, though, was upgrading me. Which was awesome, as I’d take all the upgrades I could get!

‘Of course, you’re not going to turn into Superman,’ he noted. ‘It’s not like you’re going to be dodging bullets or anything like that. Instead, you’re just going to be a bit faster than a normal human for a while, and once it’s done, you might be a lot faster. Think more Spider-Man and less Flash.’

‘I’ll take Spider-Man,’ I replied happily. ‘Spider-Man is awesome. Now, what is the Lagerel doing for me?’

‘From what I can tell, it’s giving you more resilience,’ Tea replied. ‘Take your bones, for example. It’s modified them so they aren’t as brittle. Regular bones can naturally flex a bit, but your bones can bend a lot more and still spring back to their original shape. That means your core framework can handle a lot more stress.

‘So if a stone golem punched you today, the bones in your face might bend rather than break. It would still hurt a lot and you’d have a very bad day, but you’d recover a whole lot faster.’

Omg! That was amazing news. When Isobel’s golem had punched me in the face, it had rocked my world. My face had caved in, my jaw had shattered, and I’d lost most of my teeth. Recovery had been horrible, and it still haunted my dreams. I’d trained hard to make sure something like that never happened again, and now it seemed like the Lagerel was adding a whole new level of protection.

‘It’s enhancing more than your bones,’ Tea continued. ‘It’s also making your ligaments and your muscles stronger. After all, bones are nice, but they don’t do you any good if they aren’t connected and moving. Again, this isn’t super strength. It just means you’re going to be stronger than you look.’

‘I’ll take whatever advantages I can get,’ I replied happily. ‘So, back to my original question. Will I be ready to compete in time?’

‘Go ahead and take a nap,’ Tea said kindly as I snuggled even more with Tyler. ‘When you wake up again, we’ll be finished and you’ll be as good as new. Actually, you’ll be better than that.’

‘Thank you, Tea,’ I said sleepily. ‘You’re the best.’

I wanted to say more, but the song of the road finally overwhelmed me and I fell asleep.

I had a wonderful nap where I dreamed of butterflies. I was riding one with big yellow wings, and we fluttered from flower to flower on a lovely summer day. I ate a peanut butter and jelly sandwich, and together we sang show tunes. The butterfly had a lovely tenor voice, and we harmonized well on songs like “For Forever” from Dear Evan Hansen and “I Love You Like a Table” from Waitress.

The warm sunshine was interrupted by a sudden summer shower, and as we sheltered under a leaf, I realized I had to pee. It wasn’t urgent yet, but it was getting there. I couldn’t very well pee on my butterfly, so I started looking for a way to get down. I was afraid I’d slip getting off and fall all the way to the ground, which was so far below us it was just a blur.

“Why don’t you pee on the bus?” the butterfly suggested.

“I was just going to pee off the side of the leaf,” I replied, confused. “How would peeing on a bus help? Besides, I don’t see a bus below us.”

“He means you're on the bus right now,” said a crystal dragonfly who happened to be flying by. “Since it has a refrigerator, maybe it has a restroom too.”

I realized I was dreaming, and I woke up just enough to scan the bus with my magic sight. No restrooms. This also wasn’t a normal mundane bus. It wasn’t running on a regular gas engine, and the driver wasn’t steering with his hands.

That was all fascinating, but I still needed to pee. I wondered how long it was until the next exit.

“If only you had a freshness charm,” the yellow butterfly lamented. “Then we could stay here and play all day. I’d like that a lot. Of course, even if you did have a charm, you still couldn’t use it.”

Its antenna drooped, and it looked as sad as a butterfly could. It was nice that it felt bad for me, but I was still the one with the problem. Being a god sucked sometimes.

“There is another way,” the crystal dragonfly said mysteriously. “Follow me!” he yelled and flew off. I hopped back on my yellow butterfly and flew after him.

We flew over a field and through the tall grass until we arrived at a giant tree. The crystal dragonfly didn’t stop, and instead, flew through a knothole in the trunk. I didn’t hesitate and flew in after him.

We arrived in a giant space filled with books, staircases, and all manner of places to relax and play. The mystery and magic of the space called to me, and I didn’t need to see the tall crystal egg in the middle of the hall to know where I was.

This was my Bank Stamp’s mansion.

The yellow butterfly landed in front of the Bank Crystal, and I dismounted. It started singing “Defying Gravity” from Wicked as it flew away, so I knew it was going to be alright.

I was going to say “Hi,” and do all the normal pleasantries, but the Bank Crystal got right to the point.

‘I must admit I’m so excited to be of service,’ it said. ‘After talking to your charms and Marks and realizing how versatile your magic is, I started to wonder if I’d be able to help you at all.’

‘That’s great,’ I replied. ‘But I’m a bit confused. How can you help me again?’

‘Having a Bank Stamp allows access to basic amenities that all humans should have at a minimum. Things like food, water, and shelter. This was extremely important hundreds of years ago, but it’s still important even today. You might be surprised how many supernaturals are homeless or hungry.

‘At the lowest levels, the amenities aren’t much. The water is warm but drinkable, and the food comes in the form of a tasteless energy bar. It will keep you alive and in good health, but that’s all.

‘You, however, are at the highest level of Bank access,’ it said proudly, ‘which means I can treat you as if you are one of our executive associates. You now have access to much more than room temperature water. You, my young mage, can conjure up the finest tea, coffee, hot chocolate, milk, soda, mochas, cappuccinos, or just about anything your heart desires. For food, you are well beyond tasteless energy bars. Now you have access to the full selection of Tillman and Tiddles magic meals.’

‘That sounds awesome!’ I exclaimed. I’d had Tillman and Tiddles bars before. They were out-of-this-world amazing. All the beverage selections sounded nice too. That wasn’t what I needed right now, though. I needed liquid out, not liquid in.

‘There are other perks, of course,’ the Bank Crystal continued, ‘and we can get into all that later. For now, what you need to know is I can install a freshness module for you. And not just any freshness module—no! It is the finest freshness module with every luxury known to our most discerning clients. It goes well beyond the basics of number one and number two. Indeed, it maintains every part of your physical presentation and pampers you like the finest of spas.’

It paused to build suspense, and I leaned forward in anticipation. This sounded amazing!

‘All I need is your permission to install it into this space, and we can begin’ the Bank Crystal said grandly.

‘You have it!’ I replied happily. ‘Install away!’

The Bank Crystal sparkled with light, which gradually grew brighter and brighter until the glow shot down onto the floor and raced across the room. It arrived at an empty space on the floor where it expanded to a circle about ten feet across and started spinning.

A low retaining wall formed first, about knee high. Then a wide column of marble stone rose from the center. It grew until it was about ten feet tall and then stopped. The area inside the retaining wall filled up with water as parts of the marble column flaked off and faded in the air. I wasn’t sure where we were going with all this, but as a human shape started forming, I realized this was turning into a statue.

Maybe this was going to be a fountain? I’d seen pictures of the classic statues like the lady with a jug of water. The water flowed out of the jug in an endless stream into a pool or basin, and the whole thing looked elegant and timeless. The trickling sound of the water created a nice ambiance, and if it was flowing into a pond, it helped to aerate the water and keep it fresh.

As the pieces flaked away, I realized it wasn’t going to be a woman. It was going to be a naked man. Actually, it was going to be me!

Sort of.

It was me about ten years from now. I was filled out with more muscles, and I looked older and somehow wiser. The statue didn’t show any of my playful side. Instead, I looked classically serious, like I’d been the one posing for Michelangelo's David.

I would have thought this was high art, except the fountain part was the statue peeing into the basin. That’s right—I was a beautiful David, taking a leak. Maybe it had captured my playful side after all.

‘So—how do I use this thing?’ I asked. I was about to start doing the pee-pee dance. All these water sounds were lovely, but they were really making me want to go!

‘Just touch it,’ the Bank Crystal instructed. ‘Once you use it the first time, you’ll always have access to all it can do. You won’t have to specifically come back here again.’

‘Thank you,’ I replied, and touched the fountain wall.

I felt a gentle pressure as the freshness module initialized for the first time. Then a 3D menu popped up with a ton of choices.

I was good to go.

Pun intended.

I quickly selected the option for number one, whereupon it wanted to go into a full setup with lots of options. Screw that. I needed to go now!

I told it to just go with the defaults, and I’d revisit it all later. For now, it just needed to do its job!

I selected the option for number one again, and suddenly, I was pee free.

I took a moment to just relax and enjoy the relief. I’d have thought it wouldn’t have happened so fast—that it would be more like taking a whiz. I didn’t mind, though. Instant relief was a good thing.

While I was there, I took care of number two as well, then browsed through the menu to see what else was available.

Ohhhh. I had a mani-pedi option. Nice! And just like that, my nails were perfect. I also selected the manscaping option—Tyler would enjoy that later—as well as a little eyebrow taming and hair trimming.

Next, I went through all the shower options and selected the quick refresh. After picking a scent—mountain berries—I felt a brief refreshing mist, and then it was gone. I’d showered earlier and I’d only been napping, but now I felt much cleaner.

I felt a gentle pull on my magic, but it wasn’t bad. I loved all the options, but they still took my power to work.

I instantly brushed my teeth, including a full floss and mouthwash, before having a shave. The Bank Crystal was right—there were a LOT of options and I could have spent all day enjoying my spa time. I’d selected the quick options, but I could have had a two-hour full body massage, seaweed wrap, hot stones laid on my chakras, and lots of mud stuff. There was even a spiritual harmonizing-balance routine performed with the sound of bells and tinkling crystals.

That sounded a little too dramatic, even for me.

Beyond that, there was a whole section dedicated to self-love. It covered everything from the Quickie to the Slap and Tickle. Or I could go all out with a One-Hour Orgasm. If I didn’t already have my own incubus, I’d have been tempted to try it out. As it was, Tyler almost gave me more love than I could handle.

Almost.

This freshness module was a lot of fun, but I was excited because it was filling a weakness I was afraid I’d be bringing into the tournament. All the other contestants would have freshness charms, and I wasn’t sure how long these quests lasted for. It would suck if I had to pause a quest just to find a bathroom.

Now all the essentials were taken care of, I opened my eyes and gave Tyler a loving look.

“Feeling better?” he asked.

I nodded and stretched.

Wait a minute—I really was feeling better. Like a lot better. I wasn’t sore at all.

I told him about my new freshness abilities and showed him my perfect nails.

“I also have minty fresh breath,” I told him coyly. “Want to check it out?”

“Of course!” he exclaimed and came in with a long kiss. Then he smacked his lips thoughtfully.

“I think there’s a bit of spearmint in there too,” he declared. “I’m not sure, though. Perhaps we should kiss again.”

“I think we should,” I laughed.

And so we did.

My man was so fine. Sleeping on him had been warm and wonderful. You’d have thought all those muscles would have made him uncomfortable, but instead, he was the perfect pillow.

Our kiss started heating up, and I became acutely aware of another love muscle that wanted attention. I reluctantly pulled back, as this wasn’t the time nor place to let it all hang out. The minibus had plenty of room for our trip, but it didn’t have that much room.

“Later,” I whispered to Tyler.

“Later,” he agreed. His dark chocolate eyes promised to take me to the heights of ecstasy, over and over again—leaving my love muscle completely spent and begging for a long nap.

I got up to get a sandwich and a soda and discovered that Annabeth had just woken up too. I thought about installing the beverage module, but why spend magic when Sandy had provided cold soda for free?

“How are you feeling?” I asked Annabeth.

“I feel good,” she replied with a smile. “I feel rested and ready to go! I’ve found out that I need down time just as much as I need training. So it’s nice to have a quiet moment before the tournament.”

“Speaking of the tournament,” John interjected, “I’ve been watching views of the quests from previous years. Sandy was doing all the organizing, so I thought I’d get a head start on formulating a strategy for us to work with.”

“That is an excellent idea!” Annabeth enthused while stuffing her face with a sandwich. She must have been hungry, as she was eating faster than I was. “So what did you find out?”

“A lot,” he replied, “but I have less of a strategy than I’d hoped. These quests are all over the place. Some of them are quick, lasting only an hour, while others last a couple days. Some of them have intricate puzzle-type solutions, and some are all about endurance. Some of them you can buy advantages that really help, and some of them encourage you to spend your pearls, but don’t provide much of a boost at all.

“It seems like the only broad strategy that works with this tournament is to create as balanced a team as possible. Teams need at least one person who’s good with puzzles for sure. They also need a brute with a lot of strength and a ninja type with good balance and speed. Everyone needs to have lots of endurance, both magically and physically. And the team needs a wide range of skills on the magical side as well. Of course, for us, we don’t have the option of picking our team, so this isn’t a strategy we can use.”

“Well, Jason will be our puzzle solver, of course,” Annabeth said. “I’ve got good balance and speed. Neither one of us are big, but I can go all Arnold if I need to.” She flexed her short arms and put on her best studly bodybuilder look.

We all laughed, and I flexed with her. Together, the skinny gay guy and the cheerful grandmother, we probably only equalled Arnold’s left leg. Oh well. We’d figure it out.

Despite being a grandmother, Annabeth was really coming into her own. When I first saw her, she was a round little thing and looked to be late fifties. Now, she looked trim and fit. Her arms had muscles, and her core was well defined and solid. She looked like a yoga instructor in her mid-thirties. She was small but mighty, and I could do a lot worse than having her as my teammate.

“Seriously, though,” Annabeth got back to business, “we do have some advantages over the other teams. The biggest one, I think, is our healing abilities. I can’t believe how much better my new healing charms are. I used to be sore all the time from training on the beach. Now I fire up my personalized healing runes, and I’m good in a few hours.”

“That will certainly be key,” John agreed. “It seems like the first quest is easy and fun. It’s designed to give all the contestants an adventure they can talk about and get them excited for the next time the tournament comes around. After that, they get more difficult. Individually, the quests are tough, but when you put them all together, they are designed to wear you down. There were lots of teams I saw who wanted to keep going, but they were too exhausted physically or magically to continue.”

“Having enough magical capacity is something I’m concerned about,” Annabeth said. “I’ve gotten a lot better physically, but magically, I still absorb magic at almost the same rate as when I started. Getting a matrix helped a lot, as it’s increased my capacity and I’m not leaking magic like before. But once I spend my power, it feels like it just trickles back in.”

“That will certainly be a disadvantage,” John agreed. “You’re only two people, but the challenges will be set up for the capacity of five. You simply won’t have the same magical stamina, physical power, or versatility as five well-trained people. Fortunately, there are often multiple ways of winning the quests. I’ve bookmarked a few of the views I saw so we can discuss.”

He projected a view in the air, and we all crowded around to watch.

“In this first one, the teams are tasked with keeping a large boulder off the ground as long as possible. Their score was based on the order they finished. So if they could keep their boulder aloft even a second longer than their opponents, they got a better score. As you can see, most teams relied on their physical or magical abilities to make this happen. And most teams didn’t have any problems for the first few minutes.”

The boulder wasn’t that big, but it certainly looked heavy—at least five hundred pounds or so. It was awkward to hold, though, and that seemed to cause the most problems for the teams going the physical route. It was difficult for multiple people to hold it up, so the bulk of the work fell to one person. When they slipped, it was all over. Once the boulder got some momentum, the other team members couldn’t recover.

The magical teams fared a lot better in the beginning. All five team members could help hold it up, and that looked like the smart solution as one physical team after the other went out. In the end, though, that was a lot of weight to keep aloft, and the magical users started running out of juice. Many of them held on until they passed out, but it still didn’t get them the top spot.

“Is it just me, or do some of the stones look smaller?” Annabeth asked.

“I thought the same thing,” John replied. “It turns out that there was a pay option. I don’t know how much it was, but the teams could spend pearls to start out with a slightly lighter load. In the end, that made the difference for the winning team.”

We watched as the field narrowed down to five teams. And then two. Both teams had one really strong member who looked like a powerlifter. The event went sixteen hours in total, but in the end, there was a winner.

“What’s interesting to note is neither of the top two players continued in the tournament,” John said. “This event knocked out both of the big guys and most of the top teams. It’s hard to remember this is a marathon and not a sprint. The best players are very competitive, but in this case, winning the event meant they wouldn’t go on to win the whole thing.”

“If we run into an event like this, with this type of scoring, I’d suggest you both just hang on as best as you can until half of the teams are out. Then you can let the stone drop and walk away. In this contest, that would have been at about the hour mark. You’d both then have plenty of time to recover as the top teams battled it out.”

We talked about the scenario a bit more, but in the end, we all agreed with John. Our goal was to win a crap ton of pearls. Not get hung up on any one round.

“Let’s take a look at another event,” John continued, “and this time, it wasn’t a good idea to spend any pearls.”

He flicked his wrist and brought up another view. This event looked like the teams were underground, in some sort of cave system.

“When the teams arrived at the starting area, there was an old prospector who offered to sell them his map. From what I can see, you’ll run across characters like this in the events, and they are basically shop friends. They add some nice flavor to the quests, though, and they will be more than happy to sell you something. In this case, the map was very expensive, but the goal of the quest was to collect gold nuggets. Having a map should have saved the teams a lot of time.

“Unfortunately, the map wasn’t very detailed and just showed the main underground passages. It didn’t show anything about the monsters that were hiding or any of the smaller passages. It also assumed that everything was at the same elevation, which it wasn’t. Apparently, the main passage, which looked perfectly clear on the map, had sections where you had to climb up or down and waste a lot of time. It also didn’t show that one of the passages was completely underwater.

“Most of the teams bought the map, and then were furious at being tricked. There were no refunds, though, as the tournament master said they had provided plenty of clues that the old prospector couldn’t be trusted. It was up to the teams to figure out what was going on, and most of them were in too much of a hurry to notice anything.”

John showed the prospector scene, and now that we knew what we were looking for, it was easy to spot. The prospector had on a big gold watch and looked way too clean to be someone who worked in the dirt. He was also found by several half-buried skeletons that looked to be human. That seemed more “pirate” than “prospector” to me. A few of the teams really questioned him about what they were getting, and the prospector quickly got defensive and his story fell apart.

This led to a broader discussion about when to spend pearls in these events and how much to spend. We were here to make money, after all. I didn’t mind spending a few pearls to get a better score, but I didn’t want to waste any either.

While we were on the subject of pearls, I got with Sandy and she transferred the pearls she’d been holding for me over to my account. That made my Bank Crystal very happy, as I now had funds to work with.

John brought up several more scenarios, and we evaluated them all. It really was just a judgment call at the moment. We were looking back on these events, so we already knew the answer of how it would turn out, but Annabeth seemed to have a good feel for when spending pearls made sense and when it didn’t. I decided that when it came to in-quest spending, I would let her make the final call.

Analyzing all the quests started getting me in the mood for the tournament. This whole thing was really a giant puzzle, and I liked puzzles. We just needed to figure out the best way to apply our resources to navigate the whole thing. Focusing on the bigger picture is what it came down to. We needed to win on points, however they were distributed, and not get caught up in a macho game of beating another team.

Bermuda woke up and decided to come out and play for a while. He crawled under the seats, climbed up on the refrigerator, and amused our driver. For the first time, I really paid attention to the fact that our driver wasn’t actually steering the bus. Instead, he was playing on his phone and watching videos while the bus routed itself. I was slightly alarmed, but then I figured it didn’t really matter what was happening as long as we stayed on the road and headed in the right direction.

Bermuda was ready to play, and he wanted me to make him a Feather Dot. I told him “no” several times, as a small bus is not the place for a wild cat. As usual, he didn’t take “no” for an answer. I finally warned everyone and made a Dot for him with the stipulation that it had to stay on the floor in the back half of the bus.

For a while, the bus was filled with the sounds of furious scrambling, and I thought for sure Bermuda would catch him quickly. Instead, Feather Dot used the legs of the seats to his advantage and managed to stay one step ahead of the claws. It helped a lot that his new design allowed him to accelerate sideways just as fast as driving forward.

Bermuda finally caught his prey, of course, but it wore him out. His young energy satisfied, he curled up on my lap and allowed me to love on him as he supervised our discussion.

I was eating another sandwich and watching a view with the rest of the Housemates, when I felt a headbutt on my arm. Bermuda was in my lap, so I looked over, confused.

It was Mr. Tubbles, looking adorable as always. He let me know, with his one good eye, that he was ready to play too. I made him a Bedazzle Dot and turned him loose in the back of the bus. Mr. Tubbles was way past his kitten years, but he loved a good chase, and soon the bus was filled with the sounds of the hunt once again. Although this time it sounded much gentler.

“Where did he come from?” I asked Tyler.

He just shrugged.

“He comes and goes as he pleases. I can feel him tug on my magic, but I have plenty and I don’t mind.”

“Does he take naps in your Throne Room like Bermuda does?” I asked.

“I’ve heard you talk about that,” Tyler said, “but I don’t have a Throne Room. Or if I do, I don’t know how to get there.”

He seemed unconcerned with how Mr. Tubbles had gotten here, or finding the seat of his power, so I just dropped it. I was certainly glad to have another Companion along on our adventure.

I thought our trip would feel long and exhausting, but instead, the time flew by. We made great time, as we never stopped. I got tired of soda and ended up getting the beverage module from my Bank Stamp. Apparently, it generated the liquid, but not the container, so I ended up having hot chocolate in a soda can. It required more magic than I thought it might, so this wasn’t something I’d be doing all the time.

I asked the Bank Stamp where the liquid was coming from. It said it pulled moisture from all around me, and what it couldn’t find, it just generated from magic. I figured if I was near a stream, this was a good way of having clean water to drink. But outside of that, it was probably better if I went to Starbucks.

Of course, the others were curious how I’d gotten a hot chocolate. I told them the beverage options they had with the Bank Stamp and everyone seemed shocked. They had no clue they could do that. We had the time and it seemed fun, so everyone ended up making drinks with their Bank Stamps.

We quickly found out I had a lot more options than everyone else. John and Tyler rarely used their Stamps, so they just had water. Annabeth also had water, but she sang to her Stamp and it quickly upgraded. Sandy was a bit more in touch with her Stamp and could make a basic Lipton tea.

They were all disappointed, until my Bank Crystal said it could turn on more options for everyone. I tapped wrists with my Housemates, and after that, we were good to go. It felt weird but neat, being the most advanced Housemate at something.

I’d been focused on the cafe options, but Annabeth and Sandy found the wines, and John and Tyler found the beer. Annabeth, like me, found the magic cost to be too high, but the rest of them poured whatever they wanted into their soda cans and we had a party.

We had a lovely sunset in Iowa, and it was completely dark by the time we got to Nebraska. It was after 2 AM when the driver notified us we were almost there. I looked out the windows, but couldn’t see much. It just looked like we were on a country road. Finally, we turned off the main road and went through a huge iron gate. There was a sign about JD’s Ranch, but it passed too quickly for me to see more than that. We went down the side road for about five miles, and then turned off again. This time the road wasn’t marked at all, although it seemed wide and well kept.

We passed other buses headed back out again, so we weren’t the only ones going to this place. The moon was about half full, so there was some light to see by, but not a lot. What I could see were fields of what looked like wheat. It seemed to go on forever, and it rippled like the sea in the wind.

As we drove, I felt a touch of something. It was a feeling of hot summer days and cold winter nights repeating over and over again. I felt growth and death and growth again. I felt people and birds and animals depending on me. Most of all, I felt an overwhelming loneliness mixed with hopelessness. Nobody came any more.

As fast as they showed up, the feelings were gone. I quickly looked around, but nobody else seemed to have noticed anything. Maybe the moonlight and all this open country was playing tricks on me.

I couldn’t see anything like a convention center, until we passed through another open gate. Then I felt the light touch of a shield, and suddenly, the whole complex sprang into view.

It was breathtaking, like the Bellagio from Las Vegas had just dropped out of the sky in front of us. I haven’t been to the Bellagio—I’ve only seen pictures—but this place looked even bigger.

It had the classic curved shape and towered above us. The entire front looked like it was made from gold-tinted glass, and it was crowned with lights like diamonds. There was a massive fountain area in front, and the road went right through the middle of them. It was lit up like a fantasy water garden, and my jaw dropped as we drove through the wonderful display.

Once we were through the fountains, the road curved and we entered a dome on the side of the hotel. It was obviously an unloading and reception area, although a very fancy one. There were chandeliers hanging from the ceiling, statues, flowers, and even a red carpet to welcome us into the complex. There was a line on the ground showing where the bus should stop, and the whole thing was wide enough for about five vehicles to park and unload at once. Even as late as it was, there were two other buses parked behind the line, and a bellhop was wheeling in the luggage. Our driver picked an open spot, slowly pulled in, and stopped.

We had arrived.


Chapter five

Tock


The bus had felt spacious and I’d slept for part of the trip, but even so, it was nice to stand on solid ground again. The night air was cool, but comfortable, and the deluxe invitation of the setting made the evening feel young and full of possibility.

I thought we would be swarmed by bellhops and someone directing us to go inside, but instead, we were greeted by a fairy boy about as tall as my hand. He looked like someone had tried to draw a picture of the love child of Peter Pan and Timothee Chalamet. Only, they couldn’t draw very well, and instead, had just cobbled the little guy together from pieces of clipart.

His little wings buzzed as he flew up in front of us and waved to get our attention.

“Greetings, everyone,” he said in a deeper voice than I would have expected from such a tiny guy. Even if he didn’t look cute, at least he sounded that way. “My name is Tock, as in Tick Tock, and I will be your personal concierge for your stay here at the Palace.”

He swept into a deep bow.

“The first thing we need to do is validate your identification and get your team checked in. Once that is accomplished, we will unload anything you’ve brought with you and deliver it to your suite. Now, who would like to be first?”

“You can start here,” Sandy directed. “I’m the support leader for House Louisville, and I believe our reservations should be in order.”

Tock started to fly over, and then paused.

“Did you say you are House Louisville? As in—you are the team from the Houses?”

“Yes, indeed,” Sandy nodded. “Our participation was sudden and unexpected, so we went with the team name of House Louisville. Is there a problem?”

“Oh, no!” Tock quickly exclaimed. “It’s just that I didn’t expect to be partnered with such an infamous team. Please hold one moment while I see if you are to be reassigned.”

He froze in mid-air, and we all looked at each other in surprise.

‘Of course. He’s a shop friend,’ my Analytical Side noted. ‘That makes perfect sense as they probably wouldn’t have real flying pixies out here greeting people.’

‘You’re right,’ I agreed, ‘and that would explain why he looks like a badly drawn cartoon.’

Tock unfroze and gave us another deep bow.

“I apologize for the slight delay. I communicated with Central Command, and they indicated that I am to continue as your concierge. Apparently, this is my lucky day.”

Wait. Was he being sarcastic? Had he just thrown shade?

His expressions weren’t great, as all his moves were jerky, so it was hard to tell. It was sort of like watching a Netflix show with a bad internet connection.

“Might I inquire as to why we are infamous?” Sandy asked as she extended her wrist. Tock tapped her Bank Stamp as he replied.

“You’re the first team from the Houses to compete in several cycles. As you no doubt know, the Houses are terrible fighters, and their use of magic is positively ancient. Central Command was shocked to get your entry, and there has been a vigorous betting pool on whether you would show up or not.”

He froze again as he processed the information he’d received from Sandy.

“Well, at least we won’t be overestimated,” John joked.

“I don’t think there is any fear of that,” Sandy agreed.

Tock still hadn’t unfrozen, so we just stood there a minute, waiting for him to rejoin us.

“Thank you for your patience,” Tock said as his wings buzzed into motion. “Your reservation has been confirmed. Now I just need to register each of you and verify your support staff and your team members.”

“Of course,” Sandy said politely, stepping to the side. “Just out of curiosity, did you win any money from our arrival?”

“No, I’m afraid not,” Tock said sadly. “I’m just a class E apparition, and I barely have enough power to sustain my own existence. I certainly don’t have enough resources to engage in frivolous wagers.”

John stepped forward and extended his wrist. Tock touched his Stamp and froze again. This time it was at least three minutes before he returned to us. I wasn’t in any hurry, and Annabeth and Tyler seemed fine, but Sandy was starting to fidget. I’m sure she felt responsible for the team, and she was anxious to make sure everything was alright.

“Thank you, John,” Tock bowed. “You and Sandy are registered as team support personnel. Once again, I apologize for the delay. We have a full Palace at the moment, and there are no spare resources to assist with later check-ins.”

Without prompting, Annabeth stepped forward to go next.

“I’m sorry you got stuck with us,” she said sympathetically. “I’m sure you didn’t expect to be attached to a team like ours.”

“Oh, my dear mage, please don’t misunderstand me,” Tock apologized quickly. “I’m excited to work with your team. I know you don’t have any hope of success in this tournament, but I’m thrilled to be with a team that has some level of notoriety.”

He paused with a sad look.

“It’s just that I was feeling bad that you had to work with me. You see, they only use class E apparitions after they have exhausted all their other support staff. This is your first time at the tournament, and you should have someone grander and more majestic. I truly want this event to be wonderful for you and for you to have the best time. Then you might go back and tell the others there is nothing to fear, and they might venture out into the sunlight as well. I know this all can seem overwhelming, but it is going to be okay. I promise.”

He gave us all a bright, but lopsided, smile.

“Anyway, I feel like an ambassador to an underserved portion of the supernatural community. I feel unprepared for such an honorable and yet delicate situation. I’m sure your customs are very different in your underground holes, so I pre-request your forgiveness for any unwitting offense I may give. I assure you, my only hope is to serve you well.”

“I’m sure you will do just fine!” Annabeth gave Tock her trademark happy smile. “We couldn’t ask for a more helpful or more dashing fairy such as yourself. I’m sure we will all get along very well.”

Her pink magic swirled around him, and Tock seemed to relax a bit. Her magic settled on him and was quickly absorbed.

“You feel wonderful!” he exclaimed and fluttered over to land on her hand. Then he took a deep breath and gazed up at her with dreamy eyes. “You smell like sunshine and honey.” Then he gave a sigh of pure contentment.

“Annabeth, I think you have a new friend,” Tyler noted.

“Well, good!” Annabeth replied, and she hummed at the little fairy on her hand like she was humming to one of her charms for Etsy. He loved it and soaked up her pink sparkles like a sponge soaking up water.

He even did a little happy dance, before he remembered he was there for business and touched her new Bank Stamp.

Once again, he froze. But this time, it was much shorter—about thirty seconds.

“I wasn’t aware we lived in a hole in the ground,” I remarked to Tyler.

“I wasn’t aware of that either,” he laughed. “I’m beginning to think the rest of the supernatural world has a distorted idea of what living in a House is like.”

“Yep,” I replied. “It seems like they think we’re part groundhog and part ancient relic. Let’s hope we really aren’t as outdated as they seem to think.”

“I’m sure you will do just fine.” Tyler gave my hand a reassuring squeeze.

I would have said more except a huge bus pulled up next to us and started to unload. This wasn’t a mini rental bus like ours. Heck, no. This was a luxury Prevost, like the rock stars and the millionaires use when they travel. This wasn’t a rental either, as it had one of those fancy custom paint jobs. The bus looked like it was wrapped in vines with purple leaves and purple flowers. They had the words “Ivy League” on the side written in a script font, and under that was the phrase “Path of the Flowering Vine.”

There must have been about fifteen people on the bus, and it was easy to see they were all together, as they had matching uniforms—black with purple accents. Their team name was on the front and their last name on the back, sort of like a sports jersey. It was easy to see who the actual tournament players were, as they had large yellow stars by their names.

Unlike our arrival, they were immediately swarmed by bellhops and shop friends. Their luggage was unpacked and whisked away at top speed, while the shop friends greeted them with loud, boisterous voices. They must have been a special team because there was at least one friend for every two people, and these friends were all full-size people. They had tons of detail, and there wasn’t any freezing or delays with them.

“Thank you, Annabeth!” Tock said happily, then he froze for a moment. “I am looking forward to working with…” he froze again, “you,” he finished.

He looked over and saw the bus that had arrived and all the activity happening right beside us. He didn’t frown, but somehow, he didn’t look pleased.

“I am sorry but…” he froze again. “It looks like we will be further delayed. I will attempt…to do my best, but Ivy League is a top…team and seeing…to their comfort is the highest priority. I won’t have…many resources coming my way…until they are finished.”

He sounded frustrated and aggravated, and I could appreciate why. I’m sure it wasn’t fun seeing the higher level shop friends flaunting their size and status. He was obviously trying to do a good job, but now he was just being embarrassed.

‘Why don’t you see if you can provide a bit of power to the little fella?’ my Analytical Side suggested.

‘Will that work?’ I asked. ‘I think Tock is part of this establishment. If I start messing around with their shop friends, they might not be happy.’

‘I think Tock and our team are very low down on the list of their priorities,’ my Analytical Side replied. ‘If this Central Command cared about us in the slightest, they would have given Tock enough power to do his job. As it is, it may take us a while to get through our check in and orientation.

‘Plus,’ he scowled, ‘all this stopping and starting is driving me crazy.’

‘Okay,’ I mentally shrugged. ‘It’s worth a shot. If it doesn’t work, I’m sure it won’t hurt anything.’

I tapped Annabeth on the shoulder, and she stepped out of the way. I gave Tock my full attention, and that’s when I noticed the poor guy seemed slightly transparent. That made him seem even more like a badly drawn cartoon.

I knew a thing or two about cartoon characters, though, so when I reached out to connect with him, it felt familiar and easy. His basic form came into focus, and I could feel his magic as well as his connection to the Palace. I could also feel another connection going deep underground. This connection was much more permanent and seemed to be a link to his home, or wherever he came from.

His little form barely had any magic in it, and his connection to the Palace was only providing him with a trickle of power. No wonder he was stopping and starting all the time. He was like a cell phone with only five percent battery left. This was his version of extreme power saving mode.

“Oh, hello,” he said, surprised, as he briefly came back to life. He looked at me, and then Annabeth, and then back to me again. I guess from his point of view he’d been talking with Annabeth, and then suddenly, I’d appeared. He looked like he was going to apologize, but instead, froze again. This time I was touching him, and I could clearly see him run out of magic.

Most of my creations are about two inches tall. So Tock, at about six inches high, should have had a lot more magic than one of them. Instead, he had less magic than one of my first edition Miners. On top of that, the magic he had looked dirty. The colors were faded and mixed together in a messy gray sludge.

The only fresh magic I could see was the little bit of pink magic he’d absorbed from Annabeth. No wonder he’d gone all moon-eyed for her. She was the bright light in his otherwise crappy power source.

He was still frozen when I pushed some of my magic into his form. It wasn’t as easy as filling up one of my creations, but they were my soul fragments, so of course they were going to be easier. My magic flowed into what looked to be his core and mixed with Annabeth’s pink magic and the dirty sludge.

I thought that his core was interesting, as my creations didn’t have anything like that. They were more like a skin, and their entire interior could be filled with magic. The closest thing I had to a core was my Surfer Dudes. They were made up of individual cubes, like sand, so in a way, each cube was its own core.

Tock’s core wasn’t as powerful, but it did have one big advantage. It seemed like it could take any color or saturation of magic and work with it. It sucked up what I was offering, spun it around, and pushed it out to the rest of his construct.

For the first time, Tock really came alive. His surface filled in, and he became completely opaque. He woke up, and when he looked around, his movement seemed smoother. Even the colors of his clothes and skin seemed more vibrant.

“Wow!” he exclaimed. “Wow! Wow! Wow!”

He looked down at himself in wonder.

“What happened? I feel like a fresh young lamb in spring time. I could prance and sing and play the day away. Wow!”

He patted himself down like he couldn’t believe his body was real. I’d filled him up with about as much magic as I would a Granny Godmother, and I’d planned on stopping, but he seemed so amazed and happy I decided to keep going.

Tock looked around in wonder, like he hadn’t seen the world before. Then he did a little happy dance on my hand. It was cute, and we all smiled as he shimmied and shook his money maker in pure joy.

Then he seemed to realize where all his new magic was coming from, and he suddenly looked alarmed.

“Oh! Young mage! You must stop!” he cried.

I quickly cut the flow of magic to a trickle. Was I hurting him somehow?

“Are you alright?” I asked anxiously.

“Me? I’m fine,” he replied. “I’m better than fine. I’m great! But it’s you I’m worried about. You can’t just give away magic like this.”

He peered at me intently.

“Your team is going to be competing in the tournament tomorrow. You need to be conserving your magic as much as possible. You’re going to need every scrap of magic you can find to just survive the first round, much less make a good showing.”

He gave my thumb a little pat-pat, like I was a dense child.

“I’m supposed to be taking care of you—not the other way around. I admit I wasn’t at my best, but there wasn’t any need for you to beggar yourself just to get me back into shape. I always accept a tip, of course, for good service, but this is extreme.”

It sounded like our little fairy was enjoying the magic he’d gotten, but he was proud too. He wasn’t going to accept anyone feeling sorry for him. He seemed to want to do a good job for us, and any magic he received he wanted to earn. I could work with that.

“I’m just taking care of our team,” I replied simply. “The Palace appears to be overloaded at the moment and can’t give you the power you require to do your job. We need you at your best so you can help us navigate this tournament. This is our first time, after all, and I’m sure you know lots of information that will be helpful to us.”

Tock fluttered his fairy wings and gazed down thoughtfully. He seemed conflicted, which made sense. On one hand, he had fresh magic and seemed to feel much better than before. On the other hand, he didn’t feel like he’d earned it.

The truth of the matter was that I did feel for him. There was obviously no way he could grow in power from the meager amount of magic he was getting from the Palace. If I had to guess, he was stuck at his level, and since he was only used for lower-end teams, there was probably no chance for him to provide enough service for him to get tipped to the next level.

Without something drastic happening for Tock, he was stuck where he was at. Maybe I was reading too much into this, but I felt empathy for him, and a little anger at the system that kept him there.

I hated being stuck. I always wanted to feel that there was some way out—some way to improve myself. That’s why I loved how versatile my magic was. It wasn't the most powerful or the flashiest, but if I had enough time, I could use it to figure my way out of any situation.

“Just consider this a downpayment on the services you will provide us. In exchange, I would appreciate it if you would look out for our team and provide us with any information you feel we should know in order to win. After all, we’re so new at this, we might not even know what to ask you.”

He still looked conflicted for a moment, but then he bowed deeply. His movements were so much smoother now.

“I will be more than happy to do as you ask. I will do everything I can to make sure you are as well-informed as possible.”

He bowed again, but this time he looked hesitant.

“I know that there is a saying that knowledge is power; however, I feel I have to point out that there is only so much I can do.”

He danced from foot to foot and looked to Annabeth for support. She gave him an encouraging smile.

“From the notes I have on your team, it seems like you are only starting out with two contestants. And both of those contestants are first-year mages. I want to do the very best for you, and I will do everything in my power to give you an edge in the quests. I’m just afraid it won’t be anywhere near enough support for your team to win.”

He hurried on quickly, like he was afraid I’d get mad at him or something.

“I can tell you right now that the top teams get more information and resources. Sometimes they get a heads up on what the quests will be so they can prepare. Sometimes they get an even bigger boost, like maps of the quests and clues about the challenges. It isn’t fair, but they pay a lot more for top-tier service like that too. I’ll be listening for any rumors I think will be helpful, but I’m just not going to have access to the knowledge the top-tier teams get.”

“That is quite alright,” I said. “I’m sure you’ll do your best, and we’ll appreciate any help you can provide. Don’t worry about us doing well on the quests. I think you’ll discover we have more ability than you think.”

“It is as you say,” Tock replied tactfully. It wasn’t exactly a ringing endorsement, but at least it was a bit better than thinking we’d come out of a hole in the ground.

“Are you ready for me to check you in?” he asked.

I nodded, and he touched my Bank Stamp. This time he didn’t freeze at all. Instead, I saw his connection with the Palace light up briefly and then go quiet again. Apparently, just sending the data was fast and easy.

“Welcome to the Palace, Jason,” Tock buzzed happily, although he stayed on my hand. “From what I see, you and Annabeth are the only two contestants for your team. Is that correct?”

“Yes,” I replied, although I was getting distracted. As soon as Tock had touched my Bank Stamp, my Mark of the Deep Earth had woken up.

‘Magic? Stone?’ it asked.

Tock was going to say something else, but team Ivy League finished disembarking their bus, and they started walking past us, heading inside. Everyone seemed to be talking loudly, and it made for quite a racket. They did look sharp, though, with their matching uniforms, and all the team members seemed fit and powerful. That included the women, two of whom had yellow stars on their uniforms. One of them in particular had lots of powerful muscles, although she still managed to look graceful and feminine. The other one scowled at us and looked bitchy. It didn’t look like she was having a good day at all.

“If they are a top team, why are they just getting here now?” I asked.

That wasn’t an essential question, but the thought just popped out.

“They had a last-minute substitution for one of their team members,” Tock reported. “I’m sure that caused some of the delay. There are also rumors that there are more problems than just that. There has also been a betting pool on them—if they would show up or not. Unlike your team, however, most of the money was on their arrival.”

As they passed, Tock stared enviously at the full-size shop friends. They were completely focused on team Ivy League, though, and ignored everyone else. I couldn’t blame them, as they had a job to do. Still, a glance of support or a slight nod would have been nice.

‘Magic? Stone?’ my Mark of the Deep Earth spoke up again. This time it sounded louder and more excited. Tock was still on my hand, and I was still sending him a trickle of magic. I could feel the Deep Earth questing towards Tock’s link to the underground.

‘Stop that,’ I told it. ‘You don’t know what you’re getting into. Some things are private, and I’m sure Tock won’t appreciate you messing with him.’

The Deep Earth ignored me and continued reaching for Tock. It sent me a brief mental thought that nothing in the earth was private. That whole concept just didn’t exist. Things like heat, pressure, and connection, along with a whole other bunch of concepts flashed before me. I got the sense that connection and influence were some of the primary concepts in the underground world. Everything wanted to be as connected as possible and influence as much as it could. Not connecting seemed totally foreign to it.

Plus, it had a mandate to seek out parts of the earth with magic. My Mark was curious and excited to connect with a new magical stone, and I already knew it was going to ignore me just like Bermuda did when he wanted something.

“Are you, by any chance, based in stone somehow?” I asked Tock quickly.

“Why, yes,” Tock replied. “I’m old school, as the new apparitions say. My origin crafter made me out of a pebble from a stream by his mill. I was originally a simple shop friend, and my job was to alert him when his customers arrived. He had a bad habit of getting caught up in his projects and ignoring the rest of the world.”

“So you were like an old-fashioned doorbell?” I asked. Then I wished I hadn’t. That didn’t sound very glamorous, and I didn’t want to hurt Tock’s feelings.

“That’s exactly right,” Tock replied. The comparison didn’t seem to hurt his feelings at all. If anything, he sounded rather proud of how he’d started. “The master originally installed a clapper, but he gradually started ignoring that too. He was going to install a bell, but they were expensive back then, and he wanted to try his hand at making a shop friend anyway. I was his first shop friend, and he often said I was his favorite.”

‘Magic! Stone!’ My Mark was excited. If I didn’t move my hand and break the connection with Tock, then it was going to reach out and get all earthy-touchy-feely on him. I’m all for touching, and Tyler could certainly attest to that, but I still wasn’t sure if it was appropriate or not.

“Do you mind if my Mark of the Deep Earth connects with you?” I asked as quickly as possible. “I think it just wants to say ‘Hi’.”

“I don’t know what that is,” Tock said. “However, you have been very generous with my simple self. As long as I come to no harm, I am more than happy to greet whomever you wish.”

He started to bow, but the Mark of the Deep Earth had waited long enough, and it surged through my magic across the small distance between my hand and Tock’s core.

Tock snapped erect, and his eyes got really big. The Deep Earth didn’t stop there. It surged down the thread of Tock’s connection to the underground and pulled me with it. I got flashes of the space as we moved through it, and it seemed like the Palace extended underground as much as it rose into the air. I had an impression of layers of parking and kitchens and warehouses. There were luxury suites, servant quarters, and very cramped, almost slave quarters. I got a flash of what could only be a luxurious sex dungeon as well as some sort of torture room.

I zoomed into a space filled with runes and bundles of magic churning in the air. I only saw it for a moment, but it kind of reminded me of one of those high-end computer server rooms like you see in the movies. Next was a room with floor to ceiling display cases containing crystals and precious gems. All of them had a small image of a person floating above them, so I guessed these were the high-end shop friends. From there, I saw another room with floor to ceiling shelves with regular looking stones nicely labeled and laid out for viewing and access. At the back of the room, stuffed into a corner, were two cardboard boxes on the floor that had stones haphazardly thrown inside. The boxes looked old and rotten, and the sides had mostly fallen apart—allowing many of the stones to fall out.

The Deep Earth followed the link to one of the stones on the floor, and I felt that we had arrived. This smooth, flat stone was Tock’s home—the source of his power. It wasn’t that big, a little smaller than my palm, and I could have fit it into my pocket.

Actually, all the surrounding stones were about that size. Maybe that was the idea for apparitions like this? Maybe they were made with smaller stones so they were easy to carry around? I’d never seen anything like this before and I wanted to ask Tock a bunch of questions, but the Mark of the Deep Earth pulled me inside.

Just like when I’d connected with the rune stone back at Bitty’s shop, Tock’s stone woke up and came alive. Every part of it tried to glow with power and welcome us inside. I felt feelings of happiness, connection, awe, and a bit of sadness.

It was as if Lady Gaga had walked into a poor gay student’s apartment and her presence was blowing his mind. He’d probably wished he’d cleaned up, put on a fresh shirt, combed his hair, and had some of her music playing.

In this case, the stone and its magic were stumbling over themselves to let us know we were welcome and how happy it was that we were here. It also felt terribly embarrassed at how little power it had and how weak it felt.

The magic it had was just as dirty as Tock’s core, if not more so. More than that, it had a thick layer of crusty dead magic all over it.

Penny, Eggy, and the Mark of the Lagerel joined us. They all seemed furious.

‘Who is responsible for your upkeep?’ Penny demanded.

An image of Tock joined us, and he stammered out a reply.

‘I don’t know.’ He gestured at the space around him, which was dim, dingy, and clearly hadn’t had any sort of attention in a long time.

‘My original master took care of me, and I was with him for many years.’ I got an image of a gruff looking man that looked sort of Middle Eastern. I also got an image of Tock. Apparently, he’d been in the form of a bell with wings.

‘He traded me to a shepherd, and my new master was kind also.’ This guy looked Middle Eastern as well, and now Tock was in the shape of a small dog.

‘Those were my favorite years, as my new master would talk and sing to me. After all, it was just us under the stars, and there wasn’t anything else to do. He had some skill with magic, so he improved on my original design, and I still use most of his additions today.

‘Eventually, he outgrew the life of a shepherd and wanted to make his own charms. So I was traded again and again for a long time.’

Tock flashed through his forms, and he had certainly had a varied range of masters. He’d been a bird who kept a lookout for a thief and a compass for a sailor. He’d had multiple jobs selling items for shops and even had done a stint as a necklace in a brothel. It seemed like he was to sound the alarm and summon the madam if the client got rough.

It seemed like none of his new masters had really known how to care for him or had done anything to improve him other than to change his visible form. Finally, one of his masters had ended up here, where they had lost Tock to the Palace in a game of chance.

He’d been evaluated and ranked at class E. That was only one level above the most basic charm. The craftsman examiner had quickly thrown together his current form, decided he would be useful only as a backup concierge to the lowest level of guest, and tossed him into the box.

That was the last time Tock had been physically touched by a human or interacted with a craftsman in any form. Left to his own devices, Tock had learned what he needed from the other low-grade apparitions and started serving guests whenever he could. He’d gotten good at his job, and his guests had occasionally thought to tip him a bit of magic, but apparently, that wasn’t a common practice for shop friends. Plus, he only served low-level guests who didn’t have much magic to spare anyway.

When he’d been assigned to our team, he’d just figured we would be another in a long line of guests that used his services and moved on. I was a bit shocked that we’d seen so much of his personal history and heard his personal thoughts about us. But he was a piece of stone in the presence of the Deep Earth after all. When the images cleared, Tock was on his knees, face pressed to the floor and arms extended in supplication.

‘I am unworthy,’ he cried, and there was grief and longing in his voice. ‘I am unworthy of your sight. I am unworthy of your touch. I am unworthy of your presence. Please have mercy on me.’

‘You are unworthy,’ the Mark of the Deep Earth intoned, ‘but not through your own actions. You have been worthy before, and you will be worthy again. My Source is just and compassionate. He feels the intentions of magic. He feels the intentions of the Deep Earth. I will entreat with him on your behalf.’

Penny, Eggy, and both of my Marks turned to me, and I felt the weight of their regard. They were angry at the neglect shown to this apparition, and I could understand why. Eggy, especially, knew what it was like to be handed down from master to master with no concern for his well-being. Tock was covered with a thick layer of magical grime, just like Eggy had been when we’d met and he was still in his sword form.

I’d busted up the grime then, and I could bust it up now.

‘Go to work, team!’ I commanded them. ‘Let’s clean this place up.’

That’s all they needed to hear as they sprang into action.

Penny and Eggy took care of the magical crud on the outside. Penny used her spear and my magic to blast it off as if she were pressure washing a house. Eggy took out his sword and went after the bits that were so old they’d calcified on, like tartar on teeth.

The Mark of the Deep Earth took care of the stone and made it more stonelike. Honestly, I wasn’t sure exactly what it did, but in the end, it felt fresh and clean again.

I took care of the magic. I turned on the charm and invited it to join me and become part of my colors. I wasn’t ready to fully bond with another charm, and I could tell Tock wasn’t anything like Penny and Eggy, so I didn’t saturate it with my soul. Instead, I gave it just enough invitation to wake it up, and then mixed in some of my own fresh magic. That seemed to do the trick, and soon Tock’s magic was feeling vibrant and alive.

The Mark of the Lagerel didn’t do anything until we were all done. Then, once Tock was feeling brand new and fully alive, it coated the outside of the stone in a thick nutty layer—like a shell.

We were done, and Tock was now a hundred times better than he had been. But something still seemed missing.

‘Arise,’ the Mark of the Deep Earth commanded, and Tock sprang to his feet. His eyes were wide with wonder, and his mouth opened like he was going to say something, but nothing came out. I think he was too overwhelmed to say anything.

‘Now, receive your blessing.’ They all turned to look at me.

‘I can bless things?’ I asked while my brain tried to catch up.

That seemed crazy. The pope blessed stuff. I think witches and druids blessed things too. But I was no pope—or druid.

‘You are a god,’ the Mark of the Lagerel spoke up first. ‘Of course you can confer a blessing. Humans and other supernaturals can also bless, but they can only do it in the name of a god. You are the source of blessings, and in this case, we have all agreed it is appropriate.’

Wow. I could bless things. Cool!

‘What, exactly, does a blessing do?’ I asked. I liked Tock, but we’d just met, and I was pretty sure I couldn’t take him with me. I didn’t want to do something drastic by accident, and then have to leave him behind.

‘A blessing is like a nudge,’ Eggy spoke up. ‘It whispers in the ear of power and bends the path of fate. I’ve seen blessings in action, and they are subtle in their execution. Think of them like making someone lucky in some particular way.’

I gave Eggy a nod, because what he’d said was downright poetic. And it conveyed the idea of a blessing very clearly. Now, what did I want for Tock?

‘I bless you, Tock, to continue to grow into your potential. May you grow in power, and use that power well. May you grow in knowledge, and use that knowledge well. May you serve beyond what you know you are capable of, and may you be rewarded and acknowledged for that service. Most of all, I bless you with happiness and fulfillment.’

I paused to see if I needed to add anything more, but that seemed to cover it. I wasn’t sure how to end this little ceremony, but it felt like it needed something. Priests made the sign of the cross, but that was a totally different God and I didn’t want the big J mad at me. I needed something like that, though. Maybe I could wave my hand around in the air? Or come up with some sort of gay hand sign?

‘Might I suggest a llama kiss?’ my Analytical Side spoke up. ‘If you’re blessing someone, you’re saying they are special to you and you only wish the best for them. You’ve been llama kissed a lot already because of your god abilities, so it all sort of ties together.’

‘That is an excellent idea!’ I said gratefully and gave him a big wet llama greeting to get warmed up.

‘Ugh,’ he said as he wiped off his lips. ‘Maybe go a little less wet on the smooches.’

I just winked at him and focused back on Tock again. I stepped forward, clasped both his shoulders in my hands, and then kissed his left cheek and his right cheek. Finally, I planted a warm smooch right on his blocky lips.

I’d felt like the blessing had been mostly symbolic and a nice way to end this moment, so it was a bit of a surprise when I felt the blessing fall into place. It sort of snapped to him, like it was magnetic.

I also felt a bit weaker. It wasn’t a huge amount, but it was noticeable. It wasn’t like I’d lost magic, either. It was something else.

‘What happened?’ I asked my Analytical Side.

‘I don’t know,’ he replied as he looked around. ‘Physically, nothing has changed. Magically, you seem fine too. You’re mostly full of power, and your magic colors are normal. You aren’t imagining things, though. Something happened.

‘For now, though, you need to finish up here and get back to the group. I’m sure they are wondering what’s going on, and Tyler still needs to get checked in.’

I nodded in agreement and looked around one more time. Tock was different, of course, as he’d just gotten a wash and a refill. My Marks seemed the same, and so did my charms.

I was excited about having a new ability, but at the same time, I needed to be careful how I used it. For a moment there, I'd thought maybe I could bless everything. I could have blessed shoes of comfort and speed. My pillows would be blessed for blissful sleep, and my sheets for manly loving.

Actually, scratch the sheets. Tyler was a blessing all on his own. He didn’t need any help.

I almost got sidetracked thinking about all the things I would bless, but I stopped myself in time. I could fantasize about that later. For now, I needed to finish up here and get back.

There was one thing that bugged me, and I fixed it without really thinking about it. Tock’s form was terrible. He was supposed to be a cute fairy boy, but instead, he looked like a coke can with legs. I get that he was more Pinocchio than real boy, but at least Pinocchio had looked good.

I’d gazed at guys since before puberty, so I knew how they should look. Plus, I’d already had a lot of experience making my own creations and making sure they had lots of detail, so reforming Tock in his place of power felt easy and effortless.

I started with his waist—pulling it in until it was proportional with his shoulders. When I did that, it highlighted the fact that his legs were too long and his arms were too short. If I ever met the craftsman at the Palace who’d done this to Tock, I was going to punch him in the face.

It was like Yoda said, “Do or do not. There is no try.”

Regardless, it only took a moment to fix his proportions. I added in some muscles, but not too much. He was supposed to be a fairy, not He-Man. I made sure his butt looked good, though. All fairies should have great butts.

His whole head was blocky as hell, so I just started sculpting and threw together something that looked cute and fairy-like. When I was done, I realized I’d made him look a lot more like Timothee Chalamet than Peter Pan. Timothee is cute, so I could work with that.

I refined his outfit a bit more, giving it more of a cascading leaf kind of look. His wings already looked like they were from a dragonfly, so I just enhanced them and gave them a lot more detail. It felt easy, as I’d just done this for my Bank Stamp.

Actually, the whole thing felt easy, and I put him together in less than a minute. There were a lot more details I could add, but I could always work on that later. At least now he was a lot better than he had been.

‘Are we done here?’ I asked and received agreement from all around. Well, except for Tock, who was still staring at himself in disbelief.

‘Tock! Are you ready?’ I asked and waved to get his attention.

‘Is this real?’ he asked.

‘I assure you, it’s real,’ I replied. ‘We are going to have a wonderful tournament together, and our team will be so much better because you’re helping us. Now, are you ready to go back?’

I thought Tock was going to throw himself on the ground and do another round of extreme bowing, but he pulled himself together and nodded. I gathered up my crew, and we shot back up the link to the surface.

I looked around and realized I must have been gone longer than I’d thought. The Ivy League bus had left, John and Tyler were cracking jokes, and Sandy was standing with Annabeth looking anxious.

“Good! You’re back,” Sandy exclaimed. Then Tock popped back into view. “Oh, wow! What happened to you?”

“I can scarcely believe my good fortune,” Tock replied to Sandy, but bowed deeply to me. “I have been touched by divine magic. I have heard of miracles happening to others, but I never imagined it would happen to me.”

“You look good,” John rumbled, and the others quickly agreed.

“Thank you,” Tock bowed multiple times to everyone. “Thank you, thank you, thank you. I am overwhelmed. I’m grateful. I’m alive in a way I have never been before. The enormity of my transformation is beyond my comprehension. I am verklempt.”

Tock was so overcome with emotion that he was speaking differently. I got questioning looks from everyone, as I’m sure they were wondering what happened. This was too public of a place to talk about it, though, so instead, they made a fuss of Tock and made him feel even better about what had happened.

Finally, Tock centered himself and gave us all a final bow.

“This humble one has taken up enough of your valuable time. Let us continue with your team check-in. I believe I still have one person to process.”

Tyler raised his hand and stepped forward. Tock tapped his Bank Stamp, and this time he didn’t freeze at all. I was watching closely, but there wasn’t even the tiniest of stutters.

“Wonderful! Thank you all for visiting the Palace. I hope your time with us will be filled with the best of adventures. Once again, my name is Tock, and I will be your concierge. If you need anything, anything at all, please ask. Now, first things first, let's take care of your luggage.”

He snapped his new, perfectly-formed fingers, and a bellhop arrived and loaded our luggage onto a cart. We hadn’t brought that much, and it was quickly whisked away. Sandy settled up with our driver and gave him a tip that seemed to make him quite happy. After that, it was our turn to walk the red carpet into the Palace.


Chapter six

Presence


The lobby was just as opulent as the outside. The main centerpiece of the room was a sculpture that looked like it was made of frozen rivers of colored glass. It cascaded from the dome high above our heads, and twisted and wove its way down to splash in ponds of color. The glass was so organic that it looked like it was moving. What brought the room alive and complemented the glass were lots of little streams flowing over brightly colored river rocks. There were little wooden bridges over the streams, and the water divided the room up into sections of dry land. Some of the sections had comfortable furniture for waiting and chatting, and some of them had statues and all kinds of art.

The place kind of reminded me of those beautiful zen gardens like you see in kung fu movies. I always thought they looked nice, before the kung fu baddies showed up and trashed the place. Of course, this place was less zen and more lobby, but still, it was very nice.

Tock led us over a few bridges and deeper into the lobby. We paused at an open spot with the statues of two turtles playing together. One was climbing up on the other one, and I guessed they were heading for a nice spot to hang out in the sun.

‘Um. I think the turtles are mating,’ my Analytical Side spoke up.

‘Oh?’ I looked again.

‘Oh! You’re right.’

My Analytical Side smiled broadly. He loved hearing those words.

Now that I knew some of the artwork was a bit risque, I looked around with fresh eyes. On the next island over, there were statues of two crabs that were also “playing.” It made me wonder if all the statues came alive when no one was here, like Toy Story. If so, this place was set to party!

“Before we continue, I’m sending each of you a map of the place.” Tock’s voice pulled me back from my thoughts about crustacean reproduction. “The Palace complex is huge, and it’s easy to get lost. Fortunately, you can find your way to where you’re going by letting the map guide you. Just point to the place you want to go, and an arrow will appear in the direction you need to head. You can also just call my name, and I’ll appear to assist you however I can.”

He sent the map to our Stamps and walked us through bringing it up and selecting a destination. John seemed to have trouble getting it to work, but the rest of us were fine. He’s not big on cell phones and it didn’t seem like he used his Stamp a lot, so things like this were harder for him. For me, it was like using a simple version of Google Maps. Or maybe the Marauder’s Map from Harry Potter.

“I solemnly swear I’m up to no good,” I whispered.

Nothing happened.

No secret passages appeared, and no hidden assassins showed up. It was just a plain old magic map. Oh well.

“Your suite number is 10642,” Tock continued. “This means you are on the tenth floor at the back of the building—room number 642. I’ve already marked it on your maps, and you can get directions by asking to go home. You won’t need any room keys here as your Bank Stamp will open your suite for you. It will also serve as your tournament tickets and identification. Pearls are the preferred currency here; however, most of the venues also accept mundane money, such as the U.S. dollar.”

Sandy stated that she and John were paying all the expenses while we were here and asked if there was a way to put a credit card on file? Tock took care of the details, and then continued his introduction.

“The opening ceremony starts at noon, which is about ten hours from now. The first quest will start immediately after that. I know you have had a long trip, so you are welcome to head up to your room and call it a night. On the other hand, if you are feeling ready to run through the heather, there is also a wide selection of activities you can enjoy.

“We have a large fair in the west wing with over three hundred vendors ready to cater to your every need. There is also a world class spa with some of the finest masseurs and beauticians in all of North America. I’ve been assured that experiencing the real thing is much better than what any freshness charm can provide.

“If you are hungry, we have a buffet fit for a king, with over two hundred unique dishes prepared by chef Louie Ravon. We also have training rooms, instructors that can be booked by the hour, and servants and personal valets that can assist with any chores. A world class casino is available as well for those that enjoy games of chance.”

My ears perked up at hearing that.

“Do they also have poker tournaments?” I enquired. If the tournament was a bust, maybe I could win some pearls at poker. I wasn’t a world class professional, but I wasn’t bad either.

“We have no-limit ring games while the MMTL is going on,” Tock replied. “Once it’s over, we’ll start our usual weekly Texas hold’em tournaments back up again. That usually has between five hundred and a thousand players. Three months from now, we’ll have our larger yearly tournament, which attracts anywhere from eight to ten thousand people.

“I have to warn you, though. The skill level at the poker events far exceeds what you’ll find in the mundane world. Some of these players have been competing at games of chance for hundreds of years.”

Tock gave me a warning look, and I realized he was probably right. Still, it was something to think about for the future. Maybe my poker days weren’t over completely.

“Getting back to what is available,” Tock continued. “I would also be happy to give you a personal tour of the grounds and tell you entertaining and informative stories about the artwork we have here. You may not realize this, but we have more artwork in all its forms than in any mundane museum in the world.”

Tock seemed especially pleased by that fact, and I would have loved to have taken him up on it if I wasn’t getting ready to fight for my freedom.

Sandy and Annabeth seemed interested in the spa, especially when Tock told them there was a sampler special available. He said it “would only take an hour and leave them feeling like heaven.” Tyler and John wanted to eat, and I was surprised to discover that even though I’d eaten several sandwiches, I was still hungry for more. In the end, we all decided to eat first, and then see how the night developed from there.

“Oh, there is one more thing I need you to set up before we leave here, and that is your public information. It is customary to show the name by which you would like to be addressed, your age, and the team you are affiliated with. If you are a contestant, the tournament requests that you also display your participation badge. You can always provide more information if you would like, but this is the minimum information required for the MMTL.”

John struggled with setting that up too, so he had a lot of help from Tock. My Bank Crystal knew what I needed, so it just snapped it into place. It also turned on its display, and now I could see this information hovering over the heads of everyone in the lobby. It seemed like only a few people went with the minimum. Some of them were displaying what looked like a small novel.

The participation badge was a yellow star, similar to what I’d seen on the Ivy League outfits, and it was proudly displayed by my name. I felt a small shiver just looking at it. This was feeling like an adventure, but I wasn’t here to just have fun. I was here to compete.

Once John was ready, we headed out. Sandy led the way, using her new mapping skills, and Tock stayed with me. He perched on my shoulder like a bird and kept looking at himself and touching his clothes, like he still couldn’t believe it was all real. Annabeth was keeping an eye on him too, and she smiled and continued to hum in his direction. Her pink magic settled on him like big balls of cat fur, further enhancing his mood.

The buffet was several minutes away, and I started noticing we were getting some strange looks as we walked through the halls. Some of the mages were polite about it, but some of them just stopped and looked at us like we had three heads and purple skin.

I personally thought we only stood out because we were the most normal looking people here. It seemed like everyone was trying to push the boundaries of what they could do with their bodies, and the older they were, the more they pushed. Most of the mages were between forty and sixty years old, and they tried to be as unique as possible with cosmetic changes. There were tattoos with colors that couldn’t be replicated with regular ink. Most of the mages had changed their eye color, and I saw everything from red to fluorescent green.

One guy had gone full elf, with pointed ears, brilliant blue eyes, and platinum white hair that flowed down his back to the floor. He had a few discreetly placed leaves, but other than that, he was showing his body to the world, and what a magnificent body it was too. He was slim, tall, and his muscles flexed in the most delightful way when he walked. His abs rippled like a mountain stream as he came toward us, and his butt was downright perky as he passed us and walked away.

I wasn’t the only one looking either. Legolas was going to be shooting sexy arrows tonight!

Tyler saw me watching, and between one second and the next, his casual clothes disappeared. Now he sported one huge elephant leaf in the front and one tiny little leaf in the back, which didn’t cover up anything at all.

“What are you doing?” I whispered urgently.

“I’m fitting in,” he replied with a smirk. “I got it, so I gotta flaunt it.”

He wiggled his butt and laughed.

I was scandalized, but I also realized he was right. Everyone was going either weird or sexy, and Tyler now looked normal.

In fact, given the fact that he was older than most of the supernaturals and seemed to be able to change his body easily, he was being downright tame. The older supernaturals, who were probably the top students or heads of their schools, went all out.

It seemed like horns were in fashion this season, and I saw everything from simple six-inch goat horns all the way up to a full moose rack covered in gold, silver, and precious gems. That guy was over six hundred years old, and his display was certainly grand.

“It makes me think his horns are that big to compensate for something else.” Annabeth did not look impressed.

“I'm sure that if he can grow his rack that big, he can grow his shotgun to whatever gauge he needs,” I laughed.

“I don’t know.” Annabeth didn’t sound convinced. “Methinks he doth display too much,” she said as she put her classical Shakespeare education to good use. Shakespeare was good for just about anything, especially throwing shade.

Sandy agreed, but Moose Mage caught Annabeth’s disapproving look and his aura flashed up to full force. Annabeth stumbled, and Moose Mage smirked as he walked by.

“Ugh!” Annabeth clutched her head like she had a massive headache. “Tock, why is everyone flaring their aura?”

“You don’t know?” Tock seemed surprised. Then he quickly motioned us to stop and huddle up against the wall.

I hadn’t noticed until Annabeth had said something, but now that I paid attention, everyone seemed to have their aura on blast. The mid-century mages felt like the gentlest of breezes, but the powerhouses in the halls certainly had a bit of push to them.

“In a public setting like this, supernaturals flare their auras to show how powerful they are. This helps prevent any misunderstandings between parties, as it’s immediately obvious who is the stronger mage.” He quickly glanced at all of us. “None of you are showing your auras. Is there a problem? I know the House is not very powerful, but it would be best if you could do something.”

Tock seemed anxious about this for some reason.

“This isn’t a custom where we come from,” Sandy told him. “I don’t know that I’ve ever tried to show my power like this before. Have you, John?”

He nodded.

“I used to do it a lot when I was younger, but I don’t think I’ve done it since I came to the House. It sort of feels like you build up pressure, like a good fart, but then you clamp your cheeks down hard and hold it all in. I’ve never found it to be the most pleasant of feelings, so it’s not something I enjoy doing.”

We all laughed at his description. We got the idea, but it was delivered in classic John style.

“Pleasant or not, you still need to generate a presence,” Tock requested. “It will make moving through the Palace much easier, and it will help ward off any challenges. As it stands now, any mage here would feel comfortable challenging you, and if you refused, you’d have to pay a fine. You’re already drawing a lot of attention with the team name of House Louisville, so you don’t want to appear any weaker than you already do.”

The whole concept of generating a presence seemed wasteful to me. On the other hand, paying a fine was wasteful too. We were here to make pearls, not spend them. And fighting every Tom, Dick, and Harry that thought it would be fun to take a swipe at us would surely hurt our tournament performance.

Everyone agreed with that sentiment, and we all got to work trying to generate our magical fart. I thought John would fire his presence up right away, but it took him a couple tries. I guess it really had been a long time since he’d had to emit one. When he got it, though, the results were spectacular.

It felt like a mountain had landed in the hallway, and it was crushing us to bits. Mages staggered under the sudden weight, and most of them fell to the ground. There was one woman who was doing the whole staring-at-us-like-we-had-three-heads thing and even had her mouth open—like she was that surprised to see someone from a House. When John’s aura kicked in, it hit her so hard she slammed into the ground, and I heard her teeth click as her jaw slammed shut.

“Oh! Wow!” John seemed as surprised as the rest of us. “I didn’t expect that.”

“You’re an Ambassador now,” Sandy said as she gave him a kiss on the cheek. “Plus you’re a lot older. It only makes sense that you would have a lot more oomph.”

“Well, I have been practicing my oomph a lot more,” John said with a cocked eyebrow and a suggestive look.

“I like your oomph just fine,” Sandy purred and gave him another kiss—only this one was on the lips and had a lot more steam.

“Newlyweds,” Tyler said, rolling his eyes. “Where’s a bucket of cold water when you need one?”

“I hardly think you’re one to talk,” Annabeth laughed.

Then she poked John’s ribs. “Alright you two. Knock it off. And John, you better tone it down. You’re causing a traffic jam.”

I looked around, and sure enough, all the fallen supernaturals had caused the traffic in the hallway to come to a halt. John regretfully finished his kiss with Sandy and reined it in. Everyone got back on their feet and traffic resumed, although now we were getting looks like we had twenty heads.

Sandy went next, and she got it on her first try. This time, instead of the weight of stone, the hallway was hit with the heat of fires down below. At only seventy-three years old, Sandy shouldn’t have been able to affect that much. But she was a prodigy, a fire mage, and an Ambassador of the Deep Earth, so her impact was almost as intense as John’s.

This time the air felt like it was on fire and seemed to suck the oxygen out of the space. The heat was sudden, like someone had opened a huge oven door, and again it caught everyone by surprise. Shields went up, mages shrieked, and people dove for cover. I could see why, as it felt like the top layer of my skin was burning off and flaking away.

Our woman-of-the-open-mouth had stuck around, and she was shrieking with the best of them. I had no doubt our team was going to be the talk of her evening.

“It looks like my lady has plenty of oomph of her own,” John said proudly. Sandy quickly reined in her presence too, and John pulled her in for another kiss so she wouldn’t see all the dirty looks headed our way.

There was lots of grumbling and muttering, but nobody wanted to call out the mage that had that kind of aura, so they got themselves together and moved along. This time, though, we’d collected several onlookers who were sticking around to see if we had any more surprises.

Tyler went next, and he got it on his second try. I was afraid that his presence would cause an orgy and our woman-of-the-open-mouth was going to find it open for a completely different reason. He was an incubus, after all. But his presence didn’t highlight that part of his talents. Instead, it focused on his ability to eat negative emotions and make people’s lives better. I’d never experienced this myself, as my soul was too dense, but it was the basis of all the work he did for the House.

He helped new mages get over the trauma of their Waker Moments, and he helped older mages get rid of the upsets that took years to develop. My boyfriend is a walking sex therapist, and I’m proud of the amazing difference he makes in so many lives.

Anyway, his influence was more subtle than John and Sandy’s had been. His touch was light, and it felt like holding a friendly hand, or a pat on the back for a job well done.

This time the flow of the hallway didn’t come to a screeching halt. Instead, the conversations became more animated, and the laughter grew a little louder. Mages stood up straighter, and a happy bounce showed in their step. Our team actually got a few smiles and nods, and our group of watchers seemed less hostile.

We all looked around cautiously, but everything seemed fine. John gave Tyler a high-five, and Tyler seemed relieved. Annabeth decided to go next, but she didn’t seem to have any luck creating a presence. Tyler was still having fun, so he kept his going.

My first clue that something was wrong was when Tyler started clinging to my arm. He was leaning into me, like he was dizzy and I was the only thing holding him up.

“Tyler?” I whispered, as I didn’t want to distract Annabeth. He gave me a dreamy look, and I could see his pupils expanding.

“This is nice,” Tyler murmured dreamily. “Soooooo niiice.”

He was acting like he was drunk, but I knew that wasn’t the case. He could go pint to pint with John and still stay on his feet.

Tyler melted into me even more, and the tone of the hallway changed. People stopped in their tracks and started looking around in wonder.

“It’s time to looove,” he said in a husky voice and started trying to take off my shorts. I yelped and held them up. Then both of his hands slipped under my clothes and started doing wonderful things to me. If we hadn’t been in such a public place, I’d have been more than happy to let nature take its course.

“Tyler! Stop!” I demanded, but he was like a train with a full head of steam. Stopping him wasn’t going to be easy.

The mages in the hallway started gasping and shaking. Several of them fell to their knees and started praying. The woman-of-the-open-mouth started bawling along with many others. They seemed like happy tears, though. It was like everyone was suddenly having a religious experience. Their earthly cares were being lifted, and for a moment, they saw a world beyond survival and pain. Tyler’s blue magic filled the hallway, and I saw dark globs of worry leave their hosts and fly his way.

Tyler ate all the dark stuff, and that only fueled his incubus side. I thought he’d come on to me before, but now his clothes vanished and everything from his flag pole to his anxious hands to his lusty kisses let me know he was ready to take me to the ground and fill my cream donut right there.

“Tyler!” I yelled as I shook him. It wasn’t easy, as he’s bigger and stronger than me. Plus, I was fighting my own flag pole that wanted to let its freak flag fly.

“Tyler! Pull back!” I yelled and smacked him. That seemed to do the trick, so I smacked him again. His eyes started focusing.

“Tyler! You can do this. Get it under control.” I kept encouraging him as his presence got lighter. Finally, it cut it off entirely, and Tyler staggered back.

“Oh. Wow.” Tyler looked around with wide eyes while taking deep breaths. Mages were still crying and praying, and the whole hallway was a mess of emotions.

“I’m so sorry,” Tyler whispered.

“Maybe you should put some clothes on,” I whispered back.

“Oh. Right!” And just like that, Tyler was suddenly dressed in a nice shirt and casual pants. You’d never know he’d been ready to butter my biscuit only a few moments earlier.

“I think we should move out of the blast zone,” Sandy suggested. “I think this is going to take a while to blow over, so this seems like a good time to sneak away.”

We all agreed and quickly walked further down the hallway. Tyler seemed shaken, and we all were a bit shocked at what had happened. Tyler was usually so in control of his magic I had forgotten just how powerful he was.

“I’m thinking your presence is going to need a bit of work before you try that again,” John rumbled to Tyler. “You almost gave a master class about how to do your business.” He got a big grin. “And by business I mean play doctor with your favorite boy toy.”

He wiggled his eyebrows as Sandy smacked his arm.

He also gave me a broad wink and a kind smile. I was so glad John was doing what he did best—diffusing the situation with humor. For some people, I’m sure John would be a bit much. He was always quick with a joke or a pint, and I’m sure there were those who would think he was just a bit too “on” for their taste. As for his pints, nobody could fault them. They were delicious.

The thing is, John only used his power for good. His jokes were always inclusive, and his light teasing was always positive.

“I was just working on my PhD,” Tyler deadpanned—or at least he tried to. His voice quivered a bit, and he gave John a grateful look. Riffing on a subject was what they did best.

“Taking the ol’ one eye to the optometrist,” John continued. “You gotta see well enough to open the gates of Mordor.”

“Winter is coming,” Tyler replied sagely.

“Boys!” Sandy snapped. “This is not the time.”

Then she nodded at Tyler.

“Although, I certainly agree with John. Your technique needs some major refinement before you use it in public. For a moment there, I thought we were going to have to throw a sheet over you two and hang out for five minutes.”

I was just glad we were back to the light teasing stage. That was much easier to handle than the lust in Tyler’s eyes. He was an incubus, but even so, my body reacted so strongly to his touch. There wasn’t anything about him I didn’t like.

His touch was divine.

His scent was home.

His voice soothed me, and the weight of his gaze made my clothes fall off.

There was no way I was going to do anything in front of God and country, but he’d turned me on like a circuit breaker, and my body was still full of sparks. I was flushed with passion, my nipples were hard, and my fishing pole was bobbing like I’d caught a whale.

I kept taking deep breaths and made sure not to look at Tyler at all. I didn’t need any more stimulation right now, and his warm chocolate eyes might send me over the edge.

Annabeth picked up from where she left off, but didn’t appear to have any luck at all. According to her, she was fartless.

Sandy said it was nothing like a fart. It was more like letting your inner light shine. That didn’t seem to help Annabeth either. She tried humming like she always did, but there wasn’t the feeling of presence behind it.

“I think it might be your matrix,” I told her. “It is a stable form of magic, and it keeps any of your power from leaking out. That could be a good thing, like if you were trying to sneak up on someone. But in this case, it’s more like we’re trying to magically shout, and I have no idea how to do that.”

I tried to get my presence going too, but it didn’t work at all. I didn’t know if I was in the wrong mindset, or if it was because I also had a matrix. Or, it could have been that all my magic was small and worked best close to my skin.

Regardless, I gave up for now, and we soon started along the hallway again. This time, Sandy and John led the way, and their combined presence cleared a path for us.

We arrived at the buffet without further incident and joined the line to get in. The place itself was huge, with the ceiling painted like the sky and fancy columns everywhere to give an outdoor Greek plaza kind of feel. There was plenty of seating with lots of tables and chairs. The larger groups had scooted several four-topper tables together, so there were these larger islands of teams and their support crews. Along the right side of the room were special cabana areas for those who deserved special attention and partial privacy.

The buffet stretched the entire left hand side of the room, and it looked like something out of a movie. They hadn’t just put the food out under a heat lamp. Instead, they had built a whole display around all the different types of food offerings. There were all kinds of fruits spilling out of a horn of plenty. There was a barbeque smoker that looked like it was actually smoking, giving authenticity to savory meats and sauces available in front of it. Dionysus poured out wines in the drink section, and fairies made out of sugar floated over the desserts.

If I hadn’t been to the Gathering, I’d have said it was the most creative display of food I’d ever seen. When I thought about the first night at the Gathering and the citrus rum waterfall, or eating the cherry bomb that actually exploded in my mouth, it just wasn’t at that level.

In addition to looking good, the food smelled wonderful too, and I realized I was ravenous. I shouldn’t have been that hungry, but somehow I was.

Although the restaurant was a buffet, there were an awful lot of staff present as well. They were easy to spot, as they all had on burgundy jackets with black pants. They seemed to be everywhere—fetching food, filling drinks, singing songs, and playing music. I even saw one table getting shoulder rubs from two lovely ladies who I thought might be suggesting a whole lot more. It seemed like nothing was off limits with their desire to please.

“The buffet costs two hundred dollars!?” Sandy practically shouted in surprise.

“What?” Annabeth looked around. “That could feed a whole family for a week. There’s no way that’s possible.”

Sandy pointed towards the sign, and we all stared at it in disbelief.

“Tock, is it really two hundred dollars a person?” I asked him. “As in, a thousand dollars for all of us to eat here? For one meal?”

“Is that a lot?” he asked. “I only ask, as I’m not sure of the value of the local currency. I can’t leave the Palace, so I’m not sure how much things cost on the outside.”

“Yes,” I replied emphatically, “that’s a lot. A thousand dollars is almost the rent for a whole month. I know there are super fancy steak houses that cost two hundred dollars for a meal, but this is a buffet. It has to be cheaper than that.”

“I’m sorry for your distress,” Tock bowed quickly. “I was unaware of how this would affect you. There are other places to dine here, but even if I could find an open reservation, they are more exclusive and expensive than this one.”

Tock seemed upset that I was upset, and he started wringing his hands as he bowed again.

“Please wait one moment,” he requested and vanished.

“Were the rooms this expensive?” Annabeth asked Sandy.

“I don’t know,” Sandy replied. “I paid for them in pearls. That’s all they would accept. I really don’t know what the exchange rate between pearls and dollars is. Since we are trying to gain pearls, I thought we’d pay for everything with regular money. I just had no idea it would cost this much.”

John was going to say something, but Tock popped back onto my shoulder again.

“Thank you for your patience,” he said, and he seemed relieved. “I spoke to my fellow apparitions, and we have come up with a solution.”

He flicked his fingers, and blue stars flew to everyone’s Bank Stamp.

“Congratulations, you are now Comrades in Arms, which is our frequent team reward program.”

He flicked his fingers again, and platinum stars flew to everyone’s Bank Stamp.

“Congratulations, you are now platinum members of our Comrade in Arms rewards program, which is only awarded to those who have been here for over fifty tournaments.” He suddenly looked mischievous. “Or to those who have a special upgrade code. This gets you twenty percent off all Palace services while you are here. This excludes direct tournament expenses and anything you buy in the fair, of course.”

He flicked his fingers and this time a little stick figure family icon flew at everyone.

“This is your friends and family discount—which gets you an extra ten percent. And we are going to stack the Honored Guest status on top of that. You are the only team from the Houses, so I was able to get your team listed as Minority Emissaries. I also found out that the Bank, our largest sponsor, used its status to get you into the tournament, so I was also able to get you listed as a Patron Preferred team.”

His fingers were flicking badges to us the whole time he was talking. I was a little leery of accepting the Patron Preferred status, but the badge didn’t specifically say it was from the Bank, so I kept quiet.

“The very best upgrade I could find for the team, though, was related to you, Jason.” He gazed at me with reverent eyes. “I knew there was something special about you when you upgraded my stone. When you opened your Bank status to me, I saw it. You have the Most Favored status with the Bank, and I was able to transfer that to the Palace. You are now Most Favored with the Palace, and that opens many doors for you that would have been closed before.”

He gave me a very deep and gracious bow.

“It is truly my privilege to welcome someone as honored as yourself to this humble establishment. This one is filled with gratitude and joy to be in your presence.”

He looked like he was going to weep with joy again, so I quickly thanked him for all his help on our behalf and kept him moving along. All of the badges of our specials and discounts needed to show in our public information, so Tock took a moment to work with John and the rest of us to make sure we were all set up.

While he was doing that, the entire Ivy League team showed up and cut right to the front of the line.

“Are they allowed to do that?” Annabeth asked.

“Of course,” Tock replied. “They are a premier team, and more than that, they have the strongest presence of anyone in line. So they have every right to do as they please as long as it doesn’t interfere with someone more powerful.”

He settled into a lecturing tone.

“That’s why I needed you to start generating a presence. If you hadn’t, other groups would have stepped in front of you, and it may have taken a long while before you were seated.”

Once we were finished with all our new badges, I looked around at what we were displaying above our heads, and it all seemed a bit much. The Most Favored badge in particular was hard to ignore. It was quadruple the size of my tournament participation star, and while it was beautiful in its own way, it slowly spun on its vertical axis and was impossible to overlook.

With all our bling, I felt like a walking slot machine. I wouldn’t have been surprised if someone had walked up to me, put a coin in my mouth, and pulled my arm just to see if they got lucky. I guess I wasn’t the only one as Sandy spoke up.

“Tock, I truly appreciate all you’ve done for us and all the discounts you’ve been able to wrangle for our team…” Then she paused thoughtfully. “Actually, how much of a discount do we get now? How much is this buffet?”

“Most of the discounts stack on each other,” Tock said excitedly. “Also the discounts won’t be exactly the same in all venues. For this one, you should get a seventy percent discount, which would bring the cost down to sixty dollars per person. The wild card here is the Most Favored status. With that, it’s possible your team might dine for free.”

“Really?” Sandy sounded excited now too. “Free?”

“Maybe,” Tock nodded. “I’ve never been assigned to any team with the Most Favored status before, but according to the other apparitions, it should count for a lot.”

Sandy looked at our display of bling with fresh eyes, and I could sense she was going to let it go, but John spoke up.

“Tock, the only problem with all these visible badges is that they tell our competitors too much about us.”

Tock bowed politely, but looked confused.

“We are being supported by the Bank, but it doesn’t want to officially sponsor us until we first have some success in the tournament. Also, I’m afraid the Most Favored status will provide a clue to our affiliation with powers we don’t want to reveal. A smart team could figure out what we can do and work to counter us.”

“Of course, of course,” Tock said thoughtfully. “One moment please.” He vanished again and reappeared a few seconds later.

“I have a suggestion. What would you think of changing the visibility of your badges so only the servants and other residents of the Palace could see them? They wouldn’t be visible to any of the teams, their support staff, or any other spectators.”

“I like the idea,” I said. “That way, we still get the discounts, but hopefully we are a little less obvious.”

Everyone agreed, and Tock quickly made the changes. Of course, the others in line with us had seen all our badges show up, and they had caused more than a little excitement. There had been a lot of muttering and pointing and more than a few incredulous looks. When all our badges vanished from their view, that caused a fresh round of murmurs, but we just ignored them and settled in to wait our turn. There were only four groups in front of us and one group that had arrived behind us.

When Ivy League had shown up, they’d kicked us down to fifth place, but there were still plenty of open tables available. I didn’t think we’d have to wait long. This was a buffet after all, not fancy table service.

The groups around us quickly settled down, and Ivy League didn’t seem to notice anything at all. They just ignored everyone behind them as beneath their notice. They were a premier team, so I was sure they were used to being seen and pointed out. It was probably easier to look the other way and not acknowledge anyone, rather than have to stop for pictures or autographs or whatever the equivalent was in this magical world.

Or maybe they were just tired from their trip.

‘Or maybe they're all assholes,’ my Analytical Side spoke up.

‘Maybe,’ I laughed. ‘I’m trying to give them the benefit of the doubt, though.’

My Analytical Side sniffed in disbelief and gave them the hairy eyeball. It was very clear that he had no doubts at all. They were assholes.

One of the wait staff approached the line at a leisurely pace, until he saw the premier team at the front of the line. Then he quickly increased his pace. This guy had some extra gold trim to go with his burgundy jacket and seemed to have more authority than the rest of the servers. He spoke briefly to the guy in the front of the Ivy League team, and there was a lot of bowing and placating words. The Lead Ivy guy did not sound happy at having to wait.

Gold Trim snapped his fingers, and four servers appeared like magic. He started to give them orders, and I saw his eyes drift down the line. He was probably assessing how many groups were waiting and how fast to seat them. Even with a buffet, it’s not a good idea to seat too many groups too quickly. It was better to have a steady flow of eaters so there was time to refill the displays and keep the food hot.

Gold Trim was all business until his eyes landed on us, then his jaw dropped in surprise. The four servers were already preparing to entertain Ivy League, but when Gold Trim recovered and pointed at us, they stopped in shock too.

Suddenly, Ivy League was passé, and we were the new hot ticket in town. Gold Trim grandly swept down the line towards us, followed swiftly by his four minions. He correctly singled out Sandy as the leader of our group and bowed deeply in front of her.

“Most Favored Madam, it is a great honor to have you and your associates join us at this humble establishment. I hope you have not suffered long. I’m shocked that you are at the common entrance.” He shot a quick glare towards Tock, who just brushed it off.

“When you visit us again, and I’m sure you will after tasting our finest delights, please direct yourselves to our premier entrance. That way I can accommodate you at the standard which you deserve.”

“Well, aren’t you just a dear?” Sandy laughed like a duchess and slipped into her charming mode. She let him kiss her hand and lead her past all the other teams and into the dining room.

The other groups had seen our badges change and disappear, so they didn’t seem that surprised as we walked by them. Ivy League, however, was totally shocked. We were almost past them, when Lead Ivy recovered and started shouting at Gold Trim.

Apparently, it had been a long day, and he’d Had It Up To Here! He’d never been so disrespected in his entire life. His team needed to be seated, and they needed to be seated now! Then he was going to speak to the Person in Charge and make sure that Gold Trim was demoted to the lowest level possible.

He demanded satisfaction, and he demanded it this very instant. He couldn’t understand why Gold Trim was giving preference to a mongrel team when his team was clearly of a higher caliber.

I guess he hadn’t paid attention before, but when he really looked and realized we were a House team, he basically lost it. He was so mad he was spitting. I’m sure it had been a long day, and now being passed over like this was the last straw. He had a tantrum like a two-year-old, and he did everything but roll on the floor and cry.

He cussed out Gold Trim, the servers, and the entire buffet. They were beneath him, and he was only here because the bus had arrived later than expected. He cussed out John, Sandy, and all the Houses while he was at it. He even flared his aura, like a weapon, and tried to drive everyone down to the ground. He was so mad, I’m sure he wasn’t holding anything back, and that’s when John had had enough.

John stepped in front of Gold Trim and brought down the Mountain. There were screams and cries as almost everyone hit the deck. Lead Ivy was still standing, but he was shaking like a leaf. Sandy stepped up beside John, took his hand, and released the Lava.

Separately, they were a force to be reckoned with. Together, as joint Ambassadors of the Deep Earth, they were beyond amazing. Lead Ivy collapsed like a broken straw, joining the rest of his team that was already on the ground. I looked around and realized I was the only person standing for fifty feet around us. Everyone in the line had collapsed. All the mages at the tables near us had fallen to the ground. The support staff was on the ground. Even Annabeth and Tyler were on their knees.

“John! Sandy!” I called quickly. “Dial it back a bit.”

They were both glaring down at Lead Ivy, but once they looked around, they quickly pulled back their power.

“Young man,” John rumbled, “you had best learn to treat others with respect. These servants were only doing their jobs to the best of their abilities. Your team would have been seated shortly. A few more minutes wouldn’t have hurt you.”

The people around us were slowly getting back to their feet, and John paused to make sure he had Lead Ivy’s complete attention.

“I’d suggest you settle down and don’t cause any more fuss. If I find out you’ve caused a problem with the staff, you and I will have words.”

He leaned forward, and Lead Ivy quickly stepped back. That said it all right there. A pecking order had been established, and John was top dog.

John and Sandy still looked angry, but Sandy recovered first. She took a deep breath, summoned a smile, and gave John’s arm a comforting pat.

“I’m hungry, John,” she said brightly. “How about you?”

John growled at Lead Ivy, who quickly scurried back to his team. They all carefully ignored us as John followed Sandy’s lead, took a deep breath, and pulled himself together. John then turned towards Gold Trim, who was straightening his jacket and making himself presentable.

“Like the rabbit said, lettuce proceed,” he said grandly, and Gold Trim took it from there—although he looked slightly confused at John’s wording. Sandy just laughed at her punny man and gave his arm a comforting pat.


Chapter seven

Ahhhh Choo


Once again, Gold Trim oozed charm and schmoozed us the whole way to our table. He managed to compliment us, brag about the food, and diss Ivy League, while remaining polite and welcoming. His banter was highly polished and was clearly a skill he’d developed over years of service.

“So much for not attracting attention,” Annabeth said to me as we brought up the rear of our group. “That guy was really high strung, though, so I guess there wasn’t any way around making a scene.”

She took my hand in hers and gave it a comforting squeeze.

“Speaking of scenes, are you okay? Things really got out of hand with you and Tyler.”

I squeezed her hand back and gave her a warm smile.

“I’m fine. Or at least, I will be. It was just shocking how fast things changed. I can’t be mad at Tyler for being an incubus. That wouldn’t make any sense. He’s just learning and growing like I am, and sometimes that means his powers get out of control.”

I looked at Tyler walking beside Sandy.

“I got a bit overstimulated, though, so I need a bit of space to calm down.”

I was going to say more, but we’d arrived at our destination. Gold Trim had led us past all the regular tables and was seating us at an open cabana. Sandy said we didn’t need the special seating—a regular table was fine—but Gold Trim insisted. He pulled out the chair for Sandy, and then pulled out the chair for John too. He kept up his flowery banter with Sandy, but I noticed he kept touching John and sending admiring glances his way. John stayed his normal friendly self and didn’t seem to notice. Sandy seemed amused by it all.

The table in the cabana was much bigger than we needed. It could have seated ten easily, but John said it gave us more room to spread out. We also kept our four servers, although Sandy said that was way too many. Gold Trim insisted and signaled for one more to join us so we each had our own server. He said that was the absolute lowest level of service he would allow because we deserved much more.

They offered to get our food for us, but the real fun of a buffet was browsing the selection of dishes, so we declined. The server who attached herself to me was called Tami, and she insisted that she carry the plate as we moved along. She had a boyish look, with short hair and a welcoming smile, and we quickly got along.

There were so many things to try that I only put small amounts of each item on my plate. Even so, it quickly filled up, and we started a second one. I could have started a third, but decided to stop and eat what we’d already gathered.

Tyler sat by John and continued to give me space. I loved him for that. How on Earth had I gotten such an understanding boyfriend?

As I ate, my nerves and hormones calmed down. Sugar, carbs, and alcohol hit my system, and soon I was laughing and joking with the rest of our crew. I had a little wine for medicinal purposes, but I mostly enjoyed a Mountain Dew with cherry syrup and a few other ingredients that Tami mixed for me. It was bubbly, fruity, and rich as hell. I loved it.

While we ate, our servers waited a few steps behind us, watching our every move. They were poised to immediately spring into action and provide whatever we needed. At one point, Annabeth shifted her napkin and dropped her fork. Her server actually caught the fork before it hit the ground and immediately provided her with a fresh one.

“Is this how the posh people live?” Annabeth murmured quietly to me at one point. “I’d always thought it would be nice to have a servant do stuff for me, like in those old movies, but now I’m not so sure.”

“I know what you mean,” I murmured back. “It’s hard to relax. I feel like I have to be on my best behavior, or something.”

Tami and I went up to the buffet again, and I loaded up plates three and four. Once again, they went down easy. John was right. It was a good thing we had a larger table, as all of us were eating like we needed to eat two hundred dollars worth, or bust. It wasn’t intentional, but rather that we were all that hungry.

Gold Trim stopped by often to make sure we were taken care of and have another moment with John. Sandy discreetly inquired how much this was costing us, and he grandly told us that our money was no good here. He wasn’t charging us a cent, and we would be his guests for our entire stay at the Palace.

John got a little alarmed and said he didn’t want Gold Trim footing the cost of our dinners. That was going to add up to a lot. Gold Trim swooned at John’s concern and gushed over how thoughtful he was. John wasn’t to worry, as he had a lot of discretion in how to handle affairs at the buffet, and our status gave him enough reason to make sure our meals were taken care of.

I wasn’t hungry any more, but I still had a little room for dessert, so I headed out for my next buffet trip with Tami. I saw several members of team Ivy League, so I guess my third trip had lined up with their second one. We ignored each other, so everything was fine.

At least, it was until their team member with the bitchy face ran right into me. She had been getting her own food on a tray, and when we collided, the tray upended, and all that delicious cuisine smacked into her chest, and then ran down her lovely uniform.

We were both so shocked that we just stared at each other for a moment. There was plenty of room around us, and I’d been facing the other direction and had only just started to move. I’d seen her in my magic sight, of course, but she’d veered at the last moment and put us on a collision course.

She stared down at the food slowly sliding down her outfit as her face became beet red. My stomach dropped out as I looked around quickly for napkins or a hand towel or something.

Her mouth opened, but nothing came out. It was like when a little kid gets hurt and they start silent screaming before they even take a breath. There’s the oh-shit moment when you know they’re going to blow and they’re going to blow big.

“You bastard!” she shrieked. “Look what you’ve done!”

She glared at me with immense fury.

“How dare you do this to me? You little rotten asswipe shithead!”

I started to stammer out an apology, but she was having none of it.

“What? Are your eyes crossed? How can you be so stupid? How are you even walking? Did your two working brain cells dry up and blow out your ass when you farted? Why are you talking to me?”

She got right up in my face.

“Why don’t you just go somewhere and die.”

A few members of her team heard the commotion and came running.

Oh boy. This was going to turn into a major incident.

Or maybe it wasn’t. We’d drawn the attention of a few nearby tables, but nobody looked like they were clutching their pearls and ready to faint. Two of her team members were still headed our way, but the rest of them had seen who it was and had stopped and gone in the other direction.

I looked towards our cabana, but nobody was paying attention. That was the only problem with the fancy tables—they were on the opposite side of this huge room. There were a lot of people talking and eating, so the background level of noise was fairly high. Even with her shrieking at full volume, they still probably couldn’t hear her.

“Tami, why don’t you take my plates and head back to our table,” I said quickly. I didn’t want her caught up with whatever drama might go down. She was just a member of the wait staff after all. She didn’t deserve to have any of Bitch Face’s anger aimed at her. “Let them know what’s going on and see if they can head this way.” Tami nodded gratefully and scurried off.

The two members of Ivy League arrived, and Bitch Face started screaming at them too.

“Where the hell were you?” she laid into the smaller one. “You’re supposed to stay with me and clear out the rats. You weren’t here, so this jackass made a mess. This is your fault, just as much as it is his.”

The smaller one just grimaced, like he was used to being her whipping boy. He started picking the food off of her and wiped it on a nearby plate as she continued to berate him. A server with clean washcloths arrived and began helping him. Then another server arrived and started dealing with the mess on the floor. I’m sure this wasn’t the first spill they’d had to take care of.

Bitch Face looked over at me and seemed to realize I was still standing there. At that moment, I realized I probably should have taken the opportunity to sneak away.

Oops.

“What are you waiting for?” she snapped at the taller team member standing by me. “Duel him already. And make it hurt! Make it a lesson he’ll never forget. Asshole!”

She continued to cuss us out as Tall Guy grabbed my arm and started guiding me away from ground zero. I went with him, as he seemed just as anxious as I was to get out of her vocal range.

Tall Guy seemed older and calmer, and his grip on my arm wasn’t forceful. It was more of a guiding pressure. Although, with everything that had gone down, I sort of felt like a naughty student that was being taken to the principal's office by a teacher.

“I’m sorry you got caught up in that,” he said. We were walking down the buffet, away from the entrance and farther away from our cabana. “This has been a particularly trying couple of weeks for our team, and she’s a bit high-strung anyway.”

“What’s going on with you all?” I asked. “The guy in the line went batshit crazy too.”

“We recently lost a team member,” he said, “and we lost a major sponsor.”

I opened my mouth to ask more about that, but he quickly interjected.

“This isn’t something I want to talk about. Especially with a first-year House rat.” He glanced up at the star that showed I was a participant in the tournament. “I can’t believe they let someone like you in. They must have lost their damn minds.”

He shook his head in wonder, and before I could say anything, continued again.

“Why the hell did you run into her anyway? Even though you are in the tournament and she can’t duel you, you had to have known her team would step up and take care of the situation.”

“I didn’t run into her,” I replied. “She ran into me. It all happened so fast, but I thought she was going to pass me by. But then she changed direction at the last minute and ran right into me. I can see just by looking at her that she’s high-strung. There’s no way I would want to antagonize her.”

Tall Guy stopped and just stared at me.

“She ran into me,” I insisted, but he just gave me the hairy eyeball.

“I’m trying to figure out if you’re that stupid because you’re so young, or if it’s because you’re in a House.”

Ummm. How do I reply to that?

“Look, kid,” he said, “if someone with more power heads your way, it’s always your responsibility to get the hell out of their way. You’re only a first year, so you should have felt her presence and given her a wide berth. You should always be aware of everyone around you and be prepared to react to any situation that may arise.”

“That can’t be right,” I protested. “She ran into me when I wasn’t even moving. I know she has more power, but I’m still a human being. People don’t just run into others.”

“You’re not a person,” Tall Guy snapped. “You’re a mage. And you’re barely that. You’re a first year, and your power is so low I can’t feel any presence coming off of you at all. If you didn’t have your stats listed, I probably wouldn’t even think you were a supernatural.

“Which means that every person here at this event outranks you. If a mage wants your spot, you better move. If they want your place in line, it’s theirs to take. If they want the clothes on your back, you give it to them. If they want you to jump, you start jumping right away before you ask them how high.”

He got right up in my face.

“You’re a little tiny minnow in a big pond. Your first-year goal should be to swim as fast as possible and not get eaten. I’m trying to do you a favor here. I had someone give me this talk when I was young, and it got me straightened out. I survived, and today I’m in a good position. I have a school to protect me, teachers to train me, and teammates to support me. One day, if you’re lucky, you’ll have that too.”

I still felt like I was being told off by the teacher, and I was finding it a little intimidating. I swallowed hard and checked out his stats. He was eighty-nine years old and followed the Path of the Flowering Vine. He had a lot of other stuff listed, but those were the only things that jumped out at me.

I felt like this guy wasn’t a bad person. In his own way, he was trying to help me. I understood what he was warning me about. On the other hand, I felt stubborn. People shouldn’t just run into someone. Just because someone could be mean to someone else doesn’t mean they should be.

I got that the supernatural world was built on strength, but it was still a society. And politeness and courtesy were the lubes that keep society running. As a gay man, I knew the importance of lube. When it runs out, the good times stop. And nobody wants that.

I guess my face showed what I was thinking, as Tall Guy leaned back and sighed.

“I’m updating my opinion of you. You’re both young AND stupid.”

He sighed again.

“Well, I can’t say I didn’t try. Maybe this duel will knock some sense into you.”

He looked at me expectantly. I wasn’t sure what he wanted, so I just stared back.

“Summon your attendant, boy. I don’t have all day.”

“Oh? You mean Tock?” I asked. Then I felt silly. Of course he meant Tock.

“Tock,” I called aloud. “I need you.”

Tock popped into being on my right shoulder. “I’m here, young master. How may I help?”

Then he caught sight of Tall Guy staring at me.

“Oh! What’s going on?”

“Haven’t you declared a duel before?” Tall Guy ignored Tock and continued to talk to me.

“Not like this,” I said, shaking my head. I was going to say more, but then I figured the less I said about my lack of experience, the better.

“Well, that certainly explains the attitude,” Tall Guy said. “It’s in for an adjustment today. Just keep in mind what I told you. Keep your head down and hope you survive.”

Tall Guy then turned to Tock.

“I’m officially declaring a duel of honor with this mage. He ran into my teammate and ruined her uniform, thereby causing her undue distress on the night before the start of the tournament. Since tournament participants are not allowed to duel directly, I am officially acting as her champion. This duel will be complete when her honor has been avenged.”

Tock flew off my shoulder and stared at me with big eyes. “Oh, Jason. What have you gotten yourself into?”

Then he reluctantly turned to Tall Guy. “The duel has been declared and recorded. You may now proceed directly to the nearest dueling chamber.”

Tall Guy grabbed my arm again, and we continued walking to the back of the buffet area. For the first time, I noticed a space about the size of a living room enclosed in glass. Actually, it was more like a ten-foot cube, and there were two beefy security-guard-looking people on either end of it. They had on black pants, black jackets, white shirts, and black ties. The only thing they were missing from the Men in Black movies were the cool shades. Despite that, they managed to look tough and capable. Their broad shoulders and thick muscles said they could break you in half with one hand while thumbing through the feed on their phones with the other.

“Jason, what happened?” Tock asked anxiously as he fluttered in front of me. I gave him a quick summary of the situation.

“Oh, Jason!” he wailed anxiously. “This is just awful. And it’s the night before the tournament. There won’t be any time for you to heal before it starts. And I was so hoping that you would have a good first showing. Now it’s all going to be ruined.”

“I think I will be okay,” I replied soothingly. Sure, this guy was much older than me, but I’d fought older mages in the Exchange of Reconciliation with Ken’s school. This guy used the Path of the Flowering Vine, which was unknown to me, but I felt like I could handle it.

“Oh, Jason,” Tock said as he continued to circle anxiously. “I know you feel confident. It’s normal to feel invincible when you’re young. But you’re just a first year. More than that, you belong to a House.”

He gazed at me with worried eyes.

“I don’t want to put you down at all. You are an extraordinary young mage, and you’ve already done so much for me. But everyone knows that House mages can’t fight.”

“Really?” I laughed. “Have a little faith. Maybe you’ll be surprised.”

Tock tried to look hopeful, but he didn’t succeed very well.

“Why don’t you pop back to our table and let the others know what is going on and where we’re at.”

Tock flew away as I got a bit of side-eye from Tall Guy. He’d heard everything I’d said, of course, and he seemed both amused and exasperated by my confidence.

I was going to get battle ready, but we’d arrived at the glass cube. Tall Guy nodded at the two Men in Black and headed toward one side of the cube. I kept following him.

Once he saw what I was doing, he stopped.

“Where are you going?” he snapped. “Go to the other side. You have your own door.” Then he started walking again. He tapped wrists with the Man in Black outside his door and stepped inside. I figured I needed to do the same, so I walked towards the other Man in Black.

“First time?” he asked as we tapped Bank Stamps. I nodded.

He chuckled. “I remember my first time. I was bloody for days. Is a member of your team coming to collect you?”

“Yes,” I replied. “They have been notified and should be here shortly.”

“Excellent,” he replied. “When you fall, it is your team's responsibility to remove you. If the dueling chamber is needed before then, I will drag you out myself. Should that be necessary, your team will incur a small fine.”

His face lit up slightly, and he suddenly looked moderately hopeful. “I can also provide resuscitation services for a small fee. Payable up front, of course. I’m familiar with all levels of first aid including tourniquets and setting broken bones. Would you or your team like to engage my services?”

“No, thank you,” I replied politely, and his expression settled back to neutral boredom. He gestured towards the door, then looked away. I’m sure he’d seen so many duels they didn’t interest him any more.

I opened the door and stepped inside.

The referee hadn’t arrived yet, but Tall Guy was already getting battle ready. He had vines growing out of his body, and they were already climbing along the walls and creeping across the floor. I guess this was his Path getting ready for action.

I needed to get battle ready too, so I called my little creations, and they flew out of me and got into position.

It used to be that it took me a while to get my creations together. I’d needed to imagine each one, fill them with magic, and give them directions. I’d put my time in the cave when I was buried alive to good use, though, and now my creations lived inside me. They were also much more detailed and powerful than before.

My Flasher flew up above my head, ready to light up the room. My Basher flew over to Tall Guy’s side of the chamber, ready to trigger his shield charm. My Belcher swam over to him, sucking in air. I had ten Surfer Dudes, fully loaded with magic, and they flew over to his side too. Their job was to deflect any projectiles, like arrows or fireballs.

I hadn’t premade any of my other creations, like Miners or Ass Blaster 2000s, but they weren’t really battle creations, so I shouldn’t need them at a moment's notice. If they came into play, then that meant I was in some sort of long-term hostile situation. If so, that would suck. I hoped to never ever be buried in stone again!

I settled into my pigeon stance and looked at the mess of vines on the floor. I needed to be careful, as they were going to be a trip hazard. Actually, if he could control the vines, they were probably going to try and tangle up my feet and bring me down. Fortunately, I had a cure for that.

‘Red, you ready?’ I called. ‘I might need the Hex Network for more than defense. We might need to burn through some magic, just like we did with the Lagerel hedges.’

‘I’m ready!’ he called back, and I felt a flash of excitement flow through my Hex Network. ‘We’re ready! We’re so ready! We’re King Kong! We’re going to spank that bastard!’

I loved Red’s enthusiasm. He was always excited. Whatever I needed, he couldn’t wait to make it happen. My Hexes had the ultimate can-do attitude, which was awesome considering they were my primary defense. Not getting hurt too badly was a life goal of mine.

I checked in with Bermuda. He was in my Throne Room, dozing on his big cat bed. He didn’t seem concerned, so I let him be. If the fight started going sideways, he could always join in then.

I was ready. It seemed like Tall Guy was ready. Where was the referee?

I thought Tall Guy was done, but then his vines started growing flowers. I guess that made sense, as he was on the Path of the Flowering Vine. They were actually pretty, although they seemed awfully big—almost like giant orange lilies. They were wider than both of my hands put together, and the center looked like it was filled with Cheeto dust. Weird.

I started getting a little nervous as the flowers grew all around me, but Tall Guy seemed relaxed, and the referee wasn’t here. I shifted on my feet and stayed loose. Maybe one of the Men in Black was going to yell “Go!” or something like that.

Suddenly, all the flowers bunched up, and then they sneezed!

There wasn’t any other way to describe it. I swear I heard them go “Ahhh Choo!”

All that Cheeto dust exploded out of their centers, and suddenly, I was covered in a thick layer of orange pollen.

That stuff went all over me. It covered my eyes, muffled my ears, and got all over my clothes. It was up to five inches thick in some places, and I quickly discovered it had more in common with sticky tar than with snow.

I thought pollen would be light and fluffy, like white dandelion seeds that float away on the wind. This stuff was gooey. And now it was on me, it smelled nasty.

Once I got over being surprised, I felt pissed off. That shithead had attacked me! If he thought some icky stuff was going to slow me down, he had another thing coming.

I still had my magic sight, so I could see him clearly. My hearing was muffled, but I didn’t need that to attack. The pollen was nasty, but flexible, so I could move just fine.

Nobody had officially started the match, but since he’d attacked me already, I figured the battle was on! I was ready to trigger my Flasher to blind him and my Basher to lock him down, when Tall Guy stepped back and gave a small bow.

“This match is over,” he declared. “The honor for which I fought has been avenged.”

He sucked all the magic out of his vines, and they crumbled to dust. Then he opened his door and left.

What the hell?

I felt like a racehorse that had never left the starting gate. My Kentucky Derby moment had come and gone. The winner had been declared, and I was still standing there, confused.

Actually, I guess I should have felt grateful?

We hadn’t really fought in the traditional sense. We hadn’t traded blows, and nobody had been hurt. I looked like a giant cheese puff with arms, and my clothes were probably ruined, but maybe that was what he’d been after. Bitch Face was wearing her dinner, and now I was a walking traffic cone. Even-steven.

‘I don’t think it’s that simple,’ my Analytical Side spoke up. ‘I’m sensing malicious magic in this orange stuff. It reminds me a bit of the acidic effect from the rotten mages. It’s nowhere near that bad, of course, but I can still see it lightly eating away at your shirt.’

‘Oh crap!’ I took a few quick breaths to keep from panicking. I’d just recovered from having my back and my feet eaten away by rotten magic. It had been a painful, horrible experience, and I wanted nothing to do with any corrosive magic for a long time.

‘Red, how are you doing?’ Despite what my Analytical Side said, I wasn’t feeling any ill effects. My skin wasn’t burning or itching, and I felt normal.

‘We’re doing great!’ He came back with his trademark enthusiasm. ‘We saw the flower spit from a mile away! You didn’t give us four eyes and echolocation for nothing. We stopped that shit before it even touched you. Not today, Satan!’

‘Excellent!’ I replied. ‘How are you holding up against the magic in the flower spit? It seems like it’s acidic.’

My Hex shield was still fairly new, and it had gotten overwhelmed when I’d fought Karl.

‘It’s all good,’ Red replied. ‘We’re doing a slow drain and vent. Just like snot out of a baby’s nose. Or like we did with the Lagerel hedges, only more low key.’

‘That sounds good,’ I said. ‘Go ahead and kick it into high gear. Once this magic is nullified, I’ll have the Surfer Dudes get it off me.’

The Hex Network went to work, draining the hostile magic from the spores and venting it out as light. I always loved that part. I was too covered up for anyone to see, but I shone like a Christmas tree with red, blue, green, amber, opal, purple, and turquoise lights. My Hexes were the most colorful soul creations I’d made.

‘Okay,’ I told my Analytical Side. ‘It seems like all is well. I need to clean up this mess, but overall, it wasn’t too bad. I was afraid these Paths were going to be game changers and we’d be outclassed.’

‘You need to rethink that,’ my Analytical Side said. ‘You have an unusual shield and it protected you well, but this could have turned out very differently. If this stuff had started itching, you'd have started spreading it under your clothes and all over your body. Without Red, it's probable that right now your junk would feel like it was on fire, and you wouldn’t get any Tyler time for a long time.’

Oh. That wasn't a nice thought.

‘And that's just your regular problems. What happens when this gets in your eyes? You could have been blinded. What happens when this gets up your nose or into your lungs? It’s possible you wouldn’t be able to breathe. You might have died.’

He paused to let that sink in.

‘I think you need to be very careful of mages with Paths. It could allow them to attack in creative and unexpected ways. Just because something doesn’t sound deadly doesn’t mean it can’t bring you to your knees.’

‘Message received,’ I said soberly as I took his message to heart. Magic could do anything. So by extension, supernaturals could attack and defend in all kinds of ways.

I’d hated my time in the cave, buried in the stone floor, but I’d grown through the experience, and some of the changes I’d made then were saving me now. I’d had Red protect my nose and mouth from any airborne particles. A sneeze at that time could have killed me. Now that change was protecting me from breathing in all this orange irritant. I’d already given Red his orders, but still took a moment to send a pulse of gratitude out to all my Hexagons.

Now that I knew just how nefarious Tall Guy’s attack had been, I felt like there needed to be some sort of pushback. If Annabeth or Sandy had been hit by this guy, the results would have been very different.

‘Belcher, go find Bitch Face and put her on blast,’ I said. ‘That should piss her off even more, and I’m sure some of that will spill over on Tall Guy.’

My Belcher, who was basically a blowfish in reverse, blinked in acknowledgment and swam away. Next I turned to my Flasher.

‘Go and find Tall Guy. Wait until he’s focused on something, and then light him up.’

The little firefly twinkled in response and flew away. I knew it was petty, but I felt better. I wasn’t actually attacking them, so I shouldn’t be breaking any rules. I was just causing light and sound to happen in their general vicinity. If that happened to upset them, then good!

The Man in Black on my side knocked on the door.

“Your duel is over,” he said in a bored voice. “It’s time for you to leave. If you cannot exit under your own power, I am authorized to remove you for a small fee.”

I wasn’t clean yet, but I sure as hell wasn’t going to pay him anything. I quickly opened the door and left the dueling chamber. I thought about giving him a hug, or a pat on the back, but my common sense quickly asserted itself. I didn’t need anyone else upset at me.

When my MIB saw I’d been flower slimed, he quickly backed up.

“Get away from me!” he snapped. “I don’t care where you go, but you can’t hang around here.”

I left a trail of orange slime behind me as I did the Cheeto shuffle away from the chamber. Fortunately, I was met by Sandy and the crew as well as our wait staff.

“What the hell happened to you?” John asked, and I gave them an abbreviated version of the story while our servers ran to get cleaning supplies.

The response was not what I expected, as John started laughing.

“You owe me fifty bucks!” he said to Tyler. Then he started doing a victory dance.

“What the hell?” I snapped. This was hardly the time to be cheerful. I looked like a traffic cone, for Pete’s sake.

“John bet me ten bucks you’d get into some sort of trouble within twenty-four hours of our arrival,” Tyler said. He sounded slightly embarrassed.

“Called it!” John crowed.

“That’s only ten bucks,” Annabeth noted. “You said he owed fifty.”

“John further bet that somehow Jason would end up ruining his clothes,” Tyler replied.

“Ta da!” John gestured at my orange-covered form. “Called it again!”

He was so happy, I couldn’t help myself and started laughing. John wasn’t wrong—I did seem to end up in trouble somehow. And it did seem like my clothes got ruined in the process. I could either cry about it, or laugh at the absurdity of it all.

And laughing was a lot more fun.

Sandy smacked John’s arm and told him to behave, but she started chuckling too. I knew I looked ridiculous, and it wasn’t long before everyone was enjoying the humor in the situation.

“Orange you glad we’re here?” John joked. “What would you do without us?”

“Yes, of course. You bring a lot of zest to my life,” I fired back.

“Seriously, though. Are you okay? Are you bleeding anywhere?” John asked.

“Finally, a real question,” Sandy said, sounding concerned. “Are you sure you’re okay?”

“I was just checking to see if he was a blood orange,” John interjected.

We all laughed and groaned, and Sandy smacked John. Twice.

Then I heard a “BRRRRRAAAAAAAAWWWWWWP” in the distance and the sound of another dropped tray. Immediately, my heart felt lighter. Then I felt my Flasher spark, and everyone gasped. My eyes were still covered with flower spit, so I couldn’t physically see the flash, but based on my crew's reaction, it had been epic.

I smiled. My night was now complete.

Our servers returned with two garbage bags and wet towels. Everyone moved to help me clean off, but I quickly jumped back.

“Don’t touch any of the orange stuff,” I said. “You’ll get hurt. Give me a minute, and I’ll take care of it.”

I called for my Surfer Dudes, and they got to work rolling the orange stuff up into compact little balls and dropping them into the garbage bags. The servers held the bags open, and the cleanup happened pretty quickly. My Dudes were the fastest creations I had, and they were moving at top speed. We had to pause, though, when the orange balls started melting through the garbage bags.

I think maybe the others hadn’t realized just how bad the orange stuff was, so when the garbage bags started melting, that got a reaction. The waiters hurried off again, and this time they came back with metal trash cans. That did the trick, and the cleanup got back into gear.

After the Dudes cleared off most of the pollen, I very carefully peeled off my shirt and pants and put them in the garbage. That’s when I realized it wasn’t just my clothes—it had ruined my shoes too. That really sucked. I liked my shoes, and I only had one spare pair.

I debated about my underwear. I’d tried to be as careful as possible with the cleanup, but even so, a lot of the orange stuff had dripped onto them. I really didn’t want to walk around in my birthday suit, though. Tami solved the problem by draping me in a large tablecloth. The fabric was actually quite nice, and she turned the whole thing into a gown. I have no idea how she did it, but when she’d finished folding and tying it around me, it transformed into a beautiful dress, like you’d see on the red carpet.

I loved it and gave it a twirl. Then I had fun sashaying down an imaginary runway all the way back to our cabana.

I still had food to eat, so I got back into the role of diner and had a lovely time. Despite how cheerful John was, he let slip that he and Tyler were going to hunt down Tall Guy, Bitch Face, and anyone else that wanted in on the action and teach them a lesson.

I quickly squashed that notion. I appreciated that they wanted to stick up for me, but we were here to win a tournament and make some pearls. We needed to stay focused on that.

“I also want to remind everyone that the standard guest rules of conduct apply,” Tock interjected. He seemed very alarmed with John’s plan.

“And what would those rules be?” John asked. Tock looked at him in surprise, and then quickly recovered.

“I keep forgetting that you have not ventured out of your House before,” Tock apologized and bowed with a sweeping gesture that included us all. “I’m sure that customs underground are different from what will apply here.”

Annabeth caught my eye and grinned. She thought Tock’s skewed perception of House life was funny as heck.

“Please remember that all disputes must be officially registered with a concierge, and all fighting must happen in a dueling chamber. This is to protect your fellow guests as well as to prevent any damage to the Palace. As a bonus, these duels are also sanctioned matches, so the Bank will update your Power Rating.”

‘That makes sense,’ my Analytical Side spoke up. ‘I’m sure before the dueling chambers, offensive spells could fly into other supernaturals and pull them into the fight. I’m also sure it caused a lot of property damage. It was probably like those bar fights in a saloon in the old west. It would start out with two people fighting, and before long, everyone was smashing bottles over people’s heads and wrecking the place.’

“I’m curious, though,” John said. “What happens if we are attacked by another team in the hallway? We’ve gotten a lot of weird looks, and it's obvious the House is not well liked, so it could happen.”

“I’m pretty sure you’re safe from a group brawl,” Tock said confidently. “After all, any damage done to the property is paid for by the signature party.”

We all looked at each other in confusion.

“What’s the signature party?” John asked.

“It’s the party whose magical signature is on the damage,” Tock explained. “So John, if you got angry and punched a hole in the wall, your magical signature would be all over the damage. Housekeeping would scan the hole, link it to your signature, and then the Palace would debit your account for repairs.”

“That makes sense,” John agreed.

“Who would get billed if John picked someone up and threw them into a wall?” Tyler asked. “There would still be a hole, but it wouldn’t be John’s signature on the damage.”

“In that unlikely scenario, the person who hit the wall would be charged for the damage,” Tock said. “I know that doesn’t sound fair, but the rules are simple for a reason.”

John and Tyler exchanged grins. If we got attacked in the hallway, I was sure those two would have our attackers bouncing off the walls in no time. It also meant that Sandy would have to be very careful. She couldn’t just burn the place down.

“What would happen if two people’s signatures were on the damage?” I asked. “Say if someone knocks over a vase, I try to save it, but it still hits the floor.”

“In that case, the cost for the vase would be split between the two parties,” Tock explained. “The best course of action, though, would be to not go anywhere near the vase. And if there is a fight, don’t go near it. You’re much better to stay out of the way and let someone else pay the fines. In the unlikely event you are going to be caught up in some altercation, you need to run toward any of the security personnel. They are there to enforce the rules and prevent any damage to the Palace. They should stop the attacker and make sure an official duel is declared.”

That sounded like good advice to me. At least then I’d be able to take on my attackers one by one.

“I have a question relating to Jason’s duel,” Sandy spoke up. “Where was the referee?”

“The referee?” Tock looked confused. “There isn’t one.”

He saw our confused looks and hurried to explain.

“Personal duels in the dueling chambers do not have referees. Announcers and referees are only used for the larger, professional tournaments.” He turned to me. “Hold on—is that why you didn’t do anything? You were waiting on a referee?”

He sounded incredulous.

“All of the structured fights I’ve had up to this point have had referees,” I replied defensively. I felt a bit stupid that I hadn’t reacted sooner. “So, without a ref, who starts the duel?”

“You do,” Tock replied, like it was self-evident. “You can start setting up as soon as you go through the door. If your opponent is already there, you can start attacking right away. Most mages require some sort of setup, though, so it’s a good idea to get into the dueling chamber first.”

“So I should have run to the door, gotten into the chamber first, and then punched his lights out as soon as he stepped inside?” I was suddenly seeing my match in a whole new light. Tall Guy had certainly taken advantage of my ignorance. He’d had lots of time to set up and make his flowers. I could have ended the fight before he’d even gotten started.

“If your attack is that powerful, then that would have been a good strategy,” Tock replied.

“When is the fight over?” Sandy questioned again.

“It’s over when both fighters say it’s over,” Tock replied. “Or, if one contestant can’t speak, then the other contestant can declare victory by default. In your case, Jason, your opponent declared victory, and you didn’t declare your intention to keep fighting. So he won.”

The conversation kept going, but I sat there feeling stupid. It all made so much sense now. I’d thought we were going to show up and blow these mages away with how good we were. Instead, I’d lost my first fight. It hadn’t been a bad loss, as it could have been so much worse, but it wasn’t a win either.

In some ways, I felt like the Clampetts from The Beverly Hillbillies. We were in a new town with new rules and a whole new way of doing things. On the other hand, the Palace, for all its size and beauty, didn’t compare to the Gathering. This place was a trashy streetwalker compared to the stately elegance of House Atayk. Or maybe I was just biased.

I chuckled internally and finished my meal. We got a final visit from Gold Trim, who fawned all over us, but especially John, and made us promise to come back tomorrow for breakfast. He couldn’t guarantee us another cabana, but he could promise us the best service and food in town.

The women were feeling awake and full of energy, so they decided to go to the spa and take advantage of the opening night special. I was wearing a tablecloth and needed to go to our room. Since John was the only other one that could generate a presence, he went with me and Tyler. He made it clear, though, that he was feeling feisty too, and he wanted to get his drink on. Or, as he called it, “going to the watering hole to gather intelligence.”

Sandy just laughed and gave him a fond kiss as we parted ways. The trip to the room took longer than expected—at least twenty minutes. I walked as fast as I could, but I didn’t want to run. I was still barefoot and this ‘dress’ was only held together with tucks and knots. If I pushed it too hard, it was going to fall apart.

The suite itself was very nice. There was one large space with kitchen and entertainment options. The wall to the outside was floor to ceiling glass, and I’m sure the view was lovely during the day. Since it was the middle of the night, there wasn’t much to see. There were three bedrooms off of the sitting room—all of which were identical. John staked out one for him and Sandy, we put Annabeth’s suitcase in the second, and Tyler and I took the last one.

John yelled that we had twenty minutes to get ready, but I’d already slammed the bedroom door and pulled off my tablecloth gown.

“I’m so sorry about earlier,” Tyler said anxiously. “Are you okay?”

“No talking,” I commanded as my lust exploded. “I want your dick. Now!”

Tyler just grinned, and between one breath and the next, he was naked and getting hard.

Things were finally looking up! Pun intended.

I was supposed to be having a shower and getting clean, but we never made it that far. The shower wasn’t as nice as my walk-through one at home anyway, so I wasn’t missing anything.

I’d been lusting for Tyler ever since he kissed me in the House at the start of our journey, and now I finally had him.

I kissed him like he was air and I was drowning.

I clung to him like he was my life raft on the deep blue ocean.

I inhaled his manly scent and moaned with pleasure.

I shivered at his touch and thrilled at the power of his body.

We took it to the floor, and I guess he was even more ready than I was, as he came first. I loved feeling him shake and moan on me, and I came soon after.

After that, it was like a ping pong match as we put our supernatural bodies to good use and made like two rabbits on a spring morning. It was glorious, despite the fact that John started yelling out a countdown as we got close to his twenty-minute deadline.

Tyler yelled back that we needed another ten minutes, and somehow the extra time was enough. I guess this was our version of a quickie.

At some point we'd made it from the floor to the bed, so when my engine finally ran out of gas, I was in a good place.

I felt sated, content, and relaxed.

“Are you ready to go?” Tyler asked.

I shook my head.

“I think I'm going to stay here.”

Tyler looked like he was going to protest, so I gave him a kiss instead. I felt good right now, and I wanted to end the day on a happy note.

“Go and have fun with John. I'll be just fine right here.”

“Are you sure?” he asked, searching my eyes to make sure I was really okay.

“Positive,” I smiled back.

Then I felt the bed bounce a bit as Mr. Tubbles joined us. I guess he was staying in tonight as well. He wandered up to Tyler’s pillow, turned around a few times, and settled down with a happy sigh.

“Okay,” Tyler said and kissed me goodbye. Then he leaned over and kissed Mr. Tubbles.

“You two take care of each other,” he said happily as he flashed on some clothes and left our bedroom. I could hear him and John already starting to kick it into fun gear as they left the suite.

I was Tyler’s boyfriend, and hopefully the biggest positive influence in his life, but John was a close second. John brought out Tyler’s playful side, which was so fun to see, and I think Tyler enjoyed having an older male figure to hang out with.

I rolled over to give Mr. Tubbles a little lovin’ when Bermuda jumped out of my Throne Room/kitty palace and joined us. He’d been napping a lot, so he was ready to wake up and play!

I made him a couple Feather Dots, and it wasn’t long before the chase was on. Mr. Tubbles decided sleep could wait, so I made him a Bedazzle Dot and he joined in the fun. I took a shower while the two of them tore through the bedroom.

Bermuda was full of young energy, and he didn’t mess around. I’d left the bathroom door open, and at one point Bermuda dashed into the shower, up the wall, and back out again—almost before the water hit him. I’d forgotten to put a limit on the Feather Dots, so they were taking full advantage of the space.

I dried off, flicked on the ceiling fan in the bedroom, and settled into bed. Bermuda and Mr. Tubbles finished playing and settled in beside me. I was in a strange place in a strange bedroom, but having them here made it feel like home. It was nice having a moment of comfort and relaxation. Tomorrow was going to be a big day. With that thought in mind, I fell asleep.


Chapter eight

Miss Mountain


The next day started in the best way possible. I woke up with Bermuda on my pillow and my warm naked man wrapped around me. I had the thought that if I could turn Tyler into a body pillow and mass produce him, I’d make a fortune.

We first made sleepy love, as I wasn’t ready to move yet. I didn’t have to move either, as the arm he had wrapped around me woke up and started doing wonderful things to my front side. He nibbled my neck and breathed in my ear as his middle leg started waking up behind me.

It wasn’t long before we finished our sleepy love and moved on to ‘Good Morning’ love. He climbed on top, and I wrapped my legs around him like he was a warm cup of coffee. He ramped up the caffeine, and it wasn’t long before we both added some cream and turned it into a frothy latte.

Then I realized what day it was—tournament day—and we made love again, just to get the nerves out and make sure I was fully warmed up and ready to go. When we were finished, I felt rested, awake, and filled with calm energy.

We got up and I was going to start showering, except John banged on our door and told us we needed to tuck it in our pants and get out there right now. He said Annabeth was ravenous, and if we didn’t get a move on, she was going to break down the door and gobble us up—winkies and all.

I could faintly hear Annabeth laughing, and she said something, but I couldn’t hear what it was. This wasn’t a cheap hotel, so the sounds from the living room were pretty muffled. We could only hear John so well because he was in fine form and bellowing it out.

I decided to forgo a regular shower. Instead, I visited the Freshness Fountain inside my Bank Stamp. Once again, I selected the full body quick refresh—Lavender Vanilla scent this time—as well as the ‘morning mouth’ routine, ‘smooth as a baby’s bottom’ shave, and ‘Truvy’s Brush and Blow Perfect Hair’.

As soon as my selections were made and confirmed, I tingled from head to toe, and suddenly, I was ready to go. I could get used to this!

Bermuda hopped into my Throne Room and started playing with his toys. He sent me a brief image that let me know that under no circumstances was he letting me wander around on my own. I was like a kitten that needed attention and supervision to stay out of trouble.

I thought that was pretty funny, as Bermuda wasn’t even a year old yet. Still, it was very nice having him with me. I always felt better with my fur baby around.

I didn’t have that much variety in clothing, so getting dressed was easy. I threw on dark blue shorts, a light blue t-shirt, and my last pair of shoes. I didn’t know what the day was going to bring, but hopefully, this would work.

Tyler matched my outfit, and we quickly exited the bedroom before John’s pounding on the door got any louder. I guess we were all thinking casual, as Sandy and Annabeth had on stretchy jeans and t-shirts and John a t-shirt and shorts like us.

We headed down to the buffet, and this time, Tock took us to the VIP entrance. Gold Trim was there, and I was surprised at just how fresh he looked. I wondered if he’d ever left, or if he’d already had a break and was now back for another shift. Regardless, he schmoozed Sandy like a pro while sticking close to John. He laughed at all John’s puns, even the ones he looked a bit confused over, and stayed around longer than he probably should have. Clearly, John had made a friend.

It was good he had, as the place was packed. Gold Trim got us a small table by the buffet, although he apologized profusely that a cabana wasn’t available. This time we shared a server with another table, but it didn’t matter. This was a buffet, not rocket science. As long as we had drinks to go with the food, we were good.

“So, what exactly is scheduled for today?” Sandy asked Tock once we’d gotten our food and were sitting down again.

“You have about an hour to eat, and then we need to be on our way,” Tock replied. “Jason and Annabeth, as participants in the tournament, you’ll need to report to a holding area that leads to the arena floor. Sandy, John, and Tyler, I’ve used your new status to upgrade your seats for the Opening Ceremony. I couldn’t get you into a booth, but they are on the first tier and much closer to the action.

“The Opening Ceremony starts at noon and lasts for at least an hour. At the end of that, there is the Parade of Teams, which ends with all the teams on the floor of the arena. The Master of Ceremonies will then declare the start of the tournament, and the portal will open. The premier teams will go through first, and with that, the first quest will have started.”

“Oh. Wow,” Annabeth said. Her eyes were wide. “Hearing that makes it all seem so real.”

I reached over and gave her hand a squeeze as Tyler spoke up.

“Are most of the teams here at the buffet?” he asked. “This place is so full of mages I can’t imagine how many teams there are.”

“No. Not at all,” Tock shook his head. “Many of the entry-level teams are here, but the mid-level teams will be at our other restaurants, and the premier teams usually have their own function.”

“Is that why Ivy League was so mad last night?” I asked. “They had to eat with the entry-level teams?”

“I’m sure that was part of their aggravation,” Tock noted. “There was a special celebration last night for all the premier teams, and they missed it.”

“How many teams are there in total?” I asked. I knew the teams had their support staff here, but even so, there had to be a lot of teams.

“There are nine hundred and sixty-two teams competing this year, which is almost a record,” Tock said proudly.

Holy crap!

Almost a thousand teams? We had to beat a thousand teams?

Annabeth looked at me in dismay. Then we both turned to look at Sandy.

She winced.

I guess she’d been afraid to give us the bad news. Tyler looked pretty shocked too, but John just shrugged.

“We have so many entries this year because the previous champions are no longer eligible to compete in the junior division,” Tock continued, oblivious to how we were taking the news. “They won when they were forty-five years old, which was a huge upset, but then they proved just how good they were by winning every tournament after that. Their team has graduated to the next division, so they can’t compete. Instead, they are all acting as the Master of Ceremonies, and they will crown the new champion.

“For the last two seasons we’ve had a record number of spectators, as everyone wanted to see if they would remain undefeated. On the flip side, we’ve had some of the lowest numbers of teams participating, as nobody wanted to go against them.”

“We’re supposed to beat that many teams?” I asked as my voice started rising. “I know we have skills and I know you guys will support us—but still. That many teams means there are going to be lots of really good ones out there. Plus, that means there are more teams that can get lucky in these quest events and more teams that can come after us. I always knew this was going to be hard, but now it seems impossible.”

“I know. And I’m sorry,” Sandy replied. “I didn’t learn how big this tournament was until you’d both gone to bed, and it was too late by that point. We’d already agreed to try, so we just have to keep pushing forward.”

“This seems like a lot,” John rumbled, “and it does make it more difficult, but it doesn’t change the stakes. We have to get pearls to pay off the Bank, and right now, this is the only quick way of doing that. Don’t get overwhelmed, and let's get through the first few rounds. We’ll have a better idea of what we’re facing at that point.”

We talked about it a bit more, but John was right. It didn’t change anything. This was still our shot to keep from being Bank slaves—or indentured servants—or whatever Rene had called it.

“So, what do we know about the first round?” I asked Tock. I needed to let go of my surprise and get into problem-solving mode. I had great faith in my ability to figure things out.

“Officially, you know nothing,” Tock said. “The first quest is always big, fun, and full of adventure. It’s designed to provide action and excitement to the lower teams, and yet still knock a lot of them out. It’s also usually designed to provide a good opportunity for the major teams to go after each other if they want. It’s always exciting to watch a premier team crash and burn.”

Then Tock flew in front of me and gave me a serious look.

“Having said that, you need to stay away from any team-on-team action. You should just try to survive the first round. I know you are overly confident in your skills, but don’t get caught in the crossfire.”

I nodded in agreement. We weren't here to beat just one team or take a rival down a peg. We were here to beat all the teams, and the longer they underestimated us the better.

“That pretty much jibes with what we learned at the watering hole,” John agreed. “It's going to be a big, fun adventure, and nobody knows exactly what it’s going to entail.”

“You said officially you know nothing.” I turned back to Tock. “What about unofficially?”

“Well…” He got a mischievous smile on his face. “Somehow I’ve managed to acquire a lot more magic. And somehow I’ve managed to be a lot more active and listen a lot more than I normally would. And since nobody pays any attention to class E apparitions, I might have been able to overhear a few things.”

He looked absolutely delighted with himself and ready to burst.

“This is only speculation, but I overheard two class AA apparitions discussing their team strategy, and they felt like this was going to be a quest of quests.”

He beamed with pride, but we all just looked confused. What did that mean? He quickly explained.

“That’s when the quest doesn’t have just one objective. Instead, teams have the option of a lot of small quests when you arrive. That adds an element of strategy to the mix. They need to pick the right quests that fit their strengths. If a team is better at puzzles and scrying, they shouldn’t pick a quest of endurance, like loading a wagon or mining for ore.”

“Oh!” A lightbulb turned on in my head. “This sounds like a quest hub in an RPG!”

That got me some blank looks.

“It’s a common fixture in role-playing games, like World of Warcraft. You show up at a new town, and everyone you meet wants you to do something for them. The tanner wants wolf pelts, so you gotta go to the nearby woods and kill twenty wolves. The innkeeper is hearing noises in the basement, so you gotta go into the sewers and kill rats. There’s always some old lady that wants you to run across town and deliver a letter to someone else. It’s standard stuff, and usually gives a good amount of experience for your character.”

“I’m surprised you know anything about this,” Tock said, “but you have the right idea. In this case the two AA apparitions thought the teams were going to land near a town and all the quests were going to originate from there.”

“Thanks, Tock,” I said. “That info certainly helps. Town quests can vary a lot in difficulty and time to complete, though, so how is this thing scored?”

My puzzle brain was kicking in. If we got a point for every quest completed, we’d need to look for easy quests that we could get through quickly. If it was scaled on difficulty, then it would be worth looking around first to see if there was a single high-scoring quest that we could complete.

“I’m not sure,” Tock replied. “I didn’t hear anything about that. You can always ask, though. The apparitions in these types of scenarios are required to answer your questions to a certain extent.”

“Wait, the people in the town are going to be like you?” I asked, surprised. Somehow, I’d been thinking we were headed to a real town, filled with real people. Or maybe actors. But of course, it would make sense this whole thing was filled with apparitions. Why pay a bunch of people to populate an event when you could use reliable apparitions for free?

Well, not free, as they still required magic to run. But still, I’m sure the reliability was way up and the cost was way down, compared to actual people. Plus, it probably wasn’t a good idea to have live people anywhere near teams of mages that were geared up and ready to fight. That was just asking for trouble.

“They won’t be like me,” Tock shook his head. “They’ll look and feel real. They will have lives, families, and routines while you are there. I haven’t done this sort of work myself, as I’m nowhere near good enough for that, but I hear they take a lot of pride in their work. I know we’re talking about this like it’s a story, but I hear that once you get there, it feels real. Other teams I’ve hosted have been absolutely amazed by their scenarios. Most of them went out in the first round, but they loved what they saw and what they went through. They talked about it like it was an actual place.”

Okay, this was starting to sound fun! I knew we were here on serious business, but who wouldn’t want to be in an RPG game?

“Going back to scoring for a moment,” I continued. “These apparitions sound like actors with scripts. They probably need to stay in character, but do they have to tell us what their quests are worth?”

“I don’t know that they have to tell you anything,” Tock replied. “But I think they can help if they want to. It will be up to you to gain their trust and ask the right questions. They won’t be able to go against their character parameters or break from their main story, but I’ve heard they have a lot of leeway inside of that.”

I was getting excited, but Tock hurried to clarify.

“Keep in mind I don’t know any of this for sure. I’m just passing on what I’ve heard from others as well as my own assumptions. I could be completely wrong.”

What he said made sense. He might be wrong about a few things, but I was pretty sure he was right about most of it. We continued to talk about possibilities for the first round, but I didn’t learn anything new. I was hungry, of course, and I didn’t know when I would eat again, so I got right down to stuffing my face.

I looked around as I was eating and started noticing just how many other apparitions there were. There were a few that were Tock’s size, but most of them were slightly bigger. If I had to guess, I’d say they were the next grade up from him.

Despite being larger, they still looked like they had been put together using bad clipart. Whoever was responsible for the lesser apparitions should be fired. Or sent to an intensive art class. Or stretched on the rack.

Or maybe all three.

I also saw several of them freezing in place. One that was about Tock’s size froze for at least a minute. Tock, on the other hand, never froze once. His movements were smooth as butter, and his expressions were animated and clear. He also looked a lot more lifelike, with a lot more detail than any of the others.

I felt pretty happy with how Tock had turned out, and I continued to trickle charge him as he sat on my shoulder. I made a mental note to keep working on his form. His information had been useful so far, and with my improvements, he could continue to be our spy on the inside.

Aside from that, it made my Mark of the Deep Earth happy. It made me happy too. Our little fairy concierge was growing on me.

I wasn’t the only one eating like a starving kitten, but Sandy kept us all on track. As soon as Tock said it was time, she directed us to stuff our faces like chipmunks and hit the road. She’d already tipped the server and thanked Gold Trim as he’d hurried by.

We’d almost left the buffet when Gold Trim caught up with us one last time. He was going to be off during the tournament round, but he’d be back later tonight. He sincerely hoped we would stop by his humble establishment once again.

John rewarded him with a big smile and told him that we couldn’t wait to return, and he hoped Gold Trim would have time to hear all about our adventures. Then he gave him a big mountain troll hug. When we left, Gold Trim was flushed from getting squeezed so hard, but he looked happy too.

Sandy and John were still the only ones who could generate presence, so we all stayed together and went to the team drop-off location first. It was easy to find, as all the teams were headed there. We just needed to follow the flow.

We arrived at an enormous doorway that led into the teams-only part of the complex. There were signs posted that said that only team members were allowed beyond this point—no support staff. There were other signs that said teams needed to check in before entering, and there had to be at least a couple hundred security Men in Black all around the entrance. They were welcoming teams, answering questions, and leading them inside.

We walked up to the edge of the crowd, and one MIB immediately caught my eye. She was a mountain of woman, over six feet tall, with thick legs, powerful arms, and an enormous bosom. Like seriously, her breasts were huge. Almost hypnotic. I found I couldn’t look away.

I could curl up with them and have a nap for days. I could cuddle up to them and watch a whole series on Netflix. If my heart was broken, I could bury my head in them and sob for hours while Miss Mountain rubbed my back and said, “There, there.”

Annabeth elbowed me, and I finally blinked.

Wow. That had been an oddly specific daydream.

Fortunately, she hadn’t been looking at me. She’d been looking at John, who towered over the other mages. She waded towards us, and people just naturally got out of her way.

“Troll?” she asked John when she arrived. She had a deadpan delivery and a serious face, but something made me think she could let loose and have a good time when she wanted to.

“Yes, ma’am,” John replied. “Mountain.” For some reason he was looking all deadpan and serious too. Was this how trolls normally talked?

She leaned in and sniffed.

“British Isles?”

“Scotland,” John replied.

She nodded like he’d said the right thing and was now okay in her book.

She then looked at Sandy. Then Miss Mountain sniffed her too.

Somehow, Sandy kept a straight face.

“Yours?” she asked John.

“My wife,” John replied, just as deadpan.

Miss Mountain looked back at Sandy, who was looking like her normal badass self. Sandy and John just fit together, and I guess she thought so too, as she turned back to John and nodded.

“I approve.”

John kept his straight face, but his eyes twinkled. Sandy coughed to hide a grin, and then slipped her hand into John’s. They looked so cute together holding hands like that.

Miss Mountain then turned to Tyler and her face kept its serious look, but suddenly, she started putting off a whole different sort of vibe. She sniffed Tyler, but this time it was like she was sniffing a rare perfume and her eyes flared.

“When you are ready, come to me,” she said. “I’ll show you a good time.”

She flexed her legs and boobs and managed to convey that a good time with her would be long, loud, and filled with lusty heaven. And he’d better save his strength beforehand because she was going to wear him out.

Tyler gave her a big grin and a half bow.

“I thank you for the invitation,” he said simply.

Miss Mountain sniffed Annabeth next. This time her face relaxed ever so slightly.

“You are sunshine,” she said simply, and I could only agree. That was my nickname for Annabeth, although I hadn’t used it in a while. Little Miss Sunshine. I guess she smelled like a happy day too.

Miss Mountain, however, frowned slightly and leaned back.

“Be tough. Be storm!” She clenched her fist and raised it to the air.

Annabeth nodded in agreement and raised her fist in the air too. Somehow it still seemed happy.

“No! Grrrrr!” Miss Mountain growled at Annabeth and stood even taller.

“Grrrr!” Annabeth growled back and shook her fist in the air.

They looked comical together, this massive powerful woman and little Annabeth. I appreciated that she was bringing out Annabeth’s fighting spirit, though. We were going to need all the help we could get.

“Fierce!” Miss Mountain leaned down and stared Annabeth in the eyes. Annabeth held her ground and stared back as fiercely as she could.

“Good.” Miss Mountain nodded, and the tiniest of smiles graced her lips for a moment.

I was next, and after she sniffed me, Miss Mountain frowned slightly.

“You are trouble,” she said, and I almost laughed. Oh yes. I was trouble. I attracted more trouble than I wanted, that was for sure.

“Good!” she exclaimed, and just like that, I had her seal of approval. I followed Tyler’s example and gave her a half bow.

Miss Mountain looked back at John again.

“Yours?” she asked.

“Yes. They are my team,” John replied.

“Good,” she declared, and that seemed to settle it. “I will take them.”

She was as serious as a cat looking for her next meal, but I liked her. She certainly fulfilled the role of security guard very well. She looked as tough as a brick wall. There was no way I’d want to have to fight her.

She tapped Bank Stamps with all of us. Then she turned to go.

“Like the land said, fallow me.”

We all froze and looked at each other in surprise. Had she just made a pun?

No way! That was awesome!

She looked back at us, and her eyebrow cocked ever so slightly. For some reason, that made it even funnier.

“Like the weaver said, twill do,” I deadpanned back.

Her eyebrow raised a millimeter higher. Then she looked back at John.

“He’s well taught,” she declared. Then she looked at Tyler. She didn’t say anything, but she gave her juicy hips an extra wiggle as she walked away.

I gave Tyler a big grin and a quick kiss, then hurried after.

Miss Mountain plowed through the crowd like a mama goose through water. Annabeth and I were like two little goslings, staying close behind. We went through the big doors and entered a luxurious area with soft carpet, multiple sofas, fancy artwork, and bar service. I figured this was only for the premier teams, as everyone present had on team uniforms and looked tough, capable, and ready. We didn’t stop there, of course, as we were the farthest thing from a premier team. Miss Mountain continued to lead us through room after room, and as we progressed, the quality gradually dropped—both the quality of the teams and the quality of the rooms. The teams still looked capable and still looked like they had quality sponsors, but they just didn’t look as tough.

Finally, we went through the last room and ended up in a hallway that seemed to go on forever. This seemed to be a service corridor for the staff, as the teams waited on the left and the carts and supplies wheeled along on the right. I hadn’t noticed this in the rooms, but there were round placards on the floor every few feet that had a team name on them. Clearly, we all had assigned waiting places.

The teams in the rooms had ignored everyone passing through. The lesser teams were beneath them. In the hallway, however, teams were bored and taking note of everyone passing by. That’s when our status as a House team started being noticed. We started getting surprised looks as we passed by, and a murmur of conversation followed behind us.

We walked forever in what seemed to be the midtier section. The teams mostly had matching outfits, although of noticeably lower quality, but they still seemed capable.

The line turned left, then left again, and we found ourselves in the lower level teams. In this hallway nobody had matching uniforms. The best they could do was everyone wearing the same color shirt. The teams seemed younger, less in serious competition mode, and there was a lot more conversation and laughter.

At least, there was until we showed up. Then the surprised looks were often followed by glares, and the murmurs behind us started developing a darker tone.

“How are the teams organized?” I asked Miss Mountain as we hurried along.

“Power rating,” she said simply without looking back. Verbose was not a term that would ever be associated with her.

“Oh. I think we are going to be near the back of the line, then,” Annabeth said. She was practically running to keep up.

We turned right down a hallway, and now the teams were looking a lot less put together. These guys didn’t even bother wearing matching shirts. Not that we had a lot of room to talk. My t-shirt was blue, and Annabeth was wearing pink.

Miss Mountain slowed down a bit, and I noticed that many of the teams no longer had five people. Four-person teams were common, and there were even a few three-person teams here and there. Not all the teams were present, so I started scanning the floor ahead to see where our spot would be.

I glimpsed what seemed to be the end of the line ahead of us, and I shot Annabeth a worried look. Just how far down the power list were we?

The teams had seemed unfriendly, but nobody had really made a huge fuss up to this point. Then we passed one team, and this guy with wild, frizzy hair just lost it.

“A freakin’ House team?” he shrieked. “They let the House in here? I thought this was a respectable tournament.”

Oh, wow. We were almost to the end of the line.

“Hey! House Louisville! The bathroom called. They want their turds back.” Frizzy hair laughed uproariously.

We kept walking, and I noticed the second to the last spot only had one person. Surely, we ranked higher than him?

Miss Mountain kept going. Eight spots left. Four spots left.

“That’s right. Keep walking!” Frizzy was still going off. “There’s a closet back there with a broom in it. If you ask nicely, I’ll give you something to sweep up.”

The last spot.

Team House Louisville.

We ranked dead last.

Miss Mountain pointed to our place, and Annabeth and I stepped against the wall.

The single guy in front of us turned around and gave us a curious look. I glanced back up the hallway, and everyone was watching us. I thought maybe everyone was feeling nasty like Frizzy, but there were some more curious looks and more than a few expressions of pity.

“Keep walking, bitches,” Frizzy yelled. Something about us had really triggered him. “Don’t make me beat your ass, ‘cause I’ll like it!”

“Thank you so much,” Annabeth said brightly to Miss Mountain. “We appreciate your time.”

“No fighting here,” Miss Mountain instructed, motioning toward our obnoxious heckler. “Fight out there.”

“Sure thing,” we both agreed.

“Play hard. Play smart.” Miss Mountain gave us a supportive nod. “See you next round.”

We thanked her again as Frizzy kept ranting.

“You better run, House,” he yelled as Miss Mountain turned to go. “I’m coming back there, and I’m gonna beat your ass.”

He actually stepped out of line, away from his team, and that was a big mistake. Miss Mountain walked back up the hallway and slapped him.

I’ve heard the expression “Slap him silly,” but I’d never actually seen it before. She didn’t seem to put that much effort into it, but he looked like he’d been hit in the face by a wrecking ball.

Her slap actually picked him up and threw him against the wall. He bounced off, staggered for a step, and then collapsed on the ground.

He was still groaning and twitching as Miss Mountain motioned for his team to pick him up and drag him back into line again.

“No fighting,” she kept her deadpan voice, but her eyes showed her disapproval. “Don’t get disqualified.”

Frizzy’s team quickly nodded and agreed. There would be no fighting.

Miss Mountain looked up and down the line, daring any other teams to have a problem. Suddenly, everyone had a reason to look somewhere else. They were carefully not looking at us or her.

Satisfied that all was well, she gave us one last look and then headed back to the front. She seemed as serious as always, but I thought I saw a touch of amusement with a faint hint of “good luck.”

I thought we might have some further problems after she left, but we were completely ignored. Even the single guy in front of us turned around and left us alone. That was fine, as the Opening Ceremonies started promptly at noon.

We could hear the music through the walls and feel the bass vibrating the floor, but we couldn’t see anything. I’m sure the premier teams had screens set up to show all the action, but those of us in the back of the line were more of an afterthought.

My Bank Crystal offered to find us a feed to watch, but apparently, viewing it live was double the regular rate. I had a lot of pearls and would have paid anyway, but Annabeth said she’d rather not see any of the ceremony. She was nervous enough as it was.

I gave her a big hug, and then talked about other things. We sat on the floor, and Bermuda joined us for a while. He hopped up onto Annabeth’s lap and gave her purrs and love. I knew firsthand just how wonderful that was, and Annabeth soon got back to her calm, confident self.

Frizzy Hair recovered from the slap and gave us some dirty looks, but he didn’t say anything. After a while, he ignored us like everyone else was doing, and we didn’t have any more problems.

We’d gotten so settled, it was a bit of a surprise when the line started moving. We got to our feet and shuffled forward. At first, the line didn’t move that quickly. Annabeth figured the premier teams were parading first, and they were probably given lots of time to play up to the crowd. It wasn’t long before we were moving faster, though, and Bermuda got tired of walking. He cried for me to pick him up, which, of course, I did. But not before I reminded him that he was a young cat and this was a wonderful way for him to burn off some of that kitten energy.

He lay in my arms, purred, and reminded me that I was a young man and this was a great way for me to burn off my youthful energy. Plus, he was a cat and should be treated like royalty at all times. Annabeth agreed, of course, so that was that.

I’d left my backpack for Bermuda in the room. I’d figured I wouldn’t need it, so I ended up carrying him through all the hallways until we arrived at the entrance to the arena. He was having a good time, with his ears up, eyes wide, and enjoying all the new smells. The music was really loud at this point, though, and Bermuda decided he’d had enough. He hopped back into my Throne Room and curled up on his giant cat bed.

There was a float waiting for us, so we joined the last of the teams and climbed on board. It was fancy, well decorated, and layered like a cake. I guess being last was some sort of dubious honor, as Annabeth and I ended up on the top tier on our own. Once we were loaded up, we waited until the float ahead of us had gone, and then we proceeded into the arena.

The place was massive—probably as big as the arena at the Centaur Nation. The stands were filled with supporters and spectators, and they roared with excitement. We were the last float, so the tournament was going to start soon.

I scanned the crowd, looking for John, as he should stand out the most, but there were too many people. The music was rocking and the party had already started, so I found myself doing a little shimmy to the music. Annabeth joined in, and soon we were both getting down.

We were having a wonderful time until our faces appeared on the giant screens scattered throughout the place. I thought the camera guy had focused on us because of our dancing. But when the booing started, I quickly remembered that the House wasn’t liked here.

“A frown is just a smile that needs to be turned upside down,” Annabeth said as she took my hand and started waving to the crowd. I gave her a big smile and followed her lead. I gave them my best pageant wave and brightest smile as we floated around the arena as if they were cheering us on.

Despite the booing, not all the faces were mean and hostile. Some of them were curious, and some even seemed to have appreciated my dancing. I was there to win this thing, and I wasn’t going to let a stadium full of negativity get me down.

Our float arrived at our destination, and we got off. The music paused, the light dimmed, and a ridiculously handsome man appeared on the screen, flanked by four other guys. This must be the championship team we’d heard about. At least we weren’t competing against them.

“Portal engage!” he yelled, and the crowd roared. A giant arch at the far end of the arena flared with light.

“I declare this tournament open!” he finished, and the crowd went wild. The screens switched to the lead teams as they started running toward the portal. When the first team passed through and disappeared, the crowd roared again.

The screens flashed up a message about following their favorite teams live—with a small note that charges apply. Then they went back to the arena and showed more teams getting ready and heading out.

“I was hoping we’d see what was happening next,” Annabeth said.

“Me too,” I agreed. “I guess we’ll know soon enough. If this thing is a quest of quests, then going through first is a big advantage. The early teams will have figured out what’s going on and picked the best quests before we even get there.”

“That’s okay,” Annabeth said, although she sounded impatient to get started. “We’ll figure it out. We always do.”

We waited, shuffled forward, and waited some more. It felt like it was taking forever.

We waited almost two hours to get to the portal, and we finally saw what the holdup was. They were only letting people walk through in single file. With this many teams, that was a lot of people to put through.

‘Either they don’t want to overload the portal, or they want to give the premier teams as much of a head start as possible,’ my Analytical Side noted.

‘Probably a bit of both,’ I agreed.

The excitement started building, as we were down to the last hundred people. Then fifty. Then ten. Then it was our turn.

I flashed Annabeth an eager look, and stepped through.

The transition was jarring, as the pounding music and the noise of the crowds cut off, and I found myself on a large stone staging area. We were on the side of a hill, or maybe a small mountain, and the staging area looked like it had been cut out of the rock like a piece of cake. The area was big, but nowhere near as big as the floor of the arena, so it made sense why they’d limited the speed at which we’d arrived.

The sun was high overhead, but there was a breeze blowing and it wasn’t too hot. Annabeth appeared behind me as I scoped out the setting, and it was obvious where we were going.

About a mile further down our mountain was a city that looked like it had been lifted from the cover of a fantasy novel. It was encircled by a massive wall made of some sort of rose-colored stone. Wizard towers as tall as any skyscraper rose into the sky. I didn’t really know there were wizards there, but they had a magical look to them as balls of light circled their highest peaks.

At the center of the city was a beautiful castle, also made of rose stone, with its own wall and turrets. Not to be outdone by the wizard towers, it had its own lights that flowed along the wall and circled overhead.

The city was awe-inspiring and looked like it had been designed with the ‘good’ alignment in mind. There weren’t going to be any liches or demons here. Instead, I imagined we’d find centers of learning, theaters, marketplaces, clean streets, and a just king. Not that there wouldn’t still be shady thieves, murky sewers, and scheming scoundrels, but overall, this seemed like a nice place.

“Please, step this way.” A young boy with a high voice grabbed our hands and pulled us to the side. I thought he was only going to get us out of the way of the portal, but he kept pulling us all the way to the edge of the landing.

“Welcome, adventurers, to the land of the good King Wenceslas,” he said quickly. “I hope your visit with us is productive and profitable.”

“Oh, like the song?” Annabeth asked brightly.

I think the boy was mentally ready to continue his spiel, so the interruption threw him.

“I’m not sure,” he replied. “You’re the third person who’s asked that today. I don’t know nothin ‘bout no song.”

“Good King Wenceslas looked out,” Annabeth began to sing. “On the Feast of Stephen…”

The boy seemed to have lots of energy, and I got the impression that he was ready to say what he needed to say and get on to the next team. I was sure he’d already done this a lot in the past couple hours. Up to this point, we’d probably just been another group to him—no better, and hopefully no worse, than the last ones.

When Annabeth started singing, though, he froze. I didn’t realize how much he’d been fidgeting until he stopped, and I finally got a good look at him. He seemed like he belonged on a farm instead of greeting new adventurers. He had on overalls that seemed too big for him, as the legs were rolled up and the top hung down to the bottom of his chest. He had bare feet, and his hair looked like it hadn’t had a proper cut in a long time. It was freshly combed, though, and he looked clean.

Basically, he was the fantasy version of Huckleberry Finn, with a deep tan from being outside all the time and a twinkle in his eyes that said he liked to get into trouble.

Annabeth stopped after the first verse, but the boy begged her to keep going. I knew the song, but I had no idea of the lyrics. Fortunately, Annabeth did, and she kept singing. As she sang, I saw her motes of pink magic swirl through the air and settle on our young greeter. He relaxed, and a smile graced his face for the first time. That’s when I noticed that he had some jacked up teeth. The boy looked healthy for sure, even though he was a skinny little thing. But he sure needed some dental work.

I glanced around and saw he wasn’t the only one she was reaching. Other greeters had finished up with their teams and were starting to move our way. The teams that were leaving were running off the staging area, and they looked harried and frustrated.

I looked around again and realized our first test was going to be getting to the city. It was only a mile or so along our small mountain, but there wasn’t a road and the ground was rough. I could see a few other teams had decided to go that way anyway, and they were having a hard time of it. One team had given up, and it looked like they were coming back, carrying a team member who was screaming and clutching his leg.

The only road off the staging area went down the mountain to the valley, where there were lots of small farms and a tiny village. From there, a much larger road headed back towards the city.

The road wound around a lot through the farms, and it did a whole series of switchbacks as it climbed up to the city. I figured it was at least seven miles long, and it was filled with adventurers. Most of the ones near the city were on horses, but I guess they’d run out, as I saw other teams on donkeys, and one team that looked like they were on goats. The goats were fast and full of energy, but they hopped a lot and the team looked miserable.

Those not on animal transportation were running down the mountain and across the valley. Going up the switchbacks to the city had to have been taxing, though, as I saw most of the teams had slowed to a walk.

I felt anxious that Annabeth was taking the time to sing a song, but the looks on the faces of the greeters calmed me down a bit. I was used to Annabeth humming and singing all the time, so it was normal to me now. For them, though, it seemed like they were listening to an angel.

Five long verses later, Annabeth finished, and her admirers burst into enthusiastic applause.

“Can you sing another song?” the boy asked, holding her hand. He looked so freakin’ cute, and Annabeth wavered for a moment. Someone needed to be the bad guy, though, so I stepped in.

“I’m so sorry, but we have to go,” I said gently. “We’re the last team to arrive, and we’re already at the very back of the pack. We have to win this tournament, so unfortunately, we have to make up as much time as possible. Do you have any way for us to get to the city quickly?”

“We don’t have no more horses,” he said. “That’s what all the adventurers want. But if you’re wanting to get to the city real fast, then a horse ain’t the best way anyhow.”

“Oh?” Annabeth queried. “How should we get to the city? I’m sure you know best.”

She gave him her trademark smile, and he beamed back.

“The fastest way is over the rocks,” he said, pointing higher up the mountain. “I can take you if you want. We don’t have nothing else to rent anyway. Since you’re the last adventurers, I gotta go there anyhow.”

“That sounds great,” Annabeth said. “That is going to be a big help, and thank you for taking us. We’re ready to go any time you are.”

She gestured for him to lead the way. The boy started to go, but then he turned back sadly.

“Papa says I can’t do nothing for free. Especially when it’s your kind. He’ll be mad as hell if I don’t charge you.”

Several of the other guides watching us nodded their heads in agreement. I’m sure they looked at adventurers as a source of income. The only question was, how badly were we going to get taken for?

“Well, I certainly don’t want your dad to be angry with you,” Annabeth said. “How much do you charge for your services?”

“We charge two pearls for horses,” the boy said promptly. “But when we started running out, they were paying as much as ten pearls for goats. Since I’m all you’ve got, how about we say ten pearls?”

He looked hopeful, and a little greedy.

Annabeth just laughed like he’d said the funniest thing.

“Ahhhh. That was good,” she said as she wound down. “I needed that. They say laughter is the best medicine. Now, you’re about a tenth as big as a horse, so how about we say one pearl. Good?”

“I see what you mean,” the boy said, getting into the spirit of the game. “But I’m getting you there even faster than a horse, so I have to charge at least six pearls.”

“That makes sense,” Annabeth smiled back. “But we can ride a horse. I don’t think you can carry both of us, though. So I’m still thinking one pearl is a fair price.”

They went back and forth a few times, with Annabeth saying we were in last place because we were poor, and the boy saying he had to please his dad, his mom, and his fourteen sisters. Or they were all going to beat him. The claims got a bit outrageous and funny, but they settled on three pearls and a promise that Annabeth would sing him another song if we had a moment.

I had no idea Annabeth was good at haggling, but she’d managed to get a much better price than I would have. They’d just spit on their hands and shook to seal the deal, when we were interrupted by an older man who I could only assume was his dad.

He limped through the guides around us and put his hand on his son’s shoulder while he glared at us.

“You ain't going nowhere,” he growled. “You know how dangerous these adventurers are. Anything could happen to you while you’re out there.”

“But, Papa!” the boy exclaimed. “The lady is so sweet. She won’t hurt me. You should hear her sing!”

“I don’t care,” he said. “You are staying right here with me where I can keep an eye on you and you can’t get into no trouble.”

“But, Papa,” the boy exclaimed again. “We’ve already shaken on it. I’m getting three pearls! I’m better than a horse!”

The man glared down at him. “You didn’t talk to me first? You didn’t think I’d say no?! How dare you shake on a deal when I’m putting food on your table! I’ve raised you better than that.”

The man was getting louder and louder, but the boy glared right back.

“I figured you’d say no,” he said defiantly. “That’s why I did it as quick as I could before you showed up and ruined everything.”

The man opened his mouth in outrage, but nothing came out. Then he couldn’t help it and cracked a grin.

“You little rascal,” he said and cuffed the boy lightly on the back of the head. “What am I going to do with you? Eh?”

“You’re going to love me like you always do,” the boy said mischievously and gave his papa a quick hug.

“Ahhh!” the father growled and hugged him back. “You have too much of your mother in you. You still can’t go, though. Adventurers are not to be messed with.”

He seemed very adamant about that, and suddenly, I had a hunch.

“I know that many adventurers are assholes,” I spoke up, “but not all of us are. I’m guessing that you’ve had a bad experience with our kind and now you have a limp as a reminder?”

“Damn right,” he growled. “We are just things to you. A means to an end. We put up with the abuse because we have to, and in exchange, you pay us to get ahead in this game you play. But if we don’t fetch a horse fast enough and you're in a foul mood, then you take it out on us.

“We used to guide adventurers when they requested it, but no longer. Now we know how dangerous it is, and I am certainly not sending my son into danger. Your weapons are just too powerful, and you are too eager to use them.”

He sounded very stubborn, and I was pretty sure that no matter how much we assured him how harmless we were, he wasn’t going to let his son go with us. Unless I did something drastic.


Chapter nine

Quest Quest


“If you know our power, then you have to know that we can help as well as harm.” I gave him a piercing look. “I am a healer. If I fix your leg, then a wrong will have been made right. In exchange, you will agree that we are not the kind of people that would harm a child, and you will let your son be our guide.”

Annabeth was humming again, and her pink magic settled all over him. He glared at me, but I confidently returned his gaze.

He glanced at Annabeth who beamed back. Then he resumed glaring at me, holding tight to his son the whole time.

“Can you really heal Papa?” the boy asked.

“I think I can,” I nodded. “I’ve healed several centaur llamas, and I’ve already worked with one apparition. I’m sure he wasn’t at your level, but the idea should be the same.”

“Papa, you have to let them try!” the boy pleaded. The man shuffled his feet instead of giving a hard ‘no’ and I knew I had him. Annabeth picked up where I’d left off, and between her and the boy, they wore his papa down.

I was already using my magic sight to explore his leg and see what type of damage I was dealing with. It was easy enough to find the problem. His overalls looked good cosmetically, but at the detail level, it was all off. Someone had put a patch, about six inches wide, around his whole leg, and I guess it had healed from there. It was like putting duct tape over a hole in a wall, though, as it did not actually fix the problem.

I walked over and sat down in front of him as he grudgingly, but hopefully, agreed to our terms. I closed my eyes and touched his leg, but I still couldn’t see inside him. He didn’t exactly have an aura, but his magic was still holding my sight at bay.

I realized he was going to have to swear to me, so I took a brief moment to put the words together in my head.

“Do you swear to open yourself to being healed? Will you allow me to see, touch, and modify your leg to make it whole again? Do you fully accept my gifts and my magic, so long as they do you no harm?”

He thought over what I’d said. Then he nodded.

“I agree,” he said gravely.

As soon as he said that, his whole body opened to me, and I was shocked at what I saw.

He had a skeleton core! Like an actual magical skeleton. I’d just figured he was hollow like one of my creations, or had a central core like Tock.

Once I’d processed his skeleton, I saw he had a lot more going on than that. He had two other systems—one that looked like it was made up of tubes and another that seemed to be made up of wires. In addition, the blank space in him was filled up with some sort of foam.

I felt for his link to his home base like Tock, but he didn’t have one. Instead, the power from his skeleton fed into a small gem at the center of his pelvis.

‘Magic? Stone?’ My Mark of the Deep Earth was interested, although it didn’t seem as excited as when it had met Tock. Its awareness flowed into the father, while I got down to business.

I had no idea how it all worked, and I didn’t need to. I could see the problem right away. Someone had cut his leg to the bone, and when it had healed, none of the tubes or wires matched up any more.

‘Tea, are you seeing this?’ I asked.

‘Oh yes!’ he replied. ‘This is fascinating. Just fascinating. It’s almost like a real body.’

‘Do you think you can help him?’ That was the big question. If I had to do this manually, it was going to take a lot of time. And time wasn’t something we had a lot of.

We’d already spent several minutes singing and haggling. It would all be worth it if we could take the shorter path over the mountain, but if not, we were falling farther and farther behind.

‘This is a simple system compared to the human body,’ Tea replied. ‘The only problem is I don’t know if my healing spores will work. They’re designed to function on actual cells that can repair and grow. I don’t think his body is like that.’

‘It’s worth a shot,’ I said. "We're in a hurry, so send over six of your best Ents to map out the damage and see what they can do.’

Tea agreed, and soon six Ents flowed out of my hands and into the injured leg. They got into formation—two at the top, two in the middle of the damage, and two below. Then they started growing out their roots. This was usually the most important part and always seemed to take the longest. After all, the Grove needed to know exactly what to repair before going to work.

It only took a few seconds for the Ents to figure out the father’s system, and then they sprang into action again. This time they sailed through his leg, laying down healing spores and working their magic.

Except nothing happened.

Well, something was happening, as the leg was starting to shake and the man was moaning like he was having an orgasm. I zoomed out and quickly realized all the reaction was coming from his gem core. The Mark of the Deep Earth had polished it up, and now it was shining like a small star.

That was lovely, but I wasn’t here to get his rocks off.

Pun intended.

I was here to fix his damn leg, and nothing was happening.

I zoomed in again, tighter than before, and soon I saw what the problem was. The apparition’s magic belonged to him, and I didn’t have any control over it. I could see what I needed to, per his swear, and it was friendly to my magic. But that wasn’t the same as what I’d done with Annabeth.

When I’d made her matrix, she’d sworn that I could use her power like my own. That had given me the control I’d needed. With Tock, he’d totally been in awe of the Deep Earth, and he’d basically given up all control at that point.

With this guy, it was different. This magic was still his, and I couldn’t touch it.

Damn.

‘Try flooding the area with your magic,’ my Analytical Side suggested. ‘Your healing spores are your magic, so maybe they need something to work with. You really just need to move his magic around. You don’t need to actually take it over. If your magic wrapped his magic, then the spores would have something to hang on to, and it might be able to shift his body around.’

‘That is some excellent thinking,’ I said as my Analytical Side nodded smugly. He loved being smart. Now it was time to see if he was right.

I pushed magic out of my hands into the leg. I’d done this thousands of times before with my creations, so I had a good idea of how much magic it took to fill up two inches of space. This guy's leg was much bigger than that, so I didn’t hold back.

His whole leg filled up in an instant, and my magic then raced through the rest of his body. I was so shocked I almost forgot to turn off the power.

‘I think your creations are a lot denser than this guy,’ my Analytical Side noted, ‘so he’s filling up quite a bit faster. I must admit, even I didn’t see that coming.’

My error was compounded when my magic hit the healing spores. They started growing and growing and growing. It was like one of those kid toys where they put a little dinosaur in a bowl of water and it suddenly grows into a two-foot-tall tyrannosaurus rex. Then, true to their name, the spores started healing.

If the guy had been having an orgasm before, he was having a whole damn orgy now. My magic and spores shot through his system and healed everything.

Like, everything!

His skin was clear. His skeleton was polished. His wiring was renewed and laid in nice rows. Best of all, his pipes were cleaned.

Thank goodness I’d had six Ents in him, as they’d exploded into action—mapping out his system and sending the healing where it needed to be.

I was afraid this guy was going to blow up or he’d bulge out in giant tumors with all that growth, so I started sucking up all my magic as fast as possible. I got all my magic back, returned the six Ents, and told the Mark of the Deep Earth it was time to go.

‘Wow. That was close,’ my Analytical Side sounded relieved. ‘It’s a good thing you can suck as well as you can blow.’

‘Hardy har har,’ I replied sarcastically. But I was relieved too. The boy’s papa was healed, and he hadn’t blown up. That counted as a win in my book.

I opened my eyes and got to my feet.

Everyone was staring at me, even Annabeth.

“How does your leg feel now?” I asked as nonchalantly as I could.

I tried to look like all this was normal. All my patients spaz out and have a religious experience while being healed. It’s no big deal.

The boy’s papa stopped shaking, took several deep breaths, and gathered himself. Then he took a step, and his face bloomed into the biggest smile I’d seen in a long time.

“It’s good,” he said in wonder. Then he took another step. Then another.

Suddenly, he was running around the staging area whooping with joy. He even jumped a few times just for the heck of it.

He skidded to a stop by his son. They hugged each other, and the happiness was palpable.

Then he saw us smiling, and he tried to put his game face back on again.

“It’s good,” he repeated, shaking his leg thoughtfully like he was trying to find something wrong with it.

“Aww, hell,” he gave up trying to be cool and just beamed at us. “It’s really good. Thank you.”

I think he’d have said more, but we were still adventurers after all.

“My name is Jason,” I said, “and this is Annabeth.”

My magic had been all up inside him. It only seemed right to introduce ourselves.

“My name is Ank, and this is my son Ank.” They were both named the same? That wasn’t confusing at all. Regardless, we shook hands, and then Annabeth got us back on track.

“Ank, I’d love to stay and hear more of your story, but we need to make up as much time as possible. I know we may not look like much, but our freedom depends on us doing well in this tournament. I promise you that we will take good care of your son, and he will come home without a scratch on him. So, with your permission, we need to get going.”

“You have done everything you promised to do,” Papa-Ank said. “I don’t think I’ve ever felt this good before. You’ve gone above and beyond what was asked, and it’s only right I balance the scales.”

He turned to his son.

“Take them on the second path to the mountain gate. Either Illit or Ellit will be on duty. Tell them that I said to let these two through with no toll and no hassle. Once inside, show them the Adventurers’ Hall first, as they will certainly need to know where it is.”

He paused to give us a knowing look. Had he just given us some sort of clue? I started to ask, but he shook his head quickly and kept going.

“From there, take them to Otugh’s warehouse. Let him know I sent them and he should give them his special rate. If they finish up quick enough, then take them to Indifies’. She has one of the best quests in the city, although you wouldn’t think it to look at her.”

His son nodded and seemed to know what his dad was talking about. Annabeth poked me with her elbow and gave me a gleeful grin. It sounded like we’d just gotten hooked up!

“I thank you for your kindness, and I pay my debts,” Papa-Ank continued. “I’m not one to want nothing outstanding. This will get you into the city much faster and cheaper than the rest of them wastrels, and my son will make sure you don’t waste no time once you’re inside.”

He paused, as if there was more to say, but wasn’t sure how to say it. That gave me a moment to process his double negative way of speaking. The boy was speaking the same way, and it was driving me nuts. They weren’t saying what they thought they were.

Uggh. I wasn’t sure if it bugged Annabeth as much as it did me, but I had to breathe and let it go.

When Papa-Ank spoke again, he seemed to be choosing his words very carefully.

“There will be much to see and do in the city, and it’s easy to get caught up in nothing important. Be quick, but thorough, and remember that time is not on your side.”

He gave us that look again, like he’d just given us a clue. I didn’t understand what he was trying to convey right now, but I’d remember it. Maybe it would make sense later.

In a sense, these guys were actors in our play. They couldn’t very well just give away the whole plot, and I was sure they would get in trouble if they broke the rules. They could hint, though, and that’s what Papa-Ank was doing.

Ank-Junior was practically dancing in excitement, he was so ready to go. As soon as his papa stepped back, indicating he was done, the boy grabbed our hands and took off.

He pulled us to the back side of the staging area, which led farther up the mountain.

“Nobody never thinks to look up over here!” he laughed. He released our hands and bounded on ahead.

“Follow me!” he yelled gleefully, and that is exactly what we did. The boy must have been part goat, as he skipped over the rocks with ease. It took Annabeth and me a few minutes to find our inner Pan, but once we did we picked up the pace and the journey became a lot of fun.

The mountain wasn’t anywhere near the size you’d find in an Ansel Adams picture, but the view was still beautiful. The part we were on was a mix of rocks, tough brush, and scrub grass. This was untamed country, and I quickly realized that if we’d tried to forge our own path, it would have slowed us down tremendously. We were farther up than the teams that had tried to do it on their own. Even with all their power, they seemed like they were hardly moving.

I was so glad the boy was here, as the path wasn’t anything I could have followed on my own. I’m used to city life, where a path is a clearly marked strip of concrete with lighting and the occasional bench. This was nothing like that. Instead, it felt like Ank-Junior was leading us from one break in the scrub to another, and somehow we were avoiding the ravines, giant boulders, and thorny thickets. In his own way, our little mountain boy was working magic.

The terrain went up and down a lot, so initially, I was afraid I’d be out of shape and slow us down. Annabeth trained constantly at our beach gym, so I figured she would be fine. Sure enough, she not only kept pace with Ank-Junior, she also kept up a conversation with him the whole time. She even sang another song for him.

I’d just recovered from some horrible injuries and had only recently started training in our arena again. I hadn’t pushed myself yet, so I wasn’t sure what I could do. Tea had said I’d be stronger and faster, but there was a big difference between hearing it and actually experiencing it.

Once I got the hang of our nature hike, I started pushing myself a bit, and I was amazed at how well I responded. My legs were strong, and I easily hopped from rock to rock. We had a few places we needed to climb, and I scampered up the rock face like I was a squirrel climbing a tree. My breathing felt easy, and I had energy to burn.

The only thing that let me down were my shoes. They were basic tennis shoes, and they weren’t made for hiking in this terrain. We were about halfway there when a rock rolled under me and I almost went down. My foot snapped to the side and my ankle twisted, but I caught myself in time. We stopped and Annabeth looked very concerned, but I shook it out, and a few steps later, I was back to speed-hiking like nothing had happened.

I sent a quick thank you to my Marks. The work they were doing on my bones and ligaments had really paid off.

Thinking about my Marks made me think about all the stone around me, and when I opened myself up to the mountain, my journey took on a whole new level. I could see the colors of the minerals all around me and hear their songs. It wasn’t as intense as when Sandy and John had moved us through the rock to get out of the cave in Louisville, but it was still a delightful experience.

The mountain changed from being an obstacle to being an ally. Now I knew exactly which rocks would roll, and the stone lit up a path for me, showing the best spots to place my feet.

The mountain was very friendly, and its melody gave me strength and encouragement. Finally, I couldn’t help it—I burst into song.

“The hills are alive, with the sound of music!”

I felt like Julie Andrews until Annabeth joined in. Then she clearly became Julie Andrews, and I took on the role of backup singer. I didn’t mind. Annabeth was just awesome like that.

We sang, ran, jumped, and hiked, and before we knew it, we had arrived at the city. I looked down at the road from the valley, and there were still a lot of teams making their way up the side of the mountain. Once they reached the main gate, there seemed to be another delay, as I could see teams waiting their turn to get inside.

We didn’t have to deal with any of that. Instead, we arrived at the city from the side, and Ank-Junior took us to a much smaller entrance. It wasn’t even a real gate—it was more like a door that was big enough for one mounted person or a small cart.

There was a guard at the gate, although he seemed more interested in staying in the shade and leaning against the wall than in monitoring who was going in and out. He still perked up when we arrived and demanded we pay his toll or go around to the front.

Ank was having none of it. He told Ellit that Papa had said we were to get in with no hassles. If he had a problem with that, then take it up with Papa. Ellit blustered and tried to stare the kid down, but Ank took our hands and pulled us into the city behind him. Ank might be young and small, but he was a determined kid. Ellit didn’t stand a chance.

As soon as we were inside the city, I felt like I could relax a bit. It was now official—we weren’t in last place anymore.

The city itself was clean, beautiful, and full of character. This had to be an actual city, not just a set piece for the tournament, as there was so much daily life going on all around us. There were shops selling hats, shoes, clothes, candy, medicines, tools, and so much more. Street vendors, with their booths parked in the middle of the road, were selling tasty treats and specialty items.

I felt like I was in one of those Italian cities with winding cobblestone streets, cheerful people, and a sense of adventure and history everywhere I looked. If we hadn’t been on a mission, I would have loved to have slowed down, done some shopping, and sampled the local cuisine. It sure smelled delicious, and I was always hungry.

It didn’t seem like any sort of animal transportation was allowed in the city, which is probably why it was so clean. Instead, people walked or ran everywhere they needed to go, so we fit right in.

It would have been easy to get separated, so we ended up with Ank in the lead, Annabeth holding his hand, and then me holding her other hand. It was a bit awkward, but better than getting split up. As we got farther away from the side gate, the area became more residential, and the number of people on the streets with us diminished. As we got closer to the center of the city, it became more urban again, and we started seeing more shops and more traffic. It was hard to gauge exactly where we were, as the streets curved and the boy kept leading us down different routes. Sometimes, we took a street on the right, and sometimes the left.

I was so lost, as these streets were nothing like the wonderful grid layout I was used to. The only things that gave me some sense of location were the wizard towers. They were tall enough to be seen from just about anywhere, and we seemed to be headed towards a particularly tall one that looked like it should be in the center of the city.

Finally, we came to a large open plaza that was filled with adventurers scurrying around. They were shouting at the top of their lungs to be heard, and the din was intense. At the far end of the plaza was the base of the tall wizard’s tower. I thought the base would be as beautiful as the top, but it seemed very much like a fortress. It also seemed like it had seen its fair share of action, as its stone was scorched and there were divots in the otherwise smooth surface.

I saw why a moment later, as two teams near us started fighting. Their fight escalated quickly, and soon the other nearby teams were either joining in or running for cover. We ran, of course, as there was no need to get involved in that mess. Once we were a few blocks away, Ank pulled us to the side of the street and stopped.

“That was the Adventurers’ Hall,” he announced breathlessly. “Us normal folk never go near it, as someone is always having a row and busting things up. You need to know where it is, though, so you can do your thing.”

“What exactly do we need it for?” Annabeth asked. “What is this thing we’re supposed to be doing?”

“Officially, it’s got the message boards where the quests are posted.” Ank was still full of energy, as only the young are, and he danced from one foot to the other as we were talking. “Other than that, I know nothing. But you can always find your way here by heading towards the tower.” He pointed up at the top where the lights danced around.

“Got it?”

We barely had time to nod before he grabbed Annabeth’s hand and was off again. I kept an eye on the Adventurers’ Hall, and it seemed like we were using smaller streets to circle around the plaza. Then we turned down a much wider street with a lot of people, and for the first time I saw large carts in use. They were stacked high with goods, and I guess the ban on horses was still in effect for this area, as they were being pulled by sturdy-looking people.

Ank led us down the street and across to the opposite side before leading us through a large stone arch. Once inside, we found ourselves in a large courtyard that contained two large carts filled with goods as well as an empty one. A team of three women were unloading one of the carts and carrying the burlap bags through the open doors of what seemed to be a small warehouse.

Ank didn’t stop. He just waved to the women and pulled us inside. Once there, I was amazed at how big it was. Not that the actual floor space was huge, but rather that it had layers going both higher and lower than ground level. In the center of the room was a large open lift used to move products between the floors.

“Otugh!” Ank yelled as loud as he could. “Otugh!”

“I’m here. I’m here,” a man grumbled as he stepped out of a door I hadn’t noticed yet. He was muscular and stout, and looked like he could easily unload a cart on his own if he needed to. He also had a bit of a belly and a slight flush to his cheeks that said he was also happy sharing a laugh over a pint or two. Or three.

“Ahh. Hello, lad. It’s almost good to see you.” He chuckled like it was an old joke that still had some humor left in it.

“Otugh! These are the best adventurers! They healed Papa, and he said you are supposed to give them your quest and the special rate!” Ank was still practically shouting in excitement, and the words tumbled out so fast I could barely understand him.

Otugh made a shushing motion with his hands and took a moment to look us over.

“I can see they’re adventurers,” he said, “although they seem to be missing a few people. Now what’s this about your Papa?”

Ank told the story about Annabeth singing, and me healing his papa’s leg, and us hiking over the mountain, and the fight at the Adventurers’ Hall, and now we were here. He barely stopped to breathe, he was talking so fast, and the whole story seemed like one run-on sentence. He performed our journey as he chattered, including shaking like his Papa and moaning all crazy-like. He made it look more like I’d turned his papa into a zombie rather than healed him.

I guess Otugh was used to the boy, as he nodded and seemed to keep up with the story.

“I finally got some adventurers to help me, and I’m supposed to give them the special rate?” he asked Ank when he’d finished.

“Yep!” Ank replied cheerfully. “Papa said.”

Otugh sighed like Papa-Ank was personally reaching into his pocket and taking his money. But he still nodded and pulled a lantern off the wall.

“I guess there’s no help for it,” he grumbled. “Follow me, and I’ll show you your quest.”

He turned and led us toward a set of stairs on the side leading down.

“Wait!” Ank suddenly called. “We need to square up. You owe me three pearls!”

Annabeth looked at him in surprise, and I guess he realized that he’d sounded rather demanding and hurried to explain.

“It’s just that quests are hard and adventurers die all the time,” he said quickly. “Not that I think you’re going to die. Or I hope you don’t die. I don’t want you to die. You’re too nice.”

He trailed off and squirmed in embarrassment as only young people can. He looked cute as a button, though, and Annabeth just laughed and gave him a big grandma hug.

“I don’t want us to die either,” she said as she tousled his hair. “We agreed to three pearls for your service in leading us to the city, and you’ve done that. It’s only right that you’re paid for the wonderful job you did for us. It has truly been a pleasure spending time with you.”

She beamed at him as he suddenly blushed over the extra praise.

Annabeth had regular money, but no pearls, so I stepped forward to do the actual transaction.

“I assume you can transfer funds through the Bank?” I said, holding out my wrist.

“Oh.” His little face fell. “Is that all you have? You don’t have regular pearls?”

“I think Bank pearls count as regular pearls?” I replied, feeling confused.

“They are,” he said. “It’s just that if you pay me through the Bank, then everyone is going to know what I got, and they will get their cut first. If you pay me with physical pearls, then I get to keep them.”

He paused thoughtfully.

“Well, I’ll probably give one to Papa, but I’ll get to keep two.”

‘That sounds a lot like tipping waiters back in the regular world,’ my Analytical Side said thoughtfully. ‘If they get cash, they get to keep the entire amount. If not, it gets taxed and split with the bar staff and the food runners. Sometimes the management keeps part of it too.’

“That makes sense,” I replied, “and I’d certainly give you actual pearls if I could. Right now, though, I don’t have any on me, and I don’t have any way to make them myself.”

Ank looked downright dejected. Just how much were taxes around here, anyway?

“If you complete my quest, I’ll pay you in physical pearls,” Otugh spoke up. “That’s the only way we’re allowed to reward quests anyway.”

That seemed curious. Why would we only get physical money?

‘Probably because you gotta keep it just as much as you need to earn it,’ my Analytical Side chimed in again. ‘This way, if you fight another team and beat them, you get to keep their pearls as a reward.’

‘That sounds right,’ I replied. ‘That means we don’t really lock in our gains until the main quest is over.’

‘Another thing to consider, too, is that a team might find it much easier to not do any smaller quests at all.’ My Analytical Side was speaking in his best British voice. He loved going all Sherlock Holmes and figuring things out. ‘Instead, they’ll just beat up weaker teams and take their money. You definitely need to be careful when you leave here, as you might be targeted.’

‘You are so smart,’ I said and tossed him a Hershey’s kiss. He looked so happy I tossed him another one. Even imaginary kisses taste good.

I quickly filled Annabeth in on what I was thinking, and Otugh nodded in agreement.

“That is very true. My job is just to reward the adventurers, but I’ve seen them get mugged as soon as they leave here. It certainly pays to be careful.”

“I know we’re talking about this a bit early, as we haven’t even done the quest yet, but is there a back way out of here?” Annabeth asked.

“I think we can work something out,” Otugh replied. Then he turned to Ank.

“Now, young man, you have a choice to make. Do you believe in these adventurers you brought me, or no?”

He leaned down and peered at the boy intently, like he was testing him and he’d better not fail.

“If not, then be wise and take your pearls now, any way you can get them. If you believe in them, however, then be patient. If they are as good as you say, then you will have your physical pearls soon enough.”

Ank didn’t even hesitate.

“I believe in my girl!” he said grandly, patting Annabeth’s arm like he was patting the hindquarters of a horse. “She’s an adventurer, but she’s got what it takes.”

I barely held back a snicker, and Otugh had to cough to hide his smile. Annabeth just took it all in stride and gave him another grandma hug. She had grandchildren, so I guess she was used to kids saying sweet things in odd ways.

“Good,” Otugh continued. “Now let us be on our way. We don’t have all day, and there are other matters I need to see to.”

He set a brisk pace down the stairs, and we were right behind him. The first underground level was dark, although there was some light filtering in from the stairs and the lift in the floor above. I thought Otugh would turn on the lantern, but instead, he tapped a button on the wall and the place lit up with a soft glow.

“This warehouse has been in my family for generations,” he explained, “and each generation tries to enhance or add to it somehow. My grandfather added another floor to the top, and my great-great-grandfather added all the enchantments to the walls to regulate moisture. Water, fire, heat, and pests—those are the bane of any storage facility.

“We’ve been successful because we know our niche market and we don’t try to compete with the big boys at the gate. They are near the main entrance, so they have access to all the goods that enter the city. We let them handle the fruits, wools, grain, and bulk items. I’ve got some of that too, as we supply the restaurants in our immediate area, but that just brings in enough money to pay the taxes.”

We passed the second underground floor and started descending to the third. How deep was this place?

“Our specialty is providing a place that is both cool and dry, as well as blocking any exposure to direct sunlight. You’d be surprised just how many goods need such an environment.

“For example, we store the famous Angolia Wool for the weavers’ guild. It’s taken from the undercoat of the Angolia sheep, and it remains soft and pliable as long as it isn’t exposed to heat or moisture. They weave it into fancy clothing, and then soak it in a special solution which makes it impervious to piercing or cutting weapons. The rich people love it, as it looks good, wears well, and helps protect them.

“We store most of the reagents for the apothecary's guild as well as a huge selection of mushrooms that are used by the finest restaurants in town. As you can see, we also have a floor dedicated to special wines and spirits.”

We were now on the fifth floor down, and it was filled with racks and racks of these pod things. I was used to bourbon aging in barrels, so I guessed this was a similar process. The sixth floor was filled with burlap bags that smelled fruity, and this was where we stopped.

“This brings me to why you are here. My contribution to the warehouse for my generation was to open up another level. I drew up the plans, hired the labor, and dug the floor. The stonemasons set the walls, and I was all ready to get them enchanted, when I ran into a major problem.”

He scowled at us.

“Rats. A whole nest of them. They dug through the floor, came up the stairs, and started eating my goods.”

He shook with fury at the memory.

“We’ve never had rats before, and you won’t believe what that did to my reputation. I had to pay for the damaged goods, and now my clients are starting to pull their business. If I don’t fix this, I’m going to be ruined.”

“Wait,” I said, “you want us to fight rats?”

“I don’t want you to fight them,” he growled. “I want you to exterminate them.”

I turned to Annabeth in wonder.

“We’re fighting rats!”

I was so excited. The others looked at me like I was crazy.

“These aren’t little rats like you’re probably thinking.” Otugh looked at me suspiciously. “These are monsters. As big as a dog. They’re fast too, with red demon eyes and sharp claws. So don’t be thinking this is easy.”

“Oh, I’m sure they will be tough,” I replied happily. “But still, we’re fighting rats!”

“Is he okay?” Otugh asked Annabeth. “I’m starting to think he ain't got no sense.”

“I’m fine,” I said quickly, trying to calm down. “It’s just that in role-playing games, the character almost always starts out fighting rats. It’s a long-standing tradition. And now my first quest is to fight some rats. How awesome is that!?”

I sighed happily.

“My life is now complete.”

They still looked at me like I was crazy, but I didn’t care. I was checking one off the bucket list. Admittedly, it was a weird and unusual opportunity, but that was okay. Today couldn’t get any better.

“They sound more like moles,” Annabeth said thoughtfully. “I don’t think rats would go this far underground.”

“They are rats,” I said firmly. “And we are here to slay! Now, how do we begin?”

Otugh continued to evaluate my mental health for a moment, but then he shrugged and kept going. I guess he figured crazy adventurers can kill rats too.

“I’ve boarded up the stairs so you can’t get down that way,” Otugh said. “You’ll need to drop down through the opening in the floor where the lift would normally be. I’ve attached a rope to the wall that you can drop through the hole and use it to get in and out. I also brought a lantern that you can use for light.”

“I don’t think I’ll need the lantern,” I said. “Let me light this place up, and we’ll see what we’re working with.”

The floors were about ten feet tall and larger than two tennis courts. One Flasher would generate enough light to see by, but then we’d have lots of harsh shadows. I was sure the rats would have no problems fighting in shadows, and I could see in the dark so it wouldn’t bother me, but I needed to create the best situation for Annabeth.

I decided to go with four Flashers total, one in each corner of the room. I called up my faithful Flasher from yesterday, duplicated him three times, and filled the new Flashers with magic. It only took a few seconds, which made me feel confident and happy. I’d come a long way from my first fight as a supernatural.

The lift was about ten feet square, and the opening in the floor was the same size, so there was plenty of room for us to look down and check out the unfinished floor. The Flashers flew through the opening and toward their respective corners. They lit up with a glow that was bright, but not intense, and for the first time, we could really see what we were working with.

For some reason, I’d been expecting a dirt floor, and there was some dirt down there, but it was mostly stone. I started to appreciate just what we were going to be facing when I spotted the holes. There were two in the floor and one in the wall, and they were big enough for a rottweiler to walk through.

What the hell? How big were these things?

Also, just how powerful were they to be able to tunnel through rocks like that? I knew rats could dig through dirt and roots, but this was on a whole other level.

Annabeth was right. Maybe they were some sort of rat moles. Demon rat moles if what Otugh said was right.

“Before we begin, we need to know exactly what our quest is,” Annabeth said. “Also, what is the normal rate, and what is the special rate we’re getting?”

“Your quest, should you choose to accept it, is to kill ten rats for me,” Otugh replied. He sounded nervous, like he was afraid that now we’d seen the holes, we might back out.

“Is that all?” Annabeth said, surprised. “Will that take care of your rat problem?”

“It won’t take care of the entire nest,” Otugh replied, “but killing ten rats is going to be a big job. Much bigger than you seem to think. The last time our city was a quest hub, I sent several teams down there, and all of them lost at least one member. Two teams lost everyone.

“As for your rate, I’m allowed to offer up to two pearls per rat. The normal rate is just one pearl, but since Ank vouched for you and there are only two people on your team, I’m giving you the best rate I can.”

“That should give us plenty of pearls to pay you,” I said to the boy. “But I have a question, Otugh. What if we killed more than ten?”

“I used to ask for twenty, but ten is enough, and with only two team members, I really should only be asking for five. In the unlikely event that you manage to face more than ten rats and survive, I’ll keep paying you a two pearl bounty on every rat you take care of.”

“Would we get some sort of bonus if we kill all of them?” I asked. I’d been ready to just jump through the hole earlier and get started, but Annabeth was right. We needed to know all the parameters before we got started. Maybe fighting rats would be impossible for us. Or maybe we’d figure out a way to kill them easily. Regardless, it was good to know what the stakes were.

Otugh looked at me like I was bat-shit crazy, but he answered anyway.

“If you can kill them all, then I’ll pay you a two hundred pearl bonus. You’ll know you’ve gotten them all if you fight the big one. He seems to be the king of the nest.

“Now, I’ve spent enough time here, and I need to go. I’ll be back later to check on you and see if you’re still alive. If you get finished early, just bring me their tails to tally your kills. I’ll pay according to how many you collect.”

He paused and looked at us expectantly. We looked back at him, then we looked at each other, then we shrugged and looked back at him again. Otugh sighed.

“You are new adventurers, so I’ll tell you this once.” He paused again to make sure he had our full attention.

“Always seal the deal,” he intoned seriously. “Always—always—always seal the deal.”

He looked at us like he’d just revealed a heavily-guarded secret.

“Regardless of what you heard, or thought you heard, nothing is locked in for sure unless you seal the deal. Without that, nobody on no quests ain’t required to stick to what they said. Most will, of course, as we’re tied to a business or location and don’t want no troubles. But you should always get in the habit of sealing the deal, and then reviewing the deal before you walk away.

“Ank, here, requested the special rate for you, and I told you I’d honor it. But I’d be perfectly within my rights as a citizen and Questgiver to only give you one pearl per tail once you’d completed your task. I like to keep things simple, so I wouldn’t do that to you. But some characters you meet wouldn’t think twice about tweaking the details to suit themselves. You’ll end up doing more work for less money, unless you seal your deals.

“Got it?”

That was excellent advice and we both nodded seriously.

“I thank you for schooling us like you have,” Annabeth told him. “You don’t have to help us at all, and yet you are. It is much appreciated.”

She bowed, and I bowed with her. Otugh seemed like a good fellow, and he’d probably just saved us a lot of heartache down the road.

Annabeth gave me a questioning look, and I nodded that she should continue to take the lead.

“Ten rat tails complete the quest,” she stated in review. “The bounty is two pearls per tail. Should we clear out all the rats, including the rat king, we get a two hundred pearl bonus. Are these our terms?”

She spat on her hand and held it out.

“I see you’ve already hung around Ank too long,” Otugh laughed. “While that is one way to seal the deal, the best way is to just tap stamps.”

He held out his wrist, and Annabeth quickly wiped her hand on her pants and then tapped stamps.

“The advantage to doing it this way is the Bank is now a witness to the deal. You can review what was agreed upon at any time, and should there be anything that ain’t clear, the Bank can step in and settle the matter.”

That sounded like a much better way of doing things than hand spitting.

“Do I need to tap Stamps as well?” I asked. I didn’t want to find out later that only the rats Annabeth killed got the special rate.

“Nope,” Otugh shook his head. “You don’t need to do no tapping. You’re a team, so every member of the team is also bound by the agreement.”

‘Did you get that?’ I sent a quick thought to my Bank Crystal.

‘The deal has been received,’ the Bank Crystal stated. ‘However, I would like to point out that Otugh threw in an extra clause just to see if you were paying attention.’

‘Oh? What does it say?’ I asked.

‘The rate for the first ten rats is the same as noted.’ The Bank Crystal flashed the agreement up on a scroll in front of me. ‘However, if you ask for it, any rat after that point will pay a bounty of three pearls. To get this special rate, you must repeat the following phrase…’

I mentally chuckled when I read it, then I returned to real life and addressed Otugh.

“Otugh is wise. Otugh is kind. Otugh is also exceptionally good looking and generous beyond his means. We gladly accept the special, special rate.”

Annabeth looked at me in surprise, but Otugh burst out laughing.

“Well, that was certainly quick. I didn’t expect you to notice that until after you were done. Since I am wise, kind, and oh-so-good-looking, I will now give you the special-special rate. A little flattery, no matter how prompted, never hurt nobody.”

He continued to chuckle at his own jest as he put his arm around the boy and started leading him away.

“Ank, you can come with me and help upstairs. Adventuring is dirty business, and it’s not something you should see. You can come back later.”

Ank protested, but Otugh was firm and kept moving him along. Once they left up the stairs, I relaxed a bit. I had no idea what we were really getting into, and if we failed badly, I didn’t want an audience watching us.

Annabeth also looked like she’d relaxed a little as she turned to me.

“Okay, team leader. How do you want to play this?”

“I'm the team leader now?” I asked playfully.

“Of course!” She played right back. “I’m just the muscle in this outfit.”

She flexed like Arnold and then struck a kung-fu pose. That cut the anticipation a bit, and we both laughed.

We quickly settled down, though, and I started thinking it through.

“I have the better shield,” I said, “so I think I should go first. If I get completely overwhelmed, you can always jump down and come to my rescue. If it’s more than I can handle, but I’m still able to run around, throw down the rope and haul me up. I’m sure the rats can’t climb up the walls and across the ceiling, or jump this high. If they could, Otugh would have already boarded up this opening.”

“So I’ll be your knight in shining armor?” Annabeth quipped.

“You know it!” I smiled. “I’m always glad you’re here and have my back.”

Annabeth was keeping it light, which I appreciated. Now that the others were gone and it was actually time to fight, I was starting to feel a bit nervous.

Nervous was good, though. Nervousness was just another form of excitement. I could use that.

I jumped up and down for a moment to get my muscles warmed up, and then did a couple of quick stretches. If I cramped up or pulled a muscle while I was down there, it might get me killed.

“Ready?” Annabeth asked.

“Ready!” I replied and jumped through the hole. I caught myself on the edge with my fingers to slow the fall, and then gracefully dropped the rest of the way.

I hadn’t done anything yet, but my entrance felt good. I felt light, strong, and powerful. Dropping ten feet was nothing.

Annabeth’s anxious face peered into the hole as I looked around. I was on a big, empty floor. There were no rats for me to fight.

I stomped the ground and clapped my hands lightly. Then I waited.

Nothing.

I took a moment to consider my creations, but I wasn’t sure what I was facing yet, and none of them seemed helpful. Belchers made a lot of noise, but I hoped to only fight one rat at a time. If I made a ton of noise, I might get swarmed by all of them.

Bashers were great for locking mages inside their own shield charms, but these rats weren’t going to have shields.

My Surfer Dudes were my protection from distance attacks, but I doubted the rats were going to throw anything at me. They might be useful in other ways, though, so I turned all ten of my Surfers loose in the space and told them to only attack if they saw a way to help.

Still no rats.

“Here, ratty rats,” I called softly. “Come to daddy.”

“Really?” Annabeth laughed above me. “You’re a rat daddy now?”

“I’m used to calling cats,” I retorted, just as a pair of beady red eyes appeared at the farthest hole in the ground. Well, that was better than calling a cat. They usually ignored me.

I settled into my pigeon-stance as we took a moment to stare at each other. Otugh was right. It looked like a demon, as its red eyes literally glowed in the dark. Damn.

Then it walked into the light. Double damn.

It looked fugly—and mean as sin.

It was covered in hair, but not the kind that feels like fur. This seemed more wiry, like a steel brush. It had two large teeth in front that looked tough enough to punch through armor or crack my bones. Its feet were wide, with strong, sharp claws for tunneling through rocks—or shredding my guts.

What made it extra scary was it looked like it weighed as much as I did. It was wide and solid, like a demon rat torpedo.

‘Whatever you do, don’t fall on the ground,’ my Analytical Side said anxiously. ‘If it can get on top of you and use its claws, you’re toast.’

‘Agreed,’ I nodded.

‘And while you’re at it, don’t let it bite you either,’ he continued.

‘That sounds easy,’ I replied sarcastically. ‘Anything else?’

He didn’t get to reply, as the demon rat sniffed the air, then charged. I was shocked at just how fast it was. It didn’t have long legs like a dog, but it could move!

If I hadn’t been used to the arena on the beach, I’d have been doomed. I’d have frozen, the rat would have hit me full on, knocking me to the ground, and that would have been it.

I had trained on the beach, though, and I was used to heavy enemies appearing out of the sand and charging at me. My battle energy was always with me now, so it was easy to project it in full force. My lower half was water, providing my base and flowing away from danger. My upper half was smoke, light and fast. I pigeon-stepped out of the way and summoned the lightning.

Lightning Punch.

Lightning Punch.

I connected, and I was so glad I did. The rat's center of gravity was low and he had four legs, so he wasn’t thrown by my pigeon-step. Instead, he pivoted and came at me like I hadn’t dodged at all. My punches stopped him, though, and I didn’t hesitate to follow up.

I managed to knock him back, but then he rallied and came at me again.

He tried to bite my hands. When that didn’t work, he tried to claw me. After that, he tried to use his mass and lower center of gravity to charge me again and knock me over.

The fight was fast and furious, and if I had slipped up even once, he would’ve had me. I didn’t mess up, though, as I redirected his charges and held off his claws.

If I’d been a regular mage, I’d probably have gotten winded and started to slow down. Tea and his Grove had transformed me, though, and as we fought, I warmed up and got even faster.

I was hoping the demon rat would slow down first, but he didn’t. Instead, he redoubled his fury and came at me even harder.

As the fight dragged on, it seemed like we were evenly matched. My punches stopped him, but weren’t enough to really hurt him. On the other hand, he couldn’t get around my offense to attack me.

I was in greater danger, though. If he figured out a way to bite me or claw me, then I was going to find out real quick just how good Red and the Hex Network were.

‘Increase your punching power,’ my Analytical Side demanded urgently.

‘I’m giving her all she’s got, captain,’ I retorted sarcastically. I wanted to say more, but the fight was taking up all my attention.

‘Your force runes! They aren’t at full power,’ he said, ignoring my sarcasm. ‘Your bones couldn’t handle the vibrations before, so you stopped at thirty percent. Both of your Marks have been working on your skeletal system, so you should be able to handle more now.’

‘You’re right!’ I sent him a quick rush of gratitude.

‘Red, increase my offensive force runes to thirty-five percent,’ I commanded.

I didn’t want to make a huge change in the middle of a fight. My punches were my best defense. I couldn’t afford to have them get out of control.

‘Of course!’ Red replied. ‘It’s cranked up!’

I could feel the difference right away. The flow of the fight didn’t change, but it suddenly became a lot easier to hold the rat back.

I fought for about twenty seconds at the new level, and I felt good. That may not sound like a lot of time, but in the middle of a fight, it's an eternity.

My bones felt solid—they seemed to be handling the new stress just fine. My muscles felt powerful too, and my timing was still on point.

My timing was everything. Tyler had shown me the technique of relax-and-tense-on-contact, and that was what allowed little skinny me to block and hit like the big boys.

Relaxing and moving with pure intention allowed me to move at speeds that seemed impossible. Explosive power applied at the moment of contact allowed me to hit with a force much greater than my frame would suggest. Adding all that to the power of a perfectly-tuned force rune had allowed me to go toe to toe with mages many times my senior and take them down.

However, this damned rat was turning out to be tougher than a centaur llama. One problem was that it had such a hard head. My punches weren’t knocking it out. Another problem was that the rat was too fast and I couldn’t attack it from the side. If I could have hit it in the ribs or pummeled its soft organs, this fight would already be over.

‘Red, bring my attack runes up to forty percent,’ I commanded.

‘You got it, boss!’ he called back. ‘Thump that rat bastard!’

I was now hitting thirty-three percent harder than before, and I still felt good. I was feeling great until I saw a new set of beady eyes peering out of the hole. I couldn’t wait any more. I needed to finish this rat off now before its companion joined in the fight.

‘Red, forty-five percent!’

I didn’t wait for his reply because, for the first time, I took the fight to my opponent. I was hitting fifty percent harder than before, and the rat couldn’t hold out anymore. Its head bounced with my blows, and I finally got a bit of an angle. Its head snapped to the side.

It wasn’t out of the fight, but it was dazed, which allowed me to finally pigeon-step at an angle and attack its vulnerable side. Meanwhile, the beady eyes from the hole resolved into another rat. It sniffed the air.

Damn, I only had a few seconds before I’d be fighting two of them.

Annabeth dropped to the floor, and the second rat charged. This was not how this was supposed to go. I’d hoped to finish off my rat, and then have a nice discussion about tactics before Annabeth went into battle. I could only hope she’d seen enough to hold her own.

The best thing I could do would be to finish off my rat as soon as possible, so I laid into the side of it like I was Rocky in the meat house. My fists danced up and down its ribs, and for the first time, I felt things break.

I thought it might try to run away, but it didn’t. Instead, it twisted to face me, fixed hateful eyes on me, and tried to jump. I think it was just trying to claw me any way it could, but that was a mistake. Once the rat was in the air, it had no mobility. I pigeon-stepped to the other side and knocked it into the wall. Then I pounded the monster into the ground until it stopped moving. The whole time it hissed at me like a snake and tried to claw me until its last breath.

I got up feeling sick. I hated killing anything—even a red-eyed demon rat that wanted to rip out my guts and gnaw on my bones.

In computer games, I pressed a few buttons, the rats went splat, and I gained a bit of experience towards the next level. It was all easy, clean, and imaginary.

This felt real.

This whole world felt real.

For all I knew, it was real.

I tried to shake it off. Annabeth needed me. I was her backup, just like she’d been mine.

I was about to turn around, when the rat gave a pop and vanished—leaving only its tail behind.

I stared in amazement.

The rat was gone. Like really gone.

I breathed a sigh of relief as I felt something inside me relax.

No matter what it felt like, the rat hadn’t been alive.

I hadn’t killed anything.

I’d defeated a monster and gained a quest piece. That was it.

Thank goodness.

Feeling a whole lot better, I turned around to go help Annabeth with her battle.

“I got this,” she yelled when she saw me advancing, so I stepped back and let her do her thing.

In some ways, she was doing better than I had. She’d summoned two weapons, a shillelagh and a dagger, and she was putting both of them to good use. She was using the shillelagh to hold off the rat by jamming it in its mouth. Then, when there was an opening, she stabbed it with her dagger.

The rat weighed more than she did, so it was pushing her around. She countered that by using a “pow” to power her attack through the shillelagh. That snapped the rat's head back, and that’s when she stabbed it with the dagger.

Several times the rat got in some hits, but her shield charm absorbed them, and she used a “zoom” to get out of range and reset before it could reach her again. My battle had pretty much taken place in one small area, but Annabeth used the whole floor to her advantage.

Annabeth’s sonic magic gave her a lot of flexibility, and most people would have thought that was what made her powerful. Watching her fight, though, I was keenly aware of just how well she used that flexibility.

She thought on her feet. She used the space to her advantage. She knew when to attack hard and when to fade away. That’s where her power was.

The demon rat had none of her finesse. It just attacked and attacked and attacked. It didn’t seem to care about any defense. It just wanted to sink its teeth into her in the worst kind of way.

Around and around the floor they danced. Several times it looked like the rat was going to get her, and I was ready to step in. But each time Annabeth escaped, regrouped, and fought some more.

She never did hit anything vital, but all that stabbing caused the rat to lose blood, and eventually, it bled out. It got slower and slower, and finally collapsed on the ground.

“Do you need help?” I asked. I wasn’t sure if she’d feel bad about killing it.

“I got this,” she replied matter of factly and gave it the killing blow.

Damn. Annabeth was tougher than I was.

Her kill looked a lot worse than mine had, as there was blood everywhere. There was blood on the floor, on the walls, on her weapons, and all over her.

She looked a bit like Carrie on prom night, and that was not a good look. My face must have shown just how grossed out I was as Annabeth walked towards me, laughing.

“It’s not real, silly,” she said and flicked a bit of blood my way. I screamed like I was a vampire and she’d just thrown holy water. I didn’t want that shit on me, so I got the hell out of the way.

She got a wicked grin on her face as she licked a bit of the blood on her hands. She smacked her lips dramatically, like she was a chef tasting a new ingredient.

“Tastes like cherries,” she said brightly. I made retching noises and threatened to throw up on her.

“I told you, it’s not real,” she laughed as she danced back out of range. Then her rat went “pop” and vanished, leaving its tail behind.

“See?” she said brightly.

I just shuddered. Annabeth was always so cheerful. Who knew she had a dark side?

I think she would have teased me some more, but as the team leader, I needed to keep us on track.

“Neither one of us had an easy time with our rat,” I said. “Let’s regroup out of danger and see what we can do better.” I pointed to the sixth floor above us.

“That sounds like an excellent idea,” Annabeth agreed.

I looked around for the rope, but I didn’t see anything. Surely, Annabeth had thrown it through the hole before she’d jumped down to help me?

My magic sight told me the answer, but I had to look anyway. No, Annabeth had not lowered the rope. Well damn. I guess we were stuck until my Surfer Dudes could toss the rope down to us.

Annabeth didn’t seem concerned, and instead, walked over to the opening for the lift.

“See you up top,” she said brightly and jumped. My mouth fell open in shock as she sailed through the air and caught the lip of the hole with her fingers. A wiggle and a swing later, and she was sitting on the sixth floor looking at me.

“Are you coming up?” she asked innocently.

Holy cow! She’d made that look easy. These floors were about ten feet tall, not including the thick wooden beams that held everything stable. That was a long way up.

Could I do that?

I wasn’t sure. I’d never tried.

I needed to get moving, though, before I spent too much time thinking how impossible it was. Before I lost my nerve, I crouched slightly and launched myself into the air.

To my utter surprise, I almost made it.

Wow!

I had that kind of power now?

Annabeth’s eyes twinkled as she called out encouragement. I focused a bit more, gave it a little more oomph, and this time I clasped the edge of the floor.

I hung there for a moment, feeling how easy it was. Then I pulled myself up, swung my leg over the side, and rolled onto the sixth floor. Easy peasy.

Soon we were both sitting on the edge, feet dangling into the floor below.


Chapter ten

Spike


“When did you learn to jump like that?” I asked.

“A few weeks ago,” she said. “I was training with Tyler, and he was trying to get me to think outside of my normal patterns of movement. He discovered I was afraid to jump, and I was very careful about lying down on the ground.”

I looked at her in confusion. Why was she afraid of lying on the ground? Annabeth saw my look and laughed.

“Jason, you’re young. I’m sure you can lie on the floor and look for something under the bed without ever having to consider how you’re going to get back on your feet again. When you get older, it’s not so easy. I’m seventy-three years old in human years. You’d better believe I didn’t do any jumping, and I sure as hell wasn’t going to roll around on the floor.”

It always shocked me when she mentioned how old she was. Seventy-three was ancient!

“Of course, I move a lot better now, and Tyler started working on my mindset. He made a platform out of sand that was only four feet high and told me to climb up on it. That would have been impossible for the old me, so I was so surprised when I just jumped, threw my leg over the side, and made it up there. I know logically that doesn’t seem like a big deal, but emotionally, it was huge.”

Her eyes shone with excitement.

“After that, I loved jumping, and Tyler helped me along by raising the platform a few inches every time. Now I can reach almost fourteen feet high if I have a solid wall to kick off of.”

She looked so proud of herself I just wanted to hug her, but she was covered in cherry-flavored blood, so I just gave her a high five instead. Then I discreetly wiped my hand on the floor to get rid of any nasty stuff I’d picked up from her.

“I’ll clean up once this is over,” Annabeth promised. I thought I’d been slick, but she’d seen what I’d done. “It doesn’t seem worth it at the moment. We still have a lot more monsters to vanquish.”

Vanquish. I liked that word. We weren’t killing anything. We were vanquishing them. That felt much better.

“Speaking of that, what did you like about your fight and how do you think you can do better?” I asked.

“The fight itself went well,” Annabeth said thoughtfully. “I thought I’d hit a lot more with the shillelagh than I did. I really just used it to keep the rat at a distance, and it was my knife that did all the damage. Now that I know how to beat them, I’ll be using my knife a lot more.

“My only problem is my knife isn’t as sharp as what I’d like. The rat’s skin was tough, and I had to punch hard to get through it.”

“Do you have a charm you’re using as a template?” I asked. Annabeth nodded, took it off her charm bracelet, and handed it over. The charm was in the shape of a tiny silver dagger, but that was just the protective coating. The real charm was the glass dagger inside it.

Annabeth had clearly formed it herself, as it was saturated with her lovely pink magic. She’d also obviously used a real dagger for a model because the dagger was perfectly proportioned and had lots of detail.

The problem was its tiny scale and that it was formed from blown glass. Glass itself can form a very sharp edge, but only if it’s broken. If it flows into shape, it usually stays more rounded. That wasn’t a problem with normal runes or the shillelagh, but the dagger needed some work.

“Do you mind if I try to sharpen it a bit?” I asked. “I can still use your magic as my own, so I should be able to modify your charm without breaking it.”

It seemed like forever ago, but she’d sworn to give me full access to her magic for the purpose of making a magic matrix for her. We hadn’t known how long it would take, so we’d set a time limit of three months. I could still feel her magic like my own, so we must still be inside that date range, even if only barely.

“I was hoping you’d suggest that,” Annabeth said. “Sharpen away!”

I held the charm in my hand as I zoomed in for a much closer look. At first, I used her magic to make all the changes. The knife was sharp, but nowhere near razor sharp, so I took the rounded edges and gently reformed them into a much thinner line. The glass was already magically saturated and eager to please, but there was delay when working with her power. It sort of felt like when the lip syncing was off in a video. I asked the magic to do something, and a moment later, it happened. But it never seemed to happen exactly the way I wanted, especially at this microscopic level.

I zoomed in again and sharpened the knife even more. It was razor sharp now, but Annabeth was going to use this for a template for a much larger knife. Even razor sharp wasn’t going to cut it.

I had an internal chuckle. Puns are so much fun.

‘You sure are one sharp cookie,’ my Analytical Side joined in.

‘Yep,’ I replied. ‘It’s always fun living on the edge.’

‘The edge of glory!’ he quipped back, and suddenly we were both singing Lady Gaga ‘I’m on the edge, the edge, the edge, the edge, the edge, the edgeeeee—I’m on the edge with you!’

We high fived, bumped hips, and then brought it back. Way back.

Omg—I have too much fun sometimes.

Now, back to business.

I zoomed in again, and at this microscopic level, Annabeths’s magic just couldn’t hang with me. I didn’t want to ruin her charm, so I added just the tiniest infusion of my own power. This time I sharpened it to the finest edge that blown glass could handle. If I wanted it to be sharper, I’d have to transform the edge into a different type of glass.

If this was my own charm, I’d have kept pushing it, but for Annabeth, this was probably more than enough. I wasn’t sure her magic could see this small anyway, so going smaller would probably just be wasted time. I did spend some extra time on the tip. This was a stabbing style of knife, so the tip was the most important.

I zoomed back out again and handed back her charm. She put it back on her bracelet and then summoned her dagger.

“You’re amazing,” she said as she examined her weapon closely. “I don’t know how you do it, but I can hear the changes. It literally sounds sharper. I can’t wait to fight with it again. I think this is going to make a big difference.”

She was going to suck the magic back inside, but I stopped her. I examined her summoned dagger, and it was a lot sharper and it had a nice point, but it had lost its really fine edge because of scale.

“Can I try something?” I asked her.

“Of course!” she replied.

“I think that using a template for your weapon is certainly superior to trying to free form it, but I also think you can go beyond the template and tweak the weapon slightly when you summon it. Just as a test, I’m going to sharpen your summoned blade even more. See if you can feel what I’m doing.”

Annabeth nodded to show she understood, and I went to work. Using her own magic, I tweaked the edges and the point slightly.

Annabeth said she felt the change, but to her, it was really small. She unsummoned her dagger, then summoned it again. Parts of it were better; parts of it were actually worse. We did that three more times, and then I felt my connection to Annabeth’s magic fade away.

“What happened?” she asked, puzzled.

“I think your swear from the park just ended,” I said. “I knew we were coming up to three months. We were sitting on the bench in the early afternoon, so I guess it’s about that time.”

“Do you want me to swear again?” Annabeth asked. “You having access to my magic has been a big help so far. I really think that one of the advantages we have in this tournament is our trust in each other.”

“I think that would be a good idea,” I said. “I want to swear to you too. That way, if either one of us gets injured or needs help, the other person can use their own magic to help them. We’re both healers, after all.”

We talked about it a bit more, as swearing on our magic was a big deal. But the logic was sound, and I trusted Annabeth completely. The potential advantage outweighed the risks. We got our wording set, and Annabeth went first.

“I, Annabeth Matz, swear on my magic to grant full access to Jason Cole for the purpose of healing and magical support. He can see and use my magic like his magic, my body like his body, my aura like his aura. My power and my aura will assist him in every way possible in whatever endeavor we are engaged in. So long as he does no harm to me, he will have this ability for three months, starting now.”

Her body and magic sprang back into focus for me. Last time, I hadn’t sworn to her, so I was excited to find out how she could help me. She had a whole different skill set, after all. Maybe she could sing my magic in a whole new direction from what I was used to? This tournament was pushing our abilities, and I felt excited. Anything was possible.

“I, Jason Cole, swear on my magic to grant full access to Annabeth Matz for the purpose of healing and magical support. She can see and use my magic like her magic, my body like her body, my aura like her aura. My power and my aura will assist her in every way possible in whatever endeavor we are engaged in. So long as she does no harm to me, she will have this ability for three months, starting now.”

“Oh!” Annabeth looked at me with her new access. “Wow! Your magic looks so pretty.”

I laughed, but it made me feel good.

“It really is the color of sapphires and emeralds. And there’s so much of it. And it sparkles!”

“Well, I am gay after all,” I teased her. “We just naturally shimmer in the spotlight.”

Annabeth kept looking at me like I was her first My Little Pony and she couldn’t wait to play with me. I gave her a poke to get her back on track.

“We were working on your dagger, remember?”

“Oh. Right,” she said and summoned her weapon again. I got back to sharpening her blade and helping her feel the difference. I noticed that I could use her magic a lot better than before. Maybe it was because we’d sworn to each other now? Maybe there was some sort of feedback loop happening?

Regardless, we did that at least ten more times before Annabeth was consistently getting it the way we wanted.

“I can’t see things like you do,” Annabeth said, “so for me, it’s more like I have the intention of sharpness. I’m going beyond using my template. I’m adding the intention for the weapon in the first place.”

She looked down into the floor below, and a demon rat was sniffing at the edge of the hole in the wall.

“I know we haven’t talked about your fight yet, but I’m ready to try this out. Wish me luck!”

“You don’t need luck,” I replied. “But I’ll wish it for you anyway.”

Annabeth hopped off the floor and dropped to the ground below. For a moment, she looked like a character out of Final Fantasy as she summoned her weapons and charged the rat.

This time, her fight went much better. She used her “zoom” speed to circle the monster and stab it everywhere she could. Her knife was clearly a lot sharper, as it sunk into the demon like she was stabbing warm butter.

It still took a few minutes, but finally the rat keeled over and Annabeth vanquished it with a flourish. She jumped up through the opening and sat down beside me again as the rat disappeared with a pop.

“Three down, seven more to go,” she said cheerfully. “As long as we can fight the rats one at a time, I don’t think they’re going to be a problem. Now, tell me about your fight.” And that is what I did. When I’d finished, she looked at me thoughtfully.

“It sounds like you’ve already made changes to your abilities. Are you going to stick with that or come up with something else?”

“I’d like to come up with some sort of piercing weapon like you have,” I replied, “but I’m not sure what to do. My creations are limited to about three inches, so making a knife won’t work. I’d have a wonderful handle, but not much else.”

“Why don’t you make claws like the rats have?” Annabeth suggested. I thought about it, then shook my head.

“I’m sure I could make some sharp claws, but I’d have to switch from punching to slashing. I’d lose my stopping power, and right now, that’s what is keeping the rats away from me. Punching is both my best offense and best defense.

“What I need is something like brass knuckles with spikes,” I said thoughtfully. I slipped into problem-solving mode and imagined what I’d need in my head.

Brass knuckles had a gripping part that secured itself against the meaty part of the hand. Then they flowed around the fingers and formed a solid striking surface, except now I needed them to have spikes.

‘That isn’t going to work,’ my Analytical Side spoke up. ‘Brass knuckles get their power from the extra weight in your hand as well as how hard their surface is. You don’t want extra weight, as it’s going to throw off your punching. Plus, it’s going to be really hard to relax and keep your speed up if you're holding something.’

‘True,’ I replied. ‘So let's switch that to something like Wolverine’s claws.’

I imagined hooked, shiny blades coming out between my knuckles. They looked bad-ass, but I already knew they weren’t what I was looking for.

‘Wolverine normally slashes with his claws instead of punches,’ my Analytical Side noted. So I switched them from claws to spikes.

‘I think we’re getting there, but I just thought of something else,’ he said. ‘If your first point of contact is two inches beyond where you normally hit, it’s going to throw your timing off.’

Hmmmm.

Spikes were the right idea, as they added puncture power to my blows. What I really needed was for them to work the same way as my force runes did with Red and the hexagons on my fists. Those didn’t trigger until I did the tense-on-contact part of my punch, and then they ramped up at the same speed as my regular muscles.

What I needed were spikes that started inside my hand. Then, as I started my tense-on-contact part of my punch, they would shoot out of my hand and into whatever I was punching. When I relaxed and withdrew my punch, they’d spring back into my hand again.

I visualized that in slow motion and looked at my Analytical Side for his thoughts.

‘That would work, but they would have to be very quick,’ he noted. ‘You already punch faster than most people can see. For them to extend and retract at the point of contact, they will need to be almost bullet-fast.’

‘I can base them off my Surfer Dudes,’ I replied. ‘They are the fastest as well as the most detailed creation I have.’

‘True,’ my Analytical Side said thoughtfully. ‘But they are made up of tiny cubes, like sugar. They won’t hold together enough to actually punch a hole in anything.’

‘Then I’ll make my cubes interlock like Legos,’ I replied. ‘Additionally, I’ll make it so the cubes are staggered and don’t line up with their neighbors. That way there aren’t any obvious fault lines.’

I punched in the air a few more times, looking for problems.

‘I think that just might work,’ my Analytical Side said hopefully. ‘Put it together and let’s see how it performs in real life.’

The wonderful thing about making imaginary creations was I could make just about anything. And I could make them quickly.

I duplicated my lead Surfer Dude and started making changes. First, he wasn’t a Dude anymore—he was a Spike. My Surfers could transform into just about anything because of their granular makeup, but I wanted to give this guy a different name entirely. Not only would he now have a specific function, I’d also be changing the basic cube itself.

I zoomed in tight and started with just one cube. I gave it two bumps and two dips on each side so it could easily interlock with its neighbors. I engraved the offensive, fast-version of the force rune in the corner. That way every particle of my Spike would be focused on speed and power.

Once I was happy, I commanded all the other cubes to transform to the same shape, and all three hundred eighty-six thousand cubes changed in one shot. I was very happy that worked, as changing that many cubes one at a time would have taken forever.

After that, I just needed to finalize the actual shape of the spike itself. I’d originally thought of something like a traffic cone, where it starts needle sharp at the top and then keeps getting wider and wider as it goes down.

I didn’t like how skinny the top part stayed, though. I’m sure it would have had wonderful piercing power, but it seemed so delicate. This was for battle situations. It needed to feel tough.

Next, I tried something like a nail, where the tip flared out fast and then formed a solid column for the rest of the spike. That wasn’t exactly what I wanted either. That seemed more like it was bashing into the enemy. I had the terrific detail to make a sharp point. I needed to use it.

Finally, I settled on something in the middle. I made the first inch taper out from a sharp point. Then the next inch was about as big around as my pinkie and provided solid support for the piercing part. The final inch flared out even more and formed a solid base inside my hand. I also marked it like it was a coiled spring to give it explosive power.

I went back to the tip, and although it was narrowed down to just one grain, I still modified it so it came to a point. This spike should have a piercing power that was insane!

I had Penny save the template, then duplicated it seven more times. One for each knuckle. Finally, I filled them up with magic and set them in position.

‘Welcome to the team!’ I said to my new Spikes. ‘You are going to add a whole new level of offense. Up till now I could bludgeon the enemy and break them down. That doesn’t work for everyone, though, and today you are adding the pierce to my punch!’

They vibrated with excitement, so I kept going.

‘We will need to work on timing, of course, but once it’s set up, you are literally going to get your point across. You’re going to jab ’em and stab ’em. You’re going to prick ’em and stick ’em. You’re going to thrust ’em and bust ’em. You’re newbies, but your enemies will be Swiss cheese.’

I was running out of words that rhymed, so I figured I’d better wrap this up.

‘In short, we are going to do great things together. Now, let's vanquish some rats!’

My Spikes were so excited I thought they’d start whizzing through my body at full speed. They were wound up and ready to go.

I focused back on the real world and gave Annabeth a big smile.

“Did you make some brass knuckles?” she asked.

“Even better!” I replied and told her all about it.

“That sounds amazing, Jason!” she said and went to hug me. Then she remembered she was still covered in rat juice, so she turned it into a shoulder bump instead.

“Are you ready to face another monster?”

“I’m going to do a couple test punches,” I replied. “But then, yes, I’m ready to get my Spikes on. Wish me luck!”

I slipped off the edge and dropped down to the floor below.

“You don’t need luck,” she called down to me. “But I’ll send it anyway.”

I gave her a cheerful wave and then took a quick look around to make sure no rats were lurking to ambush me. I’d already had a look from up top, but it was better to be safe than sorry.

The coast was clear, so I looked for a good patch of dirt to use for testing. I could have hit the rocks in the walls, but that seemed awfully hard to test on. I was going to be hitting monsters, and hopefully, they wouldn’t be as hard as stone.

I had faith in my soul creations, but I didn’t expect them to be able to punch through rock. I just needed them to get through tough skin, muscles, and things like that.

I lined up my patch of dirt, leaned over, and gave it a test punch.

Wow.

It was certainly different. Not bad-different. Just different.

The best news was there were four beautiful holes in the ground. They went about two inches into the ground and looked like someone had made them with a fat pencil.

The not so great news was that this certainly put a lot more stress on my hand and arm. I thought about dialing back the force runes a bit, maybe back to forty percent, but then decided not to. Both of my Marks were still working on me, so I should only get stronger and more resilient as time passed. If I could handle it now, then I needed to keep going.

I punched the dirt some more and realized my timing needed further calibration. That was easy to fix, and soon the Spikes were feeling natural.

I could have played in the dirt for another hour, but we had monsters that needed killing. I’d have thought all my pounding would have drawn their attention, but nobody was sniffing at the holes.

I called and waited, but still, no rats.

“I need a volunteer,” Annabeth said in a singsong voice, and just like that, a demon rat showed up.

“You’re a rat whisperer,” I called up to Annabeth as I started sprinting towards it. It stepped out of its hole and sniffed the air, but I was on it before it could charge.

Lightning Punch!

Lightning Punch!

The rat hissed like a snake and staggered a few steps. Blood was going everywhere, but I didn’t let up and hit it even harder. Its leg collapsed, and that’s when I realized just how powerful my Spikes were. They were going right through the bone.

A few seconds later and it was over. Annabeth dropped down to the floor and came over as the rat disappeared with a pop.

“I’ll take that hug now,” I said cheerfully and held out my messy, red-stained arms.

“Um, no. Hard pass.” Annabeth wrinkled her nose at me. I guess it was different when it was someone else’s monster blood.

“How do you feel?” she asked. “Are you ready to knock out this quest?”

“I feel great!” I replied. “Let’s do it!”

And with that, we got to work.

The rats ignored me, but they came when Annabeth called. She was careful and only pulled one or two at a time. With our new abilities, we quickly put the demons down.

It was messy work, though, and at one point I got a splash of rat blood in my mouth. Annabeth was right. It tasted a bit like cherries.

My new Spikes were incredible, and I felt like they were even more effective than Annabeth’s knife. I didn’t have any long-range attacks, but my fists were turning into powerful weapons.

It wasn’t long before we had our ten tails, but we decided to keep going. We’d put in a decent amount of time powering up at the beginning of the quest and we were already here. So we might as well take advantage of our preparation.

Who knows—maybe we’d clear them all out and get the bonus.

We were working on our second set of ten when we heard the sound of feet on the stairs. Was Otugh coming back to check up on us already?

We finished dispatching the rat we were working on and went to the center of the room to look up through the opening. It wasn’t long before we saw Otugh step into view, followed by another team of adventurers.

He was attempting to give them the history of the warehouse and the reason he’d started the seventh floor, but they wanted none of it.

“Whatever, old man,” the leader said dismissively. “We get it. Kill some rats. Complete a quest. Get a reward.”

“This is so lame,” one of the other adventurers whined. “Couldn’t they have come up with something better to do?”

“There is already another team working the floor,” Otugh said loudly. “You are welcome to stay right here until they are finished.”

He was practically yelling, and Annabeth looked at me in surprise.

“I think he’s trying to warn us,” I whispered, and she nodded in agreement.

“We don’t wait for anyone,” the team leader snarled. “Now go away, and we’ll handle this. Just make sure you have our pearls ready. I don’t want to spend any more time in this hellhole than I have to.”

“Most certainly, good gentleman,” Otugh continued to yell. “I’ve provided a lamp if you need light to see by, and here is the rope for you to get to the floor. The other team must not have dropped it for some reason.”

I heard the sound of little feet, and Ank’s anxious face appeared over the edge of the opening.

“Are you okay?” he asked worriedly. We both gave him a smile and thumbs up.

“There’s more adventurers here, and they seem to be in a big hurry. Maybe you should come up with us and let them have a turn.” He was speaking as fast as possible, and I got the sense that he was trying to come up with a good excuse for us to get out of there.

“I’ll get the rope,” he said, just as a hand reached down and grabbed him by the hair.

“Don’t hurt the boy,” Otugh yelled as the hand lifted the boy into the air.

I heard the sounds of Otugh getting punched as Ank shrieked and clung to the hand holding him up.

“Trying to warn them, huh?” the man who could only be the leader of the team sneered. Then he threw Ank back towards the stairs, and I heard the sounds of a body hitting the wall.

A look of pure rage came over Annabeth’s normally happy features. I felt its own echo in my soul.

Those bastards were going to pay.

“For the last time, get out of here,” the leader commanded, and I heard the sound of retreating footsteps. Hopefully, Otugh and Ank were okay.

The other team came over to the edge and looked down at us. There were five of them, all guys, and all wearing matching outfits. They had their team name on the front—Fists of the Desert. I glanced at the info over their heads and saw they followed the Path of the Withered Cactus, whatever that was.

“You two look rough,” one of the Fists chuckled maliciously. “And you’re already down to two members. That’s pathetic. Just pathetic.”

“I would have expected better, even from a rat team,” The lead Fist seemed relaxed and enjoying himself. “After all, rats should know how to fight other rats. Right?”

He laughed, and his team laughed with him.

“At least you’ve done some of the work for us,” He looked around at all the rat tails on the floor. “Now, why don’t you put your pearls, charms, and whatever else you have on the floor in front of you. If you make it easy on us, we might just let you stay in this game a while longer.”

“Or we might not,” one of the other adventurers quipped.

“Be quiet,” the leader snapped. “They might be stupid enough to do it.”

“Nah, they don’t have anything to give us,” the first guy said. “Look at them. They’re the House team.”

The whole team seemed to pause and really look at us. Then the leader swore.

“That’s just our damn luck to run across a shitty team like this. You’re right. They won’t have anything, and these rat tails are cheap. Well, we're here now. Let’s get our points and move on.”

The team murmured in agreement, and one of them threw down the rope. The Lead Fist looked at us.

“Don’t touch the rope,” he commanded. “If you try to climb up and escape, we’ll hold you down and hurt you before we kill you. We’ll have to be quick about it, of course, but you can still scream a lot in a short amount of time. On the other hand, if you don’t cause any problems, I’ll just snap your necks and make it quick.”

Annabeth still looked like she wanted to rip off his head and spit down his throat, but I put my hands up placatingly and stepped back with a humble bow.

“Follow my lead,” I whispered to Annabeth.

I got the Look of Death mixed with a side of Hairy Eyeball, but she raised her hands and stepped back with me.

“You’d better have a plan,” she snapped as the first of the Fists of the Desert started shimmying down the rope.

“Oh, I do!” I said and whispered what I had in mind.

“I love it!” she said with a look of glee. “But, if any of them are still standing at the end, I get first crack at them.”

“Of course!” I replied. “You know I live to make you happy.”

She snorted, but at least I wasn’t getting the Hairy Eyeball anymore.

I sent two of my Surfer Dudes over to the light switch button on the wall of the sixth floor and two more up to the fifth. They arrived in plenty of time, as the team seemed to take forever to get down the rope.

With their matching outfits and logo’d name, I’d figured they were a mid-level team. They didn’t move like one, though. I’d have thought they’d have just jumped into the opening like we had.

Regardless, I sent another two Dudes over to the end of the rope—both to keep it steady for them as well as to be ready for the plan.

Once all five members were on the seventh floor, the leader turned to us with a gleam in his eyes. He looked satisfied, like we were trapped and everything was going according to his plan.

Then he looked a bit confused at how satisfied we looked. Everything was going according to our plan.

“Now!” I commanded, and we both jumped for the opening above us. I waited until I was sure Annabeth had a good grip on the lip and was swinging up onto the sixth floor before I turned out the lights.

My Surfers turned out the lights on the sixth and fifth floors and raced back to me. Most importantly, though, I turned off my Flashers. With my magic sight, I thoroughly enjoyed the shocked look on their faces as we launched into the air and the floor plunged into darkness.

One of the team members had enough sense to reach for the rope, but my Surfers had already hauled it up and away. They were now trapped on the floor in the dark, and it was only about to get worse.

“Pleasure and action make the hours seem short,” Annabeth called to the floor below us. “Come, my little demons. The hour is short, and the feast is prepared.”

I think she was quoting Shakespeare? Regardless, red eyes started appearing in the darkness. Lots of red eyes.

“Or, as I used to say,” Annabeth continued, “supper’s ready! Come and get it while it’s hot!”

I chuckled at her humor as we both crouched on the edge of the opening, ready to enjoy the show.

The Fists of the Desert might not have been able to handle a rope well, but they looked pretty in sync as they sprang into action.

“Circle up!” the leader commanded, and they quickly formed a four-person circle with the leader in the middle.

“Scorpion’s glow!” he called next, and they all started emitting an electric blue light. It helped that they could now see their opponents, but the eerie source of light made the rats look even more monstrous. I was very glad we hadn’t had to fight under those conditions.

The first rats out of the hole sniffed and charged. That’s when I saw the blue light was for more than just illumination—it was some sort of shield too.

As the rats got close, it seemed to slow them and drain them somehow. The rats started panting, and most of them fell to the ground twitching.

Not all of them, though. Some of them kept their feet and continued to charge. That's when the leader in the middle went to work. He held up his hands, palms out, and what appeared to be a stream of sharp needles flew out.

The rats didn’t like it, but the needles didn’t seem to hurt them at all. The leader growled and tried again. This time the needles seemed much faster, and they started punching into the rats.

That wasn’t going to be good enough either as more rats poured out of the holes and joined the fight. The Fists were stopping the rats with their blue glow, but from what I could see, they weren’t actually killing them. Their leader must have thought the same thing, as he gave new orders.

“To the wall! Double the glow!”

The glow grew even brighter as the team started shuffling towards the wall. The extra glow seemed to do the trick, as some of the rats fell over and popped out a few moments later. The leader also changed his needles again. Instead of a stream of needles, he started shooting one larger needle at a time.

These new needles must have really been moving, as they sounded like someone was firing off bullets. I figured they were costing a lot of magic, as the leader was only shooting the most persistent rats and only until they fell to the ground. After that, he left them alone and didn’t go in for the kill.

“I think I’ve figured out their path,” Annabeth said as their team finally reached the wall. “The Path of the Withering Cactus is about what they do to their opponents.”

“How do you figure?” I asked.

“They use their blue glow to wither their opponents,” Annabeth explained. “Then they shoot them full of needles. So, at the end of the fight, their opponents look like dried up cactuses. Hence––the Path of the Withering Cactus.”

“You’re so smart,” I told her. Then we watched the fight continue. I was afraid we’d have to summon more rats or jump down and take care of them ourselves, when the first member of their team fell.

One rat ran along the side of the wall, resisted the blue glow, and made it within striking distance before the leader could needle him. He bit a mage’s leg, and then started pulling backwards as fast as possible, dragging the mage away from the others. The mage screamed bloody murder, but the leader couldn’t get in a good shot to stop the rat. The injured mage switched from blue glow to needles and tore the rat up. But before he could hobble back to his team, another rat bit him, and then another. It only took a few seconds, but the rats pulled him back into their pack, and then tore him apart.

Or, at least, they tried to. The mage popped and disappeared, just like the rats we’d vanquished. That made me feel a lot better. Nobody was dying here today. The Fists of the Desert were assholes, but they didn’t deserve to get ripped apart by demon rats.

I was sure the injuries were real, though. It looked like his leg was broken, and I knew I’d seen real blood. Even so, he would recover. I was sure the tournament had healers standing by.

The leader changed tactics and started focusing on heavy-injury shots. I think the blue glow was supposed to wear the rats down and kill them on its own, but it wasn’t working fast enough. Now the leader was attempting to pile up the bodies on one side of them to form a wall. I thought that was crazy. These rats tunneled through rock. A few rat bodies weren’t going to stop them.

To my complete surprise, it worked. If the rats couldn’t see the enemy, they just kept circling around until they could. A smarter enemy would have quickly taken the wall down. But the rats weren’t smart. They were sight attackers only.

Once one side was built up, the leader started on the other. The guy was a complete jerk, but he wasn’t a bad leader. He was keeping most of his team alive and coming up with a winning strategy on the fly.

After seeing them go down the rope, I’d wondered how they could be a mid-tier team. But seeing them fight, it now made sense.

I was also seeing a Path in action, and I had to admit, I was impressed. Their glow and their needles were unique and seemed to go well together. If they would have stuck with traditional weapons, they never would have come up with this. Well, the needles weren’t all that original, but the blue withering glow was.

Now that the rats were only coming in from the front, I expected the team to hold their ground and gradually wear the rats down. Somehow, it seemed like they were doing worse. Annabeth felt the same way, and then it hit me.

“They don’t know how to focus their glow,” I told her. “They are radiating their magic all around them, but since the rats are only coming in from one direction, the glow is a lot less effective.”

“Then they’d be better to all switch to needles,” Annabeth noted. It was almost like they’d heard her, because that is what they did.

One guy stayed glowing to provide light and some protection while the other three mages switched to heavy needles. They weren’t as good as the leader, though. Their needles seemed to have less penetrating power.

All that fighting finally closed off the only avenue of attack, and the Fists of the Desert took a breather. They pulled out some canteens and quickly drank their fill of water. They also seemed to be taking pills of some sort.

Wait, those weren’t pills. They were pearls. These guys were eating their own profits. I guess they were low on magic and needed to get it back somehow.

I told Annabeth what I was seeing, and she looked puzzled.

“Don’t they have to go through some sort of process to pull the pearl’s magic back into themselves again? I thought you told me that.”

“I thought that too,” I replied. “Although, now that I think about it, I got that impression from Bitty when he was talking about the history of the Bank. I don’t think he said that for sure. I do know that if those pearls weren’t their exact color, they just swallowed some contamination, and a battle is no time to deal with that.”

The Fists looked exhausted, and two of them sat on the floor and took it easy. That proved to be a mistake, as they had forgotten one very important thing. Once the rats died, they disappeared.

One mage still had his glow going, and I guess it was enough to finally tip the heavily injured rats over the edge. There was a series of pops, and the first wall they’d made just vanished.

The team recovered quickly and resumed fighting, but it occurred to me that their needles had the same problem as shooting arrows. Once the needles left their hands, that was magic they weren’t getting back. I could only assume the same thing with the blue glow. It was affecting the area around them, and that had to be a constant drain on their power.

I told Annabeth my thoughts, and she agreed. At some point, they were going to run out.

It happened sooner than I expected. The mage doing the glow fell to his knees and passed out.

I was shocked to see the leader summon a knife and stab his own fallen teammate. The guy disappeared with a pop, so I guess it was a merciful way to exit the game. Overall, though, that still seemed pretty ruthless to me.

Three mages were left, and one of them switched over to Scorpion’s glow. That left two shooters, and they would surely have fallen quickly, except the number of rats had fallen also. The guy with the glow didn’t last long, and he passed out too. The last supporting member of their team switched over to glow as the last few rats got to the fallen member and mauled him out of the tournament.

The leader sacrificed his fallen comrade so he could get in his final shots, and the last of the rats fell. For a moment, all was quiet, except for the harsh panting of the final two team members.

“Bring up the house lights, Jason,” Annabeth said. “It’s time I taught this team a lesson.”

“Before I do, you need to make sure your shield charm is up to full strength,” I said.

“Oh, right,” she said and started charging it.

“Also, you said you wanted the first crack at them,” I said. “Which one do you want? I’m assuming the leader?”

“I want both of them.” She looked fierce. Clearly, she had not forgotten what they had done to Ank and Otugh.

“I appreciate your sentiment, but let's not lose sight of why we are here,” I said. “I know you’ll feel wonderful taking both of them out, and I have complete faith you can do it, but the risk of injury is a lot higher.”

I let that sink in a moment as I reached out to my Flashers and brought back the lights. The floor was a scene of carnage until the rats started popping out. Soon there were just a lot of tails lying around in pools of demon-rat blood.

“You’re right,” Annabeth sighed. “This team doesn’t really matter in the larger scope of things. Let’s just pop them, and then pop any rats that are left. I still want to clear this floor.”

“Okay then. As team leader, I’m taking out their team leader,” I said firmly. “I have the better shield, and he has the best long-range weapon. You shank his backup, and then come help me. Our only goal should be to finish them off as quickly as possible.”

I looked at her shield charm.

“All charged up and ready to go?” She nodded.

I looked at the other team. They were still by the wall, recovering. But they were keeping an eye on us.

“Let’s go,” I said and easily dropped to the floor below.

I thought the Fist Leader might do some more taunting or smack talking, but instead, he shot a heavy needle at me right away. Maybe he had more respect for our abilities now he’d fought the rats too.

His needles had seemed so fast when we were up top, but now that one was actually flying at me, it seemed kind of slow. It wasn’t any faster than I’d faced in the sand arena back at the House.

My Surfer Dudes were already in position, and they easily pushed it out of the way. I didn’t even bother to dodge. Instead, I raced toward him as he shot at me again and again.

Annabeth “zoomed” by me as she targeted the backup mage, who was just starting to get his glow on. She didn’t even summon her knife. Instead, she did a couple “pow” punches and bounced him off the wall. Then she “boom” punched him and knocked him out of the tournament.

I think she’d been hoping to help me with Fist Leader, but I already had him well in hand. His needles never landed, but when I reached him, my punches certainly did.

I’d forgotten I still had my Spikes going, so I not only broke things, I poked holes in him too. Have fun recovering from that, asshole.

Fist Leader popped out of the tournament, and as he did, I noticed something fall to the ground. I picked it up and showed it to Annabeth. It was a little pouch. Almost like an old-fashioned change purse. I popped the snap to open it, and inside were a bunch of pearls.

“Looks like they completed some quests before they came here,” Annabeth said excitedly. “And now, in a way, we did too.”

“In a way,” I agreed and handed her the pouch.

“You’re the team leader,” she said and tried to hand it back.

“I always seem to get into trouble,” I said, refusing the pouch. “My clothes get trashed, and all sorts of nasty stuff seems to happen. Of the two of us, you are much more likely to get our pearls back to the Palace safe and sound.”

“That is true.” Annabeth nodded thoughtfully and put the pouch in her pocket.

We looked around, but it was just the two of us. No rats and no teams. Although there were an awful lot of tails on the floor.

“At least the Fists of the Desert were useful for something,” Annabeth noted. “We could have taken these rats out ourselves, but it was a lot more fun watching them do it.”

“For sure,” I agreed. “Although, after watching them fight the rats, I’m a bit surprised at how easily we took them down.”

“Don’t get cocky,” Annabeth said seriously. “They'd just done a lot of fighting, and they were down to only two people. If we’d fought them when they were still fresh with all five members, it would have probably been a lot harder.”

“Oh, believe me, I’m not getting cocky at all,” I replied quickly. “I was just thinking how their powers were better suited to battling lots of lower level monsters—rather than fighting a few high level targets like us. I don’t know how they would have fared against the rat king, but I’m thinking they wouldn’t have done very well.

“I’m just thinking about us and what we can do. I don’t want to make the same mistakes they did and take on more than we can handle.”

“Well keep figuring it out, puzzle boy.” Annabeth gave me a gory half hug. I was pretty gross myself, so I half-hugged her back. “Now, are you ready to take on the rat king?”

“Sure!” I replied in my best team-leader, enthusiastic voice. “Let’s do it!”

I almost broke out into a cheer. Something along the lines of:

“Rats! Rats!

Going down

We gonna beat’cha

Into the ground.”

That sounded a little too bloodthirsty, though, and I couldn’t come up with anything else fast enough. Plus, I was afraid a full cheer was just a little too gay. After all, if you’re gonna do the chant, then you’ve gotta jump in the air and wave imaginary pom poms at the end.

Annabeth looked at me questioningly, like she expected something more.

“The moment has passed,” I sighed and waved it away. “Call the rats and let's get to poppin’. We have tails that need collecting.”

Annabeth put on her game face, started calling, and five regular rats showed up to play. I thought that might be a lot to handle at once, but both of us had plenty of energy to burn and we tore through them almost as fast as they appeared.

Then the rat king showed up.

Otugh was right—he was a lot more powerful than the other rats we’d faced. He was at least double their size, and it wasn’t just his eyes that glowed red—his teeth did as well. It certainly upped the demon factor a lot. It also made me think that a bite from him would do more than physical damage—it would also curse me in some way.

Rat king sniffed the air, and then decided Annabeth was the tastier choice, so he went after her. She “zoomed” away, and the chase was on. The king had to have weighed at least three hundred pounds, but despite its mass, it could still stop and turn on a dime. Its low center of gravity and powerful legs made it a formidable foe.

Annabeth led it on a merry chase around the floor, making sure to pass by me more than once. I punched the crap out of it as it ran by—drilling holes down the length of its body. After I did that a few times, it decided that I was a much better target and came after me.

It ran at me, hissing, with its mouth open—ready to take a big chunk out of my cute self. I liked my body just the way it was, so I targeted its two massive, glowing incisors and punched the crap out of them.

I really thought that teeth would be just too hard for Spike and his crew to handle. But they punched right through. It didn’t take many holes before the teeth shattered.

The rat king hissed like a tea kettle and backed up, right into Annabeth’s blade. She started stabbing away, like she was trying out for the lead in a Scream movie, while I went all Bruce Lee Fist of Fury on its front half.

Between us, we knocked it down to size. The rat king tried to get its momentum back, but we weren’t about to let that happen. We were fast and deadly, and before long, the rat king fell over and the glow faded from its eyes.

“Are you okay?” I asked as we both stepped back. She was covered in so much blood, it was hard to tell if any of it was hers.

“Not a scratch,” she replied. “You?”

“I’m good too,” I assured her. Then I heard the sounds of voices and the clomping of feet on the stairs. We were about to have more visitors.


Chapter eleven

Seek and Find


Once again, Otugh was talking loudly to make sure we knew they were coming. This new team didn’t seem to care about his story any more than the last one had. He told them about the rope and the lantern, as well as the fact that there were already two teams on the job.

“That’s not a problem,” a familiar sounding voice said. “We’ll clean them up too. Stick around. We’ll be done in a moment.”

Annabeth and I exchanged looks.

“I know that voice,” she said.

“Me too,” I agreed. “But from where?”

She just shrugged. We'd find out soon enough.

Otugh peered down through the opening first.

“Ahhh! I see you are still doing well,” he said with a relieved smile. I felt touched, as he seemed genuinely happy to see us.

A face popped up beside him, a very familiar face surrounded by frizzy hair.

“Well, look who it is!” he exclaimed. “It's the House team! I was hoping we'd run into you.”

“Frizzy!” I exclaimed back, like we were old friends. “The last time I saw you, you were getting some sense slapped into you. Did it stick? Or do you need another round of therapy?”

I tried to sound all concerned and hopeful in a sarcastic kind of way.

“You little House shit,” he growled. “I'm gonna stick my sword up your ass and break it off.”

“Sounds like he needs a lot more therapy,” I said to Annabeth in mock sympathy. I started rubbing my hands together, vigorously. “Whenever you're ready, just come on down and we can get your session started,” I said to him. “I’m going to need you to bend over, though. Slapping your face obviously didn’t work, so I’m gonna try a more intelligent part of your anatomy.”

That set Frizzy off, and he started cussing up a blue streak. Otugh was still there, and he looked very concerned as the new team threw the rope through the hole and started climbing down.

“There aren’t any more rats, so you know we’re going to have to fight them this time,” Annabeth said quietly.

I nodded. “Wait until they all get down, and then hit them hard and fast,” I directed.

I had a few seconds, so I checked out their team name—Bear Hunters—and their path—Path of the Giant Shredding Claw.

“What do you think their Path actually does?” Annabeth asked.

“It sounds like they just made it up,” I replied softly. “Giant Shredding Claw? Surely that isn’t real. After all, anybody can make up a Path name. These guys were in the back of the line with us. I don’t see how they can have any real power.”

“I think it sounds made up too,” Annabeth replied. “But don’t get cocky. Let’s get through this without any injuries.”

“Agreed,” I said, and that’s all the time we had to strategize, as the whole team had made it down the rope.

Frizzy was still cussing, but he did the smart thing and didn’t charge us on his own. Instead, he’d started summoning a magic sword. Actually, the other three people on his team were summoning swords too. They should have called their team four of clubs, though, as none of their swords looked that great. These guys didn’t have anything that I could see related to their Path. Nothing looked like a Giant Shredding Claw, or even bearlike. I felt more certain than ever that they’d made up their Path and they were in over their heads.

Frizzy had a big mouth, and he was certainly the most passionate of the bunch, but he wasn’t the best fighter. The other three were battle ready, while he was still trying to get his weapon together.

‘Basher, you're up,’ I told him. ‘Find out if these guys have shields.’

My Basher flew over and easily passed over all their heads.

“They don’t have shields,” I whispered to Annabeth as Frizzy finally got his sword together.

I was really tempted to take these guys out like we were in the sand arena on our beach. That would have been downright fun, but there was always a chance they could surprise us. So I did the responsible thing and went for the easy kill.

“Lights,” I said and threw my arms over my face. Annabeth was a split second behind me. Then I turned my four Flashers loose, and they lit the place up like it was the surface of the sun.

They just did a pulse—no sense in wasting magic—but it was bright enough I could see the bones in my arms. I’d seen this before, but it was so cool and never got old.

Team Bear Hunters had no idea this was coming, so when I lowered my arms and opened my eyes, they were effectively blind. The team was stunned as tears streamed down their faces. Their retinas were probably burnt out, and it was going to take them a long while to recover from that. The realization that this was not going to go well for them hit home, and they tried to stumble away.

The only thing left to do was punch their ticket home, and that’s just what we did. Annabeth didn’t even bother summoning a weapon. She didn’t need to, as her punches were just as strong as mine.

I stuck to body blows, as I didn’t want to accidentally kill them for real. Even Frizzy didn’t deserve that. Still, I have to say it felt wonderful to punch the crap out of Frizzy.

Bones crunched. Mages popped, and a minute later, we were once again the only team on the floor.

I must admit that did a lot for my confidence. It felt good to knock a fresh team out of the tournament, even if they were low on the power rating, like us.

I looked around to see if they had dropped any pearls, but it didn’t look like it. I guess this was their first quest? If so, they had been very unlucky.

I didn’t feel too bad for them, though. They’d been willing to kick us out of the tournament and take our rat tails, after all. The other members of the Bear Hunters hadn’t been as mouthy as Frizzy, but they’d gone along with what he wanted.

“Otugh!” I called. “Are you up there?”

I heard the cautious shuffle of feet, and finally, Otugh peered through the opening.

“I’m here,” he called down. “Are you both okay? What was that?”

“It was just a bit of light,” I said soothingly. “It’s nothing to worry about.”

It suddenly occurred to me that some of what he was storing was light sensitive. Hopefully, I hadn’t ruined anything. I needed to keep this conversation going about other things before he thought too long about that.

“Just so you know, we’ve finished your quest. And we also cleared out all the rats. Even the rat king.” I gestured at the tail on the ground that was much bigger than all the others.

“You did?” Otugh looked around like he couldn’t believe his eyes. “You killed all of them? Just you two?”

“It wasn’t just us,” Annabeth chimed in. “We had some help from the Fists of the Desert. That’s the first team you brought down after us. We gave them some motivation, and they really came through for us.”

Otugh stared at Annabeth, like he was seeing my sweet, tiny partner in a whole new light.

“So what do we do with all these rat tails?” I asked. “Do we throw them up there to you? Or are you coming down here to count them?”

“Oh, nothing like that,” Otugh replied. “You just need to tap them with your Stamp. The Bank will keep a running tally and inform both of us how much you’ve earned.”

“That sounds easy enough,” I said and leaned down to tap a nearby tail. As soon as I did, it disappeared with a pop. That was actually pretty fun, so I popped another one. Annabeth got into it too, and soon we were both going around the floor popping tails. It sort of felt like I was popping bubble wrap, as it was mindless, fun, and not dangerous at all. I was actually a bit disappointed when all the tails had been accounted for.

While we were moving around, I noticed something I’d missed before. There was a small gray ball of magic, about the size of a marble, that was near the spot where the rat king had fallen. At first, I thought it was a really big pearl, but then my Mark of the Deep Earth perked up, and I realized there was a small stone in the middle.

Real pearls are formed when a piece of sand gets into an oyster. Somehow it coats the grain in layer after layer of stuff until a pearl is formed. Maybe this was something like that? Or maybe this was the rat king’s core?

I showed it to Annabeth, and she thought it was interesting. But she didn’t know what it was either. We needed to get going, though, so I asked her to put it in the pouch of pearls for later review.

Since our work here was done, we both jumped up to the sixth floor for the last time. Otugh looked shocked to see us leap like that, but he just pulled up the rope and picked up the lantern.

“Follow me upstairs, and I’ll give you your reward,” he instructed. “You have both done a wonderful job, and I’m thrilled at what you’ve been able to accomplish. Now, since we have some stairs to climb, you can tell me all about it.”

Annabeth gave him an abbreviated, light-hearted version of what had happened, and I chimed in with a few extra details. Otugh seemed to enjoy the story, although he was walking up the stairs slower than I expected. A few times he winced and held his side, but when Annabeth inquired if he was okay, he just brushed it off as no big deal. She shot me a look behind his back like “we are going to fix this,” and I nodded in agreement.

Once we got back to the main floor, we went into his office. When Annabeth saw little Ank, I thought she was going to summon the Fists of the Desert right there and kill them for real this time. She was furious. For that matter, I was too.

Ank’s face was bloody, his nose was bent at a strange angle, and he’d obviously been crying. I’d heard him hit the wall downstairs, but it looked like someone had punched him a few times too. They’d punched him hard.

“I’m telling you right now, Jason,” Annabeth said with pure rage in her voice, “if I see any of the Fists at the Palace, I’m going to challenge them to a duel. And then I’m going to hurt them. I’m going to hurt them badly.”

I nodded in agreement and let her have her rage. I made a silent vow to myself, though. If I saw them first, then I was getting in the first duel.

Ank seemed so happy to see us, and he ran to Annabeth and hugged her tight. She wrapped her arms around him and grandma hugged him right back. It was a Hallmark moment, except for the fact that we were still covered in blood and rat bits, and looked like monsters ourselves.

We were done with the vanquishing portion of the quest, so I needed to get cleaned up. I was sure Otugh would appreciate me not messing up his office, and we needed to look a lot better than this before we went back out on the streets again. I was putting out a serial killer vibe at the moment, and nobody wants to be around that.

I got in touch with my Freshness Fountain and looked through the options. There was a quick refresh that not only took care of me; it also took care of my clothes. I spent a bit of magic and let it do its thing. When it was done, I felt a lot better, and I wasn’t covered in blood anymore—but my clothes still looked rough. It looked like I’d just come from a Jeffrey Dahmer tie-dye convention.

At least I didn’t smell, and my clothes were dry.

“Annabeth, you’re getting the boy all dirty,” I said gently.

“Oh my goodness, you’re right!” she exclaimed and tried to brush him off, which just smeared the blood and made it worse.

“I used my Freshness Fountain to get clean,” I told her. “Well, cleaner, at least. Do you have an option that will work for your clothes with your freshness charm?”

She shook her head. “I just have the most basic charm. It only takes care of toiletries, and it won’t do anything with what I’m wearing.”

I went back to my fancy Freshness Fountain, and sure enough, it had a quick refresh option that I could use for someone else. I sent my Bank Crystal a quick thought of gratitude. It had hooked me up!

‘Before you leave here, I need to speak with you,’ my Bank Crystal told me. ‘It’s not urgent, so finish conducting your business for this quest. I think you will find it helpful, though.’

‘Of course,’ I replied. ‘I’ll check back in a few minutes.’

I gave Annabeth the cleanup special, and soon she was wearing Jeffrey Dahmer tie-dye clothes too. I joked that we’d worn matching outfits and everyone laughed.

Otugh looked like he was going to get down to business, but Annabeth beat him to it.

“Before we get into collecting our rewards and paying our debts, we first need to take care of the healing,” she announced.

“Jason, if you would, please.” She gestured to Ank.

He looked up at me hopefully as I took his small hands in mine.

“Ank, do you swear to open yourself to being healed? Will you allow me to see, touch, and modify your body to make it whole again? Do you fully accept my gifts and my magic, so long as they do you no harm?”

“Sure,” he said instantly. Then he paused. “Will I shake like Papa did?”

“Maybe,” I replied, truthfully.

“Good!” he exclaimed. “I hope I shake a lot!” He gave me an eager smile, exposing his crooked teeth.

“I’m sure you will, dear,” Annabeth said fondly, while she discreetly caught my eye and pointed to her mouth.

“You’ll do just fine, Ank,” Otugh said, as he also discreetly caught my eye and pointed at the boy’s mouth.

I almost laughed and gave it away, but instead, I nodded at both of them to let them know their message had been received loud and clear.

I was going to heal all of Ank, not just his face, so I went with six Ents again. They mapped out his body, and then laid down their healing spores. I was extra careful with the amount of magic I put in him. He was just a boy after all, not a big man like his father.

Once again, the spores puffed up like popcorn, but this time I was ready. I regulated my flow, and at no point did I think he was going to blow up. It took less than a minute before his nose was straight, his black eyes were back to normal, and his janky teeth were straight enough to model toothpaste.

He had a skeleton and a gem core just like his Papa, which made me wonder exactly how all this worked. Were these people really apparitions? How did they have sex? Was Ank growing up like a normal kid?

Once again, the Mark of the Deep Earth connected with his gem core and polished it all up. Ank shook like he’d stuck his finger in a light socket, which I’m sure was going to make him very happy. When I was done, I ran a quick cleanup on him too. It got the blood off his face and mostly out of his clothes, and he looked so much better.

“Wow!” He touched his face. “Wow! Wow! Wow!”

Then he gave me a big hug, which, I must admit, warmed my heart. Then he started skipping around the office yelling, “Wow! Wow!”

Otugh turned him loose in the warehouse to run around and burn off some of his young energy before he turned to us. Once again, Annabeth got the first word in.

“You’re getting healed too,” she stated firmly. He tried to protest and be all manly, but she was having none of it.

“Otugh,” I said, “do you swear to open yourself to being healed? Will you allow me to see, touch, and modify your body to make it whole again? Do you fully accept my gifts and my magic, so long as they do you no harm?”

“I do,” he sighed, resigning himself to Annabeth’s wishes. Despite his reluctance and his protests that he was fine, he still eagerly reached for my hands. I think he was hurting even more than I’d thought.

This time I used ten Ents, and when I was done, he looked like a younger man. His beer belly was gone, and he looked toned and healthy. He didn’t shake very much at the beginning, which left me a little disappointed. I wanted him to have the full healing experience. By the end, though, he was having the Big O in the best kind of way.

He was thrilled with the result, and although he didn’t run around his office yelling “Wow! Wow!” his face said it all.

“When Ank told me what happened to his Papa, I just figured he was exaggerating,” Otugh explained. “I had no idea that this was even possible. I am deeply honored and forever grateful that you would spend your magic on my humble self.”

He swept into a deep bow, and I think he would have knelt down too, but I hurriedly assured him that wasn’t necessary.

“Should you ever pass this way again, just know that I am your humble servant,” he said. “My house is yours. My strength is yours. Any help that I can provide is yours. You have but to ask.”

He would have said more, but he pulled himself together and got back to business.

“The best thing I can do for you right now is send you on your way. To that end, you have collected seventy-six rat tails, so I need to issue payment. Your first ten rat tails are at the special rate of two pearls per tail. Since I am kind, generous, and oh-so-good-looking, the next sixty-six tails are at the special-special rate of three pearls per tail. That brings you to a total of two hundred eighteen pearls. Since you wiped out the entire nest, including the king, you also get the two-hundred-pearl bonus. So your total is four hundred eighteen pearls. Correct?”

We agreed, and he pulled out a metal box and opened it. Inside were several hundred pearls—all different colors and saturations. It was interesting seeing a collection like this, as Rene was right—most of the colors were from the warmer side of the spectrum. There weren’t that many blue or green pearls, and the ones that were, weren’t my gem tones.

There were a lot of pinks and oranges, though, so we picked out as many of them as we could. They would be useful to Sandy and Annabeth at least. After that, we went for anything that looked gray or sky blue for John or Tyler. I didn’t want to consume our rewards, but it was always nice to have options. I picked out a few that were close to emerald and sapphire, and the rest of them, we just picked out at random.

Ank came back into the office to help us sort through the pearls, and when we were done, Annabeth handed him his agreed upon fee.

“Here are your three pearls,” Annabeth said to the boy, “and here are three more. We appreciate how much you have helped us so far, and we still have more to do.”

“Thank you, lady adventurer,” Ank said, trying to sound all business-like. Then he gave a happy “Woop!” and gave her a big hug.

“What!? No hug for me?” I said with mock outrage.

“You’re good too,” he assured me seriously as I got a hug of my own. I just laughed and hugged him back. Then he went back to Annabeth. Clearly, she was his favorite.

“Before you leave, you remember where the Adventurers’ Hall is, correct?” Otugh gave us a serious look. We assured him we did. Why was everyone making sure we knew about the Hall? Otugh didn’t say—he just gave us a look, like he was trying to tell us something, without telling us.

Annabeth swept all the pearls into the pearl pouch, which made it rather bulky. Pearls are not very big, but we had a lot of them now, so they took up some space. The pouch still fit into Annabeth’s pocket, though, so we were good to go. Otugh opened up a hidden door in the back of the warehouse for discreet deliveries, and we were on our way.

Once again, we all held hands, and Ank pulled us through the streets. The wind was starting to pick up, and heavy storm clouds were rolling in. As we ran, my Bank Crystal tugged at my attention again. I didn’t want to stop, so I split my focus between dodging around people and talking to my Bank Stamp.

‘I’m so sorry,’ I sent. ‘I should have checked in sooner. How can I help?’

‘I’m hoping this will be helpful for you,’ it replied. ‘I know you care about the rest of your crew, so I’ve created a view summarizing everything that has happened up to this point. Would you like me to send it to them?’

‘Omg! Yes!’ I replied. ‘They are going to love it. Send it to me too. I’ll want to review it later.’

‘Very good,’ it replied, sounding a bit like a butler. ‘Just so you know, you normally need to tap stamps with the express purpose of exchanging contact information before you can send messages. However, I took the liberty of opening communications on the bus on the way here. I hope that is okay with you.’

‘Yes. For sure,’ I said. ‘Thank you for thinking of all that. I doubt John or Tyler will notice they got a new message. But Sandy might, and she can show them what we’re up to.’

I sent it a quick feeling of gratitude and then focused on moving through the streets again. I’d come this far without a Stamp, so sending magical messages didn’t automatically come to mind. Fortunately, it was watching out for me.

We moved even further away from the Adventurers’ Hall and into the nicer part of town. We weren’t in the estates of the super rich, but these houses clearly belonged to people who had some money. Ank led us up to a lovely four-story home with lots of character and knocked on the door.

“Indifies!” he yelled. “I got some adventurers for you!” Then he banged on the door again. Ank was a nice kid, but he didn’t have a lot of patience.

“Indifies!” he yelled again, just as the door swung open. A stern looking, older woman glared down at him.

“Hush, child,” she scolded him. “You’re going to get me in trouble with my neighbors.” Then she glanced at us. “Welcome to my home. Please come inside.”

She led us down a short hallway and into her living room. There was an ornate couch overflowing with pillows and two ornate chairs, also with pillows. That was what I would normally expect. What I wasn't expecting was for the place to be crammed full of tables, shelves, and curio cabinets with lots and lots of knick-knacks artfully arranged on every surface. A kind person would describe the space as “lavishly decorated.” Someone not so kind would say it was the nesting spot for a whole tribe of kleptomaniacs.

“Can I get you some tea?” she inquired politely.

“Indifies, they don’t have time for tea!” Ank exclaimed. “They’re here for your quest, and you gotta hurry. The storm clouds are gathering.”

“Oh,” Indifies said, sounding disappointed. “I get so few visitors, and it’s nice to have a chat for a while.” Ank was dancing from foot to foot and seemed ready to interrupt her again, so she quickly got to the point.

“I’ve lost a blue plate, and I’d love for you to find it for me.” She gave us a hopeful look. “I know that adventurers like to kill things or cast spells—big things like that—but sometimes the smaller things are useful too. I can’t offer much, but if you can take the time to help me, I can give you a reward of one pearl.”

I looked at Annabeth in surprise. Papa Ank had said she had one of the best quests in the city. This didn’t sound like that at all. One pearl was nothing compared to what we’d collected so far.

“Papa said you have to help them,” Ank urged. “They are good adventurers. They healed Papa and everything, and they killed all the rats for Otugh already, even the big nasty king rat, and they defended their tails and took out the bad guys, and they already got a whole bunch of pearls, and they paid me for taking them through the mountain, and now they’re here, and you gotta help them!”

Ank said all that as fast as he possibly could. I didn’t think he even took a breath. Indifies looked a little overwhelmed, so she held up her hand to stop him.

“If they can find the blue plate, then I might have more things for them to do. They have to find the plate first, though. That’s how I know they’ll have the skills I need for the task.”

Ohhhh. I realized what was going on here. I asked for a moment to confer with my partner and pulled Annabeth to the side.

“One pearl?” Annabeth said, sounding doubtful. “I think we should trust Papa Ank and do this, but it doesn’t seem like a lot.”

“I’m pretty sure it’s a quest chain,” I told her. “That’s when the Questgiver asks for something simple. Then, when you complete the easy task, they ask for something else that’s a bit harder. Each time the reward goes up a bit. If I had to guess, all the quests are probably in this house, and they’re probably all about finding things. If I’m right, this will be an easy way to complete a bunch of quests without having to run around to different locations. They may not pay as much individually, but together, they might add up to a lot.”

“So you agree we should do this?” Annabeth asked, and I nodded.

“I think we should split up, though,” I said. “I have my magic sight, so I’ll find the items she needs. You spend time with her and get her talking. See if you can discover all the items she wants us to find. That way I can be searching for several things at once.”

Annabeth liked the plan, so she put on her best smile, and together we turned back to Indifies and Ank. “We accept your quest,” she said. “Now, tell us about this missing plate.”

The plate was baby blue, which didn’t help me much, as my magic sight couldn’t see colors unless the item was magical. So a regular blue plate and a regular red plate would look the same to me. I could easily see the size of a plate, though, and this one was about eight inches wide. She also said it had little indentations on the edge that added a nice touch of interest.

“Why don’t we go into the kitchen and prepare a spot of tea?” Annabeth suggested and started to lead Indifies away. “We’ll let the boys stay here and search.”

Indifies looked happy and ready to settle in for a nice chat, when Bermuda decided he’d had enough time in my Throne Room and popped out to stretch his legs. When Indifies looked back and saw him, her eyes grew wide in horror.

“No! No!” she exclaimed. “That’s a cat. Cats are not allowed in the house.”

“Oh?” Annabeth said. “Why not? Cats are a lovely addition to any household. They provide lots of love and companionship, and they are wonderful to have around. I’m surprised you don’t already have a couple of your own.”

“They also knock things over,” Indifies snapped. “They do it for fun, and often those things break. Look around you. Does it look like I can have a cat here?”

I looked around with fresh eyes at all the figurines, pictures, display plates, and knick-knacks. This was a playful cat’s paradise! I knew Bermuda liked to move things around to suit his taste, and if I left him here alone for ten minutes, I was sure at least one item would get broken. And it would probably end up being a lot more than that.

Bermuda gave a big stretch, and I knew I was in trouble. After he naps, he’s full of energy and likes to chase things. This was totally the wrong environment for that.

“Why don’t you both take Bermuda into the kitchen while I search,” I suggested as tactfully as possible. Indifies looked like she wanted to throw us out of her house, but I guess the rules didn’t allow it.

“Hurry up,” Indifies told me sternly as Annabeth gathered up Bermuda in her arms, and they started to leave again.

“Annabeth,” I called after them. “Remember to seal the deal and confirm the quest.” I tapped my wrist. She nodded.

“Ank, you are going to be my helper,” I told him. “Hold my hands and don’t let me fall over. I can get dizzy when I scan too much.”

Ank seemed happy to be doing adventurers’ stuff as he held both my hands and made a show of planting his feet and standing firm. I gave him a smile before I closed my eyes and extended my senses.

My magic sight is simply amazing. I can see all around me in a complete sphere for a range of twenty feet. I don’t just see the outside of things. I can see inside them and through them. I call it my magic sight, but I can taste, touch, and smell everything too. I can even hear differences in materials as well, but all that input can get overwhelming.

I usually leave my magic sight on, so I’m used to it, but it’s not like I’m actively scanning my environment everywhere I go. I’m not that interested in the wiring or insulation that runs through the walls. Or all the layers of dirt and gravel under my feet. Or the support beams that run across the second floor to keep it aloft.

Since I was on a seek and find mission, though, I pushed my awareness out and started scanning everything around me. I was glad Ank was holding on to me, as it was a lot.

Like a lot.

I felt like I was back in the Stacks and Piles again, searching for a magical artifact to bring to Bitty.

I let my mind absorb what I was seeing, and there were several things that surprised me. The biggest one was that one of the curio cabinets was actually covering up a secret door. The door was painted over, so it hadn’t been opened in a long time. Behind the door was a set of steps leading down, and there was an entire floor of the house beneath us.

The floor above us looked to contain a bedroom and bathroom, and most importantly, there was a hidden cavity in the floor that contained a small box. Inside the box was a key. If I had to guess, the key opened the secret door, and our quest chain would lead us down to the secret floor below us.

I felt a thrill of excitement. I’d always wanted to find hidden doors and discover secret rooms. This quest was looking up!

For now, though, I needed to find a single plate with a unique edge, so I started sifting through all the objects in the room. It felt a bit like one of those books where you try to find Waldo. It's easy to look at a picture, and you know Waldo in his striped outfit is someone in the image, but there is so much going on it takes a while to find him.

‘I think you’re trying to process too much,’ my Analytical Side spoke up. ‘This is a lost plate, so it’s not going to be on display like all the other items. Instead, it’s going to be under a cushion or tucked in some remote corner.’

Oh! Duh. That made perfect sense.

As soon as I narrowed my focus, the plate popped right out to me. It was on the floor behind a curio cabinet. It looked like it had fallen off its stand, rolled on the floor under a table, and then slid along the wall to end up in its final spot.

No wonder Indifies couldn’t find it. I’d never have thought a plate would roll like that.

I opened my eyes and thought about letting Ank wiggle under the table and get the plate. He had so much energy I was afraid he’d knock something over, so I carefully did it myself.

Together, we triumphantly followed the voices to the kitchen and showed off our find. Indifies confirmed it was the missing plate, although she seemed very distracted by Bermuda. He was up on her kitchen counters, which were almost as crowded with knick-knacks as the tables in the living room. He was having a wonderful time scooting items to the edge with his paw and watching her freak out. She’d quickly put the item back, and Bermuda would look away like he didn’t care, but as her attention wavered, he’d scoot something else.

It was funny as hell, and he was having a wonderful time. I could have watched them all day. Annabeth had already coaxed the next two items out of Indifies, though, so we got our descriptions and headed off.

The first thing we needed to find was a set of lost diamond earrings. We’d already found something in the living room, so I thought we’d go to the second floor and scan the bedroom. That’s where I thought jewelry would normally be kept.

It turned out I was right, and the earrings were trapped between the bed and the bedframe. Once again, I focused on the unusual places for earrings, and I found them very quickly. The next item was a letter from her late husband, and that was much more difficult. The third floor of the house looked like it was used for her craft projects—scrapbooking by the look of it—and the fourth floor was more of a storage area.

That’s where we found the letter, in a box filled with his old clothing. I scanned the contents quickly, and it hinted that he’d put aside a large sum of money for them to travel in their older years. If I had to guess, this was the real start of the treasure hunt!

We turned the items in to Indifies for four more pearls, which wasn’t much, and she started to tell us her tragic tale. I think she would have enjoyed taking her time and telling us all about her husband and their time together, except a massive boom of thunder shook the house and we all jumped.

“The storm is here!” Ank exclaimed. “You gotta hurry!”

Indifies looked upset, but Annabeth took her hand and gave her a sympathetic smile.

“I know what it’s like to lose a husband,” she said kindly. “They’re as irritating as a wet rooster when they’re alive, but we sure do miss them when they’re gone. Talking about them makes them live again, even if it’s only for a moment.”

Indifies looked at Annabeth like she understood completely, as her hands trembled slightly.

“Unfortunately, this is terrible timing, and we have to hurry along. I hate to ask this, but can you let us know what you really need us to find? I’m sure it’s not an old letter or missing earrings.”

Indifies sighed and nodded. “My husband was a bit of a wanderer in his youth and somehow managed to find many valuable items. He sold a few, and because of that, we’ve always had the money to do what we wanted. I’ve sold the last of the items I knew about, though, and now I’ve started to worry about how I’m going to live the rest of my life.

“You’ve managed to find all my smaller items, so my main quest, should you choose to accept it, is to find any items of value my husband had hidden away. I’m afraid I can’t pay you in pearls, but if you find an item you like, you are welcome to take it with you.”

She looked both sad and hopeful all at the same time. I’m sure it would be hard discovering something left behind by a person you loved and then having to sell it. But that was the position she was in at the moment.

“I’m guessing you don’t know about the hidden room?” I asked. She looked at me in confusion. “Or the box with the key in your floor upstairs?”

“There’s a hidden room?” she asked.

“Yep,” I replied. “Annabeth, seal the deal, and I’ll get the key.”

Ank and I raced upstairs to her bedroom, pried up the floor board, and retrieved the box with the key.

“That is so cool!” Ank exclaimed. “Now we just gotta find the treasure!”

I got the impression he thought there were going to be chests of pirate booty overflowing with gold. I tried to tell him I was pretty sure it wasn’t going to be like that at all, but he was already racing back to the kitchen.

Indifies said she’d never seen the box before, which was a good sign we were on the right track. The box was locked, but it had a simple latch. I put my hand over the lock and flicked it with my magic. The box popped open.

The key was heavy, at least a pound, and it was one of the old-fashioned kind with a large ornate handle on one end and the tooth of the key on the other. I gave the key to Annabeth, the box to Indifies, and together we all headed into the living room.

The secret door was behind a curio cabinet, and Indifies started freaking out when we went to move it. Bermuda, being a cat, decided this would be a lovely time to jump up on a shelf and go for a ride. He actually did pretty well and only knocked a few things over, but Indifies freaked out even more. We moved it out several feet from the wall and were just setting it down again, when another clap of thunder shook the house.

We were all on edge, and the unexpected noise made us jump. The cabinet shook, and most of the collectibles fell over. Annabeth flexed her magic, though, and nothing broke. Now the ride was over, Bermuda jumped down, knocking over some of the few knick-knacks that were still standing.

If we hadn’t been right there, I think Indifies would have murdered him. Bermuda just put his tail high in the air and managed to look both unconcerned and smug all at the same time.

“Deep breaths,” Annabeth instructed Indifies. “Take deep breaths. It’s going to be okay.”

Annabeth and Indifies already had a rapport, so I let Annabeth do what she did best while I focused on the hidden door. It obviously hadn’t been opened in a very long time. It had been painted over, wallpapered over that, and then painted over again.

“Are you sure there’s a door here?” Ank asked doubtfully. If I hadn’t been using my magic sight, I’d have doubted myself too. There wasn’t even an outline of a door or a dent for the keyhole.

“I’m sure,” I replied and got to work. I ran my hand over the edge of the door, using my magic to cut through the paint and wallpaper. It felt a little strange to be working like this. I usually used soul creations to do what was needed. For very simple things like this, where I could touch what I needed to affect, it felt faster to use my magic directly.

Once I got the outline cut out, I started working on the keyhole. Somebody in the past had filled it in with some sort of spackle. I guess they had figured it was a weird hole in the wall and had patched it up. Regardless, it had to go, so I ripped away the paint and wallpaper and cleared out all the filling.

After that, I stepped back and let Annabeth have her moment. She popped the heavy metal key into the lock and turned it. I was surprised at how easily it turned, and now the key was in the lock, it acted like a doorknob. But the door didn’t want to open. Annabeth set her feet, gripped the key hard, and gave it a good yank.

It shifted a tiny bit but still wouldn’t open, so I went around the outside of it again, flexing my magic to help get it unstuck. Annabeth kept tugging, and suddenly, the door came loose. Annabeth might be small, but she was strong and ripped the door out of the wall, hinges and all.

“You’re getting your Hulk on,” I teased her. “First you’re tearing up Sandy’s walls with salt shakers, and now you’re ripping doors apart. I’m going to have to tell John to start being careful of you. You don’t know your own strength.”

I hadn’t been there for the salt incident, as that had happened before I’d shown up at the House, but I’d heard the tale so often I felt like I’d seen the whole thing. John loved to tell the story and do this whole Annabeth-caveman-Hulk impression. It was hilarious, especially after we’d had a few pints of his ale.

“I don’t think John needs any more Hulk stories,” Annabeth said primly as she laid the door on the floor. “Besides, the wood was old, and so were the hinges. It’s a miracle the thing stayed together as much as it did.”

Indifies looked like she was going to pass out as we destroyed her home. Annabeth gave her a comforting pat.

“Jason, why don’t you light the way, so we can see what we’ve discovered?”

I quickly directed my Flashers to fly ahead of us and gently illuminate the stairs and the new floor. Bermuda was fearless and curious, like all young cats are, so he took the lead and scampered down the stairs. The rest of us followed closely behind.

It felt like we’d discovered something from a movie, like National Treasure or The Da Vinci Code. There were maps everywhere, pinned to the walls and scattered on the tables. Some of them were beautiful with exact lines and lovely illustrations. Some were obviously hand drawn and had seen a lot of wear and tear.

In addition to the maps, there were models that seemed built to scale with notes pinned to various parts. One table seemed to be an entire underground cave system with models of monsters scattered throughout. It was almost like someone had set up an entire Dungeons and Dragons role-playing set. Parts of the model were just blank, like they hadn’t been discovered yet.

The space was fascinating and I could have spent hours looking it all over, but it was easy to see the treasures Indifies was looking for. There were stacks of stasis cubes with items inside them. Some of them contained simple items that looked very old, but some of them preserved paintings and other works of art.

I’m not an art connoisseur, so I had no idea the value of what I was looking at, but these items were being preserved for a reason. Indifies gasped and ran over to one of the stacks. There was a light layer of dust, much less than I’d have expected for a hidden place like this, and it was easy for her to wipe off and see what was inside. She started crying, but they seemed like happy tears. I guess she wasn’t mad at us for destroying her wall anymore.

The sounds of thunder rolled over us again, and suddenly, a voice emanated from the walls.

“Citizens of the Realm, it is once again necessary that we cleanse the city.” The voice was deep, commanding, and firm. “Please go immediately to your home or the nearest city structure and lock yourselves inside. For those adventurers that are visiting our fine city, you have two minutes to exit any dwelling. Any adventurers that remain indoors will be trapped behind the wards and automatically purged. Once the wards have been established, adventurers will have twenty minutes before the cleanse begins. You should gather your belongings and head directly to the exit portal.

“I sincerely regret the abruptness of your departure, and I hope your time with us has been both productive and profitable. Remember us fondly, and I look forward to having you visit again.

“Everyone, your two minutes begins now.”

Annabeth and I looked at each other in shock, but Ank and Indifies didn’t seem surprised at all.

“I’m so sorry! I wasn’t allowed to tell you,” Ank said anxiously.

“That’s okay,” I said. “I figured there had to be something that happened at some point to bring this first round of the tournament to a close. I just wasn’t expecting anything like this.”

I turned to Annabeth. “We gotta get out of here. The end game has started, and I don’t want to get trapped here and automatically eliminated.”

“For sure,” she agreed, “but not before we pick out our reward.” She looked around at all the tables and stasis cubes. “Although, I have no idea what we should choose. Do you see anything of value that stands out to you?”

I looked around again, and my natural sight was overwhelmed by everything in here. My magical sight saw a familiar glow of magic, though. It was faint, but it was there.

“I’m going to assume that magical items are worth more than mundane ones,” I said. “So let’s take a look at this.”

I hurried over to the farthest wall, which was the only one that wasn’t covered in maps. Instead, it contained rows of hooks from which hung a whole array of gear for camping and exploring. There were backpacks, blankets, canteens, cooking utensils, shovels, and pickaxes, to name a few. Three of those items glowed with power, and I pointed them out to Annabeth.

“That pickaxe is magical,” I told her, “as well as the copper-looking compass and the white rope. I have no idea what any of them do, but the compass seems to have the most power.”

“Let’s go with the rope,” Annabeth said immediately and picked it up. It seemed smooth, about as thick around as my finger, and both ends were capped with small metal knobs. It wasn’t very long, about fifty feet, but it seemed like a sturdy piece of rope that wasn’t very heavy.

“Why the rope?” I asked, surprised. “The pickaxe probably just has something to make it dig better, so I can see passing over that. The compass is smaller, though, and it might do something neat like always point towards treasure, or whatever we’re looking for.”

Annabeth shook her head. “The rope wants to go with us. It has had its fill of hanging on a wall, and it’s ready for adventure. Besides, having a rope could be very useful.”

“The rope is talking to you?” I asked in surprise. Penny and Eggy were charms, and they talked to me, but they were awake and aware. The rope seemed nice, but it didn’t feel like it was at their level.

“Yep,” Annabeth replied, like that made all the sense in the world. Then the rope wrapped itself around her waist several times, and then looped into a knot in the front. Annabeth laughed delightedly and gave it an affectionate pat.

“See?” she said brightly. “It's all ready to go.”

Annabeth had clearly made up her mind and I trusted her judgment, so the matter was settled. We were taking the magic rope.

We had less than two minutes to pick something anyway, so Annabeth having a clear preference was a blessing. The voice was calling out the time, and we had fifty-five seconds left, so we hurried back to Ank and pulled him into a group hug.

“I’m going to miss you,” he said as his voice quivered. Annabeth kissed him on the cheek and gave him another squeeze. She was having an emotional moment too, but there wasn’t time to linger.

“Be good, Ank,” Annabeth said in parting.

“Don’t be too good,” I added playfully. Then we raced up the stairs. We were almost to the front door, when I realized Bermuda wasn’t with us.

I swore, turned around, and dashed back down the stairs again. Maybe he would have been okay—he was a Companion after all—but maybe he wouldn’t. I wasn’t about to lose my fur baby.

Bermuda was sitting on the model of the cave system, back leg in the air, licking his private parts without a care in the world. He gave me a very indignant look as I swept him up in my arms and raced out of the house. We made it with ten seconds to spare.

My Flashers!

They weren’t the fastest flyers, so I sent my Surfer Dudes after them. Ank and Indifies would be left in the dark, but the light from the living room was shining down the stairs, so they should be able to find their way out just fine.

It wasn’t until my Flashers arrived that I realized just how dark it was on the street. The sky was completely covered in thick black clouds, and it felt like it was the middle of the night.

“The two-minute sorting time is over, and the wards are now in effect,” the voice, which I assumed was the king, spoke again. I felt a powerful magic snap into place, and all the houses on the street were now covered in milky white force shields.

“The cleanse will begin in twenty minutes. Adventurers, you have until then to pass through your portal and go home. Good luck.”


Chapter twelve

Footlong


My mind raced as I figured out what to do. The king hadn't said where the portal was located, but I was pretty sure it was back at the Adventurers’ Hall. Probably in the big plaza outside. Thank goodness the Anks and Otugh had dropped plenty of hints to make sure we knew where it was.

I looked in the sky to get my bearings and realized all the lights in the towers were out. No wonder it was feeling so dark. I guess that was part of the challenge.

Even though the tower for the Adventurers’ Hall wasn’t lit up, I could see it perfectly against the dark sky. Months ago, Isobel’s Throne Golem had punched me in the face and popped my eyeballs like two fragile grapes. It had been a traumatic experience, but once they’d grown back in, I had perfect night vision.

While I was thinking about it, I needed to make sure Annabeth could see well enough to fight. We were going to be running through the streets, so I instructed three of my Flashers to stay with her at all times. Two of them landed on her shoulders and gave a steady glow, while one flew over her head and illuminated a broader area.

I debated dedicating a Flasher to Bermuda, but he was a cat and already had excellent night sight. If he wanted one, he’d let me know.

I was going to talk to Annabeth about heading out, when lightning struck the street right in front of us. I was totally unprepared for the sheer power that hit me. I flew backward and slammed into the ward over Indifies’ house. The flash was so bright my brain shut down for a moment, and the clap of thunder shook my heart.

I hit the ground and felt numb.

I couldn’t think.

I couldn’t breathe.

I struggled to pull myself together, but it was like I was floating in space and there wasn’t anything to brace against. My center––my sense of self and my place in the world––was gone.

I gasped and reached for something, anything, to anchor me. Surprisingly, it was my spirit that recovered first. I felt my aura blaze with spiritual energy, and then my magic sight returned. I felt like I was upside down, crouched on the ceiling, but at least I had a direction now.

‘What the hell was that?’ My Analytical Side booted up again. ‘Lightning always strikes the tallest point of the landscape, not in the middle of the street. That doesn’t make any sense…

‘Get up!’ he screamed. ‘Get up right now! Move it!’

‘What?’ I sucked in my first gasp of air as Tea and his Grove kicked me into overdrive. Then I realized what my magic sight was seeing, and I staggered to my feet in panic.

The lightning wasn’t just a discharge from the heavens. It had opened a portal, and a whole freakin’ army of massive, nasty creatures was starting to come through. They were upright, with two arms and two legs, but they had horns on their heads, hooves for feet, and were covered in thick fur. Their faces radiated an evil vibe, and the huge underbites and incisors bigger than my fingers made it worse. They looked like someone had taken the ugliest man alive, mated him with the ugliest goat alive, and then fed their spawn ugly babies for breakfast.

To top off the fear factor, they were as big as a stone golem and roared like rabid lions as they came for us. The civilized part of my mind shit itself in pure terror, then ran gibbering in fear. My testicles tried to crawl up inside me, and I may or may not have peed a little.

I was facing the creatures of nightmares. These were the boogeymen that had been talked about around the fire since our ancestors first walked upright. These were the monsters under the bed, the savage beasts in the shadows, the barbarians screaming murder.

If it had just been me, I’d have run away just as fast as my supernatural legs would carry me. I’d have run and run and never looked back. Even the Devil himself couldn’t have caused me to run any faster.

I wasn’t alone, though. Annabeth and Bermuda were crumpled on the street beside me. If I ran, the horde would be on them in seconds. They’d be ripped limb from limb and devoured in a frenzy of bloodlust. Annabeth’s happy smile and easy laughter would be no more. Bermuda would no longer sit in my arms and purr with love in its purest form.

I couldn’t let that happen.

I wouldn’t let that happen!

The animal part of my brain flipped the script, and adrenaline surged through me, shaking off my shock.

The flip side of flight is fight. And the flip side of fear is anger.

I felt possessive, righteous anger flash through my soul, and I was ready.

Not today, Satan!

They wanted to use light?

Fine! I could use light too.

My remaining Flasher let loose with the lumens of a small sun. I didn’t bother closing my eyes, as I wasn’t using my natural sight anyway.

I released my Bashers, my Belchers, my Surfer Dudes.

‘Attack!’ I screamed and then charged.

I had no plan. I just knew I had to jam them up at the gate. If too many of these trolloc-orc sons of bitches made it through, then we wouldn’t live to see another dawn.

I slammed into them. And they slammed into me. The action was fast and deadly. No quarter was asked, and none was given.

This was a fight to the death, and I was damn well going to be the one walking away.

If they had been like regular humans, I would have broken them like plastic toys and knocked them back to where they’d come from. They weren’t normal humans, though. I could hurt them, but their damn fur was keeping me from doing real damage. It was providing a lot of cushion against my tense-on-contact, so the full might of my explosive punches wasn’t coming into play.

The fur also provided at least an inch of padding, so my Spikes weren’t penetrating as far. They still drew a bit of blood, but I wasn’t shattering bones or reaching vital organs.

I still managed to stop the giant orcs at the gate and pull the attention of the ones that had already gotten through. The problem was all the monsters that were massed on the other side. They were pushing from inside the portal, and there was no way I could stop that much force.

‘More light.’ My Analytical Side kicked in and started directing my actions.

I duplicated my Flasher two more times and sent them through the portal. They started strobe flashing like it was a rave and confused some of the orcs on the other side. That eased the pressure a bit. It wasn’t easy to create and fill more soul creations while fighting, but I made it work.

‘More noise,’ my Analytical Side directed again, and I duplicated more Belchers and turned them loose inside the portal as well. Meanwhile, the first Belcher let out a thunderous “BRRRRRAAAAAAAAWWWWWWP,” and several of the orcs staggered away, clutching their ears.

‘Just as I thought, they have excellent hearing.’ My Analytical Side sounded very smug. ‘Which means they have a weakness.’

I felt Bermuda wake up behind me. He realized his human was in danger and screamed as only a cat can.

He screamed of alley fights in the moonlight.

He screamed of the law of the jungle.

He screamed of implacable, bloody death.

I felt the images surge down our link, and suddenly, I was calm. I was the eye of the storm.

I’d been fighting with frantic anger. Now I was a conductor, orchestrating pain and despair to my enemies.

The Moonlight was my Witness.

I WOULD NOT FALL!

The power of the Lagerel surged through me. My feet were solid in the earth beneath me. My trunk swayed in the wind. My limbs shattered their defense and threw them away.

Bermuda pounced on the nearest orc and shredded his leg. The orc screamed at a level I’d never heard before. It was like he was being burned alive.

His cry was so loud and agonizing the battle actually paused as everyone turned to look. Then the huge orc exploded, and blood, guts, and bone fragments flew everywhere.

Bermuda screamed bloody death again and jumped on the next orc.

If we’d just been fighting those at the portal, we’d have turned the tide of the battle right there. They were hurt by me, but they were scared shitless of Bermuda. None of them wanted anything to do with my Companion.

We weren’t just fighting those around me, though, and the press of bodies in the back was forcing those at the gate to keep going, even though they didn’t want to.

Annabeth staggered upright and took a moment to recharge her shield charm. Then she summoned her dagger and shillelagh and joined the fray. Once again, she used the shillelagh to block and create some space and the dagger to do the damage. It was now surgically sharp and cut through flesh and fur like hot butter.

She looked like a hobbit next to the massive monsters, but she was getting the job done.

The flow of the battle shifted once more, and this time it took on a weird dynamic. I couldn’t put my finger on it, but something was off.

‘Call back your Dudes,’ my Analytical Side said, so I did. They just didn’t have enough force to do any real damage, and they were just wasting magic. If I’d had more time, I’m sure I could have found a way to make them more effective, but I was fighting for my life. There wasn’t time to strategize.

‘More Belchers,’ he commanded. So I made twenty more.

‘The others are fighting to protect you,’ my Analytical Side noted. As soon as he said that, it clicked. That was the weird battle dynamic I was feeling.

I was the weakest link.

Annabeth was carving them up like a Thanksgiving turkey, and Bermuda was popping them like balloons. I was giving them cuts and bruises. Even with the power of the Lagerel, I was only knocking them away and breaking bones. Of the three of us, I was by far the easiest one to fight.

That had to change.

And it had to change right now.

‘Grow your Spikes,’ my Analytical Side commanded.

The fight was so intense, I didn’t even think to question him. I just did it.

I poured power into all eight of my Spikes and told them to grow.

And that is what they did.

Grains of magic duplicated and snapped into position. The base of the Spike grew bigger, more solid, and the shaft started growing.

Three inches. Four inches. Then five.

Always before, I’d felt it when my soul creations bumped up against the max size of three inches. That wasn’t just a theoretical number. I actually felt my little creations straining to get larger, and the cost in magic went through the roof.

Now, though, the Spikes were growing easily—naturally. Like there wasn’t any limit at all. What had changed?

‘They are growing inside your aura,’ my Analytical Side said brightly. ‘It was just a theory, but it looks like it worked! When you grow your soul creations out in the air, they have to create their own space. When they grow inside your aura, it’s the perfect environment for them, and they can get even bigger.’

This wasn’t the time for a full theoretical discussion, but I felt a thrill of excitement. This changed things. This added a whole new dimension to what was possible.

Meanwhile, my magic started running low. My Spikes had an insane level of detail, and it took a lot of power to grow them.

‘Penny!’ I called, and she was on it. Fresh magic flooded my matrix, and I grew the shaft to six inches.

Now I was finally doing some damage. I was punching through fur and cracking bones. However, these guys were so big, I still wasn’t reaching their heart or lungs.

‘You know, the average size penis is six inches,’ my Analytical Side said gleefully. ‘So you could say you are f’in them up!’

It wasn’t that funny, but I howled maniacally—all my pent up fear and rage finding an outlet in a bad bit of humor.

“Time to pop some monsters!” I bellowed, which was just bad timing, as a creature of nightmare finally landed a solid blow and knocked me through the air.

You can’t be in a fight that is this chaotic, with this many fighters, and not get hit. I’d been tagged a lot up to this point, but they had all been glancing blows. Red and his team had softened the impact, and I hadn’t even really noticed them. They certainly hadn’t slowed me down.

This time, though, I had dodged one stone club only to run into another one. The first monsters through the gate had just been fighting with their claws. The newest arrivals, however, were hairier and wielding primitive weapons.

The blow rattled me a bit, but the defensive force runes in the Hex Network had pushed the kinetic energy back, and what made it through had been distributed over a much wider area.

Thank goodness I had a real shield now, or that might have knocked me out of the fight.

As I flew through the air, I had seconds to snatch a look at how the others were doing. The stone clubs were overriding the advantage of Annabeth’s shillelagh, so she no longer had the upper hand. Bermuda was fast and small, and the orcs he tangled with screamed in such agony that nobody wanted to mess with him.

Running still wasn’t an option, although I would have loved nothing better. I was in the middle of the fight, with my back against the wards and too many giant orcs around me to make a break for it.

Sometimes the only way out is to go through. It was time to ‘porn size’ my pig stickers and go all Wolverine on their asses!

‘Penny!’ I called again as I bounced off the ward and landed on my feet. She flooded me with even more magic, and I continued to throw it all into my Spikes.

Eight inches. Ten inches. A foot long. Now we were finally talking! Even with their denser fur, Spike was punching deep holes in them, and that was enough to finally start dropping them like flies. I started shredding hearts, lungs, and other internal organs—although the last option didn’t slow them down fast enough.

I experimented and found the best option was a couple punches to the pelvic region. These massive orcs weren’t human, but they were humanoid and their skeletons were similar. The pelvis is the fulcrum for all movement in the human body, and once I cracked it, they stopped fighting and went down fast.

The battle continued at a furious pace, but now that I was finally taking them out in the center, the flow of the fight changed once again. We were eliminating them quicker than they were coming though, and we started advancing closer and closer to the gate.

I pulled my soul creations back and was wondering exactly how we were going to close this rift when Bermuda did it for me. He clawed the arch of energy, and it started flexing wildly.

“Run!” I yelled, and a moment later, it blew up. The explosion knocked me off my feet, but this time I was prepared for it.

I got to my feet and looked around. Orc bodies were everywhere, along with blood, guts, and other unmentionables from Bermuda’s explosive contributions. The smell was horrific, and the sudden silence was rather eerie.

I quickly looked around for Annabeth and Bermuda. They seemed to be okay, although Bermuda was pissed about all the crap in his fur.

“Are you okay?” Annabeth asked anxiously. “When I saw you surrounded by all those—creatures—I just about lost it.”

“I’m fine,” I replied. “Actually, I’m better than fine.” I quickly told her about the length of my new Spikes.

“What is it with men and the size of their toys?” she asked. She laughed, but it had an edge of crazy to it. Fighting those monsters had been scary as shit.

“Well, in this case, it was literally go big or go home,” I said, motioning at all the bodies around us.

She grimaced. “That was intense. I’ve never fought like that before. Thank goodness we’ve trained so much at the arena on the beach. Without all that practice, I’d have been killed for sure. Do you think the other teams are having it this bad?”

I shook my head. “I think we just got unlucky. The thunder has stopped, so no more new portals are opening up. I wasn’t counting the sounds, but I think there’s only about five or six total portals in the city.”

Annabeth was charging up her shield charm while we talked. Time was ticking by, but I didn’t want to go anywhere until her defense was back up to full strength.

“I’m okay right now,” she said, “but if we keep getting into fights like this, I’m going to run out of magic at some point. I’ve got enough to finish this quest for sure. But I’m worried about what I’m going to do after that.”

“We’ll work something out,” I replied confidently. “We always do. Now, are you ready to head out?”

She nodded, and we took off running down the street. I kept the Adventurers’ Hall firmly in sight as we navigated the winding lanes. Thank goodness the tower was tall enough to see from anywhere in the city. Without that, I’d have gotten lost for sure. Bermuda, having four feet and my magic, kept up with us quite easily.

We didn’t run across anyone as yet another minute slipped by before the voice helpfully noted we had twelve minutes left to get through the portal.

Finally, we heard the sounds of fighting ahead and slowed from a run to a jog. I wanted to see what we were getting into before barging into the middle of another battle. We followed the curve of the street towards the screams and battle cries. It sounded like a team was having the fight of their lives and barely hanging on.

The battle came into view, and I almost stopped in surprise. A team of five mages was facing off against the giant orcs, which was what I expected. However, there were only two orcs—one on either end of the street—and they had the adventurers pinned between them. They looked to be a lower ranked team, no matching outfits and no obvious sponsor logos, so I’m sure this was difficult for them. Two of the larger guys were standing their ground on either end and holding off the orcs. The remaining three mages were firing spells and trying to do some damage to bring the orcs down.

All of the mages looked injured, and one of the mages in the middle looked really rough. I’d say she had a broken arm at least and maybe more.

Annabeth looked at me like, “Two? All that fighting for just two of them?” Then she summoned her knife and lit into the one nearest us. I realized she’d upgraded her weapon too. Before, it had been a dagger. Now it was the size of a short sword.

Annabeth didn’t waste any time. She stabbed the orc through the spine and then cut it in half. My little partner was tough!

“Head to the Adventurers’ Hall!” I yelled as I ran through the middle of the team. They just stared at us in disbelief—especially when I slipped inside the final orc’s guard and broke him down in four punches.

“Time’s ticking,” I scolded them. “Move it!”

“Where’s the Hall?” one girl unfroze long enough to ask.

I pointed to the tower in the sky. “Right there,” I said.

“The rest of us can’t see it, Jason,” Annabeth said helpfully as the team stared into the pitch black sky.

Oh. I hadn’t realized that. I knew it was dark, but I hadn’t realized it was that dark. That was going to be a problem. I wanted to help the team, but that was a distant second in my priorities. My main thought was for Annabeth and how she was going to find the portal if we happened to get separated.

“Eleven minutes,” the voice said.

I stopped, made ten Flashers, and filled them with magic. Then I had my Dudes grab the Flashers and rush them to the tower. Once they were in place, they lit up the night—providing a beacon of hope.

“Thank you!” The other team seemed beyond grateful for the assistance, and Annabeth seemed happy too. I gave them a quick smile and wave. The competition was real, but so were these people. I couldn’t leave them without any hope. When it comes to the choice between monsters of legend and my own people, I’ll choose the mages every time.

I made sure the three of us were together, then we set off running again. The other team tried to keep up, but their injuries slowed them down. We left them behind, but I sent out a silent prayer to the universe that they would make it through the portal in time.

It wasn’t long before we were fighting again. This time it was two giant orcs against a team of four, but one orc had a club and the other was swinging a mage around by the leg. It was a surprisingly effective bludgeoning device, as nobody wanted to get hit by a dead body.

We took out the orcs, yelled for the mages to head to the Hall, and kept on going. I wanted to get to the portal home as soon as possible. I was afraid it would be a small portal, like we’d had coming here, and there would be a line to go back. There was no way I was getting knocked out of the tournament for something like that.

We had six more encounters as we wound through the streets. The number of orcs we were facing continued to go up. The last battle we interrupted had two mid-level teams fighting against sixteen orcs.

Bermuda decided he’d had enough and left the rest of the fighting to me. He jumped into my Throne Room and went over to the stream on the tree side to get a drink. I was glad he was with me now, instead of underfoot where he might get hurt. We weren’t having breaks between the battles like before. Instead, it was just starting to turn into one big brawl with individual pockets of conflict inside it.

‘Your Companion is using your Freshness Fountain,’ the Bank Crystal alerted me anxiously. ‘He shouldn’t be here, but I couldn’t keep him out. Somehow, he just wandered in.’

‘That’s okay,’ I replied. ‘Bermuda goes where he wants. Just alert me if he starts using too much magic.’

I spared a moment to check in with my fur baby, and sure enough, his coat was now clean as a whistle. He was sitting on my throne looking very pleased with himself. I sent a quick image of warm affection his way before returning to the screams and stench of real life.

“Six minutes,” the voice said.

We arrived at the main road through the city. Otugh’s warehouse was somewhere along here, but I’m sure it was warded up now. Our new problem wasn’t the orcs, although there were still several around. It was the other adventurers. Despite having a clearly lit up tower in the sky, a lot of the idiots couldn’t figure out what to do.

The main road was very wide—it had to be to handle the carts and the foot traffic moving around the city—but the number of adventurers present and their confusion about what to do was making it very difficult to navigate. Some teams hurried up the road, and some headed down. Some teams fought the orcs, and some just stood in the road trying to figure out what to do. Some teams gave up and left down side streets, but more adventurers were arriving all the time. The whole scene was madness.

“Five minutes,” the voice said.

“We’ve got to do something,” I yelled at Annabeth over all the noise.

She nodded. “We can’t leave all these people to the orcs,” she yelled back. That wasn’t exactly what I meant, although I agreed with the sentiment. I wanted to save ourselves first, and if we could save teams from getting hacked into sushi, that was just gravy on the cake.

My Analytical Side groaned and clutched his head in pain over the mangled metaphors, but I ignored him. Annabeth thought for a moment and then took a deep breath.

“Go to the light! You’ll be alright!” she yelled, trying to get a chant going. I joined in. “Go to the light! You’ll be alright!”

Then her magic kicked in, and her voice boomed up and down the street. “Go to the light! You’ll be alright!”

Others picked up the chant, and soon the whole street was yelling the phrase. Best of all, some of them actually wised up, listened to what they were yelling, and started heading in the right direction. Once a majority of adventurers started moving, that seemed to flip the switch, and suddenly, everyone headed towards the Adventurers' Hall. The resistance melted away, and we finally had momentum.

“Four minutes,” the voice said.

We hurried along with the crowd, and then all at once the plaza opened up in front of us. I knew we were close. I hadn’t realized we were that close.

Fortunately, my fear of only having one tiny portal home was unfounded. There were at least ten portals all around the perimeter of the plaza and five more in the center. The adventurers were streaming through, and the plaza was emptying out just as fast as they arrived.

We ran towards one of the less crowded portals in the center, where I realized we had a problem. Well, not really a problem—more of a delay.

“I can’t leave my Flashers behind,” I yelled and pointed above us. Annabeth looked up at my lights in the sky, showing the location of safety to all the mages still in the city.

“Three minutes,” the voice said.

“You can’t take them down yet,” Annabeth yelled back. “There are still so many people they can save. Let’s wait till the last little bit before you bring them back.”

“Sounds good,” I replied as we stood there watching the people race to safety. We were right beside the portal, so we could jump through at a moment's notice. Annabeth slipped her hand inside mine, and I gave it a squeeze. This night had been intense, and the battles had been crazy. Doing it all with my best friend made it all so much better.

Annabeth was a blessing in every sense of the word. She was a fierce warrior, a follower when I was feeling sure of myself, and a leader when I wasn’t. She was insightful in the quests, and she brought a whole other set of skills to interacting with people. Best of all, she made this whole thing seem a little less scary and a lot more possible.

“Two minutes,” the voice said.

“You know, it occurs to me that saving all these teams is probably not in our best interest,” I noted. “I just got caught up in those creatures and how nasty they were. After our fight at their portal, it felt like it was a humans versus orcs situation.”

“I know what you mean,” Annabeth said. “I wasn’t about to stand by and let them kill everyone. It all feels so real.” We stood there for a moment. “I’m getting my head back in the game too, and it would probably be a good thing for us if we were the only ones who made it back home.”

“So, should I take the lights down?” I asked.

“I feel torn,” she said. “I’m sure all the best teams have already made it back, or they don’t need the lights to know where they are. We are probably helping the lower level teams, and I just don’t want to let them get chewed up by those creatures or by this cleanse. I know it’s not a smart play, but let's leave the lights up for just a bit longer.”

Annabeth had a kind heart, and leaving the Flashers up for another minute wasn’t going to hurt anything. I gave her hand another squeeze, and we waited together. It was an oddly peaceful ending to such an adventurous day.

“One minute,” the voice said. The walls on the king’s castle flared to light, and I felt a massive power building. If I had to guess, the cleanse was going to start there and flood throughout the city.

“Time to go,” I said and called my Flashers. They arrived a few seconds later, and I thanked them for their help as Penny absorbed them. I kept my lead Flasher, of course, as duplicating them was still faster than making them from scratch, even with Penny’s help.

We both looked around one last time. I wasn’t ever going to forget this place. Then, together, we turned and stepped through.

Arriving back in the arena was just as jarring as when we’d left. We went from the darkest night to a space flooded with light. There was dance music playing, and it mingled with the sounds of the teams to turn the place into a big party.

And why not? We’d survived and been very successful. We were back on the floor of the arena and safe again. What better time to celebrate?

We were unsure of what to do next, so we moved away from the portal and looked around for Miss Mountain. I spotted her a moment before she spotted me. We locked eyes, and she immediately started moving our direction.

Once again, she plowed through the teams like a battleship propelling through water. One mage didn’t get out of her way fast enough, and she bounced him like he was a child.

It was great to see her again and I was getting ready to greet her, but she spoke first.

“Where are you hurt?” she demanded. She was all business and looked just as deadpan as usual, but there was real concern in her voice. She dropped to one knee in front of me, and first aid supplies started appearing out of thin air.

“Oh! I’m not hurt at all,” I said brightly. I looked down at myself and realized I was still covered in gore. No wonder she thought I was injured.

“Sorry,” I continued. “Give me a moment.” I tapped into my Freshness Fountain and did another quick clean. Thank goodness it didn’t take very much magic. I then reached over and did the same for Annabeth. The quick clean was great for us, but our clothes looked worse than the first time. Now they felt stiff and had a weird texture.

“Hmmm.” Miss Mountain didn’t look convinced. “Arms out,” she commanded, and I complied. Then she did a quick full body physical to make sure I was okay. She ran her hands over my body while gently squeezing and pulling to make sure everything was good. She pressed my stomach lightly to make sure there were no internal problems, listened to my heart, and even checked my mouth to make sure my teeth and tongue were undamaged.

“You are good,” she declared—one eyebrow slightly lifted in surprise. Then she turned to Annabeth and did the same thing. I felt grateful she cared about us enough to make sure we were alright. I had no doubt that if we had been injured, we’d have been bandaged, splinted, and carried back to John in short order.

“You are good too,” she said, and all the first aid supplies disappeared again. I guess she was using her magical pocket, like Eugene had talked about back at the Gathering. Then she got to her feet, and we got a faint proud smile.

“You were fierce?” she asked.

“We were fierce!” Annabeth said proudly and gave her a condensed version of our adventures.

“Very good,” Miss Mountain nodded slightly. I could tell she was proud of us. “Like the sailor said, you’ve done admiral. Now follow me.”

We chuckled at her pun and fell in behind her as she headed for the exit. Once again, I felt like we were two baby geese paddling after their mama. She led us out of the arena, down a hallway, and through the giant doorway we’d first come through at the beginning of all this. There were lots of supporters waiting for their teams, but it was easy to spot John, and we headed his way.

I guess we must have smelled a bit, as we got enthusiastic greetings from everyone but nobody moved to hug or get too close. Except for Tyler. He swept me up with a big hug and an even bigger kiss. After all the nasty stuff I'd seen, it felt wonderful to be in the arms of my man. He tasted like honey and smelled like spring. I ran my fingers through his nice clean hair and wrapped my legs around his solid waist.

Miss Mountain greeted John and Sandy, made sure we were all good, and bid us farewell. I’m sure she still had lots of teams to escort out of the arena. Before she left, she let Tyler know she was perfectly fine with a threesome. Two men were even better than one in her view. Tyler just laughed and thanked her again for all her help and support.

“How are you both feeling?” Sandy asked. “Do you need to rest up, or do you want to blow off some steam?”

“There’s no way I could rest,” Annabeth replied. “I’m too wound up. Let’s get some food, and then see what we want to get up to from there.”

“That sounds like a plan,” John rumbled, “but let’s head back to the room first. You two are a bit ripe. If we go to the buffet like this, you're going to ruin my appetite.”

“We certainly wouldn’t want that!” I laughed. “I could use a shower. Hot water and real soap sounds wonderful right now.”

“Agreed!” Annabeth exclaimed. “And I’m going to burn these clothes. I never want to see them again.”

And with that, we all took off back to our suite, but not before Tyler whispered in my ear that he’d be happy to blow off any steam I needed. I shivered in anticipation, and a whole different spike stirred its head and wanted to come out and play. Suddenly, we couldn’t get to the suite fast enough.

True to his word, Tyler shredded my clothes as soon as we got to the bedroom and blew the steam right out of me. I gasped that we probably didn’t have a lot of time for the fun stuff, so Tyler lathered up his shower stick and slipped inside me while his hands cleaned up my outsides. It was a master class in multitasking, incubus style.

The hot water felt cleansing, and the thick lather of soap made me feel wonderfully refreshed. Quick cleanups with the Freshness Fountain were nice, but they were no substitute for the real thing. As wonderful as they were, what really pounded my stress out was Tyler’s smooth, powerful hip action.

I was in heaven. My man was touching me, loving me, and speaking words of encouragement as I cried out again and again. I couldn’t say no as he milked me with his manhood and took me over the edge with his touch. I came again and again and again.

I was spent.

Done.

Finished.

Fully sated.

Okay. Maybe not.

Somehow, Tyler eked out one more time for good measure.

I was shaking and just about collapsed as Tyler turned off the water and toweled me down. I was back to feeling steady again and blissfully happy as Tyler helped me get dressed. By the time we were walking out of the bedroom, I was ravenous.

I had no idea how long we'd taken, but John hadn’t started banging on our door, so it must have been acceptable. Annabeth looked fresh and happy too, so our crew headed off together to get some grub.

I held Tyler’s hand, and I was so happy I could have skipped along the whole way. I was safe. My friends were safe. We were still in the tournament. Life was good!

The only things that marred an otherwise perfect moment were my shoes. They still looked like they had been through a gore-fest convention. They were as clean as I could get them, but I still needed a new pair. Maybe I could get some new footwear at the fair. I knew it was mainly focused on magical items, but surely there was a vendor that sold clothes.

We made it to the buffet, and it was packed. It seemed like we weren’t the only ones that were hungry after our adventures. Gold Trim got us a table right away, and this time we were close to a dueling chamber. It looked like we were going to get some entertainment to go with our meal.

Tami was our waiter this time, and it was very nice seeing her again. She asked how my “dress” was, and I told her it was the envy of everyone on the red carpet. We laughed, and she said that if I ever ended up nearly naked again, she’d be happy to drape me in another tablecloth gown.

I got my first plates of food, ate like I was a starving young animal, and went back for more. High class restaurants with fancy meals were nice for dates and things like that, but when it came to refueling my body and getting ready for the next event, I’d take a buffet any day.

Tami made me a new drink this time that seemed to be a mix between lemonade, Sprite, and some other mystery ingredient that had a bit of heat to it. It was absolutely delicious, and I had so many of them she started bringing me two of them at a time.

Sandy had gotten my first message with the summary of our progress and shared it with John and Tyler. My Bank Crystal had also sent out two more updates—one after we’d found the secret floor at Indifies’ and one when we’d arrived at Adventurers’ Plaza, so the crew was already up to date on what had happened. They still wanted to hear all about it, though, as it made for an exciting tale.

Tami was fascinated by our adventures, and Gold Trim stopped by as often as he could to hear the story. We had all the time in the world, so we just relaxed, ate, and talked all about it. Both of them wanted to be included on any future updates, so I tapped Bank Stamps with them and added their contacts.

I was excited to count our bag of pearls and see how much we’d won. Sandy counseled patience, though, and said the middle of a buffet was not a good place to be sorting out money. Annabeth agreed and said we could count it all out when we got back to the room. I knew they were right, but I was still anxious to have a final number.

Sitting by the dueling chamber was just as entertaining as I’d hoped. It certainly stayed busy. Every few minutes a new pair of mages showed up and went at it. Most of the duels ended quickly without a lot of injury. Someone’s pride always got hurt, and there were dirty looks and a few curse words, but overall, it wasn’t too bad. A few of the fighters really went at it, though, and the loser had to be dragged out of the chamber and carried off.

What I found fascinating was all the different ways magic was used for attack and defense. There were the normal shields and weapons, of course, but there were also animal totems, plants, stones, mud, water, heat, cold, and tools of every kind. One guy even fought with what appeared to be a bag of M&M’s.

It was easy to see which Paths were real and which were made up. The real Paths had fully realized attack and defensive themes with lots of detail and power. The made up ones went back to regular weapons like swords and clubs and tried to give them a visual twist. For example, one guy displayed that he was on the Path of the Vicious Wolverine, but he fought with a sword that looked like a really long fang.

I was starting to seriously analyze Paths and what they could do. From what I could see, they inspired mages to be more focused with their magic and helped them create a more fully realized attack and defense system. It didn’t change my underlying theory that detail and personalization were king. In almost all cases, the mages that fought with the most detail in their magic won their matches.

Finally, the meal wound down, as all meals do, and our thoughts turned to the future.

“So, what is next on the agenda?” Annabeth asked.

“Do you mean tonight or until the next quest?” Sandy asked.

“Both,” Annabeth replied, and I nodded in agreement.

“Tomorrow is a day for rest and preparation,” Sandy said. “I assume most teams were injured and used up a lot of magic, so tomorrow they can heal up and work on regaining their magic. Tock also noted that tomorrow is a day where the Palace makes a lot of money. Most of the teams and spectators are still here, so they spend the time drinking, gambling, and indulging in all the services the Palace has to offer.

“For us, I thought this would be a great time to visit the fair. The Bank has an entire store dedicated to Paths, and per our agreement, we need to learn as much about them as we can. Since we’ve made it to the second round, we are supposed to visit one of the confessional booths and get interviewed. Apparently, we can do that at any time before the next quest.”

“Is this like they do on reality tv shows?” I asked. “You know, like when the drag queens say how they really feel and throw some shade?”

“I assume so,” Sandy laughed. “Although I don’t know about throwing shade. When you both do well in the tournament, everything you say in the confessional is bound to come out. I don’t think we want to create any new enemies.”

“Agreed,” Annabeth said and gave my hand a pat. “I’ll make sure he stays in line.”

I just laughed with them and let it go. I hadn’t planned on throwing any shade, but sometimes my Anna Lykit sassy side came out. It probably was a good thing Annabeth was watching out for me.

“The next tournament quest begins the day after that,” Sandy continued her scheduling conversation. “It starts at noon, so we’ll probably do a repeat of what we did today. That seemed to work out well. As for tonight, I thought we might try something a little different.”

She paused dramatically, and her eyes twinkled.

“How about we all go to karaoke?”

Huh? That was not what I was expecting her to say at all.

“It could be a wonderful, stress-free time that doesn’t focus on magic or the tournament at all,” she continued. “It’s got a bar, so John can gather information at the watering hole, and it’s also on a full stage with a live band. This isn’t dive bar karaoke, although that can be a lot of fun too. This is big time, supernatural karaoke!

“Who knows? Maybe we’ll hear popular songs from the turn of the century, or get to listen to someone with world class talent. I know we’re here on serious business, but we have to remember to have fun too.”

Her excitement was infectious, and we all agreed to go and check it out. We said goodbye to Tami and Gold Trim, and then mapped our way to the show. Sandy was right, this wasn’t dive bar karaoke. This was classy, 1920’s karaoke with a touch of the Moulin Rouge.

The theater had lots of character, with scrollwork, gold leaf, and alcoves with statues. Some of the statues were classical, like ancient-looking gods in togas. Some of them were naked, though, and doing very naughty things to each other. There was lots of seating, with high tables and tall stools. The tables weren’t very big, just enough to hold a few drinks, but they were easy to move around. That worked out well as some of the groups had over twenty people, and they’d grouped several tables and chairs together.

For us, one table was perfect, and we easily gathered five stools and settled in to enjoy the show. The band was freaking amazing, and it felt like they had been playing together all their lives. However, I realized they were only a group of talented musicians jamming together when a couple of mages stepped up on stage, pulled their instruments out of thin air, and joined in. A few minutes later, a musician left carrying an empty glass—I assumed heading back to the bar for a refill.

I was feeling a bit thirsty myself, so Tyler, John, and I headed to the bar to get whatever fruity concoction the bartender was willing to make me. While I was there, I felt a light touch on my elbow. I turned to see a muscular woman and her team with curious looks on their faces.

“Rumor has it that you were the team that lit up the tower,” she said softly. “Is that true?” They didn’t seem hostile, so I nodded politely. “Thank you for that,” she said, and her whole team nodded behind her. “We got so turned around fighting those crazy monsters, we’d never have found our way out. We’re still in the tournament and still planning on winning some more prizes, thanks to you. I know you're the House team and this is probably so overwhelming for you, but would you let us buy your drink?”

My mind flashed to the genie with the blue bottle that had poisoned me at the Gathering. This team seemed nice, though, and I’d already ordered the drink from the regular bartender. They were just going to buy it. Surely there couldn’t be any harm in that?

I smiled, nodded, and thanked them for being so kind. They seemed very grateful, but they also seemed a bit anxious about talking to me. I got the feeling it wasn’t good to be seen talking to the House team. Still, they paid for my drink when it arrived, wished me well, and scurried off.

Tyler and John were totally amused by the whole thing, and as we were heading back to our table, it happened again. This new team couldn’t buy me a drink, of course, as I already had one. But I still got a quickly whispered thanks and a shallow, but sincere, bow.

When we got back, Sandy and Annabeth made their drink run, and the same thing happened to them.

“I feel happy with our decisions,” Annabeth said when we were sitting down together again. “The people that I talked to don’t seem like the higher level teams, and they seem very grateful that we helped them stay in the tournament. I know we’re competing against more teams this way, but I think we made some friends tonight.”

“I don’t know that I’d call them friends,” I laughed. “I think we’re still very much the uncool team, and they don’t want to be seen talking to us. I agree with you, though. I’d prefer to be kind and supportive rather than assholes.”

“I think we should toast to that,” Annabeth smiled. “To being kind and supportive when we can!”

“Hear, hear!” I agreed, clinked glasses, and took a long sip. The first fruity concoction went down very easily, and it wasn’t long before I needed another. I didn’t even have to go to the bar this time. Instead, a waiter stopped by and told me I had a fan and the drink was already paid for. I looked around, and a shy brunette caught my eye and gave me a wave.

For a moment, I thought she might actually come over and talk, but instead, she looked around with a guilty look to see if anyone had noticed. Then I got another brief wave before she faded into the crowd.

I’d been so caught up in the decor and music, I hadn’t noticed the waiters circulating through the theater. They were rocking the early 1900’s Moulin Rouge theme with outfits of leather and lace. They were covering up more than they were showing, and lots of teams were showing more skin than they were. The hint of naughtiness was tantalizing, though, and it really showed off the male waiters’ asses to good effect.

The night continued, and that wasn’t our only visit by the waitstaff. In fact, nobody from our table bought their drinks for the rest of the night. Sandy and I were still a bit leery from being poisoned last time, so we made a rule that John or Tyler had to take the first sip from everything that arrived to make sure there weren't any magical hijinks going on.

They loved that, of course, as it would take a lot more booze than we’d gotten tonight to get those two drunk. The evening developed a rosy glow, and when Sandy finally signed us up to sing, I barely staggered at all as I ascended the steps to the stage.

Annabeth asked what I wanted to sing, and I said anything by Pentatonix—which didn’t limit us at all. They are an amazing acapella group that covers all ranges of music, so there was a lot to choose from. We quickly decided to do “Hallelujah,” as everyone knew it and they’d already sung it together when they were trying to keep Karl’s rotten magic off of them in the cave.

Maybe it was the alcohol talking, but I was shocked at just how good we sounded. Annabeth was our lead, of course, and her voice soared like an angel. She wrung every drop of emotion out of the lyrics, and I felt inspired, sad, and worshipful all at the same time. John took the bass, and when his voice dropped, the floor shook. Sandy and Tyler knew how to sing backup, and they filled in the middle.

That only left the top end for me, and to my surprise, my voice was melodic and clear. I always knew I could sing tenor, but I’d always tried to sing more manly. My dad hated it when I sounded like a Welsh choir boy. Now I was with my friends and the lower registers were taken, so I found a whole new part of myself I’d been missing.

I felt something stirring inside. There was something here. Something worth exploring.

I wasn’t ready yet, so I just sang, blended with our group, and had a wonderful time.

When we were done, the master of ceremonies hurried over and asked us to sing another song. His name was Darius, and he’d been cracking risqué jokes and keeping the show organized all night.

Annabeth suggested “Cheerleader” which is a fun, upbeat song that matched all the support we were getting tonight. I knew most of the words, but not all of them, so my Bank Crystal kicked in and displayed them on a scroll for me. Darius got the others sorted out, and soon we were belting it out again. I thought that would be it for us, but the crowd loved Annabeth and wanted one more.

This time we tapped into one of the greatest songwriters ever and sang “Jolene” by Dolly Parton. At the end the whole place was singing along with us. “Jolene. Jolene. Jolene. Joooolleeeene. I’m begging of you, please don’t take my man.”

We left the stage to the sounds of vigorous applause, and it felt nice. We weren’t being booed, and nobody was being hateful. Sure, we were still the House team, and I’m sure other teams still weren’t brave enough to be our friends, but for this one evening, we found our spot. We belonged.

Sandy was right. This was just what I’d needed to recover from the first quest and to get ready for the second one.

We stayed for a while longer and then headed back to the suite. Annabeth was on cloud nine over how well our performance had gone, and she was already thinking about going back again tomorrow night. I thought that sounded like an excellent idea.

I was weaving a bit, so Tyler undressed me and put me to bed. Then he got naked himself and crawled into bed behind me. He wrapped his manly arms around me, and I felt happy and safe. Bermuda settled onto my pillow, and Mr. Tubbles settled onto Tyler’s. We weren’t in our normal bedroom, but our little family was together, and that was all that mattered.

With that thought in mind, I peacefully drifted off to sleep.


Chapter thirteen

Suit


I was in a hotel hallway. And not just any hallway— the hallway. The hallway at the beginning of the night of my Waker Moment. Or, as Thing One liked to call it, my Death Experience. I knew what was coming. I felt it in my bones. The door to the stairway opened, and Thing One and Thing Two walked through.

I screamed and ran—ran with all I had in me. I knew what would happen if they caught me, and I didn’t want to live through that again. The two thugs chased me, but they weren’t that fast, and I felt relief as I pulled away.

Then I felt a blaze of power flare up in front of me. A figure blocked my path, radiating so much magic I wasn’t sure if it was a man, woman, or even human. Wait, that wasn’t how it happened, a tiny voice whispered, but I ignored it and looked around frantically. I saw a giant door surrounded by blinking neon lights, strobing like they were the entrance into a den of iniquity. It was my only option, so I barreled through and paused in the dim light. It was a strip club, filled with old, diseased male strippers. The floors were sticky, the poles looked rusted, and the smell of tobacco smoke and used condoms filled the air. All eyes turned to me as I searched for a way out.

The door opened again, and God Thing and the two henchmen walked inside. I was screwed. The strippers started walking toward me as they hissed and their fangs popped out.

Fangs? The damn things were vampires!

All of them slowly, but with deadly intent, stalked toward me as I backed into a corner. I screamed for all I was worth when the first vampire came in close and licked my face. His tongue was raspy and insistent.

What? That didn’t seem right.

Suddenly, I was awake. I flared my magic sight and looked around wildly. I was in bed with Tyler. Bermuda was licking my face. Everything was okay. I was alright. I wasn’t being hunted, and vampire strippers weren’t out to bite me.

I shivered as my heart raced and chills ran up my spine. Tyler’s warm presence anchored me, though, and Bermuda’s gentle loving pulled me back to the present. I took several deep breaths and ran a hand through Bermuda’s soft fur. He purred, put a soft paw on the side of my face, and licked some more.

I hadn’t dreamed of that night for a while. What had made me think of it now? Maybe being in a hotel of sorts and sleeping in a new bed was affecting me more than I’d thought. Regardless, I’d had dreams like this many times before, and I knew how to deal with them.

I dredged up the memory of Thing One and the strength it took to face him down in my Throne Room. Once again, I took my power back from him and utterly destroyed the shade that remained. Then I did the same thing to Thing Two. I’d never actually faced down Thing Two like this in real life, but I’d found it was a great mental exercise to take back my power and banish him from my mind.

After that, I did the same to God Thing and all the stripper vampires. Feeling much better, I gave Bermuda kisses and belly loving, just the way he liked it. Satisfied that his job of dream guardian was done, he got up and gave a big stretch. Then he turned around a few times and went back to napping on my pillow.

I snuggled back into bed myself, expecting to fall asleep right away. Instead, my mind felt awake and ready to go. Well, damn.

I was very comfortable and Tyler felt wonderful, so I didn’t want to move. This was a peaceful moment and I might not have too many of them in the coming days, so I had the Surfer Dudes fetch my phone and I played a few rounds of Sudoku. Figuring out the numbers and watching them fall into place felt nice. Unlike the real world, Sudoku is logical and peaceful, and it was lovely to just be in that world for a while.

I got bored with that too, and my bladder was letting me know it needed some attention. I still didn’t want to move, so I mentally drifted into my Bank Stamp’s Hogwarts-looking hall, touched my Freshness Fountain, and took care of business. The whole process was still a little strange, but the convenience was so very nice.

‘Greetings, young mage,’ the Bank Crystal flashed, letting me know it wanted my attention.

‘Greetings,’ I replied as I walked over and touched its faceted surface. It didn’t really need direct contact to communicate, but it was still new to me and it was nice to spend some time together. ‘Actually, while we’re talking, there was one thing I wanted you to do for me.’

‘Of course!’ it replied happily. ‘How can I help?’

‘We made contact with Gold Trim and Tami at the buffet today,’ I said. I got back a feeling of confusion, so I quickly sent it two images.

‘His name is Babekh,’ the Bank Crystal noted, ‘but I will update his nickname as noted. Please continue.’

‘I told them we would send them update messages of our progress in the quests,’ I said. ‘However, I don’t want them to get as detailed an update as you're sending out to Sandy, John, and Tyler. I’m happy with them knowing the general progress of our adventures, but I don’t want them to see all the powers we have. They’ve been wonderfully supportive and I’m glad they’re interested in us, but I don’t want them to inadvertently start talking about all the things we can do. We don’t need that out in general knowledge yet.’

‘Understood,’ the Bank Crystal replied. ‘I’ll take care of that. Was there anything else you wanted from me?’

‘That’s it,’ I said. ‘That’s all I needed. Now, what did you want to talk to me about?’

‘I wanted to discuss your footwear and overall clothing,’ it replied. ‘I’ve been looking into options, and I’ve narrowed it down to some basic categories. I need your input on what level of clothing you require before I narrow it down even more.’

‘You can provide me with some new shoes?’ I asked. I was surprised, as I still thought of the Bank Stamp as more of a bank. Having it provide me with a Freshness Fountain hadn’t seemed that much of a stretch, as it was magical and part of the Bank Crystal’s space. Shoes, however, were so mundane that it threw me for a loop.

‘Of course!’ it replied happily. ‘Food, water, shelter, and clothing were all deemed essential items for mages hundreds of years ago. The Bank started providing the basics not long after its inception, and that has continued all the way up to the present day.

‘Naturally, over time, the quality of these essentials has risen substantially. We used to only provide simple homespun robes and reed-woven sandals. Now, we provide so much more! Would you like to see what levels of suggestions I have for you?’

‘Oh, yes!’ I replied. ‘I know you’d told me you could provide essentials back on the bus, but I just never thought of shoes or clothing as part of that. It makes perfect sense now that I’m thinking about it, and I’m so glad you’ve reminded me. You really are a wonderful Bank Stamp.’

The Crystal sparkled with pride and sent me warm, happy vibes. It was happy to serve, and it loved doing a good job.

‘Excellent!’ it said. ‘Let’s set the scene, and then we can begin.’

One wall shifted, and a large arch appeared. A broad, white runway lifted about a foot out of the floor. All the regular lights went out, replaced by bright spotlights that brought the runway to life.

OMG! I knew what this was. We were going to have a fashion show! My gay heart squealed with joy.

Techno music with thumping bass started up, and a backlit model appeared in the arch. He paused for dramatic effect as an announcer that sounded suspiciously like Tim Gunn began his spiel.

‘Our first look comes to us from the basics line. It’s called basic because it’s, well, basic. We have to start somewhere, however, and this outfit provides an excellent example of what is available at the lowest price point.’

The model stepped forward and started strutting his stuff down the runway. I was a bit surprised, as the model was a faceless mannequin.

‘As you can see, our model, Basic Bob, comes with red basic shorts, a blue basic t-shirt, and acceptable non-performance sneakers. Included in this look are basic socks and basic underwear in the style of your choosing. This outfit doesn’t include any magical additions of any kind and only comes in solid colors.’

The mannequin model reached the end of the runway and struck a pose.

‘The clothes are comfortable, though. If all you need is something simple to lounge in while watching a show, then they are probably your best choice. The price is the best part of the outfit, coming in at an easy twenty pearls.’

I wasn’t sure about twenty pearls. I felt like I could have gotten just about everything for twenty dollars at the dollar store. When I’d been using Morphous Points for toilet paper at the Gathering, the House had told me that a large part of the cost was the delivery, so maybe that’s what had caused this to be so high. I’m sure if I chose the outfit, the clothes would magically appear beside me, and that had to cost something.

Regardless of the price, I knew I wanted something better. These clothes wouldn’t last through one fight. Although, that might be an advantage if I used them like they were disposable. I still needed better shoes, though. Who knew what I might be facing in future challenges, and I didn’t want to push my luck by twisting my ankle again. The next time I might not be so lucky.

The mannequin kept posing until I indicated I was done. Then he turned and strutted back to the arch. The music was rocking, and I couldn’t help but get my groove on. This was fun!

Basic Bob reached the arch and vanished, only to be replaced by a new silhouette. This time the outline was more refined, and as the new mannequin moved forward, I saw it was an upgraded, sexy model—like one of those Under Armor mannequins.

‘Our next look comes from our designer line of clothing,’ Tim Gunn continued. ‘If you want to make an entrance and look your best for any event, look no further than the House of Louis Matisse. They are the first name in fashion for all your menswear needs. Depending on your requirements, their clothing is edgy, elegant, or casual chic—but always fashion forward. Designer Dan is modeling their fall collection, and if this category is of interest, we can style an entire show around their offerings. The price for this outfit is around two hundred pearls.’

Designer Dan did look very nice. He sported an asymmetrical jacket with wide buttons up one sleeve, a blue and green color blocked shirt, and wide bottom jeans sporting artful tears and traces of gold thread. Best of all, the tips of his shoes sparkled and flashed in the bright lights.

If I needed something to wear to an exclusive New Year’s party in Milan, then this was my category. For battling monsters, not so much. I let him have one pose at the end of the runway before signaling the show should move on.

Despite having no actual features, Designer Dan managed to look offended, and he stalked all the way back to the arch like he was just too good to be here anyway. He vanished into the light, and a new silhouette took his place.

This guy walked forward with a lot less attitude. His outfit and build sort of looked like Steve Irwin of Crocodile Hunter fame, and he walked the runway with a casual and curious look. When he reached the end, he didn’t do any fabulous poses. Instead, he looked around like he was trying to figure out where he was.

Before the announcer started talking, Eggy and Penny joined us. Chairs appeared along the runway so that if we wanted, we could sit down and act like we were members of the press here to report on the latest fashions. I loved it, but the music was feeding my soul. I needed to shake my booty.

Eggy manifested a pair of maracas and joined in the beat. He’d loved them ever since I’d had my eureka moment about runes and we’d partied down the street. Penny switched out her Athena battle outfit for a grass skirt and nothing on top. Then she started tiki dancing to the rhythm, and together we turned the runway show into a party!

‘Our next category is from the pathfinder series,’ Tim Gunn announced. ‘This is one of several looks that are typically bundled together. Pathfinder Paddy is modeling the jungle ensemble. The shirt is designed for breathability in hot climates while keeping out any bugs or creepy crawlers that might try to snuggle up and have a bite of your tasty flesh. The utility belt is bulky, but useful, as it contains matches, fishing line, fish hooks, a flashlight, and many other items for survival. The boots are waterproof, and you can wade through two feet of water without getting your feet wet. If you go over that, the boots are quick drying to keep your blisters to a minimum.’

The outfit did look nice and seemed very functional. That’s what I really needed—functionality. I wanted it to look good, but I needed clothing that would support me in the challenges.

‘The pathfinder line also includes the appropriate clothing for forests, tundra, deserts, marsh, and even urban environments. There are ten outfits in total valued at around two thousand pearls. These outfits are non magical, and any repair or replacement is the responsibility of the user.’

This was getting much closer to what I wanted. The first quest had been at a pleasant temperature and in a mostly urban environment. We’d gone over the mountain, so hiking boots would have been a great help, but most teams had stayed on the roads. If we had gone that way, we’d have wanted something suitable for riding a mount or running on the road.

That pathfinding line was great, but its lack of flexibility was its greatest weakness. We didn’t know what we were getting into with these quests, so we wouldn’t know beforehand how to dress. We could dress for a dry, warm environment and end up in a place that was wet and cold. I’d keep this line in mind, as the cost per outfit was the same as the designer line, but I wanted to see what came next. Pathfinder Paddy was still doing his lost-in-the-jungle poses, so I motioned that I was done and the show could continue.

He consulted his compass and pointed to the arch like “Ahha! I should be going that way!” before wandering back down the runway and disappearing into the light. The next silhouette formed, and I got a superhero vibe. Then he strode onto the runway, and I realized we were at another level of clothing entirely.

For starters, he was a person, not a mannequin, and he looked a lot like Michael Cimino from the Hulu series Love, Victor. The clothing was all one piece, like a superhero’s outfit, and it looked amazing. It was black with dark blue lightning bolt accents on it and an ‘M’ as a logo in light blue. The suit had Michael looking sleek and muscular, like he was a member of a premier team.

I loved the idea of a superhero costume, but I’d read that in real life they were hot, sweaty, and very uncomfortable. That wouldn’t work for me.

‘Our next tier of presentation introduces magical assistance form-wear,’ the announcer spoke up. ‘I’ve skipped the basic magical versions and gone straight to the very best option available. This outfit has everything a single piece can offer. As shown by our magical model Michael, it allows for full color control, reforms for additional functionality, provides protection in all basic environments, and even has self-repair capabilities. This configuration is valued at twenty thousand pearls and comes with a five-year warranty. Would you like to know more?’

Michael strode to the end of the runway, gave us a handsome smile, and then hit his model poses. The changes in options were amazing. One moment he was wearing shorts and a polo like he was going to play tennis at a fancy club, and the next he was wearing dress slacks and a button-down shirt with a tie like he was going out for a business lunch. His shoes changed too, from white tennis shoes to shiny black dress shoes. The outfit changed again to something that looked like snow camouflage, and it grew over his hands and head giving them protection as well. It even covered his eyes with goggles. His shoes grew wider, like snow shoes, with a web pattern.

In a few seconds, Michael had gone from evening wear to trekking through the cold and snow. It was impressive and exactly what I was looking for. The transformation didn’t stop there, as it then shifted to a blue-green camouflage and the shoes shifted to short flippers. The gloves also changed so they had webbing between the fingers. Michael was now ready to swim across a river. Wow!

I indicated that I was interested, and Tim Gunn continued.

‘This outfit is all one piece, so there are limits to how much it can transform, but inside those limitations are a world of possibilities. For example, looking at evening wear, Michael can quickly create the illusion of a tie, even though he isn’t actually wearing one.’

Michael transformed back into something for a fancy evening, with olive colored pants, burgundy shirt, and classy looking brown shoes. He also had on a skinny black tie held by an emerald tie pin. Or that’s what my eyes told me he was wearing. My magic sight saw it was all one piece with just a hint of raised edges on the tie to sell the illusion. Michael turned like he was talking to a group of people, but even at an angle, I’d have sworn it was a real tie. I also noticed his shirt had buttons, which weren’t real.

‘Carrying this one step further, let's look at a simple pair of shorts and t-shirt. The sleeves can retract to form true short sleeves, but the legs of the outfit need to remain connected to the footwear. To achieve the effect of the shorts, the pants become very thin and transparent.’

Model Michael continued his transformation, and I could have sworn he had on a regular summer outfit. Now I knew what I was looking for, though, I could see instances where the illusion failed. The hair on his legs lay flat, which wasn’t natural, and the shorts and shirt hugged him tightly. This wouldn’t be able to simulate loose clothing. Still, I wasn’t knocking the outfit for that. If I wanted to lounge around at my place in shorts and a t-shirt, I’d just put on the real thing.

‘Although this outfit is not designed for defense, its coloration does allow the wearer to often hide in plain sight.’

Michael hopped off the runway, walked over to the wall, and blended right in. It wasn’t perfect, as he was still protruding out from the wall and different viewing angles would need slightly different coloring, but it would fool anyone who wasn’t specifically looking for it.

‘This outfit has all of the advantages of the previous category, as it will also perform well in forests, tundra, deserts, and marshes. It actually exceeds the capabilities of the pathfinder line, as the entire unit can be waterproof, or even airtight. You could swim across a lake in record time using your transformed flipper footwear and arrive on the other side completely dry and ready to run a marathon.’

This was perfect. It was exactly what I was looking for. I could climb mountains, run on roads, and be ready for whatever challenges showed up when I arrived. Michael returned to the runway, and I hopped up so I could get a closer look. The material had a bit of texture to it, like little dimples, but that only added to the illusion of real clothing.

‘Best of all, the outfit also has a self-repair feature. It can use the wearer's mana to gradually restore its structural integrity. The more mana provided, the faster the restoration. This is a viable option as long as fifty percent or more of the outfit remains.’

Fifty percent. Hmmm. I’d like it to be a bit more than that. I had a tendency to destroy my clothes.

‘Naturally, of course, the magic was designed with your comfort in mind. Wearing this outfit is as comfortable as wearing your favorite pair of pajamas.’

I liked the sentiment, but in this case, it wasn’t true. My favorite set of pj’s was being naked and wrapped up with Tyler. These clothes were amazing, but they weren’t Tyler.

‘You have shown a great deal of interest in this selection. The value of what Michael is modeling comes in at slightly over twenty thousand pearls. Would you like me to further refine your options at this time?’

Twenty thousand pearls. On one hand, that was a lot. On the other hand, that seemed like a heck of a bargain considering how versatile it was. Charms were selling for a whole lot more than this at the fair at the Gathering. Was I getting some sort of discount?

‘I think this is a winner,’ I replied to the Bank Crystal, ‘so let me know additional options and the costs associated with them. I’m curious, though, am I getting some sort of discount?’

‘Most certainly,’ the Bank Crystal replied smoothly. ‘Because of your Most Favored status and our affinity level, I’m able to offer most purchases to you at a seventy-five percent discount. This option would cost normal Bank users around eighty thousand pearls.’

That was nice to hear and made twenty thousand pearls sound much more reasonable. I needed to get one of these for Annabeth too, so it would end up costing me forty thousand pearls total. That was much better than a hundred sixty thousand pearls!

Due to my wagers at the Gathering, I had over six hundred and fifty thousand pearls, but I didn’t want to blow through them all. I’d gotten lucky meeting Goggles and wagering against fantastic odds. I was pretty sure that opportunities like that weren’t going to come by very often.

‘Thank you for all your help,’ I told my Bank Crystal warmly. ‘This is going to be a huge advantage in the tournament, and the discount you’ve provided is going to make it all possible. Now, before we move on to finalizing my selection, was there a category beyond this one that you wanted to show me?’

‘Yes,’ it replied. ‘I think this will be more than you want to spend, but it might be useful to know what comes next.’

Magical model Michael stayed with us as a new silhouette appeared in the arch. He paused so we could all take in his stocky form and then marched forward into the light. He was big and solid, like Donald Glover after a year of intense training, and he certainly wouldn’t be anyone I’d want to mess with.

‘Our next tier of performance wear comes from the personal protection line,’ the announcer said. ‘This line of clothing is designed to provide a second shield between you and your enemies. It has many of the advantages of the assistance line of clothing, but it is first and foremost all about personal defense. As such, it is bulkier and heavier than lower tiers and less focused on appearance. It is incredibly useful, though, and it doesn’t matter how comfortable you are or how good you look if you’re dead.’

I could certainly agree with that sentiment! I’d had my fair share of looking rough before, but I’d lived and come back even stronger.

‘This outfit as shown is at the lower end of what is possible, but still comes in at two hundred thousand pearls. After all, how can you put a price on safety? Higher levels of protection cost more, of course, and these models can quickly range north of two million pearls. Would you like to learn more?’

I shook my head, and Donald bowed slightly and stomped back through the arch. Two hundred grand for the lowest level of protection wasn’t something I wanted to spend my pearls on right now. Maybe someday, when I was pushing out pearls like rabbit pellets, I’d revisit this and see what was available.

The fashion show had served its purpose, so the arch disappeared and the raised white runway sank back into the floor. The spot lights went away, and the regular lighting came back. Michael the model stuck around, which was nice as he was very easy on the eyes.

After that, we got down to the serious business of options, costing, and exactly what I was going to purchase. The Bank Crystal had already selected the gloves, shoes, complete head covering, and goggles options for me. From there, I could make the clothing transform faster, recover from more damage, or provide even more protection in extreme environments.

The protection options started getting into armor territory, and the cost went up very quickly. Finally, I ended up with a configuration that I liked and cost twenty-five thousand pearls. The outfit would provide environmental protection from the coldest winter in Montana to the hottest summer in Arizona. Clothing transformations were slightly faster than originally modeled, and the range of transformation was bigger. That meant we had bigger flippers in the water, wider snow shoes, and more clothing to sell the illusions of collars, ties, belts, etc. For regular clothing, it could transform all the way back to a tank top and real shorts if I wanted to go barefoot.

The option I absolutely wanted to expand was how much damage the outfit could take and still grow back. I pushed it as far as possible and ended with clothes that could survive being ninety percent destroyed. Hopefully, that would be enough. That cost the most pearls, but given the adventures I’d been through, I thought it would be worth it.

I bought two of them—one for myself and one for Annabeth. My Bank Crystal had already gotten her measurements from her Bank Stamp, so it knew the clothes would fit. I’d also decided to call it my Super Suit, as that was much better than calling it my outfit. Plus, I could now tell Annabeth we needed to suit up—just like in the comics!

I thanked Michael Cimino for all his help modeling the options and told him he was welcome back any time he wanted. He laughed and flirted a bit, so I tucked a few imaginary dollars into his pants and gave his beautiful ass a swat to help him on his way.

‘Before you leave, I wanted to draw your attention to your magical capacity,’ Eggy said. ‘Penny and I still have plenty of magic to support you for now, but if you continue to make new soul creations that are highly detailed, then you are going to start running low. I’d suggest keeping an eye out for any unclaimed sources of magic the Granny Godmothers can tap into. I’m not worried when we are at the House, as there is always the Circle Room and the picnic bench area at the park. Here, though, we haven’t found a recharging source. We need that, even if it’s just to help Annabeth.’

‘I agree,’ I replied. ‘And thank you for the reminder. I know Annabeth is worried about having enough magic as well.’

‘I also have a suggestion,’ Penny spoke up. ‘I think it would be a good idea if you stored the physical pearls from your quests in the Throne Room. That way they can’t be stolen or lost. Plus, carrying a large number of pearls around will get awkward.’

‘I think that’s a great idea,’ I said. ‘But I don’t know how to move things in and out of my Throne Room. Bermuda does it all the time, but I’ve never figured out how.’

‘Oh, that’s not a problem,’ Penny said brightly. ‘I can do that for you until you get the hang of it. I’m the one that first moved Bermuda into your Throne Room, after all.’

That’s right! I’d forgotten about that. So much had happened since then. Big Ugly had thrown a car at me in downtown Louisville, and Bermuda had gotten hit by all the debris. He’d been cut up badly, and I’d been afraid for his life. Penny had moved him off of the sidewalk and into my Throne Room to keep him safe until I got home.

‘That would be awesome!’ I exclaimed. ‘I’ve always wanted to have a Bag-of-Holding like they do in role-playing games. That’s going to go really well with the new Super Suit, as I just realized it doesn’t have pockets. So how many inventory slots do I have? How much can I hold?’

Penny looked confused at my terminology, so I started sending her images of what an RPG inventory bag looked like. Usually, I’d click on it and it would open up into a grid of squares. I’d drag what I wanted to keep into the squares and then close the bag. It was an easy way to manage a bunch of items in a quest, although there was usually some sort of weight limit based on the character’s strength value.

‘There isn’t a limit on the number of items you can store,’ Penny explained. ‘But everything you move into or out of your Throne Room takes magic. The bigger or heavier the item, the more magic it takes. I suppose you're limited by the size of your Throne Room, too. It’s already pretty big, though, so I think your real limit is how much magic you want to spend. Pearls aren’t very big or heavy, so it shouldn’t take much to store them.’

‘That sounds logical,’ I said. ‘The pearl pouch is certainly smaller and lighter than Bermuda.’

‘You can’t use Bermuda as your benchmark,’ Penny warned. ‘He’s your Companion and uses your magic, so he’s a perfect match. It hardly costs any magic at all for him to move back and forth.’

That made sense. I didn’t have any idea how much magic it would take to transfer a pound of stuff, but I’d figure it out. I just needed to remember to start small and work my way up.

This was pretty incredible, though. Eugene, at the Gathering, had said that he had a pocket that was only a few inches wide. I didn’t know how big my Throne Room would translate to with actual items, but it should be a lot more than a few inches.

I thanked Penny, Eggy, and my Bank Crystal for all their help, and then returned to real life. I was still comfortably lying in bed, and Tyler was still snuggled in beside me. The night was feeling a bit surreal, as I’d accomplished so much and hadn’t moved. Bermuda decided he wanted some more loving, so I murmured sweet nothings and rubbed his fur as he licked my nose.

My furry baby was everything to me, and he kept me happy and grounded. I knew all cats were magical, but Bermuda was just extra special to me. I told him he was my handsome warrior, and he purred in agreement. Then he rolled on his back so I had full belly access, and I ramped up the loving even more. I told him he was the strongest protector in the whole wide world, and all the presidents and all the kings in the world wished they had someone as amazing as him. He purred in pure bliss and begged for more. More!

I told him he was the softest, the furriest, the most loving, and most beautiful Companion a gay boy could ask for. He gave me slow blinks of pure happiness as I made sure every part of his soft tummy got some attention. He was having such a good time, I had to smile. His human was telling him just how awesome he was, so all was right in his world.

Of course, after a while he decided he’d had enough, so he got up and hopped off the bed. I pulled Tyler’s arm tight around me and snuggled in even more. The next thing I knew, it was morning. Surprisingly, we didn’t make love. Instead, we talked about yesterday, the quest, and how fun karaoke had been.

Tyler was doing okay, but he was in a weird space. He was there to support me, but he wasn’t feeling like he was doing anything. He wasn’t used to being on the sidelines, but there wasn’t anything he could do to help. He couldn’t coach us or give us advice in the middle of the quests. He was both a lover and a fighter, but there wasn’t anyone for him to fight, and the only person he was making love to was me.

I told him he was doing exactly what he needed to as far as I was concerned, and that seemed to help. Tyler always seemed so assured and knew what to do on every occasion. It was interesting realizing he had insecurities too. It made me feel even closer to my man.

We showered, got ready, and headed out to the communal living room to greet the others. It turned out we were a bit early, so I spent a moment looking out the window at the morning view. We were on the tenth floor at the back of the Palace, so we had a beautiful view of the wheat fields that seemed to go on forever.

I looked down, and there was only a service road and a small strip of grass separating the Palace from the field. I guess the fancy fountains were only for the entrance side of the complex.

I’m sure the premier teams and the VIPs got the lavish views, while we got to see how Farmer Frank was doing. I didn’t mind, though. Nature is beautiful, and it wasn’t like I could see fields like this in Louisville. It was so peaceful and rich, it felt like I could actually feel the wheat growing.

It wasn’t all growth, though. I could feel the days getting shorter and the reaper arriving. Then the cold arrived, and everything died. Life went underground, and there was peace in that too. Then, the first touch of spring, the final frost, and I felt the land surge as life came back again.

The warmth of the sun felt beautiful on my skin. I basked in the light until the cold came again.

I died.

I rose.

I died.

I rose—over and over again.

I didn’t feel the years pass as years are for humans. I felt the seasons. I felt the changes in life on the land. The rain that fell. The heat that came.

Then, one season, the cold truly came. It arrived like it never had before, and life had to retreat far underground. I had to retreat far underground. And I realized I was sick of it. I was tired of it all.

My people were gone. My land was changing. No one loved me anymore. No one appreciated me. No one even knew I was here.

I gave and gave and gave! I never got anything back.

I was so lonely. So desperately lonely.

I remembered when life wasn’t this way. I longed for a better day. A different future.

I longed for more than seasons.

I longed for more than the cold.

Tears flowed down my face, and my body shook with emotion.

“Jason?” Tyler wrapped his arms around me. “Jason, are you okay?”

I was crying too hard to answer.

Tyler picked me up and pulled me away from the window. My hands were stuck to the glass, but he wouldn’t be denied. He took me over to the couch, wrapped me up in a blanket, and held me tight.

“Jason.” He kissed me, touched me, and gradually brought me back from the cold place.

“What happened?” I asked. I took a deep shuddering breath and wiped my eyes.

“You tell me,” Tyler said. He looked deeply worried, and as I climbed out of whatever strange space I’d gone to, I felt worried too. What the heck had happened?

“I’m not really sure,” I told him. “I was looking out the window, enjoying the view, and somehow I connected with nature. Only, it wasn’t just nature. It was something else. It was something about the field.”

I told Tyler about the seasons and the cold. And just how achingly lonely I’d been. That’s when I realized the entire wall of floor to ceiling windows was now covered in a thick layer of frost.

Oh, wow.

I’d thought I’d just been in my head. But the frost was real.

It was too early for this. I hadn’t had my first cup of coffee yet.

Tyler kept warming me up and talking to me. He kept me present. The feelings quickly faded, and soon it almost felt like a bad dream.

“What happened here?” Sandy asked as she and John came out of their room. I told them the story, and then had to repeat it all over again a moment later when Annabeth showed up. I felt embarrassed, and I just wanted to move past it. I wasn’t a stranger to going into imaginary spaces. I’d had a whole fashion show last night with my Bank Crystal, after all.

Even that seemed like a dream at this point. Had that really happened? Had I really spent fifty thousand pearls on two Super Suits? Or was I starting to go crazy?

I knew one thing for sure—I wasn’t going to stand at the window and look out at the wheat fields any more.

There was a knock on the main door of the suite, and Sandy went to open it. But not before sharing a look with me that said this wasn’t over. I was aware of all the worried glances flying around, but I was glad for the distraction. I just wanted to get some coffee, something to eat, and start the day. I’d worry about going crazy later.

Sandy opened the door to see a bellhop carrying two large packages.

“Special delivery for Jason Cole,” he announced.

OMG! It looked like I had gone shopping in the middle of the night after all.

“I got us some Super Suits,” I told Annabeth excitedly.

“Super whats?” Annabeth looked interested and puzzled.

Sandy accepted the packages and tipped the bellhop as I told them all about my fashion show last night.

“You did all that while I was sleeping?” Tyler asked. He was still holding me tight and rubbing my back.

“Yep. I’m a modern day multitasker,” I joked lightly. “Sometimes my imagination is a three ring circus, but sometimes it’s useful too. I’m just hoping these Suits are as good as advertised.”

Sandy looked at both of the boxes and then handed one to me and one to Annabeth.

“You go first,” Annabeth said, although I could see she was dying to open her box and see what was inside.

The plain brown box was taped up tight, and I actually had to use a tiny bit of magic to get it open. Inside was another box, shiny black with silver lettering. “Gentlemage’s Service Suit for all Occasions,” it proudly declared in an old-fashioned, swirly script.

I carefully opened that box, and lying inside was a light gray Superhero-looking outfit. It was carefully folded and lying on a nest of gold tissue paper. I touched it, and a sound thrummed through the room. It was like someone had hit a rock chord on an electric guitar, and the nest of gold tissue with the outfit floated into the air.

The gold tissue started flashing, like it was burning with golden flames, as the suit unfolded and stood up. Wow! I’d never had clothes stand up for me before! What an entrance. I wondered if I was just being naive, but everyone else seemed just as impressed as I was.

The outfit put its sleeves on its hips and struck a heroic pose. It had a perfect moment of presentation that said it was a bad-ass product before the chord faded and the golden flames burned out.

I looked at the others. Now what? They looked just as mystified as I was.

The suit had reacted to my touch at the start. Maybe I needed to touch it again?

That ended up being the right thing to do, as I received a simple query. ‘Are you my body?’

That was a curious way to phrase it, but I guess to clothing, we are just the forms they drape around. I replied back, ‘Yes. I am your body.’

It seemed satisfied and sent another query. ‘Please provide magic for initiation.’

I laughed and told everyone what was going on. “I guess that even in the magic world, you have to charge your new toy before you can use it.”

I added a bit of magic, and a gauge appeared in the air before me. It showed it was at ten percent of capacity. I added more magic, and the indicator quickly moved all the way to one hundred percent. It had been easy to charge, and it didn’t seem like it held that much. That was nice. With everything it was supposed to do, I’d been afraid it would be a magic hog.

The gauge blinked and disappeared as the suit opened up in the back like it was a shell. It sent a mental picture of a naked mannequin stepping into the open suit and the suit closing in around them.

This was some next level stuff. I was going to suit up like Iron Man!

Everyone here had seen me naked more than once, so I didn’t hesitate to strip out of my clothes. I was especially happy to shuck off my Jeffry Dahmer, blood-stained shoes. They were clean, but they looked gross. I’d resigned myself to wearing them all day, but now I didn’t have to.

I stepped forward into the suit cautiously. Once my feet were firmly planted in the bottom of the open shoes, the suit started folding in around me. It was weird, but neat. I felt like I was on one of those futuristic sci-fi shows.

I thought the suit might feel heavy, but it wasn’t. It felt soft, light, and very comfortable. Like the advertising had said, it was like wearing a pair of flannel pajamas. So far, this suit had certainly lived up to its hype. Now I just needed to make it actually look like real clothing.

The suit had hundreds of preconfigured outfits already programmed in. Actually, it might have been thousands. There were clothes of all types and colors, clothes for occasions and clothes for different cultures. I could have spent hours browsing through the list, but fortunately, it had several help options. One of them was a filter for events, so I selected breakfast. That brought up a list asking what kind of breakfast—at home, or country club, or impressing a mother-in-law. I selected the buffet. It asked if I wanted to add another event, and I selected going to the fair. Again, it asked what kind of fair. I couldn’t believe it, but a magic fair at a tournament was an option.

The last question was what geographic region of the world I was in, and I selected Nebraska. Now the list was much more manageable. Some of the choices were over-the-top, and I wasn’t ready to go there yet. I needed to blend right now, so I selected white pants, a woven brown belt, and a light pink shirt. It caught my eye, as I thought Annabeth would like the pink.

“Wow!” Annabeth exclaimed. They all gathered around and started checking out my clothes. “I don’t think I’ve ever seen you look so good. You look casual, but stylish. I like it!”

“It’s the pink,” I teased her.

“It’s the pink,” she agreed. “Now, if you’re done, I’m ready to open my suit!”

She looked like a kid on Christmas morning as I laughed and said I was good to go. She opened her box, and once again we had the thrum of the rock guitar and the golden flames light show. The whole presentation really was impressive. Her suit was smaller than mine, of course, and it fit her perfectly. I thought she might be shy and take it into the bedroom, but she shimmied out of her clothes without a second thought and stepped into the suit. She was lost in thought for a moment while she sorted through the options, but then her Super Suit morphed into the mirror image of mine.

“Twinsies!” I exclaimed.

“Twinsies!” she exclaimed back and gave me a high five.

“You two look adorable,” Sandy chimed in. “I couldn’t be prouder of my two kids.” We just laughed and got a group hug. Then John and Tyler joined in, and we got a real squeeze. When they let go, I had to grab Annabeth’s hand, as I was a little lightheaded. She looked dizzy too.

“Are we ready for breakfast?” John asked hopefully. Super Suits were nice and all, but he was ready to get his munch on.

“Not yet,” I replied quickly. John gave me a mournful look. “We still need to count the pearls from yesterday’s quest.”

“Oh! That’s right,” Sandy agreed. “Annabeth, fetch the pearl pouch, and let’s see how you did.”

Sandy hadn’t wanted to count the pearls in public after we’d gotten out of the quest, and we’d been in no shape to count them last night after getting out of karaoke. So this was the first real chance we had to see what we’d made, and I wasn’t going to pass it up, no matter how hungry John looked.

“If we all help with the counting, this will go very quickly,” I assured John as Annabeth returned from her room. She emptied the contents carefully on the floor, and we all got to work.

We’d made four hundred eighteen pearls at Otugh’s and five pearls at Indifie’s. We gave six pearls to Ank, so the real unknown was how many pearls we’d collected from the Fists of the Desert. It turned out we’d collected another one hundred ninety-six pearls from them, bringing our total to six hundred and thirteen pearls.

Not bad.

Not great either, considering I’d just spent fifty thousand pearls on two Super Suits. Still, these were just bonus pearls. The real haul would come from placing at the top of the tournament.

While we had the pearls out, now seemed like a good time to test my other memory of the night.

‘Penny, are you ready to try moving a pearl into my Throne Room?’ I asked.

‘Of course,’ she replied. ‘Just hold the pearl in your hand, and I’ll do the rest.’

I placed a dark brown pearl on my hand. I was about to give Penny the go ahead, when the pearl disappeared. I quickly checked my Throne Room, and it seemed I now had a new set of shelves on the wall opposite the Throne. On the middle shelf was a clear glass vase, and in that vase was one brown pearl.

‘Wow! Penny, you did it!’ I exclaimed happily.

‘You sound surprised,’ she said. ‘I told you I could do it.’

‘I know,’ I replied. ‘It’s just that seeing it happen is pretty awesome. I can’t believe I actually have a real magic pocket! Penny, this is so fantastic! It’s just amazing. You’re amazing!’

I sent images of us dancing the quickstep all around the Throne Room in celebration. I couldn’t actually dance the quickstep, but I’d watched several seasons of Dancing with the Stars, so I could imagine it pretty well.

‘If everyone wasn’t waiting on me for breakfast, we’d break out the maracas and have a real party,’ I told her. She just laughed and sent back images of warm metal nestled snugly in the earth. That was her way of telling me she was happy that I was happy.

I returned to real life with a huge grin on my face.

“What did you do?” Tyler asked. “You’re grinning like the cat that knocked over the cream.”

I told them about my conversation last night with Penny and how we’d moved the pearl into my Throne Room.

“Wow, Jason!” Sandy exclaimed. “That’s huge. I haven’t even figured out how to create a pocket yet. You truly are amazing. And this couldn’t happen at a better time. Having a secure way to store the pearls you earn is going to be a real advantage. You can’t get mugged, and collecting others’ pearls won’t slow you down. This is just wonderful.”

The others echoed her praise and I was happy, but I started to feel a little embarrassed. After all, I wasn’t doing the work—Penny was.

“So, should I go ahead and store all the pearls now?” I asked Annabeth. “Or do you want to keep what we have so far?”

Annabeth had the wisdom of motherhood, and if she wanted to keep these pearls safe and for me to collect the new ones, that was totally fine with me.

“You keep them,” she said quickly. “They were a little bulky to carry around last time, and we might need them to pay for services in the next quest. I must admit I was worried that I’d end up losing them when we were fighting all the giant orcs. Since you can keep them safe and they won’t slow you down, then I’d love for you to have them.”

“Alright then,” I replied. “Give me a moment to move them, and then we can head to breakfast.” John looked excited about that.

I started by putting another pearl on my palm. ‘Penny,’ I called, ‘let’s move another pearl, but this time, use my personal magic. I want to feel how much it costs to move it back and forth.’

‘Sounds good,’ Penny replied, and the pearl disappeared out of my hand. I didn’t feel a thing. I put two pearls on my hand and tried again. This time I felt the faintest tug on my magic.

I decided to jump all the way up to ten pearls, and this time I felt it for sure, but it was far less than filling up one of my new Miners. I felt brave and jumped all the way up to a hundred pearls. That still wasn’t as much as a new Miner.

I was hungry and John was looking impatient, so I swept up all the rest of the pearls in both hands and Penny pulled them into my Throne Room. The cost in magic still wasn’t bad. I’d have to experiment after the tournament and see just how much I could hold and how much I could transfer at one time. For now, it was enough to know I could safely store over six hundred pearls, with room for a lot more.

“One thing we haven’t discussed yet is this thing,” Annabeth said while I was storing the pearls. She held up the nugget of power we’d found on the floor at Otugh’s. “We know it has a small stone in the middle, and we think it came from the rat king. Does anyone know what it is?”

“I’m pretty sure it’s a core,” John said as he took the nugget and held it in his hand. “When supernatural creatures have grown enough in power, they can form their own core. If I had to guess, this is where the original idea for pearls came from.”

“So is it valuable?” Annabeth asked.

“I don’t know if I would call it valuable, but I know some mages would collect them.” John said. “When I was younger, they would buy them and trade them like baseball cards or rare coins. I have no idea how rare this is, but it should be worth something. That doesn’t help us in this tournament, but when we are done here, we can look into finding a buyer.”

Annabeth seemed disappointed, and John went to hand the core back to her, but she motioned for him to hand it to me. I was disappointed too. I’d hoped it would be valuable, or at least useful somehow. John made it sound like more of a curiosity. The core was bigger than a pearl so it had more magic in it. Surely that made it worth something.

I sighed and Penny popped the core into its own container in my Throne Room. As soon as she did, the Mark of the Deep Earth ate it.

Like, it ate the whole thing. Stone and everything.

I was so surprised, I froze. What the hell?

‘Delicious!’ the Mark of the Deep Earth declared happily. Then the stone popped back into my Throne Room again. It was polished and glowing, like the Mark had sucked all the candy coating off and left the pit behind.

‘What did you do!?’ I exclaimed. It was not okay that the Mark had just gobbled it up. It may not have been hugely valuable, but now it was worthless. Nobody was going to want to buy a stone. Whatever pearls we could have gotten for this thing had just gone up in smoke.

My Mark sent me happy images of how tasty the core had been. The rat had been a creature of the Earth, and the solid magic that had collected around the core had been exactly what it wanted.

It thought my magic was nice—warm and comforting. But it wasn’t tasty like the rat king. That core was like a perfectly cooked steak. Or a whole meal built around lemon garlic butter scallops.

My Mark loved it and wanted more.

‘You can’t eat anything I put in here,’ I said sternly. ‘That might have been very valuable. You could have cost us a bunch of pearls!’

My Mark regarded me like a cat. Which is to say it was proud of what it had done and it would do it again.

I gave a mental sigh. I knew what that meant, as Bermuda had trained me well. It was going to do what it was going to do. If I was upset about that, then that was my problem.

Well, at least my Mark was happy. I guess that was worth something. It had already helped me a lot, so I couldn’t begrudge it a tasty snack.

I returned back to real life and let everyone know what had happened. Annabeth and Sandy seemed surprised, but the guys thought it was funny.

The morning had certainly been exciting, and we hadn’t even had breakfast yet. We were all ready to leave, but John was especially anxious as he hustled us out of there before we could think of anything else to delay our departure.

Bermuda decided he didn’t want to travel in my Throne Room, and he certainly wasn’t going to stay behind. He also was adamant that he wasn’t going to walk on his own. That only left the option for me to carry him, which I did after telling him he was lazy, entitled, and more stubborn than he had a right to be. He just purred happily and accepted it gracefully when I kissed his head.

“Where’s the backpack?” Tyler asked. “He wants to be part of the team and look around, and the backpack is perfect for that.”

“It’s back in our room,” I replied. “I should have taken the time to get it, but I didn’t want to carry it around the rest of the day. Bermuda wants to be out and about right now, but I’m sure he’ll want to nap in the Throne Room again after a bit.”

“Then why don’t you make a backpack with your new fancy Super Suit?” he asked. “After all, lots of superheroes wear capes. This would sort of be like that, only for a cat.”

“I don’t think this thing has pockets,” I explained. “I’m calling it a Super Suit, but that’s just my name for it. It isn’t really a superhero outfit.”

“Really?” he replied. “Your Suit can do flippers and snowshoes, but it can’t do pockets? Or a pouch on the back? That sounds strange.”

Now he’d said it like that, it didn’t sound right. Michael the model hadn’t had pockets, but I’d upgraded the Suit from what he’d shown. Surely it could create an extra pouch, right?

I was going to stop and dive into the Suit interface, but I didn’t want to pause our march towards the buffet. Then it hit me that I already had an expert to help out.

‘Pardon me,’ I sent to my Bank Crystal. ‘Can you see if this outfit can make pockets? Specifically, I need to make a cat pouch for Bermuda.’

I sent an image of the backpack and how Bermuda liked to use it as his personal home on the move. There was a brief pause.

‘The pouch option is the Suit’s most popular upgrade at lower levels,’ my Bank Crystal explained. ‘It’s rarely added for more powerful mages, as they already have their magic pockets. I apologize for not adding this to the base configuration. With our affinity, I forget that you are such a young mage sometimes. Would you like to turn on this option for an additional two hundred pearls?’

I wasn’t sure if I was happy the Suit could be upgraded or upset that it was going to charge me for the changes. What else could this Suit do? And how much more was I going to spend on it?

I mentally sighed. This was probably for the best. If I needed something else later on, the cost would probably be minimal. I wouldn’t have to buy a whole new suit and wait for it to arrive before getting the new feature.

‘Yes,’ I replied. ‘Turn on the pouch option for both our suits.’

‘Done,’ my Bank Crystal said happily. I felt the material on my back flex slightly. ‘Your back pouch is ready to go.’

‘Thank you,’ I replied and lifted Bermuda up to my shoulder. He grumbled a bit until he saw the new addition, then he easily slipped inside. It felt different than the backpack, of course, but Bermuda seemed to like it better. The pouch was higher on my back and it was easier for him to put his paws on my shoulder and look out at the world. His nostrils flared as he took in all the new scents, and his eyes were wide as he looked around. I gave his head a scratch, and he licked my ear.

Since Bermuda was happy, I considered it two hundred pearls well spent. Plus, it would be very convenient to have an instant backpack wherever I went. I filled Annabeth in on her Super Suit’s new ability, and then held Tyler’s hand all the way to the buffet. Today was starting out right.


Chapter fourteen

Lizard Man


The buffet wasn’t crowded at all. I guess the other teams had partied a lot harder than we had and they still weren’t up yet. Gold Trim was there, and I was starting to wonder if he ever slept. He treated us like royalty, as always, and grandly led us over to an open cabana. We had two servers dedicated to us, which was two more than we needed, but Gold Trim insisted we should be pampered as much as possible.

Tami wasn’t one of the servers, so I didn’t get a special drink, and instead, went with regular coffee and orange juice. We hit the buffet, and I decided to go with my sweet course first. I loaded up on blueberry pancakes, added lots of sliced fruit to keep it fresh, and then drowned everything in maple syrup. It was just a classic breakfast. But classics are classics for a reason, and I chowed into it like a sugar junkie coming off a keto diet.

I got some protein for Bermuda, but he only ate a few bites. Instead, he settled onto the table beside me and started taking a bath. Our servers were surprised, but they took it all in stride. Gold Trim stopped by again, as he liked to do, and mentioned that he had a favor to ask.

“Of course!” Sandy said earnestly. “You have been so generous and kind. Please let us know how we can help you.”

“Your team still needs to do their interview, correct?” he asked. Sandy nodded.

“My partner, Darius, has been trying to break into the talk show scene, and I was hoping that you would be open to doing your interview with him.”

I think he was a little nervous, as he hurried to explain.

“Most people think that being interviewed is just answering some questions and that’s it. But there is a lot more to it than that. The editing, the interviewer, and the questions themselves create a story. Even the music laid over the interview helps to set the tone. The stories can be supportive like ‘small town genius tries to be successful in a big tournament’ or ‘tired tournament veteran wants to finish in a blaze of glory.’ They can also tear teams down, like ‘entitled team gets what they deserve’ or ‘unworthy mages cheat their way to victory.’

“Darius has worked hard at his skills, and he’s already done over two hundred interviews. Unfortunately, the teams he’s interviewed haven’t gone very far in previous tournaments, so the number of views he’s been able to sell have been relatively small. We were hoping that since you are the House team, there would be some interest in your journey. In exchange, we could present your time here in the best light possible.”

That sounded great to me. I’d watched a lot of reality TV, and I knew all about creating storylines. Some contestants came onto the shows thinking they were going to be the top dog, and instead, ended up with the villain edit. No matter how well they did, the world cheered when they finally fell. Some contestants embraced being villains and went on to other shows with that role in mind. Most of them, however, were shocked, and it took them years to recover their self-esteem again.

“This was something I wanted to bring up as well,” Tock interjected before Sandy could speak. I’d gotten so used to him being on my shoulder, I’d almost forgotten he was there. He flew to the center of the table so everyone could see him.

“I’ve been talking with the other apparitions, and having a sympathetic interviewer is one of the biggest advantages you can gain for your team. I’d already created a short list of candidates that would do a good job, and Darius is on the list.” Tock bowed to Gold Trim, and he bowed back.

“I would like to suggest you go one step further and make him your exclusive storyteller. If he is the only one you will interview with, it will then be much easier for you to say no to all the other hosts that will come sniffing around. From what I’ve seen, a few of them will present a balanced viewpoint, but a lot of them will make you out to be stupid baby killers, or even worse. You don’t want to open yourself up to that.”

Sandy looked at Annabeth and me, and we both nodded in agreement. Gold Trim was a nice guy, so I was sure we’d get along well with his partner.

“I like the idea,” Sandy said, “but let’s do the first interview before we make a final decision. I’m sure Darius is lovely, but I want to make sure we all work well together before we make it exclusive.”

“That sounds like a good idea,” Gold Trim replied. “There shouldn’t be any problems, as he already likes your group and says you all had a wonderful time last night.”

“Oh? We’ve already met?” Sandy asked.

“Yes, indeed,” Gold Trim nodded. “Darius’ main job is master of ceremonies at karaoke.”

“He’s your partner?” Annabeth asked, surprised.

“Yes again,” Gold Trim said proudly. “We’ve been together for five years now. He’s made such a positive difference in my life.”

“That’s wonderful!” Annabeth beamed at him. “He’s cute, too. I bet you both look adorable together.”

“I like to think so,” Gold Trim laughed.

“I have a feeling this is going to work out well,” I spoke up. “Darius was a fun host at karaoke and made us feel welcome. I can’t imagine it would be any different when we have our interview.”

“Excellent,” Gold Trim bowed. “We have an interview stage set up in one of our side rooms. When you are finished eating, I’ll let him know you are available.”

“That sounds very convenient. Thank you,” Sandy said. “So, how did you two meet?”

Gold Trim’s smile faded, and he paused for so long I didn’t think he was going to answer.

“When my contract was bought out and I first came here, I was really struggling.” His eyes misted over, like he was looking through time and it wasn’t a happy sight. “I lost my wife of many years in my Waker Moment, and I was so devastated by her loss, I never joined a school or did any of the things I should have done to protect myself. The life of an unaffiliated mage is not a good one, and I became swept up in events I had no control over.

“Eventually, my contract was bought out by the Palace, and I came to work in the first stable environment I’d had in many years. Life for the lowest of us here is hard, but Darius befriended me and propped me back up again. Good friends turned into best friends as we rose up through the ranks together. I had no idea he had feelings for me until one night when he kissed me. I was so shocked, I ran away. Once I had time to process it, I was even more shocked to discover I felt the same way about him.

“When I grew up, we were not allowed to feel that way about other boys, so I never explored that part of myself.”

Gold Trim paused again, lost in the feelings of his younger days.

“I loved my wife, and I would never disrespect her memory by being with another woman. Being with Darius, though, it’s a whole different world. Our love is deep and real, and just distinct enough that it's okay.”

He paused again and gave us a bittersweet smile.

“Darius has given me something to look forward to. He’s much more of a planner than I am, and he's mapped out a wonderful future for us to live into. In ten years and three months, if all goes well, we will both have our freedom. We are planning on picking out a school together and working our way up the ranks there as well. Once we do that, we should be safe. Nobody can separate us, and we can live happily ever after.”

He laughed lightly, and suddenly looked embarrassed.

“I’m so sorry for taking up your time. I rarely share that story. It’s just that seeing the two of you together, as happy and free as you are, gives me hope.” He gestured at Tyler and me. He was going to say more, but I was already on my feet, running around the table.

I swept him up in a hug, letting my embrace say all the feelings flowing through me. He hadn’t said that many words, but the loss he’d suffered and the bravery he’d exhibited shone through.

Tyler was right behind me and hugged us both. Then Annabeth joined in, adding her own brand of magic.

“Oh my goodness! I had no idea!” Sandy exclaimed, and then she and John were in on the hug too. John was a little too enthusiastic as always, and when we broke apart, we were all half-crushed, but flushed and laughing. It was a cathartic moment, and it was a while before we all got seated again.

Gold Trim adjusted his coat and tried to regain his air of dignity, but I could tell he was happy and touched by our support. Sandy and Annabeth gushed over his relationship and got him talking about his time together with Darius. Nobody asked what I considered to be the most important question, though, so I finally interrupted.

“Pardon me, but I have to ask. What did you mean when you talked about buying your freedom?”

“I’m an indentured servant,” Gold Trim shrugged, like it was something everyone knew. “I cannot leave here until my debt is paid.”

My jaw dropped in shock.

“We all are,” Gold Trim added, noticing my surprise. He gestured at all the waitstaff around us. “It’s not like this is a regular paying job in the mundane world. We live here, work here, and are bound here until we can buy our freedom. Which isn’t as easy as it would seem, as we also have to pay for our food, lodging, and other living expenses before we can begin to pay back what is owed.”

I sat back, stunned.

“It’s not as bad as it might sound,” Gold Trim continued. “The Palace affords some protection against free agents. Not as much as we’d like, and we get hurt sometimes, but none of the guests are allowed to inflict permanent damage. I have food and shelter, so I’m already better off than I was on my own. This isn’t a perfect life, but if you’re willing to work, it’s not bad either.”

I must have looked really shocked, as Tyler took my hand and gave it a supportive squeeze. No wonder Gold Trim was working so many hours. He was buying his freedom. It also made sense why the waitstaff was so attentive and willing to do anything for the guests. They needed those tips.

I looked around at my Housemates and felt so grateful. My supernatural life hadn't been easy. But, without the House and their support, it could have been a whole lot worse. A work-for-freedom setup like this could be beneficial for all parties if the Palace played fair and let them actually earn their freedom. If the Palace charged too much for necessities, though, then the help were basically slaves.

I wanted to ask more, but diving into the details felt too personal. Gold Trim said he and Darius had it all worked out, so I just needed to trust that they were alright. Besides, we were fighting for two million pearls of our own, or we’d end up in a nearly identical situation.

Tyler and John didn’t seem surprised by Gold Trim’s revelation, but I could see that it was news to Sandy and Annabeth. We all exchanged looks that said we were going to talk about this later, but now wasn’t the time.

Gold Trim got called away, and we were just starting to get back to eating again, when we had another visitor. He was a wide man, with powerful hands and a neatly trimmed beard. He would have been very attractive except he’d decided to get fancy with his magic and created lizard tattoos that crawled all over his skin. I didn’t have anything against lizards, but the thought of being close to him made me feel like one of them would try and jump on me. It wasn’t a rational feeling, but it was very much a no-thank-you.

“Greetings,” Lizard Man said in a smooth voice. “I represent School Iguanas, based in Yankton, South Dakota. We aren’t a large school, but we train hard, and we feel we are one of the most advanced schools in the region, if not the whole state. In the last quest, my team was ambushed by a band of those monster creatures. My team fought hard, but they had been surprised, and the fight wasn’t going well until your team showed up. Thanks to you, they were able to defeat the monsters, and all of our team members made it out intact.”

“That sounds wonderful,” Sandy replied. “I’m glad we could help.”

Lizard Man had been including all of us, but he’d mainly been speaking to John. When Sandy spoke up, he looked surprised.

“Are you the leader?” he asked as his eyebrows went up.

“I am,” Sandy said simply. He looked at all of us, and then back at Sandy again.

“But you're a woman. And you aren’t even the oldest.” Lizard Man sounded genuinely confused.

Oh boy. How old was this guy? I checked out his stats: two hundred and eleven years old. Someone needed to tell him that women could vote and own property now.

“The House does a wonderful job allowing those with talent and motivation to find the role that fits them best,” Sandy said. “In this case, that means I’m the leader.”

She didn’t sound ruffled in the slightest.

“She’s a wonderful leader too,” John rumbled. “She’s got talent and motivation oozing out her pores. I wouldn’t want to be behind anyone else. Her leadership has certainly kept me satisfied.” He kept a straight face, but his eyes twinkled as he looked at Sandy adoringly. I heard a faint thump as she kicked him under the table.

Lizard Man still looked confused, but then he shrugged and seemed to put it behind him.

“Very well, then. I’ve talked it over with our team, as well as our support officers, and we would like to offer you a place at our school.” He said that grandly and even waved his hand in the air to give an extra flourish.

“Of course, you would need to start out at the bottom and prove yourself, but with the talent you have,” he nodded at Sandy, “I’m sure you will rise up rapidly and find your place.”

He hurried on quickly, like his offer was too good to be true and he wanted to get all his terms in before we jumped out of our chairs in gratitude and acceptance.

“We have housing for first-level initiates, which includes a morning and evening meal. I know this is a question that is always on everyone’s mind. Living space is small and limited to one room per mage, but it is clean and dry. Food is adequate, and sometimes even good, depending on who's cooking. Everyone is expected to take their turn with kitchen and cleaning duties.

“The entry tithe of magic is fifty percent, which is the current standard for most schools. Depending on how much magic you generate and your ranking in the school, this can fall to as low as thirty percent. That’s also in line with most school requirements.

“You will be tested and trained at your level. I don’t know how ranking in the House works, but I would assume my students would be able to see to your needs and provide more than enough challenge to allow you to grow. We follow the Path of the Basilisk, and once you’re powerful enough to handle it, you can start training in that as well.

“I know this is very unusual, taking on members of the House, and I’m sure you must feel overwhelmed by everything you’ve seen here. However, we will do everything we can to make you feel welcome and get you started on our Path.”

He smiled at us benevolently, and Sandy smiled right back. She was a great leader, as she let very few things rattle her. This guy had just insulted her for being a woman and implied our team and our House were weak. I didn’t think he was being malicious—but still. If I’d been in her shoes, my Anna Lykit would have spread her wings and read him like a bitter old drag queen. It’s a good thing I didn’t have a speaking part in all this.

“I’m trying to place which team is yours,” Annabeth spoke up. “We helped so many, and they all kind of blended together after a while.”

Oh—that was shady! Though it seemed to go right over Lizard Man’s head.

“Were they facing off against two orcs? Two guys, three women, and one of the women had a broken arm?”

“That sounds like it could be our team,” Lizard Man nodded.

“How are they doing?” Annabeth asked kindly. “We had to leave them, but I’d hoped they would make it out okay.”

“They all made it back safely,” Lizard Man said, “and they are all still in the tournament. Today is a rest day, of course, and it’s much needed. We are healing them as much as possible, and I have high hopes that at least four of them will be ready by tomorrow.”

“That sounds wonderful,” Sandy took back the conversation. “We all wish them a speedy recovery and hope they will do well in tomorrow’s event. Meanwhile, do you have a business card? I’ll be happy to reach out and send you a reply in a few weeks.”

“A few weeks?” Lizard Man sounded confused. “But I’m offering you a place in our school.”

“I got that,” Sandy replied, “and that is very sweet of you. We certainly appreciate your consideration.”

The table got quiet as we all looked at him and he looked at us. There really wasn’t anything more to say, and I wanted to get back to my breakfast. The silence was getting awkward, but Lizard Man wasn’t getting the hint.

“Ahhh!” he seemed to have an idea. “We have just met, of course, and you saw my team when they weren’t at their best. Perhaps a display of force would be helpful? I meant what I said about being the best school in the state.”

“I think we would rather continue our breakfast,” Sandy said as tactfully as possible. “While a duel would be fun and educational, there is always the possibility that someone would get hurt. Our focus is this tournament, and we won’t let anything sidetrack us from that.”

Lizard Man nodded vigorously in agreement. “Of course, of course! The tournament must come first for both our teams. I wasn’t suggesting a duel, for the reason that you mentioned. I was merely suggesting the standard tests of strength and glow.”

Now it was Sandy’s turn to look confused, and Tyler spoke up.

“I assume you mean arm wrestling for strength and the glow stick for presence? We don’t have those traditions in the House, but I’m sure we can still accommodate you.”

“Yes, of course,” Lizard Man agreed. “Some mages lack physical training, but our school excels at it. Naturally, I’m better at magic, but I’m proud to say that I haven’t had a real challenge of strength in many years.”

He flexed his thick hands and powerful looking arms, and I could see why. The guy looked like he was used to tossing bales of hay around all day. He looked at John, sizing him up. John made Lizard Man look small, but Lizard Man seemed excited by the challenge.

“Let's see how you do then,” John said. “Tyler, since you know how this works, would you want to have the honor of competing?”

“I don’t mind if I do,” Tyler said. “A little exercise helps the digestion, after all.”

“This isn’t the gym, son.” Lizard Man sounded disappointed and a bit miffed. “This needs real strength, not pretty muscles. Why don’t you leave the strength challenge to those more suited to it?”

I just shook my head in disbelief. This guy had no filter between his brain and his mouth.

“You think I’m pretty?” Tyler said, batting his eyelashes sweetly. I could tell he was being sarcastic, but Lizard Man took him seriously.

“I’m sure you’ve worked hard to get your cute muscles and attract the ladies. Some of them like pretty men. Real muscles look different.” He flexed his own thick arms. “They look like hard work. They look like a man’s arms.” He flexed again. “I’m almost afraid to arm wrestle you. If you try too hard, you might get hurt.”

“You are just the sweetest thing.” Tyler flashed him a wicked smile. “But I’m sure I’ll be okay. Now, let's talk about the rules. Both feet must be on the ground at the start of the match, and the opposing hand must be on the table. The elbow must also stay on the table. At no point can both hands be used to force the win. Agreed?”

Lizard Man grunted and looked a little irritated that he was facing off against Tyler.

“Agreed,” he said.

Tyler flashed me a confident smile as we cleared off a corner of the table and both of them got set up.

“Since you’re half my age and smaller than me, I won’t smash your arm at the beginning,” Lizard Man said. “I’ll give you a moment to prove yourself. Then I’ll take you to the table. Don’t resist too hard at the end of the slide, or you’ll hurt yourself. That’s where most injuries occur.”

“Thank you,” Tyler replied. “That’s very thoughtful of you. Sandy, you want to count us down? Maybe use three, two, one, go?”

“I can do that,” Sandy said confidently. “Are both of you ready to begin?”

They both nodded.

“Three. Two. One.” Lizard Man tensed slightly in anticipation.

“Go!”

And the match was on!

True to his word, Lizard Man flexed hard, keeping his arm in the same position. Tyler’s beautiful muscles flexed too, but he looked a lot more relaxed. I almost got worried he wasn’t taking this seriously.

Both men eyed each other, but neither one of them shifted from vertical.

“Ready to make this more interesting?” Tyler grinned.

“Do your best,” Lizard Man grunted.

Tyler easily moved his arm about ten degrees in his direction. Lizard Man’s eyes popped as he grunted again and strained hard. He wasn’t playing anymore.

It seemed to work, as their arms slowly returned back to vertical. Tyler still didn’t look like he was trying that hard, though. He grinned at Lizard Man, and this time his arm moved fifteen degrees in his direction.

This time, Lizard Man did more than grunt—he growled. The veins in his head popped as he threw his whole body into moving Tyler’s arm back again. Tyler’s arm didn’t go anywhere.

Lizard man gave up any pretext at looking good, and instead, howled in frustration as he bent every iota of his power to moving Tyler’s arm. Slowly but surely, their arms became vertical again.

Sweat poured off Lizard Man as he set his feet and tried to summon even more strength to move Tyler’s arm further. But Tyler was in control of this match, and he wasn’t going anywhere.

“And now, for the slide,” Tyler said grandly. “Watch out for the end. I hear that’s where most of the injuries happen.”

Tyler slowly, steadily, took Lizard Man’s hand to the table. Lizard Man looked like he couldn’t believe it was happening, and he didn’t take his own advice. Instead, he struggled until the very last. Tyler held his hand to the table for a long moment, just so there wasn’t any ambiguity about who had won. Then he released Lizard Man’s hand and stepped back.

I was going to run into Tyler’s arms and give him a congratulatory hug, but he still was alert and keeping an eye on his opponent. That was smart, as we didn’t know how he was going to take losing the match. Instead, I put my hand around Tyler’s waist and gave him a big smile. I got a smile and a wink back.

“That was an impressive display of strength,” Lizard Man grunted, shaking out his arm and rubbing his bicep. “I must admit, I wasn’t expecting that. Congratulations.”

It seemed like he was taking his loss well. That was surprising, as I’d pegged him as someone who seemed self-absorbed. Perhaps he deserved more credit.

“I have to warn you that I’m much more powerful with magic than I am with physical strength. I expect you will be impressed with the next demonstration. So, who am I facing with glow?”

Once again, he looked at John expectantly.

“I think I would like to try,” Sandy spoke up. “By glow, you mean presence, right?” Lizard Man nodded. “I just learned how to generate presence two days ago, and I’m excited to see all the different ways it can be used.”

“Two days ago? Really?” Lizard Man sounded shocked.

“That’s right,” Sandy nodded. “We rarely use presence—or glow as you call it—in the House. So it’s not something I’ve needed up to this point.”

“I’m not sure you’re the right person to fully demonstrate the power of my glow,” Lizard Man said, sounding doubtful. “I normally challenge the mage with the strongest presence. After all, a demonstration of power is only as good as the participants. A mage that steps on an ant shows overwhelming power, but that doesn't really show what he’s capable of.”

“I understand,” Sandy smiled, “but I’m excited to try this out. So humor me.”

Lizard Man sighed and seemed to resign himself to an easy match. He pulled a glow stick out of his magical Pocket and proceeded to show Sandy how it worked. Once again, I was surprised, as he seemed to be a patient teacher.

The glow stick was as long as John’s arm and about as thick as his finger. It seemed to fit somewhere between a wand and a staff. The stick was pure white, but when anyone touched it, the glow changed to the color of their magic. When two people touched it, half of the glow stick changed to each of their colors, and that’s where the contest happened.

Lizard Man would hold one end; Sandy would hold the other. Both of them would push their magic presence into the stick and attempt to change it to their color. It was a simple concept, but apparently much harder to execute, as the first test didn’t go well at all.

Both of them held the stick, John counted them down, and Lizard Man’s color, a deep red, shot immediately to Sandy’s side. It kind of looked like it shocked her, as she yelped and jumped back.

“My apologies,” Lizard Man said, and he seemed to be sincere. “I felt your presence, but you need to focus it into the stick. Feel the rod, like you’re holding a sword, and imagine you’re thrusting with your magic. I’ve found that mental space works well for most mages.”

Lizard Man and Sandy lined up again. John counted them down, and this time Sandy did a bit better. Her color surged up the rod, then immediately collapsed, and Lizard Man’s dark red took over. Once again, she yelped and jumped back.

“That was very good for a second attempt,” Lizard Man said. “Now you need to control the flow of the glow. What you want to do is apply continuous pressure until you overwhelm your opponent. If you go too fast, you’ll weaken yourself, and the resulting backwash often knocks you out of the match. Let’s try again.”

This time it went much better. Lizard Man’s dark red glow moved towards Sandy’s end, but this time she caught it before she was knocked out. Lizard Man didn’t look like he was trying too hard, so Sandy had a minute to get a good feeling for the process.

“You’re doing great,” Lizard Man said encouragingly. “Now I’m going to increase the pressure a bit. Just hold on as long as you can.”

Sandy was concentrating too much to reply, so she just nodded. Lizard Man’s red glow got a little brighter, but Sandy’s orange glow increased to match it. There was a white glow where the two sides met, and it didn’t shift at all.

So far, so good.

Lizard Man waited for a moment, then increased it again. Sandy matched him.

Lizard Man increased it again. Sandy bit her lip hard, but she continued to match him.

Lizard Man grinned and pushed even more. The white point started sliding towards Sandy. She grimaced and pushed back, but she couldn’t stop the slide.

Sandy had been standing normally, but then she shifted. She bent her knees and settled into her battle stance, like she was fighting in the arena on the beach. The white glow continued to creep towards her hand.

Then her eyes opened wide, and I felt my Mark of the Lagerel wake up. It thrummed in time with what she was doing, and I felt her completely own her side of the glow stick. The white glow stopped.

Lizard Man seemed surprised, but he settled into a battle stance too and pushed even harder. The white glow between them didn’t move, and for the first time, I saw Sandy relax. Lizard Man ramped up the pressure, while Sandy closed her eyes and looked inward.

It seemed like they stayed that way for a long time. It was long enough that we started feeling restless, while Lizard Man got more and more frustrated. No matter what he did or how hard he tried, he couldn’t gain any more ground against Sandy.

Finally, Sandy opened her eyes and gave him a beatific smile. She stayed relaxed and poised as I felt her magic blossom and start to grow up the stick. It felt like a shoot of new life growing out of the ground and reaching for the sky.

Lizard Man looked at the white glow sliding his way, and it seemed like he couldn’t believe it. He set his stance even lower and grunted like a bear as he pushed with all his magical might. Sandy’s magic had life, though, and that life would not be denied. It developed, expanded, flourished, and pushed back the dark red glow.

I’d seen Sandy use the Deep Earth before—she was an Ambassador after all—but this was the first time I’d seen her tap into the power of the trees. I didn’t know how it was occurring to everyone else, but to me, it felt beautiful.

I’m sure Lizard Man was powerful, and if it was just magic against magic, he would have won against Sandy. She had the power of nature on her side, though, and like Jeff Goldblum said—life finds a way.

The white glow didn’t move quickly, but its slide was steady. Sandy’s fire-orange magic filled up the glow stick and pushed the red glow back. Finally, she owned the glow stick, and this time it was Lizard Man who yelped and jumped back.

He shook his hand in the air as if he’d received an electric shock. I thought he’d be angry, but instead, he seemed thoughtful. Finally, he faced Sandy and gave her a deep bow.

“I’m beginning to see why your team was able to be of such assistance to my own. I have been led to believe the House is weak. I can now see that is not so.”

He took a moment to look at all of us.

“I have a question for you, however. Were you ever going to consider joining my school?”

“No, sorry,” Sandy shook her head. “I appreciate your offer of room and board, but I already have my own place, which has all the normal amenities plus a massive workshop for me to tinker in. John has a space that is suited to his height and temperament, as well as his own brewery. Annabeth has a Tuscan villa, and Jason and Tyler have a theater and a gameroom. I don’t think any of us would be happy going back to just a small bedroom again.

“In addition, our magic tithe is capped at twenty percent, with most older mages at fifteen percent. Giving up fifty percent of my magic each month would stunt my growth, and that’s not something I’m willing to do right now. I’m sure you understand.”

“I do understand.” Lizard Man bowed. “Thank you for your time. This has been eye-opening, and I leave here a wiser man.” He bowed again, and we all bowed back. Then he turned and left.

“That was certainly entertaining,” John rumbled. “I’m glad it’s over, though. I’m ready to eat!” We all laughed, sat down, and finished the little bit of food we had left.

We went up for another round, and this time I got chicken and waffles as well as biscuits and gravy. I was feeling like a southern belle on a lazy Saturday morning. As we ate, we had two more schools show up and invite us to join them. They had the same basic theme where we started out at the bottom of the school, stayed in a tiny room, and gave up half our magic. They weren’t as clueless as Lizard Man, though, and only one of them offered to demonstrate their power with a glow stick. Sandy was eager to try out her new skill again, and it went just as well as the first time. She wasn’t fast, but she pushed the leader of the school off the glow stick and sent him on his way.

It wasn’t until the second school left that I felt sated enough to ask Tock a question.

“Tock, I’m afraid to ask this, but I have to know.” Tock flew off my shoulder and gave me a serious look as he hovered in the air in front of me. “How many mages died in yesterday’s quest?”

“You mean real deaths?” he asked. I nodded. For some reason he seemed amused by my question. “I’ve been wanting to go over the results of the first quest round with you. I thought it would be best to wait until you had lots of food and coffee first. To answer your question, no mages died a real death yesterday or last night.”

“What?” I blurted.

“That can’t be right,” Annabeth spoke up. “I saw a mage get ripped apart in front of me. I’ll never forget seeing his guts fly out and the way his backbone stayed with his lower half. That isn’t something you can fake.” She shuddered.

“I saw an orc using a dead body like a club,” I chimed in. “If nobody died, then who was the orc swinging around?”

“I don’t know exactly how it’s done,” Tock replied. “I just know that nobody died yesterday. Lots of mages were injured, some of them seriously, and several teams were knocked out of the tournament. However, nobody was torn in half or actually bludgeoned to death.”

Annabeth and I both stared at him in disbelief. He just grinned and flew around in a little circle.

“Tock, I’m so happy you’re with us, and I have to believe you, but it just doesn’t seem possible,” I said. “It wasn’t only that I saw mages die. I heard them too. They screamed as their life was ripped from them. That’s not something that mages could fake to that degree. It was even more than that. I smelled their blood and all the other gory bits I never thought I’d smell.

“Tock, it was real. Annabeth and I both felt that way. That’s why we reacted the way we did. It wasn’t just a tournament anymore. It was life and death, and we chose to save as many mages as we could.”

Annabeth nodded vigorously in support.

“I can’t tell you the number of times I’ve had this conversation,” Tock said. “I told you before you went in just how real it was going to seem. But I think this is something you just have to experience for yourself. Now, would you like to hear the results for the first round?”

I sat back stunned. Annabeth reached over and took my hand, although she looked just as stunned as I was.

“Am I going crazy?” I asked her.

“Not at all,” she said firmly. “I was there too. The fight with the giant orcs last night was one of the most intense things I’ve ever experienced. And considering what we’ve been through with the House, that’s saying something.”

I squeezed her hand in agreement before turning back to Tock.

“Okay, let’s hear how the teams did.”

“Just to clarify, I only have the overall team results,” Tock said. “The actual team scores haven’t come out yet, so I don’t know where you placed. Anyway, the tournament started with nine hundred sixty-two teams. More mages and teams are realizing they can’t continue and are dropping out all the time, but at this moment, there are eight hundred forty-seven teams still in the tournament.”

I started doing the math in my head, but Tock did it for me.

“That means that so far one hundred fifteen teams have dropped out, or about twelve percent. That is a record low for a tournament like this. Usually, Central Command plans on thirty to fifty percent of the teams exiting in the first round.”

He flew another circle around the table, and now he seemed agitated.

“Rumor has it that Central Command is upset with these results and is looking at modifying the next round so they can get down to the usual number of teams. Rumor also has it that lighting up the Adventurers’ Hall and providing a beacon towards the exit was the main reason for this. It also didn’t help that many of the teams got organized and made it to the portals in time.”

Uh-oh. Annabeth gave my hand a worried squeeze.

“Does this mean we’re in trouble?” she asked.

“I talked to the other apparitions, and they feel like Central Command will spin this in a positive direction. They’ll probably say this is proof that this is one of the greatest years for trained and talented mages. If you weren’t a House team, they would probably praise your initiative and quick thinking and turn you both into heroes. Since you are a House team, the best we can hope for is for them to ignore you and give the credit to someone else.”

“That’s not necessarily a bad thing,” Tyler spoke up. “We want the pearls, not the credit. If we stay out of the spotlight a little longer that will probably help us in the long run.”

We probably would have talked about this some more, but we were joined by another mage. I wanted to go back for a third course, so I was hoping that Sandy would get rid of him quickly. There was no way we were going to join a school, and these invitations seemed more out of pity than the thought that we would actually be a good fit for their school.

The table got quiet, and that’s when I started paying attention. This guy was different.

For starters, he didn’t stand politely and address us as a group. Instead, he sat down at the table with us, like we’d invited him. No, it was more like he was a high-ranking mage and he could sit wherever he damn well wanted.

I scanned him with my sight and got back almost nothing. This guy seemed powerful. Very powerful. But he had it all tightly contained. He wasn’t leaking magic or glowing at all.

I checked out his info, but the only thing it contained was his name: Nebuchadnezzar. There was no age or path listed. Physically, he wasn’t much to look at either. His clothes were business casual and fairly bland. He was about the same size as Tyler, but he didn’t seem particularly sexy or muscular. He was neither cute nor ugly, and he didn’t have horns or tattoos or any of the showy things the other mages here were using to stand out. This guy was an enigma.

The only thing about him that wasn’t average and bland were his eyes. They seemed black, but as he looked around, I realized they were actually a dark red.

“Can we help you?” Sandy asked tartly. At this point, I think she’d had her fill of rude mages.

“No,” the man shook his head. “At least, not directly. I just came here to entertain myself.”

I noticed his lips didn’t match the words he was speaking. That didn’t seem like a good sign. Maybe this guy came from a different country and he was using the Bank to interpret for him. Or maybe he was really old. If so, that wasn’t good at all.

The guy didn’t seem hostile, but he didn’t seem friendly either.

I glanced at Tyler. He had his game face on.

“This is our table currently, and we would like to continue our breakfast,” Sandy continued. “Once we are finished, I’m sure you can sit here and entertain yourself as much as you’d like.”

“It will be too late then,” Nebuchadnezzar replied, shaking his head. “You’ll know what your score is and where you rank. I’ve just come from deliberations and decided I wanted to be here when you find out.”

“You’re part of Central Command?” I asked, surprised.

“Oh, no.” He waved his hand in the air like that was beneath him. “I have no desire to directly organize this tournament, or sponsor it in any way. I just happened to be in the room where the final decisions were made and offered an opinion or two. After all,” he grinned, “it’s much more fun to bend the results towards a desired outcome than it is to force them directly. Plus, it’s a lot less effort on my part.”

“And what result are you bending towards?” Sandy asked. She didn’t sound like she was going to like the answer.

“All in good time,” the man said. He leaned back in his chair and crossed his legs. I felt like the move was designed to look casual, but instead, it looked very precise—like a praying mantis folding its arms.

“First, I will speak to the team members. How do you think you did?”

I traded looks with Annabeth. She seemed ready to answer, so I was happy to let her take the lead.

“I think we did pretty well,” Annabeth replied. “We don’t know what counted for points, but we completed two major quests, took out at least fifty orcs, and closed the portal they were coming through. Surely we should get a good score from all that.”

“Those are good things,” he said calmly, “and you certainly deserve congratulations for all your hard work. There were other teams that completed more quests, of course. One team finished off four story lines, so it wasn’t like you were the leader in that area, but only two percent of the teams completed a story line at all.

“As for killing the orcs, your numbers were in the top ten. That’s very impressive when you consider there were only two of you. Closing a portal was also a major accomplishment. Only two other portals were closed, and that involved multiple teams working together to pull that off.

“So based on all of that, you should have been one of the top-ranked teams.”

He fell silent and just looked at us with a slight smile on his face.

I wasn’t sure how to read this guy. He wasn’t being friendly, but he wasn’t mean or nasty either. In fact, he was even being complimentary. There was just something about him that felt off.

“I take it that we aren’t highly ranked?” Annabeth finally asked.

Nebuchadnezzar closed his eyes and inhaled through his nose, like he was savoring a fine wine and he was sniffing out notes of vanilla, apple, and other spices. Then he opened his eyes wide, like he was trying to see all of us at once.

“You came in dead last,” he said bluntly.


Chapter fifteen

Nebby


We all glanced at each other in surprise. We all had our game faces on, though, as this guy was just weird. So it wasn’t like we fell out of chairs in shock.

I think he was expecting more of a reaction, as he emphasized it again.

“You came in last place. And it wasn’t by just a few points. It was by a lot.” His tone started to sound gleeful.

“In fact, you broke the record with your negative score. No team in the entire history of the MMTL has ever finished a round with as low a score as you have.”

Now I recognized what I was seeing. This guy had come here to gloat. He wanted to see our reaction to the news and rub it in.

“I’m sure you will be more than happy to tell us how that happened,” Sandy said sarcastically.

“It would be my pleasure,” he replied, like he’d been handed his favorite toy. The man steepled his fingers together as if he were a professor and ready to impart his sage knowledge. I think Sandy’s sarcasm had gone right over his head.

“Everything that Annabeth said your team accomplished was correct; however, there was one big category she left out.” He paused to make sure he had our attention. Then he inhaled again, like he was searching for the scent of our despair.

“The category you are missing is the interaction between teams.” He grinned.

“Player versus player,” I said as I realized where he was going with all this.

“I believe that is the modern terminology,” Nebuchadnezzar agreed. “This was one of several hidden categories for scoring, although there were lots of hints dropped along the way. It was in all the literature, the promos, and the opening ceremony practically shouted that we had too many teams participating. It only makes sense that teams would gain points for eliminating each other. Or, in your case, you would lose points for saving other teams.”

He shook his head in mock sympathy.

“If the Houses weren't so bad at so many things, they’d actually be half decent. But somehow the few House teams that end up in tournaments always manage to shoot themselves in the foot. It would be sad if it weren’t so entertaining to watch.”

He licked his lips like he could taste just how much fun it was.

“When we heard there was a House team participating in the MMTL at the last moment, it piqued our interest, and I thought I’d come and check it out. You did well at the beginning, and I thought I might have to get involved. I couldn’t see your run directly, of course, as you were too insignificant to rate your own Recorder. However, your accomplishments were stacking up, and you almost had me worried. After all, we can’t have the House actually doing well, can we?”

He chuckled dryly.

“Then, in typical House fashion, you managed to muck it all up. It was beautiful to behold. You couldn’t have done a worse job if you tried. And best of all, I barely had to do a thing. I merely sat back and cheered as Central Command weighed the results and decided you needed to be punished.”

He chuckled again as Sandy glared at him.

“Ahhhh. This is lovely. If it’s any consolation, you’ve made my whole year. Actually, you’ve probably made my whole decade! So thank you for that. I can’t wait to see what you do next.”

Sandy was fired up, and she lit into the guy while I took a moment to process his gleeful contempt. Nebuchadnezzar had said a lot. Maybe more than he’d realized.

‘I’m not surprised there was hidden scoring,’ my Analytical Side noted. ‘The whole concept of points, why they matter and how you get them, is all so vague. It really leaves the final results open to interpretation.’

‘And we’re the House team,’ I noted, ‘so any interpretation isn’t going to go our way. Still, I must admit I’m surprised and not happy about being in last place.’

‘I know,’ my Analytical Side growled. ‘Last place! That sucks. That sucks big, hairy ass. Like a crusty, nasty, flea-ridden ass.’

I was getting scents and images to back up his disappointment, and I had to fan the air and back away quickly. It also made me laugh at just how awful it was, which was probably why he’d done it.

‘I won’t obsess about it too much,’ my Analytical Side said, now that an emotional meltdown had been averted. ‘You’re still in the tournament, and there is still time to gain points. Meanwhile, isn’t it interesting that Nebby used the word ‘we’ when he talked about paying attention to House activities?’

‘He made it sound like there was a group of people keeping an eye on the House,’ I agreed. ‘And that they were there to make sure the House failed.’

‘Nebby seems to be in a good mood,’ my Analytical Side noted. ‘Sandy’s getting mad at him, which is only making his day even better. I wonder what else he might tell us if you get him talking?’

I focused back on the table, and things weren’t going well for my crew. Sandy and Annabeth were both upset, and Nebuchadnezzar was eating it up with a spoon. John was starting to get mad that Sandy was mad, so it might not be long before the duels started. I stood by my initial assessment that this guy was powerful, and I couldn’t help but think that we were playing right into his hands.

Time to change the script.

“Nebuchadnezzar,” I said loudly. “That’s a very unusual name. It’s from the Bible, right? Is that your birth name or something you picked up along the way?”

The bickering stopped, and all eyes turned to me in surprise.

“My mother was a drunk and a whore,” Nebuchadnezzar said calmly. “Although, in some ways, she was fairly cunning too. Nebuchadnezzar was a king in the Bible, and she used my name as a reminder to my father that he owed us money.”

He chuckled at the memory.

“Actually, my father was a drunk and a whore too. If he wasn’t, I’d have never been born. So, to answer your question, Nebuchadnezzar is my birth name, and I’ve kept it because I like it. After all, who doesn’t like being named after a king?”

My Analytical Side was right. This guy was in the mood to talk. Time to needle him a bit. Throw him off his game.

“It’s such a long name, though,” I replied. “I can’t keep calling you Nebuchadnezzar all the time. I think I’m going to call you Nebby for short.”

“My friends call me Neb,” he snapped, and for the first time, he actually looked a bit irritated. “You are not my friend.”

“Yeah,” I said. “I got that. The thing I don’t understand is why aren’t we friends? How did we get off on the wrong foot?”

“You’re a House rat,” he said. “I could never be friends with anyone from the House.”

“House rat,” I said slowly, rolling the sounds through the air. “I’ve heard a lot about that recently. Is that something your group is involved with?”

“You have?” he grinned. “Well, good. I’m glad to hear that. It’s amazing how quickly it’s caught on. Mages can be just as stupid as the mundane humans.”

“You don’t look smart enough to have come up with that on your own,” I said, like it was a fact.

His eyes narrowed. “Listen, rat. We just speak the truth. Then we make sure the truth gets repeated over and over again.”

“And what is your truth?” I leaned forward and gave him a wide-eyed look, like I was hanging on his every word.

“The truth is whatever we want it to be.” He leaned forward too. “The House is weak. The House is outdated. The House takes your magic. People in Houses live in holes.”

He got a big grin. “That last one is my personal favorite. If you’re in a House, by definition you aren’t in a hole. Yet it has such a nice mental image people want to believe it—so they do. People are dumb.”

His grin got even bigger.

“It’s actually rather refreshing talking to you. I don’t have to pretend. You already know you’re trash. You live it every day.”

“You know we don’t suck, Nebby.” I scolded him like he was a naughty boy. “We have the best trainers, the lowest tithes, and better living conditions than any school out there. You already know that living in the House is better in every way. Otherwise, you wouldn’t be fighting it.”

He stopped smiling, and his lips compressed into a thin line.

“First of all, my name is Nebuchadnezzar. Learn it. Use it. It is your doom. As for the House, it is the lowest, vilest entity in the universe. It is a parasite. Offering shelter and yet sucking its mages dry.

“At least schools are honest. You know where you stand with a school, and you know whom you can trust. They aren’t perfect, but anyone can join, and with dedication and persistence, rise through the ranks. Even institutions, like the Bank, are better than the House. At least they are neutral and are honest about only recruiting top talent.

“We will destroy the House and all it appears to offer. We have shouted the truth from the rooftops, and the world has listened. Soon, its halls will be empty. Its magic drained. Its walls destroyed.”

Nebuchadnezzar was practically preaching now, and his eyes flashed. He was almost chanting, like he was summoning destructive magic right there.

“Soon, all the rats that shelter in its rotten holes will be forced into the light, and we will destroy them too. The House will be utterly gone, both root and branch, and we will dance upon its grave. A thousand years from now, it will be a myth, a whisper, a fable long forgotten. And the few who do remember will be grateful for its passing.”

He glared at me, and I saw pure malice in his eyes.

“I don’t fault you for being swept up in its wickedness, but I do blame you for being willfully blind to its atrocities. I can see in your eyes that you have chosen to be faithful. Just know that your stupidity will result in your ruin and the ruin of all you care about.”

Wow. This guy had really gone off the deep end.

I should have kept my mouth shut, but I felt Anna Lykit flare up inside me and I just couldn’t. Plus, this guy was spilling his guts. Maybe we’d learn something important.

“Do you realize you aren’t making any sense?” I asked him, while Nebby paused long enough to take a breath. “You’re making a wonderful emotional appeal, but there isn’t any substance behind it. You’re saying you hate the House, and you are certainly entitled to your opinion, but everything else is just empty words. I’m a new mage, but even I have more sense than that. I would’ve thought as an older mage, you’d have learned to be less gullible by now.”

Oh boy. That got to him. His nostrils flared, and for a moment I thought he might spit fire.

“Listen, you little snot-nosed street urchin. You know nothing. Nothing!”

He was practically screaming. I felt Tyler give my arm a cautious squeeze.

“When you’ve lived for over five hundred years, then you can talk to me. Then you’ll have some idea of what the hell is vomiting out of your mouth. Until then, you are nothing. You are less than nothing. You’re not even worth the dog shit on the bottom of a shoe. You’re a worthless House rat. There is no world where you are comparable to me. I am your superior in every way. You could worship me from dawn to dusk for years on end, and you still wouldn’t be worth one breath of my time.

“You are the lowest of the low, rat. Low, low, low!”

‘I really don’t like this guy,’ my Analytical Side said. ‘He thinks he’s all that and a bag of chips. And that gives me an idea.’

I saw his plan, and I chuckled. This could be good. Dangerous, but good.

“Now, now, Nebby,” I made calming motions like he was a crazy aunt that needed to cool down and get a grip. “There you go being all emotional again. You and I both know you’re not superior at everything. That just isn’t possible. For one thing, I’m certainly better looking than you.”

I flashed him my best smile and batted my eyelashes at him.

“I’m stronger than you,” Nebby growled. “I’m faster than you. I’m more powerful than you. In every measurable way, I’m vastly superior to you. There is nothing you can do that I can’t do better. I can’t believe you’re this obtuse.”

“I don’t know about that,” I said with a poke-the-bear smirk. “There is no way I’d want to fight you, but I still have some mad skills. How about we have a friendly wager to see if I can kick your ass?”

I gave him an extra big grin. This guy didn’t seem to work well with subtleties.

He snorted.

“You're asking me to take your pearls? That would be like taking candy from a baby. I’d love to do that, and your tears would water my soul. What, exactly, is this mad skill of yours?”

“I’m great at jigsaw puzzles,” I declared proudly. “I know you think you're fast and all, but I’m good. Really good.”

Suddenly, all his passion disappeared, and Nebby became calm and cold again.

“Are you trying to hustle me?” he asked. He didn’t seem mad. Instead, he seemed genuinely curious.

‘Go with the truth,’ my Analytical Side suggested. ‘This guy will hook himself.’

“Yes,” I replied with a nonchalant shrug. “You were getting all wound up in your propaganda, so I figured you would make for an easy mark.”

He laughed and it sounded normal, but he showed way too much teeth.

“Little rat, I’ve hustled more people than you’ve met in your entire life. You think you're smart, but you’re not. You’re just young and naive in the ways of the world.”

I just sat there and smiled back.

“I’ll tell you what, let’s forget all the formalities of the hustle. Let’s assume we’ve already bet some low ball wager. I won, but didn’t play my best. You lost, and didn’t play your best. Then, like all good hustles, you say what you really want to bet. You already know I’m confident I’ll win, so let’s just get to it.”

He leaned forward in anticipation.

“All right, kid. What do you want? What are you willing to lose?”

“I thought I’d take your pearls,” I said with another smirk. “I could use a few more, and since you’re an old mage, I think you might have plenty to spare. I figured the odds would be our difference in years. We could take turns on the same puzzle, and the winner would be whoever puts together the puzzle the quickest. I’m sure the Bank has a timer we could use to keep things fair.”

“You want to wager pearls?” he sighed. “That just shows how young you are. It’s not the money that makes a good wager. Pearls come and pearls go. What you’ll remember years from now are the personal things. You remember how you felt when you won. Or lost. You're an irritating little rat, so I want to remember this wager fondly. I want you to remember it as well, although, I want you to cringe at the thought.

“Take the pearls, for example. I know you’re angling for huge odds and a huge payout. You have what, maybe a hundred pearls to spend? At five hundred and thirty-two to one odds, you’ll end up with over fifty-three thousand pearls! That’s a fortune for someone as young as you. And when you lose and that whole fortune goes up in smoke, it will hurt.”

He gave an evil chuckle.

“Oh yes, it will hurt a lot.”

I kept smirking at him. The more irritated he was, the more he’d probably wager. If I was lucky, we might be able to pay off the Bank!

“I need something more, though,” he continued. “Pearls don’t excite me.”

He stared deep into my eyes, like he was a snake getting ready to strike.

“I want a finger.”

“You what?” I squeaked. My smirk vanished, and Tyler’s grip on my arm tightened.

“I want a finger,” he repeated. Whatever he saw on my face seemed to turn him on. He licked his lips in anticipation.

I had been feeling confident, but now I was feeling panicked. This guy wanted to maim me.

“Normally, I would take a whole hand, but given the circumstances, that isn’t possible. After all, I can’t be the one responsible for you withdrawing from the tournament. When you fail, it needs to look like you did that yourself. If you lose a finger, though, you should still be able to continue. Of course, you won’t do as well, which will only help my cause.”

He paused in thought.

“Yes. Yes, indeed. A finger will do. That will make me very happy.”

I shook my head. I wasn’t about to give this guy anything like that. Pearls were one thing, but this guy was going into crazy territory.

“It’s too late to back out now,” he said. This time he was smirking at me. “If you don’t take up the challenge you laid down, I’ll duel everyone in House Louisville other than the two of you that are actually on the team. I’ll destroy your whole support structure and tear your friends apart. If you think competing is rough now, wait until you do it on your own.”

The attitude at the table had been tense, but now it shifted to a whole new level of battle readiness. Sandy and John leapt to their feet.

“I don’t think you will find us that easy to handle,” Sandy said tartly.

Nebuchadnezzar never stopped smirking at me.

“You’re a tiny, weak House filled with tiny, weak people,” he said. “I did my homework before I arrived, and I wasn’t impressed. Sure, you had a fight with some two-bit social club of a school and managed to come out on top. But you won’t be fighting at that level with me. I’ve lived for over half of a millennium, and I have the full faith and backing of the Order of Menhet. I have skills and powers at a level you haven’t seen before. Even your mountain troll is nothing before my might. I will smash him to rubble and water my soul with his blood.”

I wasn’t sure about all that, but I did know this guy was powerful. Even if he was only half as powerful as he thought he was, he’d still be a huge distraction. It was time to regain control of this negotiation.

“Nebby, I like the way you think.” I flicked my fingers in the air like all his threats were just fluff in the wind. “If you want to make a memory, let’s make a memory. Let’s start with the pearls. I want to make this hurt, so I’m going to wager three hundred thousand pearls.”

That set Nebuchadnezzar back. The smirk fell off his face.

“That would come to one hundred fifty-nine million pearls,” he snapped. “I don’t believe you have that many pearls to wager, and even if you did, I couldn’t accept. In the miniscule chance you win, that would give you a ridiculous amount of resources to work with. I cannot go against my Order, so we will have to cap the pearls you can win at four hundred thousand. That should still be worth our time and yet not allow an overwhelming advantage.”

Well, damn. I was hoping to win all the pearls we needed right here. Still, wagering about seven hundred and fifty pearls to win four hundred thousand was a great deal.

“Then, in exchange, you will not duel with any of us sitting at the table today or cause us harm in any way, and you won’t interfere in the tournament. You’re only here to monitor the situation, after all. And you seem pretty sure we’ll mess things up on our own, so this is totally in line with that.”

Nebby looked thoughtful.

“As long as you and your House are on the grounds of the Palace, I will not cause any of you harm. I also won’t speak out directly against your tournament efforts, and I won’t directly interfere in your tournament experience. I’ve already planted my ideas in the minds of those I needed to, so it will be fun to just sit back and watch them grow. Plus, I am sure you will screw everything up on your own. That is probably a broader concession than I’d like, so I’ll modify my reward a bit. I get to pick which finger.”

An evil grin spread across his face.

“And I get to bite it off.”

Everyone recoiled, including me.

Damn. This guy was hard core.

“Nebby, you are one sad, strange little man,” I told him. “I don’t know where this weird fetish of yours comes from, but it’s easy to see why you ended up in some psycho Order. Having someone to hate obviously works for you. I think it’s a small, dismal life to live, but it’s your life.

“I think we have a wager, as long as you swear on your magic to abide by the spirit of the agreement as well as the actual wording. You don’t interfere with us, or this tournament, as long as we are on Palace grounds. That also means you leave the staff alone that serves us, you leave the food alone that we eat, and you leave our rooms alone. You butt out of our lives at this tournament and let us either win or lose on our own merits.”

“I can agree to that,” Nebby said happily.

Too happily.

Was he really that confident of his success? Or did he have some way around the spirit of our agreement? It was difficult to tell.

“Are you sure you want to do this?” Tyler asked. The rest of them echoed that sentiment.

“I think so,” I replied. “I’m confident I’ll win, and we need this guy off our backs. It’s already going to be hard enough winning this tournament without him trying to mess things up for us.”

Before we actually swore anything, I checked in with my Bank Crystal.

‘Can you help me finalize our agreement?’ I asked. ‘Nebby seems way too happy for comfort.’

‘Of course,’ it replied happily. ‘The Bank is an expert in contract negotiations. There are several obvious holes in the statement of intent. For example, Tyler isn’t technically part of your House, so he would still be in danger. Also, Bermuda and Mr. Tubbles would be considered a gray area. While I’m sure they can take care of themselves, it would be best to provide sanctuary for them as well.’

‘Very good thinking,’ I agreed. ‘Also, it occurs to me that we’re protected from direct attacks by Nebby himself, but what if he hires someone else to attack us?’

‘I was going to discuss that next,’ it said. ‘There are many ways to indirectly influence the tournament, and I’ll try to cover most of them. Wait for a moment while I contact his Bank Stamp and see what I can do.’

I expected it to be busy for several minutes, but it only took a few seconds.

‘Nebuchadnezzar already has several commitments to his Order, so I wasn’t able to lock this agreement down as much as I wanted. He will still be able to see and communicate with you, and he’ll also be able to disparage your team to others. It’s more than possible that he could get other mages riled up enough to attack you or hinder you in some way. However, he won’t be able to directly hire anyone or bribe anyone to go against the team. I’m sorry I wasn’t able to do more.’

The Crystal’s sparkles flashed red, and I felt its frustration.

‘You’ve been a huge help,’ I assured it. ‘This agreement is much better than I’d be able to do on my own.’

I read over the new wording, which was still pretty short, and then returned back to Nebby.

“The wager is ready,” I told him. “Review it, and then swear on your magic.”

“I swear on my magic to this wager,” he declared. His eyes never left mine, and I don’t think he reviewed the wager at all. “Should any part of this wager seek to remain after four weeks, it will automatically terminate, and I will be free of any bindings.”

Ohhhhh. That was a good addition to add. I hadn’t thought about how this ended. Technically, with the original wording, we could have stayed at the Palace for years and been safe from this guy.

I echoed his swear, and then we tapped Bank Stamps, sealing the deal. Nebby directed one of the waitstaff to run to the library and bring back a jigsaw puzzle with at least two thousand pieces. Everyone sat back down again, and while we waited, he ordered a drink.

“You know, you seem like a real asshole,” I told Nebby, “but this is one time I don’t want to give you the finger.”

John laughed so hard he snorted, and that eased the tension a bit. Nebby looked confused, so I guess the joke didn’t translate well.

“Just so you know, you hustled yourself,” Nebby said smugly. “I happen to like jigsaw puzzles. I started playing them when they were actually made out of wood and the pieces were cut out by hand. I’ve played thousands and thousands of puzzles, and it is going to be a true pleasure taking your pearls and your finger.”

He snapped his teeth at me and then licked his lips.

Well, that didn’t sound good. I tried my best to look confident, but this guy was getting to me.

“Just do what you do best,” Tyler said as he held my hand. “You take situations that should be impossible and come back stronger. This is just like every other time. Even if you lose today, you’ll be down a few pearls and a finger. You’ve recovered from much worse than that.”

I took a deep breath and let it out. Tyler was right. I’d gotten punched in the face by a golem. That was my baseline for nasty things to happen to me. I’d recovered from that, and I’d recover from this too. Of course, it would take time to recover, and I only had until tomorrow. But, I’d make it work. Somehow.

“And if you do get hurt, I’ll give you a kiss and make it all better.” Tyler gave me his beautiful, warm smile.

I burst out laughing.

“That better be one hell of a kiss!” I exclaimed.

“Oh, it will be!” Tyler replied. His warm, chocolate eyes told me he would always be there for me, even if I was down a digit. I gave his hand a grateful squeeze, and he squeezed back.

I also took hope from Bermuda. He’d finished taking a bath, and now he was just chilling. He was casually looking around, taking in the sights and sounds of the buffet, and he didn’t seem worried about our nutty visitor. If he was chill, I could be chill too.

I took another deep breath and then decided to pump Nebby for more info.

“Quick question while we’re waiting,” I said. “What is Menhet?”

The others looked at me strangely, but Nebby just sighed.

“Not what—who,” he snapped. “Menhet is a goddess from Egypt. Her name means She Who Massacres or The Slaughterer.

“So the whole club is themed around mass killing?” I asked incredulously. “Nebby, I really think you need to find some new friends.”

“It’s not a club,” he snapped. “It’s an Order, like the Order of the Garter or the Order of Solomon's Temple. We dedicate ourselves to the principles of equality and justice for all in the supernatural world.”

“You just said the name of your club is about slaughtering mages,” I pointed out. “That’s not equality and justice. That’s being a bunch of mass murderers.”

“Shunning the House and removing it from this world is the epitome of justice,” Nebuchadnezzar said piously. “It is our life’s work, and hopefully, soon, it will be our crowning achievement.”

“You’re a villain,” I said in wonder. “Like a real life supervillain. You’ve got power, you’re crazy, and you think that killing a bunch of people is a good idea. It doesn’t get any more villainous than that.”

“You say villain. I say crusader.” Nebuchadnezzar shrugged, unconcerned. “It’s just different sides of the conflict.”

“Are the rest of your buddies in your mom’s basement just as crazy as you are?” I asked. Nebby seemed confused at the modern terminology, but then I guess the translator sorted it out for him, as his face darkened in fury.

“We’re not just some club in a basement,” he snarled. “We are a sacred Order. We have allies and comrades in all organizations and at all levels of power. We are everywhere—listening and planning your doom. We are in the shadows, and we will strike when the House least expects it. You can watch for us, plan for us, defend against us, but it will avail you nothing!”

Oh boy. This guy was starting to sound all biblical again. He talked about how easy it was to fool other mages, but he had certainly drunk the Kool-Aid himself.

I wasn’t sure how many people were actually part of this Order. As much as I enjoyed teasing him, it was certainly more than a few people in a basement. On the other hand, this tournament had thousands of mages attending, and yet they had to send him as a special agent? If they had “comrades” everywhere and were “always watching,” then he wouldn’t have been needed.

Secret societies enjoyed being secret, so I doubted I’d get a straight answer out of him. And maybe he didn’t know himself. He was certainly an older, powerful mage, though, and they were using him as an agent. So that meant there were probably mages older and more powerful than him running the show. The Grand Matron needed to know about this.

I was sure Sandy would send a message about what we’d learned later. For now, the waiter was back with the puzzle, and it was almost show time.

I couldn’t believe how nervous I felt. My mouth was dry, my palms were sweaty, and I felt like I was going to throw up. I should have felt confident, but Nebby had gotten to me. What if he really was as good as he said? What if he had some sort of magic sight like mine? Or some sort of skill that made him very fast at solving puzzles? The guy had been around over five hundred years, so he had to have some mad skills.

I must have looked as nervous as I felt, as Tyler put his arm around me and pulled me in tight. Annabeth took my other hand and started humming a soothing tune. I took deep breaths and tried to relax. I needed to be alert and loose in order to do my best.

“I’ll go first and show you how it's done,” Nebuchadnezzar said with a sinister smile. His eyes were wide, and he was obviously enjoying how apprehensive I was.

The waiters cleared off half the table to give us room to work, and then gave it a good wipe down to make sure there were no sticky spots to interfere with the challenge. The puzzle itself was a landscape of a castle on a hill. It was pretty and didn’t seem to be too difficult. If I was doing it with Tyler, I’d probably split it into three sections: the sky, the hill with the castle, and the foreground which was filled with pretty flowers.

Both of us had done lots of puzzles together while I’d been recovering, and we used them as a playful way to train our magic senses. We didn’t race to get them done, though, as the real fun was in the journey. There was a special kind of joy I received from feeling it come together. It was like Sudoku in that it just felt right. It made the problem solving side of my brain very happy.

Usually, it would take the two of us a little under an hour to finish a puzzle like this. Which was pretty amazing considering the average time for a mundane to complete a two thousand piece puzzle was about seventeen hours. I couldn’t help but wonder how fast Nebby was going to be. Over ninety minutes? An hour?

“There are a couple of rules we should agree on before we start,” Nebby said. “The puzzle challenge starts with the puzzle in a closed box. The challenger starts with both hands flat on the table. Once he raises his hands, the time starts. The time will be recorded by a third party Bank Stamp. Once the puzzle is finished, the challenger will need to declare they are done and put both hands flat on the table again. At that point, the timer stops, and the challenge is complete. Do we have an agreement?”

“Yes,” I nodded. “That sounds reasonable.”

We agreed that the waiter who had gone to get the puzzle would also be our timekeeper. Nebby sat down at the table and put the puzzle box in front of him. He took a deep breath, centering himself. Then he put both hands flat on the table and gave the waiter a nod.

“Go!” the waiter commanded, and Nebuchadnezzar burst into action. The top was off the box and the first pieces were being sorted before I had time to blink.

I usually start by dumping the pieces out, flipping them all picture-side up, and then assembling the edges of the puzzle first. Nebby didn’t even wait to do that. He treated it like little mini puzzles, and within the first thirty seconds, he was already putting the castle together.

Crap!

This guy wasn’t kidding. He really was good at puzzles.

He wasn’t only good at solving puzzles; he was also moving extremely fast. His hands were a blur as he moved the pieces around.

The only thing that gave me hope was that he was testing the pieces like a regular person to see if they would fit. The pieces weren’t wooden. Instead, they were made of stiff cardboard, like a modern jigsaw puzzle, so he couldn’t be too fast or rough with them.

Still, his hands were flying, and he had a great eye for color. He was testing pieces, but it wasn’t taking many tries before they found their match.

At the end of the first minute, he had most of the pieces sorted and most of the castle together. At the end of the second minute, all the pieces were picture-side up and sorted into regions. The castle was completely finished, and he was working on the surrounding hill.

The third minute saw the edges of the puzzle assembled, and the clear line where the green hill met the blue sky was complete. The sky had some fluffy clouds, so he used their edges to rough in the clouds and place them in their general location. That didn’t leave many white pieces, so he quickly filled in the middle of the clouds before working the rest of the sky around them.

At six minutes, he had the sky finished, and he was working his way down the hill.

Damn!

Damn, damn, damn!

At eight minutes, the hill was done, and he started in on the foreground. I thought he’d fly through it, but the flowers were small and out of focus. It didn’t have nice defined sections like clouds to work with, so he was having to test the pieces a lot before they found a home.

This was the last section, though, and as the number of remaining pieces dwindled, the puzzle started filling in faster and faster. The last piece fell into place, and he slapped both hands flat on the table.

“Done!” he declared, and the waiter nodded.

“Ten minutes, fifty-nine seconds,” the waiter announced.

Nebuchadnezzar looked triumphant as I sat back stunned.

“That is how you hustle a mark,” he announced triumphantly.

I had to agree.

If I hadn’t seen it with my own eyes, I wouldn’t have said it was possible to solve a jigsaw puzzle of this size in that time. I had a sinking feeling that one of my hands was going to get mutilated fairly soon.

Nebby was watching me, and he grinned as he saw the realization hit home. He clicked his teeth at me and made a point of looking at my hands, like he was trying to pick out the juiciest digit for him to snack on.

He was psyching me out enough, so I looked around at my team for support. What I saw echoed in their faces was the same realization that I’d come to. I was probably going to lose.

The timekeeper started breaking the completed puzzle down, so I still had a few minutes to get myself together. I took a deep breath, which usually helped, but it came out shaky. I needed to calm down.

“Jason, how many fingers am I holding up?” John asked with a grin. He was holding up both hands, with his forefingers tucked back like they were missing.

“John!” Sandy gasped. “That’s not funny!” She smacked his arm, but I’d already started laughing. It was ridiculous and dumb, and that was exactly what I needed at that moment. My laughter gave the others permission to let loose, and soon we were all cackling and holding up hands with missing fingers.

“You know, you're so good-looking I can’t take you anywhere,” Tyler said as his eyes twinkled. “We can’t even have breakfast without someone asking for your digits.”

For some reason, that felt even more irreverent than what John had done, which made it even funnier. We howled with laughter until Sandy decided to get in on the action.

“When all this is over, I’ll have to make your new favorite dish,” she said. Then she started laughing so hard she couldn’t get out her own punchline. We had no idea what it was, but she was so tickled we couldn’t help but giggle with her. Finally she gasped out “Fingerling potatoes!” which set us off again.

I looked to Annabeth to see if she had something to contribute, but she shook her head. “I got nothing,” she admitted, “but I know you’ll do your best and we’ll be proud of you.” She gave me a big hug, and my eyes welled up with tears from all the emotions flying through me.

This was intense!

The waiter finished breaking down the puzzle, and now it was my turn. I got up and walked back and forth a few times, taking deep breaths. The support coming from my crew was real, and I certainly appreciated the comic relief. I needed to finish pulling it together, though, and come up with a plan.

Nebuchadnezzar was enjoying every moment of my discomfort, but I ignored him. He couldn’t help me or hurt me right now. My crew became silent, but I ignored them too.

This was all about me and my mental space. I needed to find my center, my calm strength, and I already knew how to get there.

I sat down in front of the puzzle, closed my eyes, and began with acceptance. I hadn’t expected to end up in this situation this morning, but that was okay. Life happens. I accepted that.

I didn’t expect to end up last in the ranking and have an old, powerful, crazy mage show up to gloat. But that was okay. I accepted that.

I hadn’t expected him to be that freaking good. I breathed and accepted that too. I was fighting to keep us together. I was fighting to keep my friends safe. Those were things that were worth fighting for.

I breathed and felt the jittery part of my nervousness wash away. I was left with stable excitement. That was good. I could work with that.

I called out my ten Surfer Dudes and shared the images of what I needed them to do.

‘This has got to be the fastest and most precise you’ve ever moved. Like, we have to put this puzzle together Superman-fast. Are you ready?’ I asked them.

They gave me a thumbs up as they lazily surfed through the air in front of me. That seemed like a very appropriate response, given the circumstances.

I touched base with Tea next.

‘I need all the mental speed and clarity you can give me,’ I told him.

‘Of course,’ he rustled. ‘Have no doubt. You’ve got this.’

Finally, I sank my magic sight into the box of puzzle pieces in front of me. Nebby started grumbling about how long I was taking to get ready, but I continued to ignore him. Instead, I felt the pieces. One side was smooth with the picture, the other side rough. I caressed their edges. I smelled them. I tasted how dry they were, like an old cracker. I saw how much space existed between their cardboard fibers.

I listened to them, and each piece vibrated like a note in a song. I put it all together, and their song seemed eager to compose itself. I was ready.

I put both hands on the table in front of me and opened my eyes.

“Finally!” Nebuchadnezzar exclaimed loudly.

I looked at the timekeeper calmly and nodded my head.

“Go!” the waiter commanded, and I sprang into motion.

My movements were so smooth and fast, even I was shocked. The colors were vibrant and clear. My mind was sharp and focused. Tea was working his magic!

I whipped off the top of the box and immediately started sending commands to my Dudes. I didn’t have to send words, only images. That piece goes there.

My Surfers are insanely fast, and I found they were placing pieces faster than I could direct them.

So I stopped directing them.

Instead, I let them read me and what my magic sight was picking up. They picked out the pieces they wanted to move, and my mental mapping told them where they should go.

I’d always had a flair for puzzles, and my solving mind snapped into place like never before. I wasn’t just using regular sight. I was listening to the pieces, and it seemed like the puzzle itself told me how it wanted to be laid out.

I just relaxed and let the solution flow. I was the conductor, and the puzzle was my symphony.

The pieces flew out of the box and gracefully locked together. There wasn’t any trial and error. I knew the piece was going to fit before it even moved.

The edges of the puzzle came together first, as that was just the way I liked to work. Then I grew the puzzle inward. My magic sight didn’t work with colors, so I didn’t need to break it up in regions. My Surfers placed pieces on every open edge, and the puzzle filled in like frost on a windowpane.

“Done!” I declared and slapped my hands flat on the table.

I looked up, and everyone was frozen in shock.

“Twenty-six seconds,” the timekeeper finally stammered, and my crew erupted with joy.

I was so surprised I just sat there. It had seemed like minutes, not just seconds. Tyler was so excited he jumped in the air and yelled in pure excitement. Then they all ran around the table to hug me and congratulate me at the top of their lungs.

Annabeth was so relieved she cried, and Sandy almost joined her. As the realization hit me that I’d won, I felt a bit weak-kneed myself.

We were safe. I was richer. And I wasn’t going to have my finger chewed off.

This was shaping up to be an amazing day!

I thought Nebby might throw a few curses my way, but instead, he got to his feet and walked off without saying a thing. He’d lost, and now he had to honor our wager. He wasn’t going to be a gracious loser, so I guess there wasn’t anything he needed to say.

Or that’s what I thought, until my magic sight caught him giving a faint smile. And I heard him faintly humming a jaunty tune under his breath.

‘Something is off,’ my Analytical Side said quickly. ‘He’s not reacting like some crazy zealot. He just lost a bunch of pearls and his chance to collect a grisly trophy, so he should be pissed off. Instead, he’s acting like he had a bit of fun and now he’s off to do more important things. That doesn’t match up.’

I completely agreed, but I didn’t want to sit and stew about it at the moment. My crew was ecstatic, and I wanted to celebrate with them. We whooped and hollered and hugged all around.

That left us hungry, of course, so it seemed like an excellent time for a third trip to the buffet. This time I went with a breakfast casserole. It looked yummy, but I decided to celebrate and really go overboard, so I smothered it in sausage gravy. It looked insane, but it smelled delicious.

When we got back, we discussed all the crazy shit Nebby had talked about. I told them what I’d seen at the end, and everyone agreed it didn’t add up. Sandy put everything together in a message and sent it to both the Grand Matron and Aamya, the Head of House Hyderabad. Hopefully, they would know more about the Order of Menhet than we did and would find it useful.

Before we got too much into our day, I checked with my Bank Crystal to make sure my winnings had been transferred over. I was hoping I didn’t have to chase down Nebby to get my money.

‘The pearls were transferred as soon as you were the uncontested winner,’ my Bank Crystal said proudly. ‘Never fear, my young mage. I’m looking out for your best interests. If there had been a problem, I would have alerted you immediately.’

‘Thank you,’ I said and sent it images of pressure, heat, and connection in the stones of the earth. Penny had taught me that was the equivalent of a metal hug. My Crystal seemed surprised, but thrilled, and sent me back the image of getting a hug from a huge man that looked like the Kingpin from the comics. The Kingpin is known for being a villain, rather than a cuddly hugger, but it was close enough.

“The team scoring has been officially released,” Tock said after he flew to the center of the table. “This would be an excellent time to review it before we move on with our day.”

“I agree,” Sandy said. “We already know we’re last, but let’s see the list of teams anyway.”

Tock snapped his fingers, and a list of teams appeared in the air beside him. He did it with a flourish, and then gave me a happy grin. He’d certainly come a long way from the blocky apparition that froze all the time. He was still relying on our magic, though. I made a mental note to see about fixing that later. Surely, there had to be a way to reroute some of the power the bigger apparitions were getting.

The first place team was called Angels of Mercy, and they had 4,730 points. That seemed like a strange name for a fighting team, but it was obviously working for them. The top ten teams all had lots of points, but it fell off pretty quickly from there. It was just as I suspected; the premier teams had arrived first and snagged most of the easy quests.

I could tell because Tock had not only provided the scoring; he’d also added columns showing the number of quests, main stories, orc kills, and player kills. The Angels of Mercy must have been pretty badass, as they’d completed eight quests, four story lines, one hundred ninety-two orc kills, and twenty-one player kills. Even with getting there before us, it was still an impressive haul. There wasn’t anything listed about closing orc portals, but that only affected a few teams so I’m sure it wasn’t worth its own column.

Tock started scrolling quickly, and once we got past a hundred teams, the scores settled around 260. Most of the teams at that level had completed one mini quest, killed a couple orcs, and maybe knocked off one or two players. At seven hundred teams, the score dropped down to 20, and at eight hundred, the scores started dipping below zero.

Their tally in the player kills column was negative, which I could only assume meant that they actually helped other players stay alive. The negative scores still weren’t too bad, trending down to a negative one hundred points. Then Tock reached last place, and Sandy gasped. We all just stared at it for a moment. The number didn’t seem real.

-7,420.

Damn!

Like, seriously? Holy shit!

Nebby hadn’t been kidding. I could see why this was a record. I just wished it was a good record, not a bad one.

Sandy recovered first. “Can we see exactly how that score breaks down?”

Tock snapped his fingers, and the list was replaced with the details for our team.

Team House Louisville

Quests: 7 * 100 = 700

Quest Stories Completed: 2 * 200 = 400

Orc kills: 167 * 10 = 1,670

Player kills: -1119 * 10 = -11,190

Portal Bonus: 1,000

Final Score: -7,420

Note: A probability study was commissioned to determine the effects of the beacon lights and the crowd chant on the other players. If it was probable that the team would have survived on their own, no points were assessed against you. If it was probable that the team would not have returned, then the entire team was counted against you. The projected margin of error for this study was 1.9 percent. The judges manually reviewed this case and rounded the number in your favor. This ruling is final. Good luck in the next stage of the tournament.

“I’m so sorry,” Annabeth said. She put her hands over her face and shook her head, like seeing the score was just too much. “I never should have suggested we help the teams the way we did. This is all my fault.”

“Of course it’s not your fault,” I said quickly and leaned over to put my arm around her. “This isn’t anyone’s fault. We just did what felt right to us, and the scoring didn’t like it. That’s all. Besides, I’m the one that lit up the exit. If it’s anyone’s fault, it’s mine.”

Annabeth protested again that it was really her fault. And I told her again it wasn’t, it was mine. She just needed to talk for a bit to process the score, and I didn’t mind hashing the same thing over a few times. The others just sat back, ate a bit, and let us talk it out.

Unlike Annabeth, I felt strangely calm about coming in last. It was what it was. There was nothing I could do about it right at that moment. It just meant that we had to try harder in future quests to get our score up. At some point, a low score would kick us out of the tournament. But hopefully, it wouldn’t be for a few more rounds yet. There was time to bring it up.

I started having a bit of fun with our back and forth, and every time it was my turn I exaggerated more and more. It wasn’t just the score that was my fault—this whole tournament was my fault. I should have let all the mages rot in the midnight sun and gone around and stolen their clothes. Then we could have sold their clothes on consignment and raised money for House awareness. That got me the hairy eyeball.

“Are you making fun of me?” Annabeth peered at me suspiciously.

“Not at all,” I shook my head mournfully. “It’s my fat cheeks. Nobody likes a skinny guy with fat cheeks. That's why they hate me.”

“You don’t have fat cheeks!” She burst out laughing. “There isn’t anything fat about you. And nobody could hate you. You’re too sweet.”

“It’s true!” I mock-protested. “Bermuda smacks my fat cheeks all the time! He’s like ‘move it fat cheeks and get me some food!’”

Bermuda looked at me like “Daddy, you are batshit crazy. I think I’m going to ignore you now.” He looked away as I puffed out my cheeks like a blowfish and began making slurping noises.

“Stop it!” Annabeth was laughing for real now. I made blowfish cheeks at her and tried to look sad all at the same time. I think I just managed to look cross-eyed as Annabeth smacked my arm.

“Jason, stop!” She was still laughing, so I was going to really ramp up the physical comedy, when Gold Trim stopped by. He very politely let us know that if we were done with our breakfast, then Darius was ready to see us for our interview.

I was grateful for the distraction, and I think we were all ready to get out of there. Before we moved on, though, I had a question about the scoring.

“Tock, I don’t see a column for pearls,” I said quickly. “Surely we got points for the pearls we collected.”

“I should have mentioned this sooner,” Tock replied, “as I get asked that at every tournament. The pearls are considered to be their own reward, and no additional points are awarded for them. The pearls help the teams to recoup their entrance fees and provide funds for spending at the Palace or the fair. Whatever your team collects is yours to keep, but the tournament doesn’t actually track them. They have no bearing on your ranking or placement in the tournament.”

I was surprised, but that did make sense. The tournament had given us points for quests and stories, so the pearls were just an added bonus.

“Before we move on, I wanted to say that I’m very proud of you,” Tock continued. “I didn’t expect a House team to be able to complete even one quest. Especially since you arrived in the realm as the last team. For you to have completed two story lines is just amazing. On top of that, you stopped a wave of orcs and closed a portal on your own. Even the top teams couldn’t have done that with just two people.”

He paused and looked at us in wonder.

“I knew this team was special, of course, but now I’m beginning to believe you might actually go far in this tournament.”

He gave us all a deep bow.

“I can’t tell you how exciting this is for me. Most of the teams I’ve worked with have lost in the first round. For you all to be going onto the second round is already a big achievement. I know your current score seems disheartening, but it won’t come into play until later rounds. You still have time to gain points and get it back to where it needs to be.

“If you look at just your positive scores, you made 3770 points, which would put you in the top ten. I know you’ll do better next time, and I’ll be here to help you every way I can. I wouldn’t worry too much. You’ll be back to zero points in no time!”

I appreciated the pep talk, but the thought of doing all that work just to get back to zero didn’t exactly fill me with hope and joy. Still, it seemed to have inspired Annabeth. She seemed to be out of her funk, and she wasted no time telling Tock just how cute and amazing he was. Tock then told Annabeth just how cute and amazing she was, and they probably could have gone back and forth for a while, but Sandy got to her feet and said it was time to go.

Bermuda decided he was done with all this chatter and hopped into my Throne Room to get some quality nap time. Sandy started tipping the waiters, and I got ready to stand up when Annabeth grabbed my arm and gave me a serious look.

“Jason, can you ask Tea to give me night vision?”

“Of course!” I replied. I was surprised, as this seemed to totally come out of the blue, but it was an excellent idea.

“I’m sure the last quest won’t be the only dark environment we end up in,” she explained, “and if both of us can see at night, it could give us a real advantage. Plus, if we end up in a situation like last time, I’ll be able to see the exit on my own. Then you won’t have to light up a tower, and we won’t lose points for saving mages.”

Ahhh. That’s where this was coming from. She was still feeling bad about our last place finish.

“I wanted to ask you this morning,” she continued, “as I know it takes a while for the changes to happen. If it’s possible, I wanted to get started sooner rather than later. Maybe it will be ready for the next quest, and if not, the quest after that.”

I nodded to let her know I agreed with her as I reached out to Tea.

‘Tea, can you do this?’ I asked. ‘Normally her aura would shut you out, but we’ve sworn to each other, so it shouldn’t be a problem.’

‘I think so,’ he replied hopefully. ‘I should be able to use her magic to grow the spores and make the necessary changes.’

‘Then let’s try it,’ I said. ‘The only thing is, the spores make people really loopy, and I can’t have her tripping out of her mind tomorrow at the quest. Start off slow and see how she reacts.’

‘That shouldn’t be a problem.’ Tea replied. ‘After her eyes are adjusted, do you want us to work on the rest of her? I know she’s already done a lot with her healing charms, but my Grove can do so much more.’

‘Absolutely!’ I said. ‘Don’t stop until she’s the best she can possibly be. But do it slowly enough that she can still fight.’

I quickly relayed what Tea had said and passed over three Ents to get started. I’d keep an eye on her, and if she could handle more, I’d add them later.

I left the table feeling excited. Sure, we were in last place, but now Annabeth was going to get stronger and stronger as we went along. She’d already done so much with the training, her singing, and her healing runes, but Tea and his Grove were a whole different level. He could do so much more than heal. He’d transformed my body to be the best it could possibly be, and hopefully, he could do the same for Annabeth.

Now that the process was underway, it was time to get interviewed and hopefully make a good first impression.


Chapter sixteen

Whet’s Edge


Darius had a neat setup and put us at ease right away. I’d never noticed, but there were several smaller event rooms off the main buffet area. Darius seemed to have taken over one of the rooms permanently, which let him really set the scene for his guests. He had a comfortable white chair for himself and a plush white couch for his guests. Around that, he’d placed side tables and some plants to break up the height. The backdrop was a screen that was currently showing a beautiful outside view of the Palace, although I’m sure it could be used to show other pictures and views that helped tell a story.

This definitely wasn’t a cheap interviewing setup. I felt like I was walking onto the set of Ellen or The Kelly Clarkson Show. Gold Trim had said that Darius was struggling to gain traction as an interviewer. This setup didn’t reflect that at all.

Then I looked closer and realized that this was all creative applications with buffet elements. The side tables were the same stands that held the specialty foods, and they were covered in tablecloths to give them a bit more presence. The plants were also from the buffet area, and the rug on the floor looked like it had come from a cabana.

Whoever had set this place up was a genius. It looked chic and professional, and not at all like it was built from scavenged elements.

Darius greeted us warmly, although he seemed startled when Gold Trim pulled him in close and kissed him.

“They know?” he asked.

“They know,” Gold Trim replied happily. That led to a round of hugs, started by Annabeth, of course, and ended with Darius looking even more relaxed and comfortable.

The two of them were adorable together. They flashed those ‘couple’ glances at each other that conveyed so much without having to say a word, and they smiled at each other all the time. Originally, I wasn’t sure how their relationship would work because they both seemed outgoing and were so good with people. That usually doesn’t work well, as both sides of the relationship try to hog the spotlight—making for some explosive arguments and a crap ton of drama.

Seeing the two of them together, it was clear that Darius was the charismatic leader and Gold Trim was the detail-oriented follower. Watching them made me think about Tyler and me. Was he the leader or was I? I certainly seemed to attract most of the drama. Our dynamic was different, as he supported me in whatever I was up to, and yet, he was my teacher when it came to the martial arts. Regardless of why we worked, I was very grateful and happy that Tyler and I blended so well together.

I followed that thought up by giving Tyler a hug and kiss of my own. I breathed in his scent and gave him an extra good squeeze. My man was fine!

Tyler gave me a questioning look, but I just smiled and shook my head. It was time to move on and get this interview show on the road.

Now that we were acquainted and in good hands, Gold Trim—Babekh—left us to head back to his normal duties. Since we were on hugging terms, I really needed to start calling him by his name. It’s just that Gold Trim was such a fun nickname and it fit him perfectly.

Darius invited us to get started, with Annabeth and me on the sofa and the rest of our small crew as the audience. The couch was comfortable, and the lighting was just right. I started feeling a bit nervous now that I was on stage, but Annabeth took my hand and I relaxed some.

“Greetings and welcome to The Darius Show!” Darius started us off with a refreshing burst of energy and a dazzling smile. He wasn’t speaking to us, though. Instead, he was projecting to a ball of magic that I could only assume was the camera. Actually, it looked like there were two of them—one angled to get a good shot of us and one angled to cover him.

“Today we are joined by our friends Jason and Annabeth of Team House Louisville. I’ll ask all the questions that you're dying to know, such as ‘what is life in a House really like?’ and ‘how does it feel to set the record for last place?’ For now, though, let's get to know the team better.”

He turned to us with a welcoming smile.

“Annbeth, let’s begin with you. I hear you’re a grandmother. Is that true?”

That was the perfect question to ask, as Annabeth loved her family and she could talk about them all day. She couldn’t actually be with them because the Fog of Jonah messed with their heads and drove them crazy, but that didn’t mean she’d stopped thinking about them all the time.

Darius asked me a few questions too, and I talked about being gay and my life as a poker player. Then, once he was satisfied that he had captured us as individuals, he started inquiring about the House.

“So I have to ask, and I’m dying to know, what’s it like living in a hole? And how does that work? Is the House underground?”

We both laughed, and Annabeth took the lead.

“The House isn’t a hole, silly. That’s just a rumor that I imagine has been started by someone who has never been to a House. It makes the House sound like a dark, damp place. It’s nothing like that. Instead, it's a magical space where mages can grow and learn in a safe environment. The best part about it is that the space can grow and change to suit the needs of the Houseguest.”

She then started talking about all the changes she’d made to her home and how she’d taken pictures from magazines and turned it into a Tuscan paradise. Her home really was wonderful, and she sold me all over again on just how amazing the House was.

I got a chance to talk about my walk-thru shower, my kitchen that had everything I could possibly want, my theater, and my game room. I even talked about the cat beds on wheels that Bermuda and Mr. Tubbles used to whiz around the House.

Even though life as a mage had been exciting and dangerous, the House had always been good to me. I felt like talking up how amazing it was to live there was a way of paying it back. It certainly didn’t deserve the crappy reputation Nebby and his cabal were trying to give it.

As we talked, Darius looked more and more flabbergasted.

“You both seriously have all that?” he queried.

We nodded.

“You aren’t pulling my leg?” He seemed like he wanted to believe us, and yet, it was just too much like a fantasy.

“The House is picky about who it lets in, just like every other school,” Annabeth said, “but once you join, it is an amazing place to be.”

Darius looked thoughtful, and I wondered if he was going to ask if he and Babekh could join up after they bought their freedom. This wasn’t the time for that conversation, though, and he quickly gathered himself and directed the interview towards the quest we’d just finished.

“So how in the world did you both end up in last place?” he asked. “And not just in the back of the pack—we are talking about a score so negative it set a record!”

“Well, we helped a few people,” Annabeth said, and then explained the lights showing the exit as well as getting the crowd on the main road organized.

“If you had it all to do over again, would you do the same?” Darius asked.

“Heck, no!” I laughed. “We didn’t know how the scoring worked, so we just did the best we could with the information we had. We come from a House where mages support and help each other as much as possible. We could only be true to who we are. Obviously, that saved a bunch of mages and landed us in a deep hole.

“We want to win, just like everyone else. So if we could go back, knowing what we know now, we would certainly do things differently. We’d probably still help some of the individual teams we came across, but we wouldn’t have helped everyone the way we did.

“It’s just that once the giant orcs appeared on the scene, we thought that teams were really dying. There was no way we could stand by and let that happen.”

Darius led us into talking about the orcs. He wanted to know how horrible they really were and how it had felt to actually be there in front of an orc portal. We talked about our feelings and experiences, but we were careful not to talk about our actual fighting abilities.

Finally, the interview concluded, and Darius turned the cameras off. The rest of our crew joined us on the set, and Darius assured us that the interview had gone very well and he had plenty of material to work with.

“Is the House really like that?” Darius asked.

“It is,” Sandy nodded. “When you and Babekh are ready to leave the Palace, you are more than welcome to come to Louisville. As the Head of House Louisville, I’m offering you both an official invitation to join us. As long as the House agrees, you are always welcome with us.”

“I thank you for your generous offer,” Darius smiled. “I must admit, I never in my wildest dreams thought I’d be considering joining a House. However, I’m now beginning to view your organization in a whole new light. I’d have to talk it over with my partner, of course, and we still have time. But I am grateful that you have welcomed us.”

We would have talked more, but Darius’ next team showed up. He needed to reset and get ready for his interview, so we said goodbye and headed out. Sandy suggested we head to the fair and see what was available. We needed to learn about Paths anyway, per our agreement with Rene.

Since this was everyone’s rest day, the fair was jam-packed with mages. Everyone seemed in good spirits, and the din of conversation was loud enough we had to practically yell at each other to be heard. Fortunately, the booths were set up the same as they had been at the Gathering, with a fancy entranceway and a much larger interior.

I saw a familiar Sword-in-the-Stone-themed entrance, and Tyler suggested we step inside.

“Annabeth, Jason, you both have experimented with changes in your fighting styles, and I think this would be an excellent time to have an evaluation by a trainer who is well versed in many weapons and styles.

“Annabeth, you’ve been working with a shillelagh/dagger combo in the beach arena and here at the tournament. It’s worked out so far, but I’d like to look at your ratings and see if the trainer has any suggestions. Since you have started using weapons, I’d like you to take some time today and try out some new possibilities. Maybe a single long sword or two short swords would suit you better. Try out two smaller war hammers and see if they work too. You’re at the beginning of your weapons journey, so if you’re going to make a switch, then after this tournament would be a good time.

“Jason, you’ve only just gotten your spikes, so it will be interesting to see how they rate against Annabeth’s dagger. You’ve been fighting hand to hand, which makes sense considering all the advantages Red gives you as well as the size limit on your magic. Now that you have figured out how to make larger creations, I’d like you to consider different weapons and see if the extra reach is something that appeals to you.

“It’s possible that you both are rated highly and you’ll stick with what you currently have. But it certainly can’t hurt to look at all your options.”

Then he looked at John and Sandy.

“This is probably going to take a while. If you both want to do something else, now would be the time to head out. I don’t want you both to get bored.”

“Absolutely not,” Sandy said firmly. “I’m very proud of our two youngest Housemates, and I can’t wait to see how they rank.” She turned to me and Annabeth. “Don’t you worry. I’ll be right by your side cheering you on the whole way. I know you both are going to be fantastic, and whatever weapons you decide on will be a gift from our House.”

“Speaking of gifts,” John rumbled, “after you two do your thing, I think I might wander around and check out the selection myself.”

Sandy looked surprised. “Are you thinking about something to fight with, or are you considering making weapons?”

“Maybe both,” John shrugged. “It can’t hurt to look.”

I felt nervous about being tested, as I wasn’t sure what it would entail and how I would do. I also wondered how it would compare to the ratings the House provided for our workouts on the beach.

On the other hand, I was excited to try out some different weapons. After all, who doesn’t love swinging a sword? Or maybe I’d go all Thor and wield a hammer. Or maybe I’d spin a staff like the Monkey King. The possibilities felt endless!

My musing was interrupted by a burly man who looked like he bent horseshoes for fun.

“Greetings, fair travelers. Welcome to the Whet’s Edge! We boast the finest natural weapons and armor that money can buy. We have all manner of shields, armor, swords, polearms, ranged weapons, and even exotics. If you want to stab ’em or stop ’em, we have what you need.”

Having said all that, he then switched to helpful sales mode.

“So, what are you searching for today?”

“We want to start with short swords for Annabeth,” Tyler replied. “After that, we’ll take a look at the rest of your collection to see if something matches up for Jason.”

“Most certainly,” the man said smoothly and switched his focus to Annabeth. “Is the fair lady already familiar with short swords and their varieties?”

“Not really,” Annabeth said. “I usually summon a dagger as one of my weapons, but during our last quest I modified it to be a bit longer. I’d be happy to look at some varieties and see if anything fits me better.”

“That sounds like an excellent plan,” the shop friend said helpfully. “All of our weapons are meant to be used and tested. I recommend you wield them against our dummies to see how they will perform for you in the heat of battle. We also have trainers to assist you with your techniques. They can show you the basics for free or provide advanced instruction for a reasonable fee.”

As the shop friend led us along, I couldn’t help but look around with fond memories. This had been the first shop we’d stopped at in the fair at the Gathering. I hadn’t even known that shops could be so big on the inside, or even what a shop friend was. It wasn’t that long ago, but looking back, I seemed so innocent.

The area with the larger swords was very busy, as that’s what most mages wanted to fight with. The section for the short swords was a lot less crowded, and Annabeth had only just started looking when a trainer joined us.

He looked so handsome and lifelike that I had to do a double take. Nope, he was also a shop friend, although obviously a lot more specialized.

“Greetings, fair lady,” he bowed. “You’ve made a wise choice to start your search for weapons mastery with the short sword. While not as romantic as its longer cousin and obviously with a shorter reach, it nevertheless has excellent speed and versatility in a fight. Many opponents have discounted the short sword, only to fall in surprise to its deadly grace. Has any particular style of short sword caught your eye?”

Annabeth told him about changing her summoned dagger into a short sword and that she was just at the start of her mastery of that type of weapon.

“Ahhh, yes,” the trainer said sagely. “Morphing one weapon into another can cause some peculiar results. Fortunately, we have many templates with which you can become familiar. What PiCuBB mode were you using with your dagger?”

Annabeth looked at him in confusion. “I’m not sure what you are asking.”

“May I?” the trainer asked, motioning to his Bank Stamp. Annabeth nodded. The trainer tapped Bank Stamps with her, looked at her status screen, and then nodded thoughtfully. “I see you are a first-year student with no rating, so it makes sense you haven’t heard of the basic system of weapons classification.”

He clasped his hands in front of him and settled into teaching mode. “At the most basic level, weapons are designed to do at least one of four things: pierce, cut, bash or block. The acronym commonly used for this is PiCuBB, and you can define a weapon by how well it does any of these four things. Before we get into short swords, let me give you obvious examples of each mode so you can gain a clearer understanding.”

The trainer was talking to Annabeth, but I leaned forward in interest. My puzzle-solving side was fascinated and eager to hear more.

“Let’s start with the simplest example, which is blocking. I’m sure that you understand the concept of stopping or diverting force, and a shield is the main example of this mode.”

The trainer called for a dummy, and a faceless humanoid-looking figure walked over to us. It was about six feet tall and made up of some smooth white substance that looked a bit like rubber. Although we were in the short sword section, there was a wide mix of other items here, and the trainer picked up a simple round shield and handed it to the dummy. The dummy strapped it on its arm as the trainer picked up a short sword.

“Ready?” he asked, and then lunged with the short sword as soon as the dummy nodded. He hacked and stabbed at the dummy in a lazy fashion as the dummy easily blocked all his attacks.

He didn’t attack for very long, but instead, stopped and turned to Annabeth.

“That is blocking. Understood?” She nodded.

He set down the short sword and next picked up a large hammer. “I will now demonstrate bashing,” he said and swung the hammer at the dummy.

To my complete surprise, the dummy didn’t block at all. Instead, it let the hammer hit, and its form crumpled like the trainer had done actual damage. I winced in sympathy as the trainer continued to beat the crap out of it. It wasn’t long before the trainer landed a solid blow and knocked the dummy off its feet. At that point, he stopped and turned back to Annabeth again.

“Hammers and clubs are the most common examples of bashing weapons. They are particularly deadly, as the goal is to transmit as much force as possible to the target. If done correctly, the force from a bashing weapon will pass through armor and shields and cause massive internal damage. Understood?”

Annabeth nodded again, and I found myself nodding with her. I knew what all the words meant, of course, but seeing the modes in action added a whole other level of understanding.

“Reset,” he commanded, and the dummy got back to its feet. Its form popped out again, and within a few seconds, it looked like it had never been hit at all. I was also happy to note that it seemed completely unconcerned about the damage it had taken.

“Now, let’s examine cutting,” the trainer said and picked up a short sword with a curved blade and a single sharp edge. He laid into the dummy with smooth swings and quickly sliced the heck out of it. “The goal of cutting is to cause structural damage to your opponent's soft tissue. If you sever the muscles in his arm, he can’t swing his own weapon. If you cut the muscles in his legs, he can’t stand against you. Its secondary purpose is to cause massive blood loss. After all, more duels are won through blood loss than any other type of damage.”

The dummy was looking really rough by this point. One arm was barely hanging on, and both of its legs had large chunks hacked out of them. “Reset,” the trainer said, and once again, the dummy reformed. It picked up the parts of itself that had landed on the ground and absorbed the rubber, or whatever it was, back into its form.

The trainer turned back to Annabeth. “Most people think of swords when I mention cutting, but axes are an excellent weapon for this mode of damage as well. Understand?”

We nodded.

“And now let’s see the last mode of damage—piercing.” This time he selected a thin, light short sword with a sharp tip. Without hesitation, he drove the short sword through the dummy’s heart.

“Piercing weapons work best when your opponent is lightly shielded and has relatively easy to reach vital organs. In the right situations, piercing is the most deadly of all modes and can end a fight faster than any other weapon type.”

He ripped the short sword out of the dummy’s heart and stabbed it into its brain.

“On the other hand, piercing weapons are typically terrible at defense, and your fights can quickly end with one well-placed cut or bash. Understand?”

We both nodded.

“Now that you’ve got the basic idea of PiCuBB, let's look at some weapons, and you can tell me what mode they are best at. Let’s start with this one.”

He picked up what I considered to be a basic short sword like they use in the movies. It was thick and had a bit of a point, but quickly flared out to full width. Both sides of the short sword were fairly sharp, but it had nicks in the edges, and it didn’t look like it would cut very well.

“What mode is this used for?” he asked Annabeth.

“It’s a trick question,” I blurted out before I could help myself. Then I felt embarrassed. This was Annabeth’s lesson, not mine.

The trainer gave me a sharp look.

“May I have access to your weapons stats?” he requested.

“Yes,” I agreed. Then I sent a quick message to my Bank Crystal to make sure those were the only stats we shared.

We tapped Stamps. He checked out my stats, and then he gave a welcoming smile.

“Ah! Another first year with no ratings yet. Welcome! Join us and tell me what you think of this weapon.”

I gave Annabeth a questioning look, but she just smiled and motioned for me to answer.

“It has a point,” I said, “but the weapon is too heavy to move quickly, and the tip flares out too fast to be a good piercing weapon. It has two cutting edges, but they aren’t very sharp, and there isn’t any curve to the blade to allow for the best cutting surface. The weapon is thick and heavy, so it could be used for blocking, but you’d need to be careful not to block with the edge of the blade or it would get more nicks than it already has.

“Basically, this is a weapon that tries to be a good all-arounder. It has the modes of pierce, cut, and block, but it probably isn’t the best at any of them.”

“Very good!” the trainer exclaimed. “You’ve captured the essence of this weapon’s abilities. It’s a good all-around training weapon to help develop your reflexes and your physical conditioning. However, it would not be a good weapon to actually fight with.”

Annabeth gave me a little happy clap for doing well, and the trainer looked at both of us approvingly.

“I think you both would do very well in my advanced class. You seem to be picking up the basics very quickly, so I’m sure you would see some real improvement with some extra training.”

‘I’m sure this advanced class isn’t free,’ my Analytical Side remarked.

‘You got that right,’ I agreed. ‘It’s never too early to start upselling the customer.’

“Now, let’s look at a few more examples before we move on,” the trainer said and guided us towards the short swords he was probably trying to actually sell.

The idea of PiCuBB was simple, but I now looked at the short swords in a whole new light. It was easy to pick out which short swords would be good for which styles of fighting. Some of them were focused on one mode of damage, but many of them were trying to blend two of them together with some degree of success. There was even a short sword that looked like a baton, and it was clearly trying to work a block and bash combo.

Annabeth was having a good time answering the trainer’s questions, so I took a moment to look around at all the other areas and the weapons that they had on display. Some weapons had gotten really creative at mixing up the modes. For example, there was a spear with a blade on the end. I think it was called a glaive, and it combined cutting and piercing damage at a distance.

One thing I found intriguing was a war hammer with a spike for piercing on one side and a flat surface for bashing on the other. It looked like it could easily punch through armor or smash in a helmet.

“Before we continue, I’d like to address the most common question I hear from younger mages,” the trainer pulled my attention back to him, “and that is why these are called weapons templates. Why don’t mages actually fight with real weapons?”

He went over and picked up a very sad looking sword. It was blackened, warped, and the tip was missing.

“This is what a mundane weapon looks like after it’s gone up against a manifested magical weapon,” he said. “As you can see, mundane weapons don’t hold up very well. Additionally, most mages have some sort of defense, whether it is a shield charm or a self-made construct. Regular weapons will eventually wear a shield out, but it takes a lot more work than with a magical weapon. A mage that fights with mundane weapons will almost always lose.”

He gave us a sharp look, and we both nodded.

“Mundane weapons are most useful for helping you develop your own magical weapon. They give you something physical to work with. Something you can use to get used to your weapon’s reach, its weight, how it moves, and how it blocks. Becoming proficient with a weapon is your road to mastery. The mage who knows his weapon the best almost always wins the fight.

“That is why coming to a place like the Whet’s Edge is so valuable. We have the widest selection of weapons, so you can pick out a template that fits you perfectly. After that, we have trainers who can help you learn the basics of defense and attack for those that are just starting out. For our more seasoned mages, we have master trainers who will challenge you and provide instruction all the way up to grandmaster levels.”

He looked hopefully at the rest of our crew. They were listening to what he was telling us, but they didn’t seem that enthusiastic about training, so he smoothly turned back to me and Annabeth.

“Before we get down to the selection process, I want to ask if you already have a weapon you’ve manifested? I would normally say that was impossible for a first year, but you are both still in the tournament, so I have to assume you are wielding some sort of weapon.”

“Yes, indeed,” Tyler spoke up. “That is why we are here today. Annabeth has a dagger she has morphed into a short sword as well as a shillelagh. Jason specializes in hand-to-hand combat as well as utilizing a set of spikes. I was hoping you could provide an evaluation for both of them and suggest any improvements in their manifested weapons. You are the expert after all.”

The trainer modestly waved away the compliment, but I could tell he enjoyed being acknowledged as the expert.

“We would, of course, be happy to purchase any weapons you honestly recommend as well as compensate you for your time and experience.” Tyler flashed a dazzling smile at the trainer, who was clearly drawn in by his charm. Compliments and compensation? I’m sure that was music to his ears.

“Well then, let us begin,” the trainer said grandly. “How about we start with the fair lady? We are in the short sword section after all. Let’s see the dagger you’ve grown into something longer. Don’t worry if it takes a moment to manifest, and don’t worry about how it looks. Practice with the right template brings speed and quality. As your teacher said, you are here to learn and grow.”

He nodded at Tyler like they were the wise and learned men in the room. Tyler played along and gave him a wise nod back. His eyes twinkled, though, so I knew he was having fun.

“Of course,” Annabeth said happily. I think she simply tuned out all the patronization. Sometimes she was too sweet for words.

She held out her hand, and a split second later, she was holding her dagger turned short sword. The trainer looked startled.

“Oh! Goodness. That was certainly quick. The fact that you can manifest a weapon at all as a first year speaks to your talent. The speed at which you summoned it makes me think you’re going to have a bright future ahead of you.”

For the first time, the trainer seemed genuinely curious about us. He’d been in sales mode before, but Annabeth’s display had piqued his interest.

I’d seen Annabeth’s weapon before, of course, but now I looked at it through the lens of PiCuBB. Her weapon was built for piercing first, as the blade was shaped like a long, narrow triangle. It was also made for cutting, as the blade continued to widen all the way down to the hilt. That allowed for a solid foundation while slicing.

“These dummies are rated between thirty and a hundred,” the trainer explained apologetically, although I had no idea what those numbers meant. “I’m afraid we didn’t bring any of our easier dummies this time. We wanted to provide the best experience for the average tournament participant and lower level teachers. I never thought I’d be evaluating a first year.”

“I’m sure it will be just fine,” Tock spoke up. He flew off my shoulder and hovered in front of the trainer. “This team is quite exceptional. Annabeth can more than handle anything you ask of her.”

He sounded quite proud, and once again the trainer seemed startled.

“You must be happy for your team,” the trainer replied diplomatically. “Especially since they made it through the first quest. I heard the survival rate was exceptionally high this round, but even so, for first years, that is an excellent accomplishment.”

“My team is the reason there were so many survivors,” Tock continued. I guess he still wanted to brag about us, which was sweet. He briefly talked about lighting up the exit and getting the teams organized. The trainer made agreeable noises, but it seemed like he really just wanted to move the story along.

“So, you’re also good at organization,” he said to Annabeth. “That’s a wonderful skill to have and will serve you well in life.” His words were nice, but his tone indicated that it didn’t involve fighting or weapons, so he couldn’t care less.

“Now, let's test your piercing abilities first. I want you to stab the dummy in its chest as hard as you can. The dummy will measure how well your strike penetrates its body. Don’t be discouraged if it feels tough and doesn’t sink in very far. Like I mentioned, the dummy’s lowest rating is a thirty, and that is a lot higher than a beginner can handle.”

He gave her a kind look and then turned to the dummy.

“Reset. Pierce test. Level 30.”

The dummy settled into a firm, but neutral stance, and offered his chest to Annabeth.

“Are you ready?” she asked.

The dummy nodded.

Without hesitation, Annabeth jabbed at the dummy, sinking her short sword in and out in one smooth motion.

The trainer blinked in surprise and looked at her like he was still waiting for her to start.

“Would you do that again?” he asked.

Annabeth sunk her short sword into the dummy’s chest, but this time she waited a moment before pulling it out. Her motion was smooth, and her weapon easily penetrated the dummy’s rubbery chest.

The trainer just stared at her.

“You have passed level thirty,” he said finally. “Let’s increase the difficulty to level 40.”

He reset the dummy, and once again, Annabeth stabbed it. She still made it look smooth, but this time it didn’t look as effortless. The dummy was clearly offering a much higher level of resistance.

“You’ve passed level 40,” the trainer said. He sounded slightly offended—like he thought she was cheating, but he couldn’t see how. “Let’s try level 50.”

This time her short sword only penetrated about half way.

“How hard should I stab?” she asked. “I’m not sure how much of this test is about my weapon and how much is my strength.”

“Feel free to stab with as much force as you can,” the trainer replied. “You are correct that this test measures both your weapon and your physical force. After all, when you’re fighting, it’s your overall effective piercing ability that wins the match.”

Annabeth nodded to show she understood and tried again. This time she added a “Pow” behind it and sank her short sword to the hilt. She had a satisfied grin as she pulled it free.

The trainer stared at her again, then he gave her a deep bow.

“Young lady, you have impressed me beyond all measure,” he said sincerely. “I’ve tested many young mages, and never, in all my years, have I seen someone who is so young do so well. These results are exceptional.”

Annabeth gave him a happy smile, but she didn’t seem overly impressed with herself.

The trainer paused as if searching for the right words.

“I don’t think you even know how remarkable your rating is. I would expect to train a mage for several years on both their technique and their weapon before they could reach level 50. It is unheard of that you would be able to summon a weapon that good, or be able to generate that much force, as a first year. You are truly an exceptional individual, and I look forward to seeing just how high of a level you can reach.”

He bowed again.

“Let the testing continue,” he stated grandly. “Level 60!”

“Before you do that,” I interrupted, “I need to borrow Annabeth for a moment.”

I grabbed her arm and pulled her to the side so we could talk without the trainer overhearing. He didn’t seem happy, but he’d survive.

“Do you have the force rune on your dagger?” I asked. “When I was looking at it in the warehouse, I was focused on how sharp it was. It didn’t even occur to me to check for the rune.”

“Don’t hurt its feelings,” Annabeth said playfully. “It's all grown up now, so you have to call it a short sword. Or Ms. Sword if you’re nasty.”

I laughed.

“Okay then. Does Ms. Sword have the force rune stamped on her leather?”

“You are a nasty boy,” Annabeth chuckled, trying to sound like Janet Jackson. “And to answer your question, she might.”

“She might?” I was puzzled.

“I put what I thought was the force rune on the hilt,” Annabeth explained, “but I’m not sure I got it right. It doesn’t sound like you do when you’re punching, so I think I might have gotten it wrong.”

“Ahh, that makes sense,” I said. “Let me check and see what you have.”

I was very familiar with the force rune and a couple of its variations. I’d done a lot of searching to get the base rune, followed by a delightful game of Stop-the-Sandball on the beach. The sight of my Grannies wielding my Ass Blasters like Nerf guns was one of the highlights of my magical journey so far.

Annabeth passed over her sword charm again, and this time I zoomed in to look at the hilt. The four-birds quick-version of the force rune was there, although none of the proportions were right. I think it was more from Annabeth trying to work at this small scale, rather than that she didn’t know how to make the force rune. After all, she’d been there when I’d refined it.

I used her magic to make the changes in the glass template and was going to zoom out again, when I had another thought. The rune in the base seemed like it would be great for thrusting, but what about for cutting?

That seemed like it would work best if I added the force rune as an etching in the blade. That was easy to accomplish, and then I zoomed out and told Annabeth all about it.

“That is much better,” she said when she summoned Ms. Sword. “I can hear the force rune now.” The force rune still wasn’t as clear as I wanted, so I corrected it and had her summon Ms. Sword a few more times until it was right.

“Thank you so much, Jason,” she said, giving me a quick hug. “I’d meant to ask you about this earlier, but it always seemed like we had something else going on. Anyway, level 60, here I come!”

We returned to the trainer, and he gave us a questioning glance.

“Jason made a suggestion on how I could tweak my weapon,” she explained without really telling him anything. “Are you ready for level 60?”

“Yes, we are,” the trainer said, motioning for her to strike the dummy.

Annabeth used a “Pow” to sink her short sword into the dummy’s chest and, even though the testing level was higher, it seemed like Annabeth had an easier time of it. The force rune was working.

“That was surprising,” the trainer said. He’d obviously noticed the difference too. “Can you do that again?”

“Certainly,” Annabeth said confidently. The trainer reset the dummy, and Annabeth pierced it again.

The trainer shook his head in wonder.

“Whatever you two worked out in your chat is certainly going to enhance your score. Is there anything else you’d like to change before we continue?”

“I think I’m good,” Annabeth said confidently. “Let’s try for 70.”

“Before you do, I want you to know that the difference in levels is not linear,” the trainer said. “So the degree of difficulty between level 60 to level 70 will be much greater than it was between 50 and 60. I want to set your expectation, as climbing these upper levels of difficulty will be much harder.”

Annabeth nodded that she understood and then stabbed the dummy. Despite adding the force rune, it was quite a bit tougher. The trainer upped the difficulty to level 80, and this time Annabeth had to throw a “Boom” behind Ms. Sword to get her to stick.

Level 90 was too much. She just couldn’t penetrate the dummy’s exterior. The trainer moved the test back to level 81 and worked up from there. Annabeth topped out on her own at 83, but the trainer started coaching her at that point and together they got up to her final level of 85.

According to the trainer, Annabeth was still using her short sword like it was a dagger, and she needed to change her grip and her stance slightly to compensate for the longer weapon. I chuckled mentally, as basically this was a timing issue, just like my Spikes. Knowing when the resistance is going to start on a strike is crucial for maximum damage.

The whole time he was coaching her, the trainer was pimping his personalized weapons training. He seemed fascinated with Annabeth and her ability, but he wasn’t about to miss the opportunity for an upsell. Annabeth laughed and was just her sweet little self, and the trainer seemed to find he couldn’t stop himself from teaching her. He suggested exercises for strengthening her wrists and perfecting her thrust.

He also imparted the philosophy of the Piercing Warrior. It basically boiled down to three things: don’t get hit, look for weakness in their defense, thrust often.

The trainer suggested a nice “template” short sword that almost perfectly matched Ms. Sword, and Sandy purchased it for her. Our shop friend, who I’d almost forgotten was still with us, haggled with Sandy over the price. Once they had an agreement, he took care of the transaction and said he would make sure it was delivered back to our suite.

Tyler tipped the trainer for his evaluation and advice so far, which made him happy. Then he got the show moving again.

“I know we’ve been focusing on Annabeth’s piercing ability, but her weapon can cut as well,” Tyler said. “I’d also like her to get evaluated in that area.”

“We don’t have to do that,” Annabeth said quickly. “I feel like we’ve already spent so much time on me.”

“Young lady, this is more than just ‘spending time’ and getting a number.” The trainer sounded a little miffed. “This is an Official Evaluation.”

He said that like it was a big deal, but Annabeth just looked at him blankly.

“I’m an officially Certified Trainer, and I am qualified to evaluate and teach up to level 250,” he declared proudly. “My rating today will become a part of your permanent profile, which means you can go to any other qualified trainer and they can review my notes and continue your training. I’m shocked you haven’t been evaluated yet, but this is a big deal for you today.

“Reaching level 85 is a huge milestone for any warrior, and if you were my student, I would throw you a party and celebrate your achievements. Since we are in the setting of a fair, all I can do is provide an honest evaluation and include as many notes as possible for your next trainer.”

He paused to let Annabeth take in the significance of the moment.

“I have to let you know that performing your first evaluation is a career high for me. I’ve performed thousands of these over the years. I’ve met many minor prodigies and students that thought they were prodigies. Today, I'm proud to say that I am in the presence of a true prodigy, and as your first evaluator, I get to claim I discovered you. I get to tell the story of when I first met Annabeth and how amazing she already was in her first year.”

He gave her a deep reverent bow.

“You honor me today, and I will be following your career throughout this tournament and beyond. Now, shall we see to your evaluation for cutting? I must admit, I’m excited to see how this will turn out, but I must also caution you. Secondary attributes are never as high as primary ones. Often they are half of the main one and sometimes less.”

“I understand, and thank you for all your help!” Annabeth said happily, then she hugged him. He looked like he hadn’t been hugged in a long time and was touched by the gesture. I guess even professional apparitions appreciate a little love and support.

“Yes. Well…” He huffed like this wasn’t warrior-like at all, but he looked happy. “Let’s begin your cutting evaluation. Dummy, reset. Cutting evaluation. Level 30.”

The dummy settled into a firm neutral stance and extended its right arm.

“Annabeth, you want to strike his arm and inflict as much damage in one strike as possible. You pass a level if you deliver enough damage to incapacitate the limb. Be aware that the dummy will keep his arm stiff, but it won’t be completely firm. You’ll need to provide the speed and focus to make your strike effective. Understand?”

Annabeth nodded.

“Then let us begin.” The trainer motioned for Annabeth to strike the arm.

I think she was a bit nervous as she summoned Ms. Sword and then took a deep breath. She let it out, took another deep breath, and then her short sword flashed out.

In one smooth move, she cut off the dummy’s arm.

“That certainly counts as incapacitating a limb,” the trainer laughed. “I wasn’t sure how this was going to go, but with you, I shouldn’t have worried.”

“Are you sure this doesn’t hurt you?” Annabeth asked as she picked up the severed limb and handed it back to the dummy. It took the arm and reattached it as it shook its head. It gave a slight bow, as if to say ‘thanks for the concern,’ and then held out its arm again.

“Don’t worry,” the trainer said. “These things are built to fight and get injured all the time. He took my money at poker last night anyway, so I’m happy to see him take some damage.”

“He plays poker?” I blurted. That seemed like such a normal thing to do on his time off. I’d been thinking that the dummy probably just stood in a warehouse until he was needed.

“Oh yes,” the trainer said sadly. “He doesn’t have a face, so he can bluff like you wouldn’t believe. Now, let’s reset and go to level 40.”

I looked at the dummy’s smooth features, and I had to agree. Figuring out what cards he was betting on would be rough. It also meant that he was much more than just a dummy.

Meanwhile, Annabeth wound up and chopped through his arm again. The trainer continued like he had last time. He jumped the levels by 10 until it got tough for Annabeth, and then he went by single levels until her short sword was bouncing off.

To his complete surprise, Annabeth made it all the way up to level 79. I knew how sharp Ms. Sword was, and I’d been hoping her score would be even better. Once again, the trainer worked with her on her technique and was able to get her up to level 80. At that point, she was still doing damage, but she wasn’t incapacitating the limb anymore.

It made me realize just how tough those rats had been. They must have had level 60 skin at least. No wonder they’d shrugged off the basic needles from the Fist of the Desert.

“I said you were a prodigy before, and I’m even more certain now,” the trainer said again. “Your short sword is just fantastic. You have a real gift for summoning. In addition, the force you generate is spectacular considering your size.

“Before we evaluate your second weapon, I’d like to introduce myself. My name is Tariq, and it is my greatest pleasure to meet you.”

That earned him another Annabeth hug, and then she went around and introduced all of our crew. After he’d met everyone, I felt more at ease. He wasn't just this trainer anymore. Now he seemed more like a friend.

“Annabeth, I must admit I’m excited to see how your second weapon ranks.” Tariq got us back on track with the evaluation. “I feel that you should know that most supernaturals excel at one weapon and are usually not as proficient with their second one. That is why I usually frown on mages wielding two weapons. It’s hard enough becoming proficient in one style, much less two.

“You’ve managed to surprise me so far, though, so let’s see how you do with this shillelagh of yours. It’s a curious choice of weapon, as it's mainly used in Ireland. How did you end up electing to focus on that?”

“It’s John’s weapon,” Annabeth explained. “None of us used to use conventional weapons, but once we figured out how to summon them, we started practicing with his shillelagh. It’s basically a club that’s easy to use, so I just kind of stuck with it.”

Tariq nodded sagely. “That’s a familiar story, and that’s how most mages seem to get their first weapon. Sometimes they get lucky, and the weapon suits them perfectly. Most of the time, it doesn’t. With the shillelagh I’m not sure it’s a good choice for you. As a smaller, lighter mage, I don’t think bashing is your best choice of PiCuBB.

“We shall see, however. Dummy, reset. Bashing evaluation. Level 30.”


Chapter seventeen

Annabeth PiCuBB


The dummy reformed completely and settled into his neutral stance.

“Your goal for the bashing test is simple,” Tariq explained. “You just need to knock him off his feet within twenty strikes, which you have one minute to complete. Every strike you land will automatically weaken your opponent and make it easier for him to fall. As the level increases, he will become heavier and more resilient. Understand?”

Annabeth nodded.

“Begin,” Tariq commanded, and Annabeth exploded into action. Her first blow took the dummy in the side and knocked in part of his chest. She wasn’t using a “Pow,” so I guess she wanted to see how she did with her own strength. Her second blow knocked in the other side of its chest. Then she shifted and swung at its center. It took three more hits, but then the dummy collapsed.

“Level 30 is a pass,” Tariq declared. “Reset for level 40.”

This time it took fifteen blows before the dummy fell over. Annabeth directed some of them at its legs, but it didn’t seem to make a difference. It looked like straight up smashing power was the way to clear this level.

“Level 40 pass. Reset for level 50.”

This time Annabeth struggled. She quickly resorted to using a “Pow” and finally a “Boom” to finish the job.

“Level 50 pass. Reset for level 60.”

Annabeth started with a “Boom” and gave it all she had, but the dummy had picked up too much mass. She just couldn’t damage it enough.

“Let me try that again,” Annabeth said. She sounded determined and frustrated.

The trainer reset and Annabeth flew into action—with the same result. Her shillelagh was making small dents in its chest instead of the craters she’d been making before.

“I was afraid this would happen,” Tariq said kindly. “You need to have a fair amount of weight to use a bashing weapon effectively. Think of it this way—it’s like a moon circling a planet. The larger the planet, the faster the moon moves through the skies. Or looking at it another way, you need to have enough mass to anchor your swing. For a lighter person, there is an inherent upper limit on how much force you can bring to bear.”

“That makes sense,” Annabeth nodded. “Will you excuse me for a moment?”

She grabbed my arm and pulled me off to the side.

“Can you double check the force runes on my shillelagh?” she asked.

“Of course,” I said and zoomed in for a look. I already knew what I’d see, though. The force runes were perfect. There was one on the base of the handle, one on the shaft, and one on the head. Sandy had been the first one to summon a shillelagh back when we’d had our Exchange of Reconciliation with Ken’s school, but since then John, Annabeth, and Tyler had all made their own shillelagh charm templates. After I’d recovered enough from my fight with Karl, I’d reviewed what they’d put together and made suggestions for improvements. So I already knew Annabeth could summon a perfect shillelagh with lots of detail, and that is what I saw now.

“It’s perfect,” I told her. “The trainer is right. Swinging a bashing weapon seems to be more about physics than magic.”

“I agree logically,” Annabeth replied, “but it doesn’t feel right. The force runes are giving me power. I’m using Tyler’s technique of relax-and-tense-on-contact to give me speed. That doesn’t work anywhere near as well as it does with a fist, but it’s still helpful. So I feel like everything is there for me to do better. But it’s just not happening.”

“What do you think is missing?” I asked. “You’ve talked about how you feel strong with your swings, so what is your weakness?”

Annabeth thought for a moment. Then she wound up and took a few practice swings in the air.

“I’m slipping,” she said finally. “I’m moving the weapon so fast it’s pulling me around too, which is what Tariq is talking about with the mass. But the real problem is my feet are slipping on the ground. If my lower body was firm and solid, I could get a lot more force out of my upper half.”

“Are you filling your body with magic when you fight?” I asked.

“Not like you do,” she replied. “You do the whole water and smoke thing. I don’t sense magic like that, so it doesn’t work for me.”

My puzzle brain kicked in and started searching for solutions. Physics at this level wasn’t that hard to understand. Everyone knows what it’s like to try and swing a heavy object. Annabeth had a tremendous range of flexibility with her sonic magic. She just needed the right framework to work from.

‘You know, this is a lot like when Sandy was doing your evaluation,’ my Analytical Side spoke up. ‘Remember when you were lifting objects relative to yourself? Physically that was harder to do, so it took more magic. Once you switched to lifting objects off the table and used the table as the base, then it used much less magic. Annabeth needs to apply the same idea here.’

The idea snapped into place, and I knew what to do.

“Annabeth, if I had to guess, you are using your Pows and Booms to give yourself more force. But the force is relative to yourself,” I said excitedly.

Annabeth just looked confused, not getting what I was saying at all.

I continued, but calmed down a bit so I could get my point across. “So, in a very basic way, it’s like making your arms and chest stronger. But it’s not going all the way through your body. It’s not making your base stronger.”

Annabeth looked slightly less confused now, so I kept going. “When I fought Big Ugly, I pulled in magic from the ground first. Then I pushed that through my legs, my core, and out my fist. It was like I was a solid piece of rock coming out of the ground.”

“That makes sense,” Annabeth nodded, “but I have no idea how to do that.”

“That was just an example,” I said quickly, “and I wouldn’t recommend you do that anyway. I just about tore myself apart stopping Big Ugly. You don’t need that level of stability. You need something that gives you flexibility to move like you do now, but also grounds you for a split second when you swing.”

I paused, and my eyes twinkled.

“If only there was something you had that connected you to the ground—something that connected you to the Earth.”

Her eyes lit up as she picked up on my idea.

“You mean the Deep Earth?” she said thoughtfully.

“You have a special relationship with the core of this planet,” I said. “There isn’t anything more stable than that.”

“That is an excellent idea,” she said. “Hang on while I talk to my Mark.”

Her eyes lost focus, and she hummed for a bit. Over her shoulder I could see Tariq starting to look restless. I held up my finger to ask for one more moment, and then focused back on Annabeth. I could see her magic moving, but I wasn’t sure what she was up to.

“Pow,” she said as she swung her shillelagh. It felt like more of a test blow, and I was right, as she did it several more times.

“Pow,” she said again, and this time it was different. This time it had a whole new level of authority. It was like she was speaking with two voices: her own and a deep bass tone. It was like James Earl Jones was backing her up.

“Pow,” she said again, and this time the tones blended together even more.

She focused on me, and her eyes flashed with excitement. “I’m on the right track. It’s still not there yet, but I’m close.”

She went back to humming, and I felt her magic churning.

“Pow,” she said again. This time it was her, James Earl Jones, a double bass, and a violin all speaking in harmony.

“That’s it!” she exclaimed happily. “I think I’ve got it. It's not perfect and I think I could expand the idea even more, but now the Deep Earth is working through me. Let me practice a few more times, and then I’ll be ready.”

“Sure,” I replied and watched as she did her Earth Pow several more times. I was fascinated as I saw her magic vibrate with each blow and split into different bands of pink. It was still the same shade of pink, but it briefly split into lighter and darker variations of itself.

Mixed in with that, I saw the Mark of the Deep Earth’s lava orange, like a shower of sparks. The best part was that I saw an orange flash under her feet too.

“I’m ready,” she said confidently, and together we headed back to Tariq.

“Did you tweak your weapon again?” he asked.

“Not this time,” Annabeth replied. “My weapon was fine. This time I tweaked my swing.”

“Oh. Well then,” Tariq looked confused, but he quickly recovered. “I’m not sure how modifying your swing is going to help, but let’s see if it makes a difference. Dummy, reset. Level 60.”

He gestured for Annabeth to have at it.

She took a deep breath and let it out. Then she stood there and hummed for a moment. I knew she was probably communicating with her Mark again, but I’m sure Tariq had no idea what was going on. This wasn’t music class after all.

He was just about to say something, when Annabeth let loose.

“BOOM!” she commanded in her new Earth voice and struck the dummy in the middle of his chest. This time, his chest imploded inward, and he looked like he’d been hit by a meteor. He staggered back and was already starting to fall when Annabeth hit him again. “BOOM!”

She knocked him back several feet, and the dummy hit the ground hard.

Tariq’s mouth dropped open in shock. For that matter, the rest of our crew looked shocked too. Annabeth just looked relieved that her new Earth Boom had worked.

“Remind me not to get on your bad side,” Tyler said and gave her a high five.

“For real,” John agreed. “Hulk Annabeth is scary!” He gave her a high five too, and then started flexing. “Me Annabeth. Me hit like train.”

Tyler started Hulk flexing too. “Me hit you hard. Me bring the pain! Choo Choo Boom!”

“Choo Choo Boom!” John joined in, and then both of them were Hulk dancing and doing the Choo Choo Boom.

Annabeth just rolled her eyes at their teasing, but I could tell she was having fun.

“Boys!” Sandy commanded and smacked John’s arm. “Behave yourselves.”

“Of course, dear,” John replied. “We’re just extra proud of our Annabeth. She brought the Boom!”

“Choo Choo Boom!” Tyler agreed, and they almost started Hulking out again, but Tariq got us back on track.

“Annabeth, I don’t know how you are managing to do this, but your tweaks are truly impressive.” He smiled proudly at her as John and Tyler quickly settled down. “Dummy, come here.”

The dummy got to its feet and walked over. It was deformed, with its chest and stomach caved in, and it reminded me of the liquid Terminator after Arnold had blasted it with a shotgun.

“Look at the impact zones,” Tariq said proudly. “This is the damage a bashing weapon is supposed to inflict! Bashing is all about applying overwhelming force and power until your opponent can’t handle any more. A basher is an unstoppable force of nature, and you, my dear, have clearly managed to overcome the handicap of your size.

“Dummy, reset. Level 70.” Tariq was excited now, and so was I. I thought Annabeth would have a better base resulting in a bit more impact, but this was a lot more than just a bit. This was a huge leap forward in ability. I’d been thinking her dagger was going to be her best weapon moving forward. Now I wasn’t so sure.

If she’d had this type of power when we’d fought the rats, she might have knocked them around like pins in a bowling alley. It got me thinking about my own abilities. Was I losing some of my power to slippage? My punches were faster than Annabeth’s swings, so to a certain extent, my mass was being better utilized. I’d increased the power of my force runes as well as adding my spikes, though.

Sir Isaac Newton had said that for every action there is an equal and opposite reaction. So the more power I put into my punches and spikes, there was an equal amount of force pushing me back. I was certainly bigger than Annabeth, but I was still a skinny guy. I didn’t have the bulk of someone like John to anchor my blows.

My thoughts were interrupted as Annabeth started her level 70 test. This time it took twelve Earth Booms before the dummy fell over. I was a bit surprised it took so many, considering how dominating Annabeth had been at level 60. Tariq was certainly right—the scale in difficulty wasn’t linear.

We were supporting the heck out of our Little Miss Sunshine, and this time Sandy started the chant.

“Choo Choo Boom!” she called, and we all quickly joined in. Then she started doing the Hulk Annabeth dance, and it was hysterical. Annabeth blushed and got a little embarrassed by all the attention, but I could tell she appreciated the support.

“Dummy, reset. Level 80.”

This time, it took nineteen Earth Booms before the dummy hit the ground. Annabeth looked like she was maxing out again, so Tariq switched to increasing levels one at a time. We continued to cheer her successes as Annabeth made it up to level 82. Tariq attempted to train her up to 83, but it didn’t happen.

Annabeth seemed happy, though, and Tariq was just ecstatic. Three modes of PiCuBB in the 80’s? Yes, please! He was as proud of his prodigy as if he’d trained her himself.

Once again, he wrote up his notes on her mode, and they tapped Stamps to update her rating. This time he didn’t have a shillelagh available that matched what Annabeth was summoning. Annabeth tried to insist it didn’t matter, but Tariq was adamant that she should have her own template to train with. He called over another shop friend to explain what he needed, and then sent him off to search their extended inventory. In the process, he happened to mention that Annabeth was a prodigy. Soon after, I started to notice other trainers and shop friends drifting our way. It wasn’t a large number, as the Whet’s Edge was a busy place, but suddenly, the short sword section had become the place to be.

Annabeth didn’t seem to notice anything different, so I didn’t say a thing. If she knew she was being watched, it would just make her nervous.

“There’s only one mode left, and that’s blocking,” Tariq said. “This mode is very different from the others, as this time you're not the one generating the attack. Blocking is more about timing and redirection than it is about force. As a result, scores can vary wildly from the other modes. It’s actually fairly common that a mage is a great attacker and not that good at defense. Or vice versa.

“Normally, I’d tell you not to get your hopes up for a high level, but you’ve blown me away so far. Let's just see how you do. The test for blocking is simple. You just need to stay inside the ring without sustaining a deadly wound for one minute.”

Tariq gestured to a nearby open platform. It was raised about a foot off the ground and looked like a boxing ring without the posts or ropes.

“Since this is a blocking challenge, you are not allowed to disable the dummy with an attack. You are allowed to push it around, if you have the strength, and create more room for yourself. Other than that, block, dodge, and deflect the attacks as much as you possibly can. Understand?”

Annabeth nodded, but Tyler stopped them with a question.

“Is Annabeth allowed to wield two shillelaghs?”

“Of course,” Tariq replied. “In fact, I was going to suggest that myself depending on how you performed. This is a blocking challenge, so it’s best to use both hands to block as much as possible.”

Tyler seemed more nervous than Annabeth for some reason.

“I got this,” she told him confidently. “This is just like training with Mr. Pebbles on the beach. I don’t know how fast this dummy can move, but I’ve blocked Mr. Pebbles for a lot longer than one minute.”

“You’re right,” Tyler replied. “You’re going to do great. Just remember to work the angles and don’t use a Zoom. The ring isn’t big enough for that.”

Annabeth gave his arm a comforting pat and then hopped up onto the ring. The dummy stepped up after her.

I stepped in and put my arm around Tyler’s waist. “Are you worried?”

“A little bit,” he admitted. “Annabeth is confident, which is a good thing, but she’s used to the beach where she has more room and she can fight back. It’s a whole different match when you can’t attack your opponent and make them back off.”

“At least she’s starting out at a low level,” I said. “Hopefully, that will give her time to adjust.”

Tariq motioned for Annabeth to go to one side of the ring and the dummy to the other.

“Dummy, reset. Blocking evaluation. Level 30,” he called to the dummy. It summoned a two-handed broadsword. It wasn’t particularly powerful or detailed, but it had a lot of reach.

Then he turned to Annabeth. “Are you ready?”

She summoned a shillelagh in both hands and then nodded.

“Begin,” he called, and the dummy quickly advanced towards her, broadsword held in the guard position. She advanced to meet him, and as soon as she was in range, he swung. It wasn’t a fast swing, but it covered a lot of ground.

Annabeth casually smacked the broadsword up into the air and stepped in close to the dummy. It soon became obvious Annabeth was going to complete this level.

A two-handed broadsword is a great choice for fighting another long weapon, like a pike. It’s terrible for fighting in close with a smaller opponent. The dummy tried to swing, but Annabeth crowded him, and he had no room to develop any momentum.

He finally switched to using the hilt and tried to thrust it into her head, like it was a long nail. Annabeth wasn’t having any of that, though. She whacked his hands with her shillelagh and made his sword disappear.

She stepped back in surprise and glanced at Tariq to see if she’d been disqualified, but he just motioned for her to keep going. The dummy summoned another broadsword and swung at her again, but by this time the match was over.

“Level 30 is a pass,” Tariq declared. “Reset for level 40.”

This time, the dummy summoned a katana and tried to cut her to pieces. The sword was shorter and lighter, and the dummy swung it significantly faster. It was still a two-handed sword, so Annabeth was only facing one weapon of attack, but it was a lot more agile. She knocked it out of the way and stepped in close again, but this time it didn’t bother the dummy anywhere near as much. Annabeth was still faster, though, and with two defensive weapons she was able to shut him down.

“Level 40 is a pass,” Tariq declared. “Reset for level 50.”

For level 50, the dummy armed himself with two battle axes. Since they both had two weapons, the action quickly ramped up to a whole new level of speed. Both of their weapons were flying, and it quickly looked like this should be level 80, not 50. The spectators abandoned their casual pretense and started yelling encouragement.

The only thing that saved Annabeth this time was her footwork. She kept stepping to the side of her opponent, forcing him to reset before attacking again. If Annabeth had been allowed to attack, she could have hammered him in those moments and ended the match. Tyler was right. A good offense forces your opponent to respect your space. Without that, Annabeth was operating with a huge handicap.

“Level 50 is a pass,” Tariq declared. “Reset for level 60.”

Tyler motioned to Annabeth, and she came over. She was winded from the intense flurry of action, so she could use the break anyway.

“Target his weapons,” Tyler said. “I don’t think you can attack his body, but it looks like you can hit his hands and whatever he’s using to attack. Don’t go overboard, or you’ll leave yourself open. But if you get the chance, force him to defend his own weapons.”

“Thanks for the tip,” Annabeth said. “I was just trying to survive on that last round. It was fun, though!” We got a big sunshine smile, and then she headed back to her side of the ring. It looked like Annabeth was enjoying herself.

For level 60, the dummy came at her with a large triangular shield and a one-handed war hammer. I thought a shield was a curious choice, until I realized he was going to try and push her out of the ring.

Annabeth flatly rejected the idea. She Earth Boomed his shield and knocked him out of the ring instead. It was awesome seeing our little warrior swatting him around.

“Level 60 is a pass,” Tariq declared. “Reset for level 70.”

Next, the dummy used two war hammers, which was almost the same weapon setup Annabeth was using. At level 70, the dummy was fast, powerful, and skilled. Once again, the action got intense, and the crowd got a bit wild as they cheered her on.

Annabeth’s saving grace for this round was the fact that her shillelaghs were better than his war hammers. Her weapons had more detail and more magic. When the weapons clashed, the dummy’s war hammers were the ones that lost out.

“Level 70 is a pass,” Tariq declared. “Reset for level 80.”

The dummy was back to using a shield, although this time, he’d paired it with a longsword. He was a lot tougher than he’d been at level 60, and Annabeth couldn’t knock him out of the ring this time. His shield was bigger too, which made it much harder for Annabeth to get around.

At one point, he had Annabeth backed into a corner, and although she hammered the crap out of his shield, she couldn’t get him to back off. Faced with no other option, she jumped and flipped over his head. The dummy had primarily been using his shield to bash, but he still had his long sword. As Annabeth flew over his head, he swung up at her.

The spectators gasped. But despite being in mid air, Annabeth saw it coming and knocked it out of the way. It was an amazing feat of agility and skill, and the watching trainers went wild. A few seconds after that, Annabeth won the match.

We cheered the Choo Choo Boom and did the Hulk Annabeth dance, which got us a few curious looks, but then other trainers started joining in. Annabeth just laughed, bowed, and took it all in stride.

“Level 80 is a pass,” Tariq declared. “Reset for level 81.”

Once again, the action was fast and furious. Annabeth made it through that level, but failed the next one. The dummy started using his longsword even more, and it made for an effective surprise attack. Annabeth had to give it everything she had to keep the shield from bashing her out of the ring. The sudden attacks by the longsword were just too much for her.

Annabeth took a moment to catch her breath, and then tried it again, but she missed it the second time too.

Tariq didn’t give her time to get discouraged, though, as he hopped up on the platform and addressed the other trainers that had gathered around.

“I would like to introduce you to Annabeth Matz. She is reaching the end of her first year as a mage, but I know we will be hearing a lot more about her in the future. Her PiCuBB levels are as follows: Pierce, 85.”

He paused to let that sink in. I saw most of the trainers nodding in appreciation of her score and several looked shocked.

“Cut, 80.”

The trainers started murmuring among themselves in excitement. They hadn’t been here at the beginning, so I’m sure this was news to them.

“Bash, 82.”

Their voices grew louder. Some of them sounded excited, and some of them sounded incredulous.

“Block, which you just saw, 81. This means Annabeth ranked in the 80’s for all modes of PiCuBB. I don’t need to tell you how rare that is for any young mage, much less a first year.”

All the trainers, except for one, gave Annabeth an enthusiastic round of applause. The last trainer looked sour, like he didn’t want to believe this was real.

“The sub is at level 7?” he growled. “When was his last spec?”

“He was spec'd this week,” Tariq said gleefully. “See for yourself.”

The grumpy trainer went over to the dummy and started asking him questions in a low tone. I think there must have been some personal animosity between Tariq and Grumpy, as Tariq looked practically triumphant.

“Given the levels and the age of the applicant, I’m declaring Annabeth a true prodigy. Does anyone gainsay my assessment?”

The trainers laughed, like “Of course not!” Then everyone looked at Grumpy. He finished his last question with the dummy, and then reluctantly nodded his head. “I agree with your assessment. The young mage is a prodigy.”

He walked up and briefly shook Annabeth’s hand in congratulations. Then he stomped off like he’d eaten a bad plate of beans. That started a trend, as the other trainers gathered round and took turns personally congratulating Annabeth.

To my surprise, they also came over and congratulated us. Tariq stayed with Annabeth for a few minutes to make sure she was fine, and then came over to congratulate us himself.

He asked questions about Annabeth joining the House and when she had started her training. He was especially interested in how Tyler had taught her. I let Tyler answer all the questions, as I didn’t want to give anything away. I wasn’t sure what Tyler would consider to be the secret sauce that made us so effective. Was it the gym on the beach? Was it the relax-and-tense-on-contact?

Tyler didn’t seem to mind talking about the beach, and he tried to give it all the credit. Tariq wasn’t buying it, though, and asked several followup questions to see if he could get Tyler to reveal even more. Tyler looked like he was getting uncomfortable with the pointed queries, so I interrupted Tariq and asked him one of my own.

“One thing I don’t understand is why is everyone congratulating our House? I can understand praising Tyler for his excellent teaching ability, but it seems strange to be praising the whole House.”

“I don’t think you realize just how big of an honor it is to have an official prodigy in your ranks,” Tariq replied. “Annabeth brings honor to your entire House. It speaks to the quality of the environment she has at your House to bring out the best in her. It certainly reflects on the abilities of her teachers as well as the dedication of those who train with her.

“A prodigy is like a seed. She needs the right environment to grow. She has the ability and the talent in herself, but the knowledge and dedication come from the environment. When the right student comes together with the right teacher in the right place, then wonders can bloom. And I think we can all agree we’ve seen something wonderful and amazing today.”

Tariq gave a gleeful chuckle.

“I can’t wait to see the faces of the other teams when this is announced at the opening of the next Quest. They are going to shite themselves!”

“You’re going to announce it?” Sandy asked as we all shot concerned looks at each other.

“Of course!” Tariq crowed. Then he caught the looks we were giving. “Why? Is there a problem?”

“We want to win this tournament,” Sandy said firmly. Then she paused and emphasized it again. “We must win this tournament, and right now one of the bigger advantages we have is that everyone is underestimating our abilities. If Annabeth’s skills are announced to the entire tournament, then the other teams may take us seriously.

“Currently, the other teams think we are just a House team that lives in a hole in the ground with no abilities. We are a curiosity to them. Nothing more. If they started to take us seriously, then they might target our team and make winning that much harder.”

“Oh,” Tariq didn’t sound happy. I think he wanted to have this big moment of celebration for Annabeth, but also for him. After all, he got to say he discovered her. “I understand what you are saying, but it is mandatory to announce when a person of this ability is found. This is an important milestone for her, and I wouldn’t be doing her any justice not to broadcast her abilities.”

Sandy was getting ready to argue, but he held up a hand for her to let him finish.

“I don’t know if you know this or not, but this tournament is about more than just competing and winning prizes. It’s also for showcasing the abilities of the up and coming mages. The top mages will leave this tournament in a much better situation than when they entered. Either they will sign on with a new school or organization, or they will stay with their existing school and renegotiate for more favorable terms.

“This tournament is about moving up in the supernatural world, and the mandatory rule about announcing those with exceptional talent is in effect to protect the mages and make sure they get full value for their potential moving forward. I understand what you are saying about keeping a low profile. It’s a smart thing to do. But I’m required to report this and make sure the news gets out.”

“Annabeth, can you join us for a moment?” Tyler called. She came over, and Tariq brought her up to speed.

“I agree with Sandy,” Annabeth said firmly. “Our team is made up of only two people. We couldn’t handle being a target right now. Although…” She paused thoughtfully. “Can you delay making the announcement?”

Tariq started to shake his head, so Annabeth hurried to explain. “After all, we are going to be a target at some point. Maybe not the next round, but if we complete the round after that, people are going to be talking. That would be the ideal time to announce the news. The teams that’ll want to target us would already have us in their sights. However, when the others hear we have a prodigy on our team, they may just stay away. At that point, the news could actually work in our favor.”

Tariq bit his lip in thought, and then gave a shallow bow.

“Let me speak to some of the others and see if that is possible,” he said and went over to talk to the other trainers.

“It will be good to get all this worked out before he sees what you can do, Jason.” Tyler chuckled. “Having two first years perform well is going to blow his mind.”

My crew nodded enthusiastically, but I was starting to feel nervous. Annabeth had done so well, and she’d set the bar really high. Could I come even close to that?

I had faith in my creations—Tea had done an amazing job putting me back together, and my Spikes had already proven themselves—but I’d just come out of a horrific experience with Karl in the cave. His stolen, acidic magic had melted my feet and my back off. Red and the Hex Network had given it all they had to protect me, but the magic had just been too powerful.

I’d recovered enough to do a tiny bit of training at the beach, but I didn’t feel like I was anywhere near full strength yet. I’d been winging it, and so far it had worked out. Logically, I knew I was whole and healthy again, but emotionally, I still felt damaged.

“Are you sure I should be taking this evaluation?” I asked. “I don’t mind waiting until later. It might be better if I took it next year.”

“You’re going to do fine,” Tyler said as he put his arm around me. “It’s okay to feel nervous before something like this. You’ve trained hard and learned a lot. This is a wonderful opportunity to see your levels and get a definitive idea of how you’re doing.”

Tyler was being supportive, and his arm around me felt wonderful, but suddenly, I was sure I didn’t want to do this. I just wanted to get out of there.

My body language must have shown what I was feeling, as Annabeth spoke up.

“Jason, this is more than just a nice opportunity. You need this.” She took my hand and gave it a gentle squeeze. “You’ve been through a lot, and you’ve grown a lot because of it. But I don’t think you’ve settled into your new abilities yet. I don’t think you’re comfortable in your own skin.”

Annabeth had hit the nail on the head. I wasn’t comfortable with what I could do. Mentally, I was still wrapped up in bandages sitting in a wheelchair.

“I’m pretty sure you haven’t noticed this yet, but when you pay attention to how you’re fighting, you actually slow down.”

Really?

“When you were fighting the rats, you were paying attention to the fight, and your speed was what I normally expect from you. When you were fighting the giant orcs, you were just reacting, and you were moving noticeably quicker.”

I thought back to the two events. It seemed like I was moving the same to me.

Sandy spoke up next. “I’ve been injured before, Jason, and it can take a long while to fully recover. Unfortunately, we don’t have the weeks you need to train and get back to your normal self again. We only have one day. This is the perfect opportunity to test yourself. I don’t care what level you get. That is just a number. But what you can do is really push yourself in a safe environment and see what you can do now. The dummy might give you a few bruises, but it won’t hurt you. You can’t hurt it either, so you can go all out—physically, mentally, and emotionally.”

She had a good point. This was a relatively safe environment.

“If you do that,” Tyler picked up the conversation again, “I think you will not only feel more confident, you’ll also have a lot more fun with this tournament.”

They all beamed at me with a mixture of support and concern.

“You guys are sounding like this is an intervention,” I said. I was joking in a way, but I was serious too. “Have you all talked about this?”

“It wasn’t like we got together and had a big meeting,” Tyler laughed. “It’s more like we discovered we all had the same concern. This tournament got pushed on you before you truly recovered. We are just looking out for you and trying to support you the best way we know how. And right now, that looks like using this PiCuBB evaluation to just relax and let loose. You can give it all you’ve got, and when you’re done, you’ll feel more confident. You’ll feel more like you’ve really recovered.”

I took a deep breath and let some of the nervousness flow out of me. They were right. I was still recovering. Testing myself in the PiCuBB evaluation could help, so I might as well give it a try.

“Okay,” I said. “Let’s do it.”

“Yeah!” Annabeth cheered and gave me her trademark happy hug. Sandy and John looked like they were going to chime in too, when Tariq came back and interrupted us.

“I’ve talked with the other trainers, and we have agreed. We will hold off making any sort of announcement for two more rounds of the tournament.”

“Yeah!” Annabeth cheered again, and Tariq got a trademark happy hug of his own. She got a gruff pat on the back in return, but he looked down on her fondly. It’s hard not to love Annabeth and all her sunshine, so I knew she’d have Tariq wrapped around her finger before the day was through.

“Just a reminder,” Tyler interjected, “Jason is also ready to be evaluated today.”

“Of course,” Tariq replied. “Let me finish up with Annabeth, and then we can get to it.”

“Take your time,” I said. “I need a moment to get ready. I want to incorporate one of Annabeth’s tweaks into my own style.”

Tariq bowed and then started talking to Annabeth. Sandy and John stayed with them as I wandered off with Tyler to find a quiet spot.

“Are you okay?” Tyler asked.

“Yes, I’m good,” I replied. “It just feels like life is coming at me really fast right now.”

“It feels that way because it's true,” Tyler chuckled. Then he gathered me in his arms and held me for a long moment. He didn’t say anything more because he didn’t need to—his embrace said it all.

Tyler was here for me. Supporting me. Being strong for me. Listening to me.

He gave me the freedom to find my own way, and yet, he had my back. I was a lucky man.

I wrapped my arms around him and rested my head on his shoulder. I took a long moment just to be at peace. I breathed in his manly scent and rested in his strength.

We stayed that way for what seemed to be a long time, probably longer than we should have. But I was okay with that. Life can’t always be about battles or rushing from one crisis to the next. I was fighting for a reason. Having moments like this centered me and kept me going.

“I’m going to do some work in my Throne Room,” I said finally. “Hopefully, I shouldn’t be too long.”

“Just do what you need to do,” Tyler murmured in my ear. “I’ll be here for you.”

I nodded, centered myself, and then dove into my Throne Room.

'Everyone gather round,' I called. 'It’s meeting time.'

Eggy appeared in his silver soldier form, sporting plate armor and a longsword at his side. Penny appeared in full business attire, wearing a silver-blue zinc-colored pantsuit and high heels. Her copper hair was pulled back, and she was wearing a designer pair of glasses.

Eggy and I were so surprised we just stared at her. She shrugged like, “I’m a woman. I’ll wear whatever I want.”

Okay then.

Once I got over my surprise, I had to admit she looked fantastic. She looked like she’d be at home on the runways of Milan or in the boardroom of a billion-dollar company.

The Mark of the Lagerel showed up, looking like a tree of course, and the Mark of the Deep Earth appeared in its crystal geode form.

'Greetings everyone,' I said. Then I took a second look at the Deep Earth.

'Have you changed somehow? You seem bigger—more solid.'

It took a long time to answer. I was starting to get worried, when it finally spoke.

'I’m refining.'

I waited, but it didn’t say anything more.

'What are you refining?' I asked. Was this a new Deep Earth thing I didn’t know about? Was it eating ore somehow?

I figured out the answer just as the Deep Earth started sending me images. It had eaten the rat king’s core, and now it was slowly digesting it. My Deep Earth was having the equivalent of a food coma. It had eaten Christmas dinner, and now it wanted to sit in the recliner and fart while it took a nap.

'Oh my god!' I scolded it. 'You steal our core and now you want to sleep? Wake up! I need you.'

I got back images like it had a tummy ache. And I was talking too loud. My Mark hadn’t only overeaten, it was acting like it had a hangover too.

I thought about scolding it some more, but instead, I just sighed. It was a pretty awesome Mark, all things considered. I really didn’t want to be mad at it.

'Would you like some more of my magic?' I asked while I reached out and gently stroked one of its crystal spikes.

'No!' it replied vehemently, like I’d just suggested it eat greasy fried eggs on a queasy stomach. For a moment, I thought it was going to throw up, although I had no idea what that would look like.

'Would you like me to withdraw some of my magic?' I asked.

'No.' I got images that it needed my magic to slowly refine the stone magic of the rat king. Right now, there was an uneasy balance inside it. Eventually, it would be okay. But it didn’t want me to do anything. It was here to help however it could, but right now I shouldn’t expect much.

'Well that is a real shame,' I said, 'because you are the one I really need to talk to. I’m hoping everyone was watching, but if not, here is a summary of what just happened with Annabeth.'

I sent out images of Annabeth’s PiCuBB evaluation. The other three had been watching and knew what was going on.

'The part I want to work on right now is developing my own version of Annabeth’s Earth Boom. She figured out how to anchor herself to the Earth, and that stability significantly increased the power she could generate with her blows.

'I’ve done something like this twice before—once with Big Ugly and once with the Centaur Guard. Both times they were charging at me, and I pulled power from the Earth to anchor myself. The problem with this technique was that it really anchored me. It took me at least a minute to release the Earth so I could move again.

'That won’t work in a real fight. I need to anchor myself for a split second, and then instantly be able to dodge or move again. Mobility is a big part of my defense. I can’t lose that.'

I paused and waited for the Deep Earth to give me some feedback.

It didn’t.

'Annabeth talked to her Mark of the Deep Earth, and they figured out how to do it with sound. I’m more of a soul person, so I need to get this working for my way of doing things.'

I paused again, and we all looked at the Deep Earth. It said nothing.

'Do you have any ideas?' I asked. I sent it a feeling of persistence. I wasn’t leaving it alone until we figured this out. And we needed to figure it out quickly.

I waited.

'Connection,' it said finally.

'Connection?' I repeated. 'How does that help?'

I waited, and then suddenly, I received a burst of thoughts and ideas. Connection, for the Earth, was different than how I understood it. Connection was more than just being able to communicate with another being. Connection was knowing everything about yourself in relation to something else.

Connection was knowing if you were hotter or colder than the other being. Connection was knowing if you ranked higher or lower in the Earth. Connection was a complete comparison in every way with another being. Who was bigger? Who was denser? Who was under more pressure? Who shone brighter?

It wasn’t just with one other being. It was with everything. It was knowing your PLACE in the world. It was about knowing yourself, because you knew everything about those you connected with.

That’s why my Mark was so interested in other Earth items that were magical. The more it connected with new items, the more it learned about itself. And, in turn, the more those items learned about themselves by being connected with my Mark.

That’s why the apparitions had been so affected when the Deep Earth had touched the stones in their core. The Mark of the Deep Earth had given their core a powerful new reference to their PLACE in the world. They’d met an avatar of their origin deity and been forever changed by it.

That’s why my Bank Crystal was so powerful and I had a hundred percent affinity with it. That’s why Tock had been awakened in a whole new way.

I suddenly had a thought and turned to Penny and Eggy. They had been enhanced by the Mark of the Deep Earth as well. I’d just been so out of it at the time that I’d never noticed. They knew their PLACE in the world and were much stronger for it.

The concept was so strong, it took me to my knees. Humans just don’t connect like that. We are individuals. We all have our own feelings, emotions, and ways of relating to the world. One person’s sorrow or joy is not the same as another’s. We measure ourselves against each other, but not to this degree.

Sure, we’re pack animals, and we do best when we live together. But we aren’t Connected like the elements of the Earth.

I screamed, because I felt like my head was going to explode. The concept of discovering our PLACE in the world was a divine one. I felt all the connections the Mark of the Deep Earth had made, and all the connections it had automatically made from its association with the Deep Earth itself.

The Deep Earth was just too vast for me to comprehend, but behind it all, I could feel Mother Creation herself. Her PLACE was the source of all creation.

I Am That I Am.

And all life as we know it flowed from that statement of power.

The reality was just too much for my mind to handle, and I was about to start screaming again when the Mark of the Deep Earth shut it down.

Suddenly, the conduit to the reality of creation was gone. Only an echo remained.

I took deep breaths and hugged myself on the floor. The echo I could handle. It was just going to take a minute.

My mind gradually stuffed everything I’d seen and felt into a context I could manage, and I pulled myself together.

'This is my PLACE,' the Mark of the Lagerel said, and suddenly, my mind was flooded again. This time, the Mark limited it to just a small glimpse of what was possible.

Its understanding of PLACE was the same as the Deep Earth’s, but this time it focused on how it changed over time. The PLACE of a seed was vastly different from the PLACE of a full-grown tree. It also explained more about Connection, as the PLACE of a tree and the PLACE of the growth around the tree were tied together. As was the forest the tree resided in.

'Stop!' I commanded as the Mark of the Lagerel expanded its sphere of Connection and started including even more of the world. I wasn’t as blown away this time, as the Mark of the Lagerel had been much more careful, but I still took a minute to get myself back together. As my understanding grew into focus, I realized I was crying.

I missed being Connected.

It had been a moment of serenity like I hadn’t felt before. I’d been Connected! I hadn’t been alone. I’d truly been a part of creation. For just a moment, I’d found my PLACE.

Wait. That wasn’t entirely correct.

I’d borrowed the PLACE of my Mark. I’d had a glimpse behind the human veil. I’d seen what being an individual cost me. And what it gained me.

My PLACE was fluid. But because of that, I’d lost the anchor that other types of creation took for granted. As a human, I’d lost my automatic connection to the source—to Mother Creation.

The feeling was euphoric. It was pure bliss that flowed through me. I could feel joy radiating from my bones.

No wonder people devoted themselves to holiness. No wonder they meditated on mountains or sat in front of walls. No wonder they prayed and lifted themselves above their human station.

I huddled on the floor of my Throne Room and gasped and cried and prayed. I wasn’t sure who I prayed to, but it seemed appropriate somehow. The majesty of it all was overwhelming—made even more so by how unexpected it had been.

I’d only been looking for a way to punch harder. I hadn’t expected to have a divine revelation.

Still, I was here. It had happened. I had to process it.

I’d used the power of acceptance previously to handle the massive amount of pain life had brought me. This was the first time I used acceptance to handle a vision of nirvana. But I found it worked just as well for the good side as for the bad.

I accepted what I’d seen. I accepted what I’d felt. I accepted the concepts of PLACE and Connection.

For a moment, I had a handle on what I’d experienced, but then it overwhelmed me all over again.

The vastness of Connection flowed over me like waves as I accepted myself and found my center again and again.

As a human, I was resilient. My life had changed so much in the last few months, and I’d gotten better at rolling with the punches. I found my center faster and faster each time.

More importantly, my puzzle-solving side kicked in, and I processed more and more of what I’d seen and felt.

PLACE allowed me to operate from a position of strength for all the Connections around me, and I was starting to get an idea of just how powerful this could be. This was about more than just punching. This was how my life related to everything.

Now I knew what true Connection was, I would apply that to all the relationships in my life. I could Connect with everyone on a deeper level: Tyler, my Housemates, the House, even nature.

As I got a handle on the concept, I found I couldn’t wait to get started. The best part was, not only would I have a deeper understanding of the people and the world around me, I’d also gain a deeper understanding of myself.

I’d start to understand my PLACE.

‘Thank you for your help,’ I said to my bloated, slightly drunk Mark of the Deep Earth.

‘Apologies,’ it said, and I got the feeling that it was embarrassed about how much it had dumped on me.

‘I’m glad you are okay,’ it said, and this time I felt affection and relief. Affection for the little mage it was a part of and relief it hadn’t just blown my mind. The real Deep Earth wouldn’t have been happy about that.

It wanted to say more, but instead, it just faded away.

I turned to the Mark of the Lagerel next.

‘Try starting small,’ it suggested. ‘You are but a seed, so you only need seed Connections in your life. We are avatars of much greater powers, and you can’t begin at our level.’

‘Thank you,’ I replied sincerely. I felt feelings of affection and relief as it faded away too.

‘You are my Source,’ Penny said and gave me a warm hug. She knew we fleshy creatures liked that. ‘You and I are already Connected in the best way possible.’

‘You are my chosen Source,’ Eggy said and gave me a warm hug too. ‘We are always here for you.’

Both of them beamed at me, and I felt their regard in a way I never had before. These two were mine in a way my Marks could never be. They weren’t based on another power or some other being. They were based on me. My magic. My soul.

Both of them bowed to me and then went to sit in the lava pool and hang out for a while. That’s when I remembered Bermuda, and I looked around and saw him fast asleep in his massive cat bed.

He was stretched out and twisted up, as if he’d been doing a yoga pose and then had passed out like a narcoleptic. He looked so cute I couldn’t help but smile as I went over and curled up beside him. I kissed his head, and he opened his eyes briefly. I rubbed his belly and kissed him some more. That got me another sleepy look, a yawn, and a stretch. Then he rolled over like “Can’t you see I’m napping here? Go practice your Connection somewhere else.’

I just laughed and kissed him again. I guess we would Connect when he was good and ready.

I took a moment to look around my Throne Room. I had the wall of Nature with its tree and the stream representing the Lagerel. On the other side I had the wall of Rock with the stream of lava and the forge representing the Deep Earth. Worked into every part of the room were the runes of healing and force. The other walls had tapestries showing the pivotal moments in my life. The far wall had the shelves holding the vase of pearls. Overhead was my Spark of Creation.

It was a beautiful, amazing space that reflected who I was and who I was becoming. I wasn’t Connected to all of creation like my Marks, but I already had Connections. And those Connections had shaped this room. In a very real way, this was my PLACE.

I would add more Connections over time, but for now this was a wonderful start.

I breathed in my PLACE, my Throne Room, in a whole new way, and then returned to real life. I found myself curled up on the ground with very anxious faces peering down at me.

“Jason! Are you okay?” Tyler asked apprehensively. He was holding onto me like I’d been shaking.

“I’m fine,” I replied. “I was just having an unexpected divine revelation.”

“Say what?” Sandy asked worriedly, but John laughed.

“Jason, you never cease to amaze me,” he rumbled. “Only you would fall over and have a fit in the middle of Whet’s Edge and come away with an epiphany. I swear, you could shit in the middle of hell and it would come out ice water.”

We all looked at him like he was crazy.

“You know what I mean,” he chuckled. Then he reached down, grabbed my arm, and pulled me to my feet.

“I need an answer,” Tariq demanded. “Can he do his examination or not?”

I realized he was just outside of the circle of my Housemates, and I guess he’d been concerned if I could go on and do his tests. If I’d been shaking in real life like I’d been shaking in my Throne Room, then I could see why everyone had been concerned.

“Of course he can!” John boomed loudly as he clapped me on my shoulder. “He’ll be right over.”

Tariq peered at me suspiciously and then walked back towards the evaluation area.

“Are you sure you’re okay?” John asked quietly.

I shook my arms and kicked my legs. I wasn’t sore. Everything felt fine.

“Yeah,” I replied as confidently as I could. “Let’s do this.”


Chapter eighteen

Jason BB


All of my Housemates, but Annabeth in particular, gave me doubtful looks.

“I’ll explain more later,” I said, “but I was attempting to duplicate Annabeth’s Earth Boom. I talked to my Mark of the Deep Earth, but it was a little tipsy from eating the Rat King core and it gave me more of a glimpse into the divine than I could handle. I’m okay now, though.”

I gave them all a confident smile.

“Jason, we’ve been together long enough that what you say is starting to sound normal,” Tyler said affectionately.

Then he kissed me—like really kissed me.

I’d just had a revelation about Connection, and I could feel all the layers in that simple act. There was relief that I was okay, affection for his crazy boyfriend, excitement to see what I’d learned, and a deep-seated passion to rip off my Super Suit and smash together right there on the floor.

My whole self vibrated with that kiss, and suddenly, I wanted nothing more than to Connect with him in every way possible. I wanted to have romantic walks on the beach, hold his hand at a concert, discuss life over a cappuccino, and do the beastly tango like two lions. And I wanted to do all of them at the same time.

My body agreed with me completely, as I felt myself flush. My nipples got hard, and my god-given shillelagh decided it wanted to do some clubbing of its own. I was suddenly so hot, I could feel the clothes melting off of me.

OMG! My clothes were melting off of me!

I guess my Super Suit had sensed the desires of my nether regions, and it was starting to transform so my rocket was free to launch.

‘Stop!’ I commanded. Then I quickly pulled away from Tyler. By this time, my pants had almost turned into chaps.

‘Get it back to normal!’ I commanded my Bank Crystal as I covered up as best as I could. Tyler looked on with a naughty twinkle in his eye.

“I think he’s good to go,” he said happily.

“So it would seem,” Sandy agreed. Then she kissed John on the cheek.

“What was that for?” he asked.

“You’ll find out later,” she said teasingly, and then turned and headed towards the evaluation area.

My suit quickly reformed back to regular pants, and we all followed behind her. Sandy added a bit of extra sway to her hips, so I had no doubt John would be playing farmer-and-the-milkmaid before the day was over.

As we walked, I was hyper-aware of everything around me. I could feel the rocks in the ground under my feet. I could feel the whisper of the steel of the swords. I could feel the wood in the display cases and the nails that held them together. I didn’t Connect with any of it, but I could feel all of it—there, ready to Connect if I wanted to.

I guess I’d been out for a longer time than I’d thought, as the group of trainers that had gathered to see Annabeth had all dispersed. Now it was just back to Tariq, the dummy, and our crew, and that was perfectly fine with me.

“Welcome,” Tariq gave me a shallow bow. “It’s great to see you on your feet again. I trust you are ready to start your evaluation?”

He was looking at me, but I felt like the question was really directed towards Tyler.

Tyler gave me a questioning look. This was my chance to back out if something was wrong. My mind felt like it had been washed out with bleach, but overall, I was good to go. I’d fought for my life feeling a lot worse.

“I’m ready,” I said simply. Tariq continued to peer at me intently, but then he shrugged and let it go. I’d said I was ready and Tyler wasn’t stopping me, so that was good enough for him.

“What PiCuBB modes will we be evaluating today?” he asked.

“The piercing evaluation is the main reason we are here,” Tyler explained. “Jason created a new weapon in the last quest, and I’d like him to get fully comfortable with how powerful it is. In addition to that, we might as well do the blocking and bashing evaluations.”

“And the cutting evaluation,” I added. “I would like to test in all modes.”

“Really?” Tyler cocked an eyebrow in surprise.

“I have an idea,” I said simply.

“I’m sure you do,” he chuckled and gave me a supportive pat on the back.

He turned back to Tariq. “We’re doing all modes today, my good man. Just like we did with Annabeth.”

“I see,” Tariq said. He seemed to have more faith in Tyler than he did me.

“And what weapons will you be using today?” He smiled at me kindly.

“I don’t have a specific weapon for blocking and bashing,” I said confidently. “I’ll just be using my hands. For piercing, I’ll be using short spikes that come out of my fists, and for cutting, I’ll be converting the spikes to edged weapons.”

Tariq smiled and started laughing like I was joking, but then he saw I was serious.

“You’re going to fight empty-handed?” he asked. “You’re not summoning a weapon at all?” He looked at Tyler questioningly, but my teacher backed me up with a nod.

“I know this is highly unusual,” Tyler explained, “and I know that mages should never touch a magic weapon with their bare hands. However, Jason has a personal shield that allows him to block mage weapons without him having to summon one of his own. I think you’ll be surprised at just how effective he is.”

“I’m already surprised,” Tariq said dryly. “However, its effectiveness remains to be seen.”

He looked at me and settled into teaching mode.

“Young man, regardless of how you score today, you should know that there is an excellent reason that mages summon weapons. A good weapon is a force multiplier. It takes the force you are directing at your enemy and gives you greater reach and speed. Not to mention the shape of the force, which gives you cutting and piercing abilities. Without a weapon of your own, it will be much harder to stop attacks. And when you do get hit, you won’t be able to return the blow with anywhere near the same amount of power.

“You aren’t the first mage I’ve seen attempt to be some sort of warrior monk, but you should know that they all scored at the bottom end of the weapon’s range and mostly found themselves on the losing end of their matches. I don’t know any mages over fifty years old that still use their fists as their main weapon.

“Don’t get me wrong, it’s something worth training in. After all, even when your magic runs out, you still have your fists to fight with. But that should only be a method of last resort.”

“Normally, I would agree with you,” I replied. “When I was young, I played at being a knight, and I was always swinging a stick around as my trusty sword. However, I have an exceptional teacher, and I’ve had some experiences that seem to point towards empty-handed fighting as my main talent.

“I’m only a first year, though, and that’s why I’m here today. I want to see just how good I am with what I’m doing now and see if there is a weapon that inspires me to change.”

“Well, in that case, you have certainly come to the right place!” Tariq beamed at me. “Your openness to learning and change does you credit. You’re right. You do have an excellent teacher. If he can train a prodigy like Annabeth and we can find you the right weapon, I’m sure you will be winning your matches in no time.”

He winked at Tyler when he thought I wasn’t looking, like he’d finally figured out what Tyler’s game was. He clearly thought Tyler had brought me here to show me what a bad idea empty-handed fighting was. His job was to then lead me down the path of weapons and find me something that Tyler could really train me with.

He wasn’t entirely wrong in his assumptions. I was here to learn and grow. I really didn’t know how good I was compared to the normal supernatural world. My battles so far had been anything but normal, after all. The only real structured test I’d had so far had been our Exchange of Reconciliation with Ken’s school, but they seemed pretty weak compared to the teams I’d seen in the tournament.

Annabeth, who had my utmost respect, had transitioned to using a club and sword. Maybe I should do the same. I was about to find out.

“Which mode would you like to evaluate first?” Tariq asked Tyler.

“I’d like to do blocking first,” I said. Tariq looked at Tyler to make sure that was good, and Tyler agreed.

“Blocking it is,” Tariq announced. “Please step into the ring, and I’ll go over the rules again. I know you’ve just seen Annabeth’s fantastic performance, but it always feels different when it’s your turn.”

I stepped up into the ring and set my senses free. Tariq reminded me about the one-minute deadline, getting knocked out of the ring, and suffering a deadly blow, but I just let his words wash over me.

I felt the ring beneath my feet. It was textured like canvas to allow the fighters to get a good grip with their feet and seemed to be made of some sort of fiber. It was like wood, but more giving. It was springy, which allowed the fighters to fall and not injure themselves.

What I felt, though, was that it was alive and lightly magical. It wasn’t a tree, but the Mark of the Lagerel allowed me to Connect with plants, and that is what I did.

It wasn’t a mind-blowing Connection that led me back to the source of creation, but it was still a Connection.

I knew it. I let it know me.

I knew its exact dimensions. I knew exactly how firm it was and how it would deform when I moved.

It seemed reasonably happy to Connect with me, but it was very happy to host the Mark of the Lagerel. It wasn’t falling over star-struck like magic rocks did for the Deep Earth, but it was certainly friendly and willing to help however it could.

My senses flowed to the other side of the ring, and I felt the dummy. Wasting no time, I Connected with him too.

Suddenly I knew it—like we were old friends and had fought together for years. I knew his style, his range of weapons, his speed and power. I knew what a level 30 was, and I knew its maximum abilities.

A Connection is a two-way street, and just as I knew about the dummy, he knew about me. He knew what I was capable of, and he already had a good idea of how this was going to turn out.

He also knew I wished him no harm. I wished the dummy a life of purpose—and happiness fulfilling that purpose. I didn’t know exactly how life occurred for the faceless training dummy, but I only wanted the best for him.

I got back feelings of contentment and stoic duty. He was a training dummy. He had been designed to be a training dummy, and he was happy being a training dummy. His purpose was to evaluate fighters, and he was going to especially enjoy his evaluation with me today.

“Dummy, reset. Blocking evaluation. Level 30,” Tariq called to the dummy. Through our Connection I felt him reset his strength and speed. He also summoned a two-handed broadsword, just like he had with Annabeth.

Tariq turned to me. “Are you ready?”

I settled into my pigeon-stance and summoned my battle energies. I filled my lower half with flowing Water and my upper half with Smoke and the power of Lightning. This time, though, I didn’t stop there.

I expanded the Water so it filled the entire ring and soaked into the mat below me. I expanded my Smoke, allowing it to permeate the air between us. It let me feel my battle space at a deeper level. It already felt like I was touching the dummy, even though he was on the other side of the ring.

This was why I’d wanted to do the blocking evaluation first. I’d wanted to experience Connection in a battle setting before I had to hit back.

“Are you ready?” Tariq asked again. He sounded sympathetic, but also firm. Like he thought I was nervous for my first evaluation, but that was all the more reason to get started.

“Yes,” I replied.

“Begin,” he called, and the dummy advanced towards me, broadsword held in the guard position.

I wasn’t anxious at all. The dummy seemed so slow. It was as though he was moving underwater. I knew from watching Annabeth’s match that this wasn’t the case. He was actually moving fairly quickly.

Connected as I was, though, and with my battle energies all around me, I felt like the dummy was walking over to say “Hi” and share a plate of cookies. We’d have a nice cup of tea and swap stories about past battles while soaking up the sun.

Okay. Maybe I wasn’t that relaxed, but I was pretty close.

The dummy got within range and swung his giant sword.

I gracefully stepped out of the way.

He completed his swing, shifted his feet to give his backhand power, and then swung his sword back again.

I easily pigeon-stepped around that swing too.

Now I had the feeling of the match—we danced. It felt slow and beautiful. We were waltzing together. I could almost hear the sounds of the orchestra in the background.

At level 30, the dummy wasn’t allowed to be too fast or powerful. Through our Connection, he already knew he couldn’t hit me and seemed to enjoy our dance as much as I did.

I felt like Eliza Doolittle from My Fair Lady.

I could have danced all night

I could have danced all night

And still have begged for more

I channeled my inner Audrey Hepburn and let the movements flow. All too soon the minute was over, and the dummy stopped. He gave me a deep bow, and I bowed back.

My crew was clapping and cheering, so I turned and gave them a grand bow as well. They didn’t look surprised, as they’d seen me fight before. Tariq, on the other hand, looked beyond shocked and not entirely happy. It was probably because I’d passed the test and hadn’t stopped a blow once. The mode was called blocking after all, not dodging.

“That was a skillful display of agility,” he said finally. “I can see why you feel comfortable fighting without a weapon. It can’t last, though. At a certain level, you won’t be able to move your body as fast as your opponent can move a sword. Let’s see how you do at higher levels.

“Dummy, reset. Level 40.”

I felt the dummy unlocking more of his power and speed. I didn’t think he could challenge me yet, but I was going to find out. This time he summoned a katana. It was still a two-handed weapon, but it was much lighter and faster. This was going to be fun!

“Begin,” Tariq called, and the dummy moved towards me. He had less reach, but the slash was much faster. I pigeon-stepped out of range and let him chase me. Eventually, he boxed me into a corner, and that’s when I moved inside his guard and crowded him. The katana was just like every other weapon, in that it had an effective range. If I was too far away, he couldn’t reach me, but if I was too close, his sword was useless.

This dance was faster, more of a foxtrot than a Viennese waltz, but I still didn’t feel in any danger. Instead, I took the time to fully settle into my Connections and the way my battle energies owned the space.

“You’ve passed,” Tariq said. “Let’s see if you can handle level 50. Dummy, reset.”

I felt the dummy turn on more speed, and this time he summoned two battle axes. There was no chance I could get through this round without blocking. The two axes didn’t have as much range as a sword, but they had a lot more speed and versatility.

“Begin,” Tariq called, and the dummy came towards me. He started chopping even before he reached me, setting up a one-two rhythm of defense and strikes. If I’d been using a weapon myself, this would have been very intimidating. Trying to get through that with a two-handed sword would have been rough.

I wasn’t using a sword, though. I was using two hands, so I had the same advantages that he did. Actually, since I didn’t need to swing a weapon, I had more versatility and speed than he did.

When he reached me, it only took two blocks to destroy his rhythm. My first block was a simple slap, which threw his left-hand weapon off its path and helped it move even faster. I stepped inside his defensive space and hard blocked his right arm so hard he lost his grip and the summoned ax flew through the air.

I think that surprised both of us, but I recovered faster. I grabbed the weapon he still had, yanked it out of his grasp, and threw it out of the ring too.

I wasn’t sure what was going to happen now. Was the match over? I hoped not, as I still wanted to test myself.

Fortunately, the dummy knew what to do. He ran back to his side of the ring, summoned two new weapons, and came at me again. Excellent.

This time I worked on blocking the axes and throwing off his rhythm without disarming him. Tyler had set this up so I could discover just how much I’d grown and how good my style was. The lower levels had been fun, but this was the first round where I was starting to see the difference.

I’d spent a lot of time on the beach before the Gathering, practicing individual techniques against Sparkles as well as taking on plenty of sand opponents in the arena. I knew on an instinctual level how fast and strong I was.

Now, I was discovering that I was wrong. Despite being injured and going through a long recovery, I was now stronger and faster than before. By how much, I wasn’t sure. That’s why today’s evaluation was so valuable.

It wasn’t just my physical abilities that had been enhanced. My mental ones had expanded too. I was tracking everything so much easier, and it seemed like I had plenty of time to determine what my next few moves were going to be.

As we fought, I realized I had an unfair advantage in one area—I was Connected with the dummy. When I fought other opponents, either mages or monsters, I wouldn’t be able to Connect with them, as their magic would be hostile towards me. If I wanted to have a true test of my abilities, I needed to pull back from our Connection and operate without its feedback.

I’d just started to do that when the minute was up and the match was over. My crew cheered and seemed genuinely impressed this time. It had been a fast match with lots of precision blocking, so I’m sure it had been fun to watch. I glanced at Tariq. He seemed pretty impressed too.

“Level 50 is a pass. Reset for level 60.”

I finished pulling my awareness of our Connection as the dummy summoned a triangle shield and war hammer.

“Begin!”

The dummy charged towards me and attempted to bash me out of the ring. I pigeon-stepped to the side and body checked him as he went by. I had only meant to knock him off balance, but somehow I pushed him right out of the ring.

“Level 60 pass. Reset for level 70.”

Crap. I hadn’t gotten any training in at all.

The dummy summoned two war hammers, and this time, at level 70, he was a lot faster and more powerful. Once again, the action was fast and furious. I loved every minute of it. Spreading out my battle energies beyond my body was a game changer. I couldn’t feel the dummy the same way now that I’d pulled back from our Connection, but my Smoke energy made up the difference. Spreading my Water energy through the floor allowed me to know exactly where I was stepping. That might sound like such a simple thing, but it allowed me to step confidently at full speed, and the dummy just couldn’t keep up.

As for techniques, it was like I was discovering new levels of what Tyler had taught me. Between deflection and hard blocking, the dummy never had a chance to establish any sort of rhythm and take control of the fight. I threw him off balance and made him reset again and again. At one point, I got him so crossed up, he had his arms wrapped around himself. He looked like he had stopped fighting to give himself a reassuring hug. I grabbed both his war hammers and held him for a moment while he struggled.

All too soon, the minute was up, and we had a reset. “Are you having fun?” Tyler called, and I gave him a double thumbs up.

“Level 70 pass. Reset for level 80.”

This round I was facing an even bigger shield and a longsword. This was the round where Annabeth had struggled, so I was curious to see how I’d do. It turned out that fighting empty-handed gave me lots of options—mainly because I could grab the shield.

The dummy rushed me, trying to push me out of the ring. That didn’t work, as I just grabbed the top of the shield and slammed the bottom into the mat. That caused the shield to stop suddenly while the dummy was still moving forward. He slammed into his own shield, tripped, and almost fell out of the ring.

He got to his feet and cautiously tried it again. This time I stepped to his non-sword side and gave him a much gentler nudge. He stopped, spun, and came at me, so I stepped to his non-sword side again. This time he attempted to stab his sword across his body and catch me by surprise. I responded by grabbing his wrist, moving behind him, and gripping him like a hug.

Now his sword and shield were totally useless, and he had no leverage to free himself. He tried to headbutt backwards and stomp on my feet, but that was all too little and too late. After a few seconds, I pushed him away, reset, and we went at it again.

One thing was for sure. The dummy had certainly unlocked a lot more strength and speed. I loved it.

“Level 80 pass. Reset for level 90.”

Now my crew really went wild. We were getting into fresh territory.

For this round, the dummy summoned a massive flail. If I had to guess, this was where shield bearers and defensive turtle-type players fell short. The chain on the flail made it unpredictable, and the steel ball could easily arch over shields and smash the defenders behind them. It could also wrap around swords and make it easy to yank them out of the defenders’ hands. I’d fought flails before in my role-playing games, and they could be a real pain in the ass.

Once again, I discovered I had a massive advantage—I didn’t use a weapon. I wasn’t hiding behind a shield or trying to stop a chain with some sort of straight weapon. I had hands, and I used them.

The dummy’s strength and speed were almost fully unlocked now, and he ran at me faster than ever before. He gave a powerful swing, and the spiked ball of metal whizzed through the air. I stepped back and grabbed the chain right where it was attached to the ball. That was when I truly realized how fast I’d gotten. The ball had been moving so fast it had made a humming noise.

I didn’t do a hard stop. Instead, I rapidly decelerated the ball, and now I had one end of the flail and the dummy had the other. He yanked back, and I went with the flow. Then he punched the stick at me. I just deflected it and grabbed more of the chain with my other hand.

Now, the dummy was stuck. He couldn’t swing the weapon, and he couldn’t yank it out of my hands. Every move he made was deflected or resisted. He finally tried to punch and kick me, but I just moved the metal ball, so he punched that instead. If he’d been a real person, he would have broken his hand.

Finally, he dropped the weapon, and I threw it out of the ring. He reset, summoned a new flail, and we went at it once more. The script didn’t change, though. I grabbed the chain, controlled the ball, and quickly controlled the whole weapon.

“Level 90 pass. Reset for level 100.”

The crowd went wild! I looked over and realized we’d started to gain trainers again. Damn. I’d been hoping to keep this on the down low.

Oh well. I guess that had been too much to ask for.

I looked at Annabeth to make sure she was okay. I’d just beaten her score after all. Of course, she didn’t have a jealous bone in her body, and she beamed at me with pure joy. Her best friend and team partner was kicking ass, and that made her as proud as could be.

John and Sandy looked like proud parents. Both of their first years were blowing the trainers' minds, and they loved it. Tyler looked proud too, but he also looked relieved. I’m sure he was glad his plan was working.

“Jason, a first year, will now attempt level 100,” Tariq said loudly. “As you know, the training dummy will be at his maximum strength as well as his maximum speed. At this level, he can select any combination of weapons he wants. The testing time also changes to two minutes. Before he begins, let's show him some support!”

The crowd had gotten even bigger, as we’d attracted every trainer and shop friend that wasn’t attending to another customer. They all cheered and clapped as I waved and bowed.

Then I turned back to the dummy and let my battle energies loose once more. I was ready. I felt better than I’d ever felt before. The dummy summoned two small daggers, and I smiled. That was the perfect choice for him. They were fast, light, and deadly. Best of all, they had about the same range as my hands, so he could match my fighting style.

At level 100, the dummy could finally bring his full speed to bear. I was getting ready to find out just how good I was.

“Begin!”

The dummy charged at me, but he was careful with his pace. He wanted to reach me quickly, but he didn’t want to have too much momentum and open himself up to being tripped out of the ring. I waited until the dummy got within range and slapped away his first thrust. It wasn’t as easy as it had been before. His power tried to keep the weapon on target, but physics just wasn’t on his side. My blocks and slaps used relax-and-tense-on-contact, just like my punches, and that let me generate a lot more force than my skinny frame would suggest.

His second knife thrust at me, and I hard blocked it. Then his first knife was coming at me again. For this match, I didn’t dodge. I just stood there, grounded in the earth, and met him block for thrust.

Both the Mark of the Lagerel and the Mark of the Deep Earth had enhanced me. I was stronger and faster than I’d ever been. Now it was time to see just what I could do.

I blocked the dummy’s first twenty stabs as I settled into the rhythm of the match. Tea was right. I was fast. Like really fast. And I was powerful enough to stop him.

Somehow, the dummy found even more speed and increased the pace.

I matched him.

He set his feet and leaned into the fight, giving it every ounce of power he had.

I matched him.

My body kept up, and best of all, my mind kept up.

He fought inside of my Smoke, so I knew what he was going to do as soon as he started.

He fought on my Water, so I knew his shifts in intention and weight.

He couldn’t surprise me, no matter how hard he tried. He couldn’t overpower me either. So he tried the only other thing he could, and that was to wear me down.

That wasn’t going to happen either. Tea had already repaired my body to the top of what was humanly possible and beyond.

I didn’t get tired. I got faster.

I laughed at the sheer joy of it all. Tyler and Annabeth had been right. I’d been unconsciously holding myself back.

For two long minutes, I withstood the best the dummy had to offer.

I made a new memory of what I was capable of.

I reset my benchmark.

All too soon, the dummy stepped back. The evaluation was over.

The dummy gave me a deep bow, and I returned it with much respect. Then I was swept off my feet as my crew stormed the ring.

Tyler picked me up and swung me around in pure joy. Annabeth got a hold of me next and gave me her trademark sunshine hug. Sandy and John piled on, and for a moment, I was wrapped up in the comforting support of my Housemates. It was a wonderful feeling, and I didn’t want it to end.

“So, how do you feel now?” Annabeth asked.

“I feel like you and Tyler were right.” I laughed happily. “I hadn’t realized how much I’d grown. Your intervention is much appreciated.”

I was teasing her lightly, but she took me seriously.

“Oh, I don’t know that it was an intervention so much as we were just watching out for you,” she replied.

“Well, thank you for that,” I said sincerely. “I love that you both care about me.”

“Of course we do,” Tyler said earnestly, and I got another round of hugs from everyone.

We could have said more, but Tariq and the rest of the trainers wanted their moment.

“Two true prodigies in one afternoon,” Tariq said in wonder. “I never thought I’d see the day. What you did, young mage, was just outstanding.” He seemed at a loss for words.

“It was outstanding!” he repeated. “I’ve seen a lot of matches in my time and I’ve seen veteran mages take on level 100, but they always try to find some way to mitigate the overwhelming number of strikes headed their way. I’ve never seen anyone successfully stand there and take it like you did. That took skill, young man. A massive amount of talent and skill.”

“It took balls is what it took!” a voice boomed loudly. I looked over, and it was the grumpy trainer that seemed to have a rivalry with Tariq. “Big brass hairy balls! I’ve never seen anything like it from someone so young. That was a master class in blocking.”

Tariq looked sour as his rival grabbed the attention and pulled the moment away from him.

“This young mage is a prodigy! What we’ve seen just now proves it. His level proves it. Does anyone gainsay my assessment?”

The trainers cheered as Tariq looked even more sour. I’m pretty sure that line was supposed to have been his.

“Then let's congratulate our newest prodigy and Tariq’s lucky find.” For the next several minutes I was caught up in handshakes, backslaps, and words of wisdom as the other trainers offered their approval and complimented me on reaching level 100.

In the middle of all that, I heard an ‘Uh oh’ from Tea.

I felt like I was in a receiving line at a wedding and I was the groom, so I couldn’t exactly excuse myself and duck out. I could only thank everyone for their support and get through the line as quickly as possible.

As soon as I had a moment, I checked in.

‘Tea. What’s going on?’

‘Well, I have good news and possible bad news. Which would you like to hear first?’

Fortunately, he didn’t sound too panicked.

‘Let’s hear the good news,’ I said.

‘It looks like our healing abilities have gotten significantly more powerful,’ he said cheerfully. ‘I thought the healing for the apparitions seemed very fast and more potent than I’d expected. We were healing a new type of magical being, though, and the Mark of the Deep Earth was involved, so I just thought that was enhancing the healing.

‘Now, though, I’m beginning to think it is because the healing rune became integrated into the Throne Room and your Creation Core. I thought your recovery from the battle with Karl had progressed faster than I expected, but you hadn’t been injured like that before, so I didn’t have anything to compare it to.’

‘All of that sounds great,’ I replied happily. ‘More healing is always better. So what is the possible bad news?’

‘As you know, we sent over a few members of the Grove to work on Annabeth’s eyes,’ Tea said. ‘The plan was to work on them slowly and gradually enhance them to see better in the dark.’

‘That was the plan,’ I agreed. ‘What happened?’

‘Well…’ Tea looked embarrassed. ‘It seems like the healing spores grew a lot bigger than I anticipated, so the healing isn’t going as slowly as I wanted.’

I pulled out of our conversation and looked at Annabeth. She was with Tyler, and they were talking to Tariq. She saw me looking and gave me a bright smile. I smiled back.

‘She seems fine,’ I reported back to Tea. ‘Does everything look okay on your end?’

‘Yes,’ Tea replied. ‘The healing is going well. I just wanted to alert you that there was something unexpected going on and that you should probably keep an eye on her.’

‘Okay,’ I said. ‘Thank you for the heads up. Let me know if anything changes.’

‘I certainly will,’ Tea replied with a bow.

Tariq and my crew were headed my way, so I focused on them.

“Have you recovered already?” Tariq asked politely.

“Yes,” I replied. “I think I would like to evaluate bashing next.”

“We were thinking the same thing,” Tariq agreed. “Let me first give you your official rating and add a few notes. Then we’ll get onto the next mode.”

I nodded as he murmured under his breath and flicked his fingers in the air a few times. Then we tapped Bank Stamps, and my Bank Crystal approved the changes.

‘His notes are short and simple,’ my Bank Crystal said. ‘Would you like to see them?’

I sent an affirmation, and Tariq’s notes flashed up on a scroll that only I could see.

Jason appears to be highly proficient at all forms of blocking. He fights empty-handed, which allows him a high degree of speed and versatility. He does not seem to be affected when blocking magical weapons. His dodging ability is exceptional and very little motion is wasted in getting out of the way. His ability to redirect strikes is exceptional. His ability to stop strikes is exceptional. His ability to use his opponents’ weapons against them is exceptional. His timing and reaction speed are exceptional.

At this point I have not seen him fail, so I do not know what he should work on improving. I would suggest doing a full day of analysis on blocking, including ranged weapons and Path attack variants to see if any weaknesses come to light.

I felt a warm glow of satisfaction. That matched what I was thinking. Now I was anxious to get on with the rest of my evaluation.

“Dummy, reset. Bashing evaluation. Level 30,” Tariq called, and then he turned to me. “The rules are simple. You have twenty strikes and up to one minute to knock him off his feet. Good luck.”

The dummy assumed a neutral stance and offered up his chest for me to strike. I wished all my enemies were this compliant.

‘I’m curious to know just how much the Marks and Tea have enhanced you,’ my Analytical Side mused. ‘Why not see how far you can get with just your regular punching before you layer on your expanded concept of battle energies and your new understanding of PLACE?’

‘Sure,’ I agreed. ‘That sounds fun. Let’s see how we do.’

I first sent a quick mental command to Spike and the Knuckle Crew to sit this one out. I then settled into my pigeon-stance in front of the dummy and looked at Tariq.

“Begin,” he called.

I summoned my battle energies, but this time I kept everything inside me. I didn’t release my Water energy into the ring, and I didn’t push my Smoke into the air. I still summoned the Lightning, though. That hadn’t changed.

Lightning punch!

The dummy flew backward and landed hard.

There was a moment of silence, and then the spectators burst into applause. I looked over at my crew and smiled. They weren’t surprised, as they’d seen me hit before. The other trainers, however, looked stunned.

“I was going to say something about keeping your expectations in check,” Tariq chuckled, “but clearly that wasn’t necessary. You’re using your fist instead of a weapon, so conventional wisdom would suggest your bashing ability should be a lot lower. Weapons are force multipliers after all. It seems like you are breaking all the rules today, though, and I’m excited to see how far you can go.”

I chuckled along with him. It felt good to let loose in a training environment. Since I wasn’t fighting for my life, I could pay attention to my performance and see how much I’d grown.

“Dummy, reset. Bashing level 40,” Tariq called.

Once again, the dummy generously offered up his chest, and once again I knocked him off his feet.

“Dummy, reset. Bashing level 50.”

This time he took two blows, and I could feel the dummy getting tougher to knock around.

“Dummy, reset. Bashing level 60.”

It took three punches this time. I still had plenty of power left.

“Dummy, reset. Bashing level 70.”

Six punches.

“Dummy, reset. Bashing level 80.”

Eleven punches. The crowd was starting to get excited.

“Dummy, reset. Bashing level 90.”

Nineteen punches. I almost thought I was going to fail this level. Also, for the first time, I had started to feel myself slipping back slightly as I punched.

“Dummy, reset. Bashing level 100.”

This was it. This was my last test. I might as well go all out.

I sent my Water energy into the ring. Now I was anchored in a way I hadn’t been before.

I also tapped into my concept of PLACE. Who was I to the environment around me? Who was I in relation to the dummy? It was strange to be Connected at such a profound level.

Well, it was strange to me, but I felt my Marks, as well as Penny and Eggy, settle into the feeling. I was an individual, and my Connections and PLACE were always changing. For them, who came from being part of a whole, being attached to an individual like me was the strange part.

I almost got lost in the paradigm of it all. The whole concept was fascinating. It would be especially fun to contemplate the next time I was tripped out on healing spores and Anna Lykit was there to add some color commentary. I was sure she would have a few naughty things to say about Connections.

Right now, though, I needed to focus on the more literal definition of PLACE. I was absolutely positioned to everything around me, and I was going to use that anchor to generate even more force against my opponent.

The whole thing was more of a feeling, and it took almost a minute to get it. That was way too long for a battle situation, so I’d need to practice this a lot more before applying it to any monsters. This evaluation was a perfect place to try it out, though, and once I felt everything click into place, I stepped forward and punched.

I expected the punching part to feel the same, but it didn’t. The punch seemed to happen in slow motion, and I could feel the speed relative to my PLACE. There was actually the tiniest bit more relaxing I could do. I made the change and picked up even more speed.

When I hit, I tensed and summoned the Lightning. Again, my fist struck in slow motion, and I could see small things I could change. My fist was tensing perfectly, but it wasn’t entirely supported by my core. I needed to carry some of the explosive energy throughout the rest of my body to support my new anchors.

That led to the next realization that I’d focused all my Lightning on my upper body. I was now Connected to the ground in a whole new way, so the Lightning needed to flood all of me. It needed to complete the circuit.

It was too late to correct that punch, but the next punch was better. The third punch was almost there, but I wanted more Lightning.

The fourth punch was perfect. Just perfect.

I felt its perfection, like someone had rung a massive bell.

It was the perfect mix of internal and external energies.

It was the perfect mix of relaxed speed and explosive energy.

It was the perfect arc of lightning.

The dummy was already flying backwards, but I wanted to experience the feeling again. I flowed forward and perfect-punched him one more time.

Wow, that felt so good!

“Level 100 is completed!” Tariq announced, and again, my crew rushed the stage. I got hugs all around and a very nice kiss from Tyler that made everything even more special.

“Two 100s—I’m a training genius!” Tyler quipped.

“Yes, you are,” I agreed. “I’m really looking forward to the quest tomorrow. I fixed a slight timing issue, and now I’m hitting even harder.”

“I thought that last level seemed awfully easy for you,” John rumbled. “If you keep this up, it won’t be long before you’re hitting as hard as I do.”

“Choo Choo Boom,” I said, holding out for a fist bump.

“Choo Choo Boom,” John agreed. We fist bumped and exploded it out. Then everyone joined in the Hulk Dance. My crew is weird, but so much fun!

The trainers all congratulated me again. I tried to get them to hold off, but they were too excited and wouldn’t take no for an answer. I told Tariq that I was ready to start the next mode, but he was ready to give a small speech and that is what he did. He celebrated my accomplishment. He celebrated the House and Tyler’s training. But most of all he celebrated how wonderful it was to find two first years like us in one day. His grumpy opponent tried to butt in a few times, but Tariq talked right over him.

This had already been a great experience, and it was certainly worth spending the time, but I was feeling nervous about Annabeth. She hadn’t said anything was wrong, and she seemed normal. But I could see the healing spores inside her, and they were continuing to grow. They were feeding off her magic, and they were expanding well beyond her eyes.

Her whole head was covered in healing spores as well as her neck, her shoulders, and most of her chest. They were now growing down her arms and down to her core. When the shrooms hit, she was going to be baked like a special brownie.

‘It might be better to just go ahead and enhance her body in one shot,’ my Analytical Side noted. ‘This has gone well beyond a slow heal already. If she's going to be incapacitated, you might as well get it over with, rather than dragging it out.’

‘It takes me three days to recover from a healing cycle,’ I said. ‘We don’t have three days to wait around. If I leave her the way she is right now, the effects might not be too bad, and she might still be able to compete.’

‘Maybe,’ my Analytical Side said doubtfully. ‘Either way, I think you should let everyone know what’s going on, and then let Annabeth decide. It’s her body after all.’

I sighed. Life was just unpredictable sometimes.

“Give us a moment,” I told Tariq and pulled my crew off to the side.

“Annabeth, I have good news and possibly bad news,” I told her.

“Let's start with the good news,” she said, so I told them all about the healing spores and how they were growing like Gremlins in a rainstorm.

“This is not good news,” Tyler said grimly. “I’ve taken care of you during a healing cycle, and I can attest firsthand that you are not in your right mind. If Annabeth gets like that, there is no way she can compete.”

Everyone nodded vigorously. They’d all seen me flying higher than a bat's ass and heard me say some things that were as mad as a March hare.

“I don’t feel different,” Annabeth noted. “If the spores have advanced so much, shouldn’t I be feeling the effects by now?”

“I would have thought so,” I said. “When I healed the Centaur Llamas, they started feeling the effects pretty quickly. Everyone is different, though. When I healed the apparitions, the whole healing cycle only took a matter of minutes, and they didn’t get wasted at all. Of course, that could be because the Mark of the Deep Earth was cleaning their rocks at the same time.

“Annabeth, you’ve already healed yourself a lot with your healing charms, and now you’re using the healing rune directly. Your magic is different, and your body is already used to it, so maybe you’ll just get happy and that’s it. If so, then this would be the best time for the Ents to map out your entire body and do the healing enhancement in one shot.”

I paused to let everything I’d said sink in.

“I’m willing to do what everyone wants,” I said. “Although, Annabeth has the final say.”

I paused again while everyone looked thoughtful.

“So what do you think?” I asked. “What would you do?”

“I would go for the full-body healing,” John said. “These early rounds are designed to be easier, so this is the time to grow as much as possible. If you can get up to Jason’s level of physical ability, then do it. We don’t know how tough these later rounds are going to be, and this team needs to do the job of five people. So my vote is yes. Let's get Annabeth hulked out even more.”

“I like to be more cautious with magic,” Sandy said. “I prefer a more measured approach. I agree with everything John said, but if Annabeth truly loses her mind, then she might be out this next round. The stakes are too high to let that happen, so my vote is to stop everything and deal with what’s already happened first. If it works out okay, then we can see about doing another round of enhancements later.”

“I agree with Sandy,” Tyler said simply. “I prefer the measured approach as well. Annabeth, you’re already a great fighter. I’d rather not risk everything. My vote is no.”

They all looked at me.

“I think a storm is coming,” I said. “Right now we are at the beginning, and we’re just dealing with a bit of prejudice and misinformation. What happens when we become a contender? What happens when the really good teams realize we might win this? Everyone is going to come after us with everything they have. That’s when we’ll need every bit of ability we have to win. If that means Annabeth is loopy for a round, then so be it. She’ll be even stronger later.”

“It looks like we’re tied,” Tyler said. “We have two votes yes and two votes no. Annabeth, it all comes down to you. What would you like to do?”

“I’m doing this,” Annabeth said immediately. “I don't want to get lopsided. If Jason’s healing spores only enhance the upper half of my body, it will throw me off my game entirely. I’ll be like one of those bodybuilders with huge arms and tiny legs. My blocks and strikes need to be grounded just as much as Jason’s. I need to grow evenly, and the only way to do that is to keep going.”

I looked around at everyone, and they all nodded in agreement.

‘Tea, did you hear that?’ I asked.

‘I heard it, and I agree,’ Tea replied. ‘Annabeth’s pink magic isn’t reacting the same way yours does, so it’s possible she will be just fine.’

‘Okay,’ I said. ‘Send over another ten Ents. Map the heck out of her body, and let’s enhance it as much as we can in one round of healing.’

I held Annabeth’s hand, transferred the Ents, and they got to work. It only took about a minute, and then her body was flooded head to toe with healing spores.

“It’s done,” I told her. Then I gave her a big hug.

“You’re going to be fine,” I said, attempting to dispel some of the tension.

“I’m sure I will,” she agreed. “Now it’s time for you to get back to Tariq and poke some holes.”

“Let’s do it!” I said with as much enthusiasm as I could muster. “Poke Poke Boom!”

“That’s something Tyler’s good at,” John joked as he also tried to lighten the mood. “Poke Poke Boom!”

He made some very suggestive hand motions, which earned him a smack on the arm from Sandy.

“I could get behind that,” I said as I took Tyler’s hand and headed back to Tariq. “Poke Poke Boom.”

“Shouldn’t it be Pierce Pierce Boom?” Annabeth asked, thoughtfully.

“You’re right,” Tyler agreed. “But Poke Poke just rolls off the tongue better. Plus, it makes John happy.”

“You’re right,” John agreed. “Poke Poke does make me happy.” He wiggled his eyebrows at Sandy and earned another playful smack.

“You know, I thought getting married might take some of the fun out of our relationship,” Sandy said, “but it’s just made me love my mountain man even more.”

“Awww,” we all said as Sandy took John’s hand, and they seemed to melt into each other for a moment.

I had to admit, it was nice seeing them get along so well together. I hadn’t had any good role models for relationships before them. That is why I was taking it one day at a time with Tyler and just appreciating what we had in the moment. It seemed like everyone broke up, eventually.

Watching Sandy and John together gave me hope. If they could do it, why couldn’t we?


Chapter nineteen

Jason PiCu


We arrived back at the ring, and Tyler caught up on payment and tips with Tariq, who updated my official level and added a note.

Jason uses his fists instead of a conventional weapon for bashing. This does not appear to limit the damage delivery. I did not reach the upper level of what he is capable of, and he actually seemed to get stronger as the evaluation moved along. I would suggest a full day of analysis on this mode before doing any training. A possible failure point could be rigid, dense surfaces like steel or stone. We only tested against a grade 7 training dummy. A heavy steel shield might be where his natural fists fail.

Once again, I completely agreed with his assessment. I’d love to do a full day of evaluation once the tournament was over and see if I had any obvious weaknesses.

“Dummy, reset. Piercing Evaluation. Level 30.”

Once again, the dummy assumed a neutral pose and offered his chest.

“Poke Poke Boom!” Annabeth called from the side. Then she giggled.

“The rules for the evaluation are simple,” Tariq said. “You need to attack the training dummy and successfully inflict a debilitating piercing wound. The dummy is the sole judge of the severity of the wound. From what your teacher has told me, your spikes shoot out of your fists when you punch. Is that correct?”

“Yes,” I replied simply.

He waited a brief moment to see if I was going to elaborate, but when I kept silent, he continued.

“We’ve already seen what you are capable of with bashing, so any damage you inflict with the punch itself won’t count. This is the piercing evaluation. Only the holes you make with your spikes will matter.”

He gave me a questioning look, so I quickly assured him I understood the rules. He hesitated again and kept looking at my hands. Then he seemed to come to some sort of decision.

“Before you begin, I would like to examine your weapons,” he said.

“Sure,” I replied and held out my hands.

He looked at them closely, and then started touching my hands and kneading them gently. His skin was callused from all the weapons he handled, and his hands were strong. His touch, however, was gentle. I found that as he caressed my hands, I started to get turned on.

“Do you touch all the boys like this?” I asked before my brain engaged. Then I realized what I’d said and flushed in embarrassment. This was not the time or place for a comment like that.

“I’ve found that training can take many forms,” Tariq replied seriously, but his eyes twinkled. “I’m sure we could arrange something that would make you very happy.”

“That’s okay,” I said quickly. “My boyfriend is standing right there.”

Tariq made a show of turning towards Tyler and giving him a slow, thoughtful scan from head to toe. I could have just died from embarrassment. I knew we had an open relationship, but still.

“I can train more than one at a time,” Tariq said as he turned back to me. “Actually, it’s a lot more fun that way. My rates are reasonable, I assure you. Especially for a student as pretty as yourself.”

I flushed even more. I’m sure I was a bright shade of pink at this point.

“Can I see your Spikes?” Tariq asked. It took me a moment to get my brain out of the gutter and realize he was talking about the evaluation again.

“They’re invisible,” I replied. “They only spring out when I’m punching.”

“I can’t feel them, though,” he said. “Surely they exist in your hand?”

“My Spikes are a spiritual creation,” I said, “so they exist in my aura until I need them. That’s why you can’t see or feel them. When I punch, they shoot out like a jackhammer and knock holes in whatever I’m attacking. As soon as they are done, they retract back into my spiritual side, ready to attack again.”

“That is fascinating,” Tariq said, still caressing my hands. “So your Spikes are always available and ready to go? You don’t have to summon them like a mage summons a sword?”

“They are always there. Ready to go,” I confirmed.

“That is a real advantage,” Tariq noted. “That means you can start attacking or defending right away, without losing focus at the start of a match. You aren’t using them for blocking, so their power is completely focused on breaking shields or dealing damage. The only disadvantage I can see is they don’t have a longer range like a sword or spear.

“You’ve certainly created an unusual weapon, and it is going to be fascinating to see it perform in real life. I wish you all the best in the piercing evaluation.”

“Thank you,” I replied as he released my hands and stepped back.

“Begin when you’re ready,” he said and motioned to the training dummy.

I was full of nervous, sexual energy, so I stepped up to the dummy and took a moment to breathe and center myself.

‘Spike, you’re up,’ I told my newest soul creation. ‘Just have fun and do the best you can. Don’t feel nervous and just know that however this turns out, I’m proud of you.’

I got back images of exploding rocks and ice shattering into a thousand pieces. Spike wasn’t nervous. Spike was excited!

‘Alright then,’ I laughed. ‘Let’s do this!’

I punched the dummy, and he flew backward. I’d forgotten just how easy it was to knock him over at this level. The dummy stood up and presented his chest. It was caved in from the punch, but there were four clear holes pierced through it. Tariq went over and closely inspected the holes. He talked to the dummy for a moment before he seemed satisfied.

“Level 30 passed. Dummy, reset. Piercing level 40.”

Once again, I knocked him off his feet while Spike and the Knuckle Crew poked right through.

“Dummy, reset. Level 50.”

I felt more resistance this time, but only by a little.

“Level 60.”

Still good. I checked in with Spike. He was having a great time and more than ready to keep going.

“Level 70.”

I expected this was when the real difficulty would start. The dummy stayed on his feet from my single punch, but my Spikes didn't have any problems. They were shooting through him like bullets.

“Level 80.”

This was where Annabeth had struggled. I punched hard to provide a good base for my Spikes, but they did just fine. The holes in the dummy were neat and clean, like a laser had bored four pencil-sized openings through it.

“Poke Poke Boom!” Annabeth called, and she seemed to be having the time of her life. That made me worried. Were the spores getting to her?

I needed to hurry.

“Level 90.”

For the first time, I felt some real resistance. The crowd was going wild, as this could be my third perfect score.

“Dummy, reset. Level 100.”

Tariq sounded ecstatic!

I decided to give it my best punch, without laying on the concept of PLACE. I let my battle energies flow outside myself—into the air and the ground.

‘Last test,’ I said to Spike. He vibrated in excitement. This is what he was made to do, and he was having a great time doing it.

I topped them up on magic and settled in front of the dummy.

Spike Punch!

The pushback from the Spikes stung, but once again, there were four perfect holes in the dummy. I felt a happy glow of satisfaction spread through me. I’d done it. My Spikes were awesome!

“Level 100 is a pass!” Tariq yelled, and everyone rushed the stage—including Annabeth, who almost missed me.

“You’re the best!” she exclaimed as she hugged me. Then she wouldn’t let go.

“I’m pretty sure the spores are getting to her,” Tyler said worriedly. He put his arm around her and tried to get her to hug him instead.

“Maybe we should skip the last test,” I suggested. Now I was feeling worried too.

“We’ll take care of Annabeth,” Sandy said. “You’re learning a lot about your new powers and what they can do. Just focus on you for now.”

“Are we still going to learn about Paths?” I asked. Sandy shook her head.

“This has taken a lot more time than I expected, and now that Annabeth is going through a healing phase, I think we should just go back to the room and see how the rest of the day pans out.”

“That sounds good,” I replied. “I’ll finish up here as fast as I can.”

“Don’t go too fast,” Tyler spoke up. “Make sure you learn all you can. You’re here and doing great, so don’t waste the opportunity.”

“Okay,” I agreed, and let him lead Annabeth away.

I tried to get out of any sort of receiving line, but the other trainers weren’t having it. So I just accepted their congratulations and advice and got through it. John stayed with me and helped move the line along.

They meant well, and if we hadn’t had the pressure of the tournament, this would have been a lot of fun. Finally, we were done. Tariq said his piece about how amazing all this was. He updated his notes, and we tapped Stamps.

I skimmed the notes, but they were basically the same as the last two modes—he hadn’t reached my limit on piercing, and he suggested a full day of testing.

“Are you ready to start the cutting evaluation?” Tariq asked.

“Give me a moment,” I said. I grabbed John’s hand, and we moved off to the side.

“I don’t actually have any blades yet,” I told him. “Cover me while I make them.”

“You got it,” John said and put his big arm around my shoulders. “You’ll be safe with me.”

I gave him a grateful smile and then dove into my Throne Room.

‘Penny. Eggy,’ I called. ‘I need you.’

‘I’m here,’ Penny said. This time she was back in her Athena battle outfit.

‘Present,’ Eggy said. He was dressed like a fantasy blacksmith, with a leather apron covered in mystic symbols and a forge hammer. His hair was long and tied back like a warrior, and he still had his trusty sword by his side.

He looked completely badass, except I was pretty sure he was only wearing a leather apron. He had bare feet, bare shoulders, and a nicely shaped, bare backside.

I’d first thought he was a fantasy blacksmith as in World of Warcraft. Now I was thinking he was a fantasy as in every gay boy’s wet dream. I’m pretty sure if he entered in the International Mr. Leather pageant like that he would be a top contender for sure.

I shook my head to clear out all the naughty thoughts and got down to business.

‘Eggy, I need to add a new mode to my repertoire,’ I said. ‘I can block, bash, and pierce. Now I need to be able to cut. The other modes are wonderful, but sometimes I’ll probably just need to hack something apart. I have an idea of something I want to make, but I don’t know if it’s a good idea, or if it’s even possible.’

‘I was a sword for a long time and fought many other swords,’ Eggy said seriously. ‘I’ve seen just about every type of cutting weapon there is. Let me know what you have in mind, and we’ll see how to make it work.’

‘Excellent,’ I said. ‘A while ago I saw an old Keanu Reeves movie called Johnny Mnemonic. There was a guy in there that fought with a wire that sliced people apart like they were deli meat. It worked because the wire was so thin there was almost no resistance as it moved through objects. It also was just a wire, so it didn’t need to drag an entire blade behind it. It didn’t try to force the two pieces apart, like a sword would. Instead, it just separated the object into two and let them fall apart on their own.’

Eggy was already shaking his head, but I wasn’t done yet.

‘I wasn’t thinking of a wire, however. I was thinking of pairing this idea with something like Wolverine’s claws. What if, instead of spikes, there was a super thin, foot-long blade that came out and cut whatever it passed through?’

I sent a mental thought of what I had in mind to both of them. Penny seemed to like the idea, but Eggy wasn’t impressed.

‘A lot of people think a sword cuts things,’ he said in a lecturing tone. ‘It doesn’t. It just smashes into an object along a fine line and breaks it apart. It’s actually a concentrated form of bashing, and because of that, the edge has to be strong. In real life, edges develop rolls. They burr, and they break.

‘In real life, there is such a thing as over-sharpening. The sharper the edge is, the more delicate it is. What you are talking about is an edge that is so sharp it would immediately fall apart in a battle situation.

‘Furthermore, there is a reason swords have that thick piece of metal in the middle. It’s providing strength along the direction of the force. If a sword wasn’t a couple inches wide, it would shatter the first time it was used.

‘You are talking about making an edged weapon that is so long, compared to its width, that it would break apart the first time it touched something. In fact, a puff of air might snap it to pieces. It would be like you were fighting with a tiny thread of spun sugar.’

Eggy shook his head sadly.

‘I’m sure this wire thing did great in the movie, but that’s all make believe. The movie makers don’t have to actually get it to work. You do.’

‘I hadn’t looked at cutting with a sword as smashing along a line,’ I said regretfully, ‘but that does make sense. I just thought something like this would take good advantage of how detailed I can get and how strong my soul creations are. I agree with what you’re saying, Eggy, but I still feel like this is the right idea, somehow.’

I summoned a model of what I was thinking of in the air. I made my fist, with one tiny nanoblade coming out of my main Spike. I could immediately see what Eggy was talking about. The blade was crazy thin. Any resistance at all would shatter it.

To drive the point home, Eggy created a model arm, and I swung my nanoblade at it. It caused a tiny cut before the blade snapped into multiple pieces.

‘I like this idea,’ Penny said. ‘I think you’re on the right path too. We just need to figure it out. Try making the blade more like a Katana—sharp on one side and thicker on the other.’

I tried that, and it worked slightly worse. The tiny blade had a bit more strength, but the thicker side caused more resistance as it tried to move through the arm, which totally defeated the idea of making a nanoblade. Once again, it made a tiny cut before snapping into two.

‘If swords are really focused bashers, it’s a shame we couldn’t tie this into your punching somehow,’ Penny said thoughtfully. ‘Your fists are so big, though. There is no way they are going to bash on such a tiny edge.’

‘It would be better if we could tie this into your piercing,’ Eggy noted. ‘You’ve already got the soul creations in place for that. Plus, it’s already ranked at 100, so we know it’s powerful.’

‘How would that even work?’ Penny asked.

‘I don’t know,’ Eggy shrugged, making his leather apron jump. ‘I was just taking the idea to its logical conclusion. But I don’t actually know how to do it.’

Hmmm. Eggy was onto something. I didn’t have the idea yet, but I could feel it.

‘Let’s try making the blade bigger,’ Penny suggested. ‘It won’t be a nanoblade, but we can probably still make it very sharp and tiny.’

I turned the model of my hand and nanoblade over to Eggy and Penny, and the two of them started making changes. It wasn’t long before they recreated a basic traditional sword. Without a solid shaft, the blade broke apart as soon as the swing made contact. Adding a shaft to the blade gave it more resistance as it moved through the arm, so it needed an even bigger shaft to hold the blade together while it was actually cutting.

At some point, equilibrium was achieved. The sword was still sharp, so it had the lowest cutting resistance possible, and a thicker middle section that held everything together. It was basically a refined version of Annabeth’s dagger. It was about twelve inches long, shaped like a long triangle, and used the same building blocks as my Spikes.

The model hand swung at the model arm and sheared right through it. It wasn’t effortless, but it got the job done. Penny and Eggy looked at me expectantly.

‘Thank you,’ I said sincerely. ‘This wasn’t where I was going, but it will do the job. And it will do it well.’

‘We kept it the same length as your Spikes,’ Eggy said. ‘That way your soul creations can both cut and pierce. Also, by keeping the length down, we didn’t have to build up the support as much. You can certainly make it longer if you’d like, but you’ll need to make the support section bigger.’

I nodded, thoughtfully. My idea was still brewing.

Then I had it.

‘Stabby-Stabby!’ I exclaimed. ‘Eggy, what you and Penny have put together is perfect if I needed to swing a sword. But what if I wanted to stab with it? How thin could you make it then?’

They looked at each other in confusion.

‘Well, it would require a lot less support,’ Eggy replied. ‘You aren’t swinging it, so the penetrating force is going along the length of the blade and into your fist. I’d like to point out that you already have a piercing weapon, though. Are you looking to create another one?’

‘Do you know what makes up a line?’ I asked triumphantly. They both shook their heads. ‘A series of dots. Stabby-Stabby!’

They looked at each other like I’d lost my mind. I didn’t care. Hopefully, this was going to work.

Eggy followed my directions and modified the blade so it was as thin as it could be and yet still pierce effectively. It wasn’t exactly a nanoblade, but it was close. We ended up with one sharpened cube on the edge, with alternating one and two cubes making up the body of the blade. That blade was thin!

‘This will certainly make a tiny incision,’ Eggy said, ‘but I fail to see how it's going to cut an arm off.’

‘Shoot out the nanoblade,’ I said, gesturing at the model. ‘Then, as the blade is retracting, have a second nanoblade shooting out. When it retracts, have the first blade shoot out again.’

Eggy made the changes to the model hand, and both blades were soon shooting out so fast they looked like one weapon.

‘Now, cut the arm,’ I said dramatically. And that is exactly what happened.

As the model fist moved across the arm, the nanoblades made deep narrow cuts. The nanoblades moved in and out so fast, they acted like a reciprocating saw and cut right through the arm.

‘Stabby-Stabby!’ Penny did a little happy dance. ‘Now you’ve got your dots in a row.’ She gave me a sly smile.

‘Did you just pun me?’ I asked in surprise. She’d tried before, but the results had been less than stellar.

‘I think so,’ she said, suddenly all serious. ‘I exchanged ducks for dots. That counts as a pun, right?’

‘For sure!’ I said. ‘That was an excellent pun. Congratulations!’

‘Why, thank you,’ she said with a big smile and gave a happy twirl.

‘I agree this worked,’ Eggy interrupted us and got us back on task. ‘But is it better?’

‘There’s only one way to find out,’ I said. ‘Let's test it and see.’

We made our testing arm denser and tried both methods again. Swinging the dagger blade still cut the arm, but it met with a lot more resistance, and I felt like the dagger was going to break. On the other hand, the Stabby-Stabby nanoblades still cut through the arm like butter. They were so thin, the added density didn’t bother them much.

We increased the arm density even more and tried again. This time, the dagger snapped, and I had to increase its support section before it would cut through the arm. Stabby-Stabby was still doing fine.

‘I think we have a winner,’ Eggy announced. ‘Poking a bunch of holes appears to work much better than swinging an edged weapon. Now, I have a few suggestions…’

He suggested several tweaks, and we tried them all. Some of them worked, and some didn’t. In the end, we found that rotating between three nanoblades worked better than two. We also made the edges slightly serrated, like a bread knife.

Basically, I ended up with a weapon that sawed rather than sliced, but I wasn’t complaining. I’d wanted something that cut, and now I had it.

‘Are we going to have a Eureka dance?’ Eggy asked. He’d been hesitant at first, but now he loved to play his maracas and dance down my imaginary streets naked. Actually, they both did.

‘Later,’ I laughed. ‘Right now, I have people waiting for me. We can do it up right tonight, though. Stabby-Stabby certainly deserves a eureka celebration. Let’s hope this works as well in real life as it does with our models.

‘Which reminds me. Spike, do you have the idea? Are you good to go?’

I got back an image of a ninja wielding a sawzall, cutting through drywall and studs like he was on the home improvement channel. I couldn’t help but laugh. My soul creations were awesome!

I thanked Penny and Eggy for their help, and then jumped back to the real world. John had his arm around me, and Sandy, Annabeth, and Tyler had wandered over.

“How are you doing, Annabeth?” I asked.

“Just peachy!” she exclaimed, and then she laughed like she’d said the funniest thing. Annabeth was always cheerful, but now she seemed positively giddy. I guess the mushrooms were kicking in.

“Did you get what you needed?” John asked.

I nodded. “It’s different from what I was originally going for, but I think it will work. I’m calling it my Stabby-Stabby, and it’s more like I’ve created a saw than a sword.”

“I always love your names,” Tyler smiled. “And as long as your new weapon cuts, I don’t think the evaluation cares how you do it.”

“I got the idea from connecting a series of dots,” I told them as we started moving back towards Tariq and the testing area. The idea was simple, so it was easy to fill them in on the tweaks we’d made that worked.

“So basically you went and made a reciprocating saw out of butter knives,” Sandy said in admiration.

“Basically,” I agreed. “But that doesn’t sound very superhero-like. Stabby-Stabby sounds so much better than ‘It’s reciprocating saw time!’”

“You could say, ‘It’s butter time! Now feel the heat of my blades!’” Tyler said mischievously.

I snickered and shook my head.

“You could go for a southern feel,” John said with a bad southern drawl. “It’s time to sawzall y’all!”

I winced and shook my head again.

“That sounds like a Jeff Foxworthy comedy special,” I said. “I think I’ll just stick with calling it Stabby-Stabby for now.”

“Are you ready for your final evaluation?” Tariq interrupted our banter.

I nodded.

“What is your cutting weapon going to be?” he inquired. “Are you going to summon a short sword like Annabeth?”

“No.” I shook my head. “I’ve converted my spikes into nanoblades that should hopefully do a good job of cutting.”

“A nanoblade? You just made up a new weapon?” Tariq asked suspiciously.

I nodded.

“And I’m going to assume you haven’t tested it,” he confirmed.

I nodded again.

“If you hadn’t already blown away the other PiCuBB evaluations, I’d laugh you out of the Whet’s Edge,” Tariq said with a sigh. “Nobody, and I mean nobody, makes up a new weapon on the day of their evaluation and expects to do well. Creating a good weapon takes months—sometimes years—of hard work and dedication.”

He sighed again. “I was hoping you’d finish on a successful note. At least you have excellent bashing, piercing, and blocking abilities to fall back on. I guess there’s nothing to do but go on with the evaluation and see how it works out.

“Dummy, reset. Cutting evaluation. Level 30.”

The dummy settled into a firm neutral stance and extended his right arm.

“Jason, you’ve seen Annabeth do this, but let’s go over the rules again. You want to strike his arm and inflict as much damage in one strike as possible. You pass a level if you deliver enough damage to incapacitate the limb. Be aware that the dummy will keep his arm stiff, but it won’t be completely firm. You’ll need to provide the speed and focus to make your strike effective. Understand?”

“Yes,” I replied firmly.

“Then let's begin,” he gestured at the dummy’s arm.

‘Spike, are you ready?’ I asked.

I got back a question—could the other Spikes in my hand join in as well? After all, in a battle, four cuts would do more damage than just one.

‘Sure! Why not?’ I replied. ‘Slice’ em and dice ‘em. Cleave ‘em and leave ‘em. Chop ‘em and drop ‘em!’

Okay, I wasn’t making much sense. But I was feeling a bit poetic. I was about to launch into a motivational speech when a much better ambassador did it for me.

Bermuda interjected himself into our conversation and sent the image of the perfect cat slap. It was lightning quick, claws out, and powered by pure reflex. One moment there was flawless skin, the next there were deep red lines. This was the aspect that the Spikes could draw from. This was the essence of Stabby-Stabby.

We all bowed to Bermuda for his master class on the cutting arts, and then I returned to real life. The dummy waited there impassively, arm extended. This was the moment of truth. The nanoblades were a good idea in theory, but would they work in real life?

There was only one way to find out.

I made a loose fist, extended my arm, and tried to cut through the dummy.

It worked.

But it was a mess.

The four sets of nanoblades weren’t in sync, and that caused a lot of vibrations. Instead of a nice clean line, I had ragged cuts and holes going everywhere. It looked like a mischief of rats had gone rabid and tried to chew their way through.

“The results are certainly interesting,” Tariq said as he inspected the damage. The arm was just dangling there—still attached by a few strands of dummy stuff the blades had missed. “That doesn’t look like any sort of cut I’ve seen before. You pass this level, but I’m not sure how well this is going to work when the dummy gets denser.”

“That wasn’t exactly what I had in mind either,” I admitted. “Can I stay at level 30 and have another try?”

Tariq seemed surprised at my request, but he nodded.

“Dummy, reset. Level 30 do-over,” he called.

This time I told Spike and the Knuckle Crew to coordinate and make sure they all went Stabby-Stabby at the same time. I also held my fist much tighter.

My movement before had been tentative and jerky. This time my cut was smoother—with more confidence.

That seemed to do the trick, as I easily cut the arm into four pieces.

“That was much better,” Tariq said, examining one of the cuts. “It actually looks like a sword stroke this time.”

He was right, but I still wasn’t happy. The cut was rough, as I was still feeling vibrations. It looked nothing like the wire cuts from Johnny Mnemonic.

“It’s still not right,” I told Tariq. “Let’s do it again.”

He reset the dummy while I communicated with Spike.

‘Let’s add another nanoblade to the rotation,’ I told him. ‘Hopefully, that will help with the vibrations. Also, let’s lean into the cutting aspect a bit more by making the serrated edge more pronounced. I can feel the blades bite into the arm, and that’s helping to stabilize the cut.’

We made the changes, and Spike offered a suggestion of his own—I needed to cut faster and put more of a load on the blades. My nanoblades were extending and retracting so quickly that each slice was barely doing any cutting, and that’s where some of the vibrations were coming from.

The dummy was set up, so I took a deep breath and tried again. This time I imagined my nanoblades were like lightsabers—they could cut through anything. There was no need to move slowly so they could connect the dots. My job was to move like Obi Wan and whack off its arm like I was in the Mos Eisley Cantina.

I sliced, and this time I got exactly what I wanted. I moved at full speed, and for a split second, I thought nothing had happened. Then the dummy’s arm just slid apart.

The cut was incredibly fine—and so smooth. It seemed like the four arm pieces had simply decided not to be together anymore. This was what I’d imagined! This was the way nanoblades should work.

Tariq examined the cuts for a long moment. He picked up each piece, examined it, and moved on to the next one.

“These are the finest cuts I’ve ever seen,” he finally said. “I can’t see any tissue distortion, and there are no signs of weapon drag. I also don’t see any evidence of magic burn. If I didn’t know better, I’d say these pieces had never been connected.”

Some of the other trainers wanted to see the pieces, so they got passed around. They generated a lot of interest, and many of the trainers echoed Tariq’s comments. It took a few minutes, but eventually the dummy got all his parts back.

“I didn’t have much faith in your weapon when we started, but now I’m excited to see how this turns out,” Tariq said. “Are you ready to move on to the next level now?”

“Yes, indeed,” I replied.

“Dummy, reset. Cutting evaluation. Level 40,” Tariq called.

I took a deep breath, fixed the image of Wolverine’s claws as lightsabers in my mind, and swiped again.

Once again, the arm stayed there, like I hadn’t done anything at all, before gravity took over and the arm fell apart. It was a beautiful thing to watch.

We both examined the pieces and the cuts to see they were just as smooth as before. So far, so good.

“Dummy, reset. Level 50.”

Deep breath. Slice!

Looking good.

“Dummy, reset. Level 60.”

I didn’t need a deep breath this time. I was getting the hang of my new weapons.

Slice!

Looking good.

“Dummy, reset. Level 70.”

Slice!

Now the dummy was denser, I could feel the bite of the saw kicking in. It wasn’t bad. It was just that it no longer felt like I was cutting through air.

“Dummy, reset. Level 80.”

The crowd was starting to get excited. I looked over at my crew and flashed them a smile. They’d kept quiet while I’d been figuring things out, but now I was paying attention, they started cheering me on.

Slice!

The cuts still looked smooth as soft butter. I also realized I couldn’t call it Stabby-Stabby anymore. It had been the foundation for the cuts, but it was the wrong image to work with. I wasn’t stabbing this arm apart—I was sawing it apart like I was using a lightsaber. Maybe I could call this my Saber-Saw? It had a nice ring to it. Plus, saber was a type of sword and this was the cutting mode of PiCuBB, so it all sort of fit together.

“Dummy, reset. Level 90.”

Slice!

I was definitely feeling resistance now, but my new Saber-Saws were holding up just fine.

“Dummy, reset. Level 100.”

The excitement of the crowd ratcheted up even more. I took a deep breath this time, as I was starting to feel excited myself.

Slice!

The dummy’s arm fell apart.

I’d done it! I’d reached level 100 on all modes: piercing, cutting, bashing and blocking.

John swooped in, picked me up, and hoisted me into the air. I pumped my fist in the air and celebrated like I’d scored the winning goal at an international soccer match.

I must admit, it was an awesome feeling. In high school, I’d never gotten into sports, and I doubt I would have been very good if I had. I’d always been a mental rather than a physical type of person.

I couldn’t say that anymore. Tea had transformed every part of me, and I’d survived several life and death situations by being physically much better than my opponents. Making the mental shift that I was physically capable was part of the reason for this whole evaluation.

Once everyone calmed down a bit, Tariq got to have his moment.

“When I got up this morning, I thought it was going to be a normal day. I thought I’d train a few mages, sell some stuff, and hopefully earn a few pearls. Instead, I evaluated not one, but two prodigies, both of whom exhibit the rare ability to rate highly across all four modes of PiCuBB. I don’t need to tell anyone here just how extraordinary that is.”

All the trainers chuckled. Tariq said more stuff like this—how lucky he was and how amazing we were—but I was looking at Annabeth and something seemed off.

“Don’t worry,” John whispered. “Sandy and Tyler are taking care of Annabeth. There’s been a bit of a development, but I’m sure it will work out.”

“What’s going on?” I whispered back, but John shook his head.

“Stay focused on learning all you can. She is in good hands.”

I glared at him, but John just smiled.

“Sandy’s glare is much worse than yours,” he said. “She can peel wallpaper with her look. Yours is like a gentle breeze in comparison. Now pay attention. We’ll be focused on Annabeth soon enough.”

I glared even harder, but it didn’t phase John in the slightest. He was right. Sandy had mastered The Look. If he could handle Sandy, then there wasn’t anything I could do to change his mind.

I sighed and focused back on Tariq and the trainers. Tariq had finished his speech, and some of the other trainers started asking questions. I answered a few of them as Tariq completed his notes and whatever else he needed to do for the evaluation.

Most of the crowd wandered off as we tapped Stamps, and John took care of payment and tipping. Tariq thanked us again—John thanked him—and we were getting ready to wrap it up when Tock flew off my shoulder and interrupted us.

“Jason, did you know that Tariq and the dummy are apparitions too?”

“Yes,” I replied. “Both of them look to be very advanced.”

“Having a trainer and evaluator notice you is a big deal,” Tock continued, giving a bow to Tariq who bowed back. “Might I suggest giving him the Ank Special?”

I think Tock was trying to be subtle by talking in code, but he already had our attention, so it wasn’t like Tariq didn’t know something was going on. He’d have been better to have just whispered his idea in my ear while he was on my shoulder. Regardless, it was probably a good idea to remain in Tariq’s good graces. I didn’t know how an “Official Evaluator” could help us in the future, but healing him would only take a few minutes, and we were headed back to the suite after this, anyway. I looked at John, and he seemed agreeable.

‘Can you handle another Connection?’ I asked my Mark of the Deep Earth.

It took a moment, but I got back a sleepy ‘yes.’

“Tariq, I seem to have a special relationship with apparitions,” I told him. “I can heal them if they are hurt, or give them a general tune-up if they aren’t. I first discovered this with Tock, but I also put this ability to good use in the last quest.”

“You’re a crafter too?” Tariq asked incredulously.

I shook my head. “No. I just received a unique gift that works with apparitions.”

Tariq turned to Tock, and they started talking in a language that sounded like birds chirping at each other. It was very fast and melodic, and I guess it conveyed a lot of information because it only seemed like a moment before Tariq turned back to me and agreed.

“After decades of work and perseverance, I've finally achieved class B. Unfortunately, I think this is the highest I can go. My foundation isn’t as solid as I need it to be, and getting to where I am now has taken an enormous amount of power. I don’t think I can handle any more, and in fact, I feel like I’m barely hanging on to my advancement. If I relax, I’ll slip back to a high C again. If there is anything you could do to solidify my class, I would be eternally grateful.”

“I don’t know about all that,” I said, “but I can heal you and see if that helps. Now, do you swear to open yourself to being healed? Will you allow me to see, touch, and modify your body to make it the best it can be? Do you fully accept my gifts and my magic, so long as they do you no harm?”

“I do,” Tariq said gravely.

I transferred three Ents, and they got busy analyzing his system as I did the same. He was very similar to Papa Ank in that he had a stone core, skeleton, wires, and tubes. He didn’t have any obvious injuries that I could see, but his wiring and tube systems were a mess. It looked like the back of an entertainment center where the wires had just been added on top of each other. It was a snarled tangle of stuff with no easy way to see what wire went where.

It looked bad enough that I added two more Ents to help figure it out. They got finished and started spreading healing spores about the same time as I coaxed the sleepy Mark of the Deep Earth to Connect with Tariq’s stone. I added some of my own magic to spark the spores and voilà—the cleaning cycle started.

My Mark might have been sleepy, but he still did a bang-up job on Tariq’s stone. I’d been so distracted by the wiring, I hadn’t noticed the stone wasn’t in great shape either. It was a bit lumpy, but once my Mark was finished with it, it was a perfectly smooth sphere.

Tariq tried to be all stoic and cool like Otugh, but it wasn’t long before the experience overwhelmed him. He sounded a bit like the fake orgasm scene in When Harry Met Sally, in that he started out moaning lightly and ended up on the ground shaking and crying out “Yes! Yes! Yes!”

The gay part of me wanted to grin and claim I was just that good, but I really knew it was my Mark that was overwhelming him with the vastness of its Connection. The Mark finished first, and the Grove finished soon after. I checked Tariq out as he lay there trying to pull himself back together. He now looked so clean he practically sparkled. His core stone was polished and glowing softly in my magic sight. Best of all, his wiring and pipes were now all neat and organized.

I thought Tariq would recover and get back on his feet. But instead, he knelt in front of me, extended his arms towards me, and began bowing so deeply his head touched the ground.

“Oh, no,” I said quickly and tried to pull him to his feet. “I don’t need any of that. I’d rather you didn’t make a scene.”

“You are transcendent,” he said reverently. “No wonder you are a prodigy. I had no idea I was in the presence of the eternal source.”

“I’m not any of that,” I told him as I got a better grip and dragged him to his feet. “I've just received an amazing gift from a cosmic power, and now I’m passing some of the gift on to you. Enjoy the gift and live your life to the fullest.”

“I will, O holy one,” he started to bow again. “I will sing your praises and cherish this moment forever.”

“Cherishing is fine,” I replied quickly, “but don’t tell anyone, or make a big deal about this. We are trying to stay low key, remember?”

He started to bow again, but then he straightened up and gave me a firm look. “Low key. Got it. You can count on me.” Then he leaned in and whispered, “What should I call you?”

“Jason,” I laughed. “Just call me Jason. I meant what I said. It’s the gift I received that did most of the work. That’s what you felt. I’m just a normal mage.”

Tariq didn’t look convinced, but he wasn’t going to contradict me, so I continued, “I’ve cut, pierced, and bashed the heck out of the dummy. It only seems right that he gets healed too.”

Tariq called the dummy over, and I did the same thing for him. His composition was different from Tariq in that he didn’t have a skeleton, wires, or pipes. He only had a core and his white rubber substance. His healing was different, as he melted down like a puddle of wax. It was only after he recovered that he grew back to human shape again. Although there wasn’t anything to organize, he still looked clean and fresh when I was done.

I received a warm, enthusiastic hug from the dummy, and then it was finally time to go. The other trainers had seen something very interesting go down, and they wanted to know more, but I wanted to find out what was going on with Annabeth, so I put them off as best I could.

John used his looming presence to keep us moving, and he frowned at one trainer who got a bit pushy. That was enough to make him back off, and we made it to the rest of our crew who was waiting well off to the side. I was ready to get some answers, but Tyler got in the first word.

“Before we switch gears, I want to solidify what you’ve learned here. My first question is—do you feel more confident in your abilities?”

He was speaking in his teaching tone of voice.

“For sure,” I nodded. “I now feel a lot more secure in what I’m capable of. I really didn’t know I could hit so hard or move so fast. You and Annabeth were right. I was fighting like I was still injured. Now I’m ready to take on this tournament at a whole new level.

“Plus, the idea of PiCuBB helped me develop my Spikes in a new direction. They were already powerful, but I think their cutting mode may be the most powerful of all.”

“I’m happy to hear that.” Tyler smiled warmly. “And you’re going to need all that newfound confidence because Annabeth can no longer see.”


Chapter twenty

Giddy-up


“What!?” I gasped. “She’s blind?”

They all nodded.

That couldn’t be right. I checked in with Tea.

‘Is Annabeth blind?’ I demanded. ‘What happened? I thought we were going to slowly improve her sight. Even with healing her whole body, it still shouldn’t have done this.’

‘I’m afraid it’s true,’ Tea said apologetically. ‘Your magic on its own would have healed her slowly, just like we intended. However, her sonic magic has massively sped up the process.’

Damn. I knew healing wasn’t an exact science, and I already knew mixing magics caused unpredictable results, but I wasn’t expecting anything like this.

‘Do you know when she’s going to get her sight back?’ I asked.

‘I’m sorry, but I can no longer accurately predict the changes that are happening with her,’ Tea said. ‘It took you weeks to get your sight back, but you started with massive facial damage. Annabeth’s eyes were fine when you started, so the time for healing should be much shorter. If I had to guess, I’d say she won’t have her sight for at least two days, but it might be longer than that.’

Two days!?

Double damn!

The next round started tomorrow. This changed everything.

“Tock,” I said out loud, “can a team member skip a round of the tournament and join in on the following round?”

“I’m afraid not,” he replied. “If Annabeth doesn’t compete in the next quest, then she is out for good. It’s actually worse than that. Annabeth has to actively take part in the round in some fashion in order to move on. She can’t just hide somewhere while you complete the quest.”

Well, that sucked big donkey dicks. A simple request by Annabeth was turning into an enormous handicap.

I looked at the others, and they seemed as worried as I was. This was going to be impossible.

Annabeth wasn’t concerned at all though, as she was still tripping on the healing mushrooms. She stared into space and hummed happily.

“I’m sure we can figure this out,” Sandy said, taking charge. “Let’s head back to our suite, and we can regroup there.”

That ended up being more of a challenge than we expected. Annabeth couldn’t walk for any distance without her sight to orient her. Even with help, she moved slowly and tripped constantly.

John solved the problem by picking her up and carrying her through the hallways. Annabeth thought it was a grand adventure and laughed and smiled the whole way. I was glad she was flying rainbow airlines, as I knew from experience that losing your natural sight can rock your world. It was going to be even worse for her, as she didn’t have any other sort of sensing ability to fall back on. At least I’d had my magic sight.

We arrived back at the suite, and it quickly became clear that losing her sight was even worse than I’d thought. She couldn’t move around the space at all. She might have been okay if she’d been at home where she knew where everything was, but this suite was all new to her. Plus, she wasn’t in the right mental space to figure anything out.

There was no way we could leave her on her own, so we decided to have a sleepover and turn the main room into an enormous bedroom. We gathered up blankets and pillows and camped out. It was actually rather fun, and certainly more relaxing than running around the Palace.

Our furry companions loved it too. Bermuda’s cheerful face said there was nothing better than curling up in a blanket. He snuggled close to me as Mr. Tubbles sampled the room. He laid on different blankets like he was a connoisseur of textiles and only the best would do.

I was pretty certain where he was going to end up, and sure enough, he finally decided that Tyler’s blanket was the best. Specifically, the part of the blanket that was on his lap. Tyler and I grinned at his antics as he haughtily ignored us and looked away.

Annabeth hummed through most of the setup, and then she started singing. We all joined in, especially when I saw it was stirring her magic and seemed to aid the healing process. It wasn’t a lot, but it was better than nothing.

Just like at karaoke, Annabeth sang the lead and John sang bass. Sandy and Tyler sang backup and filled in the middle. I floated around the edges and had a fun time, but once again, I had the feeling that there was something else here. Something worth exploring.

We sang whatever Annabeth wanted, which was a mix of broadway, pop, and country. She even sang some really old songs that I’d never heard before. The rest of the crew knew them, though, and seemed delighted to sing them again. I just hummed along and joined in as best as I could.

It wasn’t until we started on the song “I Still Haven’t Found What I’m Looking For” that it clicked. She wasn’t singing the original U2 version. She was singing the Peter Hollens version, where the choir backed him up. In his version, they had gone all out and wailed in emphasis and ecstasy to every line he’d sung.

That’s what Annabeth’s magic was pulling me towards. I was a wailer.

I would never have tried this in front of everyone at karaoke, but I was in a safe space. It was just our crew, and nobody was going to judge me. Well, John and Tyler would certainly tease me a bit, but they wouldn’t judge me.

I let my voice soar, and it just clicked. This is what I was meant to do.

Annabeth’s magic pulled me along, and I slotted into the arrangement like the missing piece. I wailed. I cried. I ad-libbed and ran up and down the musical scale. The drama of it all made my gay heart happy.

Fortunately, Annabeth’s magic kept me from crashing. Nobody wanted to sound like a bird that’s gotten stepped on.

The others looked surprised at first, but then I got nods and smiles, and they seemed to lean into their parts even more. I know I was biased, but we sounded amazing. I couldn’t believe we sounded that good.

Actually, I couldn’t believe I sounded that good. When Tea had made me over, it had blown me away by how fast and strong my movements were and how well I could see. Now, I marveled at how good my voice was. I could hit any note I wanted, and it felt easy.

I sent Tea a quick ‘Thank you!’ Sure, things had gotten out of hand with Annabeth’s sight, but he was a huge part of why I was alive and successful today. I didn’t want him to forget that.

We sang some more, and I realized I could hear the magic in our voices. It wasn’t focused on anything, and it wasn’t much, but it was certainly there.

‘Since you and Annabeth are sworn to each other, it seems like her magic is enhancing your musical abilities,’ my Analytical Side noted. ‘Which makes me wonder why she isn’t benefiting from our magic sight abilities. If she could see magically right now, it would make this whole situation much better.’

‘For sure,’ I agreed. ‘When we aren’t singing and while she’s still feeling good, I’m going to see if I can get her to discover some sort of sight ability. She’s convinced she can’t see magically, but she has to have some sort of capacity, even if it’s terrible.’

I got my chance when we took a break for supper. Going to the buffet didn’t seem like a good idea, so Sandy looked into getting room service. The price for getting our meal delivered was just insane.

Tock came to our rescue when he offered to take us to the grocery store that was available to the staff of the Palace. They obviously didn’t pay the sky-high prices that were charged to the guests.

Sandy, John, and Tyler left to go shopping, and I stayed with Annabeth. While they were gone, I tried everything I could to get Annabeth to see magically. I thought she might be able to see my magical creatures, so I had my Surfers fly in front of her. No luck.

Annabeth had seen my magic inside me back in Otugh’s warehouse, so she should be able to see me now. No such luck.

I then tried to get her to see the magic rope from Indifies’ basement. Again, no luck.

It was like she had a mental block somehow. She was in a great mood and I presented all my tests like we were playing a game, so it wasn’t like she was being stubborn or resisting her talents. It was like her sight just wasn’t there.

The whole thing was baffling.

I switched tactics and tried to get her to develop some sort of echolocation. That worked a lot better, although she could only locate large objects like a couch or a person. Even then, their exact location was fuzzy. At least it was something, and hopefully, she'd get better at it the more she used it.

Sandy and the boys returned from their shopping expedition with all the basic food groups. We had enough bread and fixings to make hundreds of peanut butter and jelly sandwiches. We also had lots of bagels and cream cheese, along with two whole watermelons and several cantaloupes.

It wasn't the buffet, but it was enough food to satisfy our hungry crew. It was also the type of food that Annabeth could eat easily. She could hold on to a sandwich and chow down. Something like mashed potatoes and gravy on a plate was beyond her at this point.

I caught everyone up on what we had tried, and Annabeth demonstrated her echolocation skills. Everyone was impressed and thought it was neat. They all agreed that Annabeth should have some sort of magical sight, but nobody had any good ideas of how to bring it out.

We ate, strategized, and eventually went back to singing. We even sang songs about healing and tried to direct our energies towards Annabeth. Tea said that wasn't helping, so we just went back to singing regular songs.

As the night wore on, I started getting depressed. How on Earth was I going to complete this next round? It was already difficult enough with only two people on a team. Now I had to do it all on my own and somehow keep Annabeth safe as well. The evaluation today had shown I was more powerful than I thought, but this entire mission now seemed impossible.

Now that the teams knew they got points for taking out other mages, the player-versus-player aspect of the tournament was going to speed up. There would be no more Mr. Nice Guy. Without her sight, Annabeth was going to be a sitting duck. She was a bunch of juicy points just waiting for someone to take her out. How was I going to keep her safe?

I kept up my cheerful exterior as the night wound down, but inside, I was really struggling. I didn’t want the Bank to win, and I didn’t want to do this tournament on my own.

I guess I didn’t look as cheerful as I thought, as Tyler finally announced we needed some alone time and he picked me up and carried me into our bedroom.

“Let’s get into bed, and you can tell me all about it,” Tyler said soothingly. Between one blink and the next, he was naked and ready to snuggle. I had on my super suit and I wasn’t good at manipulating it yet, so taking off my clothes was a bit more difficult. The Bank Crystal solved the problem by condensing the entire suit down to a large bracer on my left forearm.

Now that I was mostly naked, we climbed into bed and burrowed under the covers. I thought it was weird that I had this hunky man in bed with me and I didn’t want sex. I didn’t know that was possible. Instead, I just wanted to hide in a safe spot for a few hours and shut out the world and all my responsibilities.

Tyler was the perfect supportive boyfriend as we wrapped our arms around each other and held each other tight.

“Now, tell me what’s going on,” he said, and I did.

I’m normally an optimistic person, so it felt strange to voice how I felt like everything was going to go wrong. I started out with stumbling phrases and incomplete thoughts, but finally the words poured out. Tyler just listened, caressed my body, and made soothing noises. He didn’t try to cheer me up or tell me I was wrong. Instead, he just listened, nodded, and kissed me in support.

I felt like I was vomiting words and emotions, but Tyler just took it all in stride. It was crazy, because I wasn’t talking to convey an idea like I normally did. This time I was talking to get all the emotions out.

It felt like now I’d started, I couldn’t stop. I’d already repeated myself once and started on my third round when I interrupted myself by moaning on his shoulder.

Wait.

Why was I moaning?

Ohhh. Somewhere in my linguistic waterfall, Tyler’s hand had slipped south of the border and started stroking my happy burrito. His skillful movements had gone unnoticed in my emotional whirlwind, and now I was right on the edge of spilling my tequila.

With a casual swirl of his hand, Tyler sent me over the edge. I felt like I was plunging down a rollercoaster as a white hot orgasm exploded, shaking my world. The shockwave tingles spread through me, and I got goosebumps on goosebumps as I spasmed. I groaned from the pit of my stomach as a volcano of boy juice gushed out of me.

It felt like the orgasm to end all orgasms and, for a moment, I thought I’d never stop cumming. When I finally reached the end, I still didn’t stop shaking as Tyler never stopped stroking. I was suddenly sensitive as hell, and his every touch was shooting off fireworks.

Tyler just put our dicks together and kept on working his magic. The feeling of his passionate love baton pressed against mine was heaven, and I clung to him in sensory overload.

“You were saying?” Tyler queried, and I tried to gather my thoughts.

I got out a few words before he started nibbling on my neck, which gave me goosebumps all over again. I moaned more than I spoke, and finally he kissed me hard as his dick pulsed and gave up its own treasure.

I had just cum, but our dicks were connected and the intensity of his rapture pushed me over the edge too. Instead of feeling relief, I was suddenly so horny I couldn’t stand it.

“Fuck me already,” I gasped, and that is just what he did. He rolled me onto my back, spread my legs, and slowly assumed my favorite position. The anticipation was killing me!

“Ready?” he teased.

“Yes! Yes! For God’s sake, yes!” I gasped.

The feeling of him sliding slowly inside me was pure bliss. I arched my hips to make sure I took every part of him as he pushed hard to give me everything he had. I moaned in pure joy and clung to his muscular back as he slowly pulled out, then gave it all to me again.

What followed was a thorough dicking as he pounded the stress and worry out of me. He took care of the stress from the front, then rolled me over and pounded out my worries from the back. Then he rolled me on my side and did this whole one leg up, one leg down sort of thing. I felt like I was in a fancy porn movie, but I didn’t care as I was finally getting to spend some quality time with my boyfriend.

He came—I came—then we both came together. Afterwards, we took a break and got up, got some water, and laid down to cuddle a bit more. Somehow things heated up again, and he buttered my biscuit one more time. When we settled down this time, I felt at peace. My supernatural body was fully relaxed and ready to snuggle. I laid my head on his chest, and he wrapped his powerful arms around me. I could hear his steady heartbeat as I rose and fell with his breathing. Best of all, his musty scent hung in the air, and every breath said he was mine.

“We need to go back soon,” Tyler finally murmured. “It’s not fair to leave Sandy and John to take care of Annabeth on their own.”

“I know,” I replied softly. I thought I’d be sleepy, but I wasn’t. I was relaxed and tranquil, but I wasn’t ready to call it a night yet.

“There is one thing I’ve wanted to ask you,” I said finally.

Tyler was pretty relaxed too, so he just gave me a squeeze to let me know it was okay to keep going.

“I love having you here with me,” I said. “This has already been a crazy adventure, and it’s only going to get even more exciting. I just wanted to know, though, is it safe for you to be outside of the House?”

I waited, but Tyler didn’t say anything.

“When Sandy and I were talking to the Grand Matron at the Gathering, she said it was dangerous for you to be around regular mages. If they ever found out who you were, they would hunt you down and kill you. Or they would try to capture you for what you could do.”

“She’s not wrong,” Tyler agreed. I waited to see if he would say more, but he stayed silent. Finally, I kept going.

“Plus, there’s the mysterious organization you escaped from. Won’t they still be looking for you?”

Tyler gave a long sigh.

“You’re right that I’m at a higher level of danger when I’m outside the House. That’s true for all of us. I’ve asked myself the same question—why did I come with you? I guess it comes down to a few reasons. The main one is that I wanted to be here to watch your back.”

He paused thoughtfully.

“Sandy is the leader of our group, and she’s seen a lot of battles before. So it’s not like she’s a spring chicken when it comes to the supernatural world. However, she hasn’t really seen the nasty side of being a young mage. She hasn’t been preyed on like I have, and as a result, she still trusts people and believes in them.

“That’s a wonderful quality to have in a leader, but it opens her up to being hustled and cheated. I know you’ve been through a lot too, but you still haven’t seen the depths of depravity to which mages will go to get what they want.

“So I’m mainly here to watch out for danger—the kind that I think only I will recognize. Sandy can organize and lead us. You and Annabeth need to have your heads in the tournament. John and I have talked about this, and both of us are watching and supporting. If someone seriously threatens us, we’ll be there.”

He fell silent again, and I gave him a squeeze. I loved that he was watching out for me. I felt safer knowing he was here.

“Thank you,” I said sincerely. Then we snuggled for a moment in easy silence.

“So, what was your other reason for coming?” I asked.

“That one’s much more selfish,” he laughed. “I guess I just wanted to test myself and see how I would do in the real world now that I'm much older. Would anyone recognize what I was? Would anyone recognize who I was? This tournament isn’t very long, and it’s only for younger mages, so it’s an ideal event to experiment with.”

“It looks like it’s working so far,” I said.

“Yes,” he agreed. “I’m very happy with how it’s going. It’s been many years since I entered the House, and I hadn’t realized just how much I’d grown. When I arrived, my magic used to pull at everyone. If a mage passed by, they would feel the touch of what I could do and know immediately I was an incubus.

“Now, I have so much more control. Other than that slip up in the hallway, I don’t think anyone has given me a second glance. In some ways, this whole concept of Paths has been a real boon. It used to be that mages all felt similar, so I stood out. Now, I’ve felt all kinds of flavors of magic—including nature paths, animal paths, earth, wind, fire, water, and flavors that I have no clue what they could be.

“Most mages love sex, of course, so I’ve also felt lots of Paths that try to mimic what I can do as an incubus. As it stands right now, even if a mage felt my touch, they would probably just think I was a master of some sort of sex path.”

“So you’re like a water elemental hiding in the rain,” I said.

“Exactly!” Tyler agreed.

“Well, that makes me feel a lot better,” I said happily. We snuggled together for a moment in silence.

“What about this organization you escaped from?” I finally asked. “Won’t they be looking for you?”

He didn’t say anything, so I kept going.

“I know the supernatural world is built on magic, but the mundane world has gotten really good with technology, and a lot of that has to do with surveillance and finding people. There are cameras everywhere these days. If they have a lot of money and resources, I bet they could use an AI to scan billions of images to find the people that are of interest to them.”

“You’re right,” Tyler agreed. “I see the news too, and I know what’s possible.”

He gave a long sigh.

“That’s why I changed the way I look,” he said. Then he gave me an anxious squeeze. He seemed nervous.

“Really?” I asked. “You can do that?”

“Yes,” he replied. “It took me years to figure it out and almost as long to actually make the changes stick. It isn’t something simple I can do overnight.”

“So you’re not a shape changer?” I asked lightly. Tyler was nervous about this for some reason.

“Not like you see in the movies,” he laughed. “I’m no Mystique, although it would be really neat to have her powers.”

“So, what did you used to look like?” I asked.

“Well…” he paused for a long time. “I used to be shorter and much paler. I had blue eyes, light brown hair, and enormous feet.”

“What??” I exclaimed. I propped myself up on my elbow and took a good look at him.

“My eyes were closer together,” he continued. “My chin stuck out too far, and my nose was too big.”

“What??” I exclaimed again.

I couldn’t imagine it. Tyler was just—Tyler—to me. I loved his warm chocolate eyes, his mocha tan, and the way he was slightly taller than me.

“That’s just crazy,” I said. Then I kissed him. He still seemed nervous for some reason. “How did you manage to change all this?” I gestured at his magnificent body.

“I sort of did it in the same way that Annabeth remade her home,” he explained. “I took bits and pieces of people I admired and incorporated them into my look.”

“That makes sense,” I said, “but how did you actually do it?”

“It’s a long process,” he said. “The overall secret is that you have to absolutely see and feel yourself to be a new person. You have to think it, feel it, believe it. Every moment of every day.

“I’d figured out how to heal really quickly, so I used that to my advantage. I convinced myself the old features were the damaged ones and the new features were the ones I needed to heal.

“I started out small, of course, and gradually made bigger and bigger alterations. Once I had everything the way I wanted, I still spent years affirming to myself that this was my final form.”

“So, it was sort of like having braces,” I said. Tyler gave me a questioning look. “They take something that is solid and immovable, like teeth, and gradually straighten them over time. Once all the teeth are lined up, it still takes a lot of support to make sure they don't move again.”

“Oh. Now I see what you mean,” Tyler said. “It’s exactly like that. Only over your whole body.”

We got quiet again.

“Are you upset?” he asked.

“No!” I exclaimed, surprised. “Why on Earth would I be mad?”

“Well,” he said, “I wasn’t born like this. If you could see me at my Waker Moment, I looked very different from what I do now. I was afraid you’d think that I was trying to deceive you—or something like that.”

“What? No!” I exclaimed again. “I don’t think that at all. People change their appearances all the time.”

I paused thoughtfully.

“You haven’t changed as much as you could either. You haven’t grown horns or fur or done any of the crazy stuff we’ve seen the older mages in the hallways do. Plus, it makes perfect sense why you would modify your looks. You are trying to hide after all.”

I snuggled back down again, and Tyler held me tight. He seemed a lot more relaxed now.

“I have a question, though,” I said, finally. “Do you feel different now?”

He nodded. “I feel like I’ve had three different lives. I had my mundane life, which was all about growing up and being normal. Then there was the first part of my supernatural life, where I was at the mercy of everyone else. When I escaped and changed my body, I realized this was a good time to change everything about myself. It was time to be reborn—to start fresh.

“I changed my name, my appearance, and my entire attitude. In my second life, I was driven, selfish, and ruthless. I had to be to survive. I don’t think you would have liked me at all back then.”

“Maybe,” I replied. “But maybe not. I know what it’s like to try to survive, so who knows. Maybe we would have hit it off and tried to survive together.”

“Maybe,” Tyler shrugged, but he didn’t sound convinced.

“Either way, I really like this person you’ve become,” I said. “It seems like we all go through different stages in life, and I very much enjoy being with this version of Tyler.”

“This version enjoys being with you too,” Tyler replied and gave me a big squeeze. “Now, if you’re ready, we need to get back and join the others.”

“I’m ready,” I replied, and gave him a long kiss before getting to my feet.

I visited my Freshness Fountain and ordered up a full body refresh (vanilla bean scent this time) before letting my Super Suit snap back into position. It was still in the form from this morning, so I changed it into a pair of blue and green plaid pajamas. Then, just for fun, I added little squares that said ‘I (heart) Tyler.’

They were adorable.

Tyler just laughed and did his magic clothing thing too. He transformed into matching PJ’s, except his said ‘I (heart) Jason.’

My gay heart gave a happy squee. My boyfriend was so awesome.

When we got back to the living room, everyone was already sleeping. We snuggled in with the cats, and it wasn’t long before we were asleep too.

I woke up in the middle of the night and felt something was amiss. Annabeth was lying there quietly, but I could feel through our connection that she was awake and freaking out. I wiggled out of our makeshift bed and crawled into hers.

I wrapped my arms around her, and the tears finally flowed. She bawled into my chest as quietly as possible, while I made soothing noises and gave her sympathetic pats. Clearly, the feel-good mushrooms had run their course, and now she was feeling the full effect of losing her vision.

“I know what it’s like to be blind,” I said as her tears ran out. “It feels like the whole world is closing in on you.”

“I didn’t think it would be this bad,” she said. “I feel like I’m stuck in a cave and I can’t get out. I never thought of myself as claustrophobic, but this is just awful. Plus, we have the tournament tomorrow. How am I going to survive that?”

“We will figure it out,” I replied soothingly. “We aren’t out of the tournament yet.”

It was interesting being on the other side of an emotional conversation, especially since it had been me feeling lost and discouraged only a few hours ago. I channeled Tyler and just listened and sympathized. I didn’t try to come up with a plan or fix the problem. At least, not yet. For now, she needed to get all her emotions out.

We whispered as quietly as possible to let everyone else sleep, and eventually, Annabeth got all the emotional gunk out of her system.

“Thank you for listening, Jason,” Annabeth said tiredly. “You really are a wonderful friend. I couldn’t imagine trying to do this with anyone else.”

“You’re very welcome,” I replied. “Tyler listened to me have a melt down only a few hours ago, so I can completely sympathize with how you feel. I’m glad you’re my best friend, too. You’ve made this whole supernatural experience so much easier to handle. I love you very much, and I know we are going to get through this together.”

I gave her a warm squeeze and waited for her to respond. When I got nothing back, I checked and she had already fallen asleep. That was okay, as sleep was probably the best medicine right now. I stayed there for a while longer to make sure she wouldn’t wake up again and then went back to Tyler.

I curled up with him and was ready to drift off myself, but Bermuda decided he needed some affection from his favorite supernatural. I gave him belly rubs, a facial, and more than a few kisses. He loved it and purred so loudly I thought we might wake everyone. We received a glare from Mr. Tubbles, but finally he came over and got some lovin’ himself.

Eventually, our two furry companions settled down again, and I let my eyes close. My last thought was that today had gone nothing like I had thought it would. At least my life wasn’t boring.

I awoke the next morning to the sound of rain lashing against the windows. The sky was gray and stormy, and it looked bleak and nasty outside. Hopefully, that wasn’t an omen for how the day was going to go.

It seemed like everyone woke up with their game faces on, and the morning mood felt serious. Annabeth, who was our usual ray of sunshine, was quiet and seemed to be trying hard to keep it together.

Because of the mood, we all got showered, dressed, and ready to go really quickly. Annabeth skipped the shower for obvious reasons and just used her freshness charm. Getting dressed for the two of us was really simple now, and I set our Super Suits to black with a dark gray pattern. Once Annabeth had her vision back, we’d figure out a better team look.

“Before we leave, I think this would be a good time to practice how we’re going to get around in the tournament,” Annabeth spoke up.

“That sounds good,” I replied. “What did you have in mind?”

I’d already thought about this and had been trying to come up with a workable solution myself. Without a visual orientation, there was no way Annabeth could run, or even walk quickly. Holding onto me would help, but I’d probably be fighting at least part of the time and that would leave her stranded. Her echolocation was helpful, but she’d been using it a lot this morning and it seemed like she still had to move slowly and cautiously.

“I was hoping that you could carry me piggyback,” she said. “I thought that we could use the magic rope from Indifies to create a harness so my weight was better distributed across your shoulders and around your waist. Sort of like I was a big backpack.”

“That’s a great idea!” I said enthusiastically. “Let’s give it a shot.”

I was relieved that we were getting beyond the emotional impact of her temporary blindness and into the problem-solving phase. That’s where I felt the most comfortable.

We tried just doing a regular piggyback first, and I was surprised at how good it felt. Annabeth didn’t seem that heavy at all. I was definitely strong enough to carry her around.

Making the harness with the magic rope was a lot more complicated than we’d first thought. Apparently, there is a lot of skill and technology that goes into making backpacks. We tried a few configurations, but nothing worked. Even John, who I would have thought would have had the most old-world-carry-stuff-around experience of any of us, couldn't come up with something that was comfortable and stable.

Annabeth finally solved the problem by communicating to the rope what she wanted and letting it do its own thing. It grew until it had doubled its length and then snaked around my body and hers. It used knots I’d never seen before, and when it was done, the setup was perfect.

Annabeth still had her legs wrapped around my waist, but her arms were now free to shoot spells or defend herself. Her weight was distributed nicely across my shoulders and waist, and it really felt like she was a backpack.

We went out into the hallway to see how it felt when we were actually moving and found it worked rather well. My center of gravity differed from where it usually was, but I quickly got used to it.

“Let's kick this into high gear,” Annabeth said and gave me a swat on the butt. “Giddy-up!”

I laughed and threw my hands up like a horse rearing back. Then I gave a neigh that sounded more like a goat and took off running. It felt wonderful to laugh and let loose.

We were on the tenth floor in the residential section of the Palace, so there was almost nobody in the hallway. That meant I could cut loose and really run at top speed. Annabeth whooped at the joy of it all and threw her hands in the air. The wind whipped through my hair, and I started punching the air as I ran. Suddenly, the tournament felt doable. This was so different from my previous image of trying to sneak about and keep Annabeth safe.

I wanted to see how it felt to fight, so I stopped running and began pigeon-stepping while blocking and attacking. With the new rope harness, it certainly felt possible. I quickly realized I needed to be careful how I dodged, as it might get me out of danger but put Annabeth in the path of getting hit. While we were joined like this, I needed for blocking to be my first option.

Annabeth fired up two shillelaghs and assisted me by whacking my imaginary foes. She whacked me a few times too, but we quickly learned how to work together. She didn’t summon Ms. Sword, as I didn’t want her to accidentally cut off my arm. That wouldn’t be good at all.

Annabeth also fired up her shield charm, and I was surprised to find it covered both of us. I guess it thought we were some sort of weird four-armed, two-headed person. I wondered if I could do the same for her.

‘Red,’ I called, ‘can you cover Annabeth with your Hex Network as well?’

‘Of course!’ he replied with his usual enthusiasm. ‘It will only work while you’re touching, as it needs your magic as a power source. But as long as you are connected like this, it shouldn’t be a problem.’

‘Excellent! Thank you,’ I said and let him get to work. That made me feel much better, as Red and all his fellow hexagons were a powerful shield. They could spread both hostile magic and blunt force across their surface, which allowed me to absorb powerful attacks. Annabeth’s shield charm was a good defense, and she powered it with her own magic which made it a lot better, but it still wasn’t at the level of what Red could offer.

“You both look competent from this perspective,” Tyler spoke up. “How is it feeling on your side?”

“It feels great to me,” Annabeth said. “I can sense how Jason’s moving with my legs, and that makes it much easier to shift my weight with him. In a strange way, it’s almost like riding a horse. I don’t know how much use I’m going to be on attacking, but if Jason gets in close, I might be able to get a few hits in. What do you think, Jason?”

“Well, last night I was a neigh-sayer,” I quipped. “But now we’ve been horsing around, I feel like I’m galloping along.”

Annabeth just groaned.

“That’s good to know,” Tyler said seriously. “And it’s also good to know your humor is coming back. I was afraid you were still reining it in.”

The pun was awful, but he deadpanned the delivery so well it was actually funny, and we all laughed.

“You know how Jason is,” John added. “He won’t stay down in the dumps furlong.”

We all groaned, and Sandy waved her hands in the air like he’d wafted a hot fart.

“Boys! Boys!” she admonished. “If you’re good enough to pun, then you’re good enough to head to breakfast.”

“Agreed,” Annabeth said. “To breakfast, my fine steed. Giddy-up!”

I chuckled and made ‘clop-clop’ sounds as we headed down the hall. “I sort of feel like I’m in a Monty Python skit,” I said loudly over my shoulder so Annabeth could hear. She just laughed. “Just as long as we don’t run across the knights that say ‘Ni!’ We don’t have time to search for a shrubbery.”

“Can you imagine the Path of Ni?” I asked. “What would that even look like?”

We continued to bat silly ideas back and forth all the way to the buffet. Both of us intentionally didn’t get serious or talk about the tournament. This was our bonding time, and in a weird way, we were supporting and encouraging each other like only best friends could.


Chapter twenty-one

Starting Round 2


Babekh—Gold Trim—was his usually amazing self and got us seated right away. The buffet was already packed, as all the lower level teams and their supporters were fueling up for the next round.

“I can’t stay long,” he said quickly, “but I wanted you to know that your interview has been well received.”

“That’s great news,” John rumbled and gave him a big smile.

“It has more views than any of Darius’ other interviews for this tournament, and the number is still climbing,” Babekh said. “The best part is that over half of the responses are positive, or at least curious.”

“That’s certainly a good start,” Sandy replied. “Maybe we’ll change a few minds about what the House is and what it can do for mages.”

Babekh left to continue his hosting duties, and we went up to get our first round of food. That’s when we had our second breakthrough of the morning.

It didn’t start out well, as I needed to describe what was available to Annabeth and she began to realize how difficult some of the food would be to eat. She got back in touch with how limited she was, and I could feel all the bad emotions returning. I wasn’t about to let our spirits drop, though, and that’s when I had an idea.

‘Can I send an image to Annabeth?’ I asked my Bank Crystal.

‘Of course,’ it replied. ‘You can actually do more than that. You can send entire concepts if you need.’

‘I can?’ I was surprised. ‘Do you mean I can convey concepts and feelings like I do when I’m talking with my Marks?’

‘Yes,’ it replied happily. ‘The depth of the message and what can be communicated expands with a mage’s attunement with their Bank Stamp. Since we are fully attuned to each other, I can send whatever you would like. Just keep in mind that the longer the message and the more complex the concept, the higher the cost to send it.’

‘How many pearls are we talking about?’ I asked. ‘I was hoping to send images and battle ideas to Annabeth so she’d know what we were facing. That won’t work if I’m wasting a bunch of pearls every time.’

‘Oh no, young master.’ I felt a hint of amusement from my Bank Crystal. ‘The cost of that type of message would only be a few millipearls. The distance the message needs to travel would be small, and I doubt the message would be very complex. A few emotions and images are not hard to send at all. Depending on how many messages you send, it might only cost a few pearls for a whole round of the tournament.’

‘Good,’ I replied. ‘Let’s give it a shot with this buffet, and you can keep me posted with how much each message costs.’

“Jason?” Annabeth was poking me. “Earth to Jason.”

“I’m here,” I said. “I was just finding out what it would take to send you a message to your Bank Stamp. Hang on a sec.”

She stopped poking me, and I stepped back to get a view of the food at this station.

‘Okay,’ I told my Bank Crystal. ‘I’m ready to send a message. How do I do it?’

‘It’s actually very simple,’ it said. ‘Just concentrate on what you want to send, then push it towards me. I’ll take it from there.’

That didn’t sound too difficult. I concentrated on the food at the station, gathering the sight, the smells, and all the impressions from my magical senses and pushed it to my Bank Crystal.

‘I got it and the message is sent,’ my Bank Crystal said. ‘You packed quite a bit of information in there with your magic sight, so the cost was higher than I expected. It’s still not a lot, though, at ninety-seven millipearls.’

‘Thank you very much,’ I said to my Bank Crystal. That was more than I expected, at about ten images a pearl, but it was still well within what I could afford.

“Ohhh! I just got a message,” Annabeth said excitedly. “Now I just have to figure out how to open it.”

I waited for a minute as she stared off into space. I was about to ask my Crystal if there was some way to help her, when suddenly she nodded.

“I got it,” she said happily. Then she gasped.

“Jason, is this how you see things?” she asked.

“I think so,” I replied. “I had my Bank Crystal send the message, so I don't know exactly what you received, but I tried to put everything I sensed in there.”

“My goodness,” she breathed. “The level of detail is staggering. I can actually see inside the food!” She paused. “Actually, I can taste it! Jason, this is crazy.”

“My magic sight is pretty powerful,” I said. “That's why it took me a while to learn how to use it properly. I had to get used to focusing on the general picture and ignoring everything else. Otherwise it becomes too overwhelming.”

“No kidding,” she said. “You'd talked about this before, but it all makes sense now. I'm having to do some filtering myself. Hang on.”

It took her a bit longer, but Annabeth quickly learned how to process my message, and she let me know what she wanted from the display.

We moved on to the next food station and did it again. This time, though, I didn't hyper focus on sending everything I sensed. Annabeth found it easier to handle, and the message cost went down to thirty-nine millipearls.

I got her food, dropped her off at the table, and went back for a few plates of my own. When I got back to the table, I sent Annabeth images of her plate as she ate, and that helped her a lot with figuring out what she was eating and what she had left. For simple messages like that, I was able to get the cost down to twelve millipearls.

Being able to see anything, even if it was through a message, was a huge relief for Annabeth. She kept asking for more images and then feeling bad about asking all the time. I didn’t want her feeling that way, so I told my Bank Crystal to send her what I was seeing every five minutes. This was in addition to whatever specific messages I sent.

This seemed to work well as Annabeth could finally relax and know a new image containing the world around her would arrive soon. It was good practice too, as I got much better at sending simpler messages and she got better at receiving them. By the time we went up for our second round of food, we were both a lot more confident and the trip went smoothly.

Even the whole piggyback/Annabeth-as-a-backpack was easier. Annabeth hopped up on my back and wrapped her legs around me as the rope tied us snugly together. When we returned to the table, the rope returned to its normal length and coiled around Annabeth’s waist. Easy-peasy.

“Hey, Tock,” Tyler said. “What have you heard about the next quest?”

Tock flew out to the center of the table so he could address everyone.

“The high level apparitions seem to think this quest will be underground,” he stated. “They also think this will be a monster quest.”

“So the goal is to find and kill a monster?” Tyler asked. “That will have to be one tough beast.”

“Oh, no,” Tock waved his hands like he was trying to erase what Tyler’d said. “The goal is to find and kill as many monsters as you can. I guess the quest type should be called monsters quest, but that doesn’t exactly roll off the tongue.”

Tyler nodded like that made a lot more sense as Tock continued.

“You’ll get points for each monster you vanquish, and the points will scale depending on how difficult the monster is to fight. Since there are too many teams still left in the tournament, they are going to expand the time for the quest from eight hours to twelve. That will give the teams more time to go deeper underground and fight the tougher monsters.”

“This is going to last for a half day?” John chimed in. “Jason, you better take some food with you. I’d suggest we make a bunch of sandwiches, as that will give you both carbs and protein as well as being easy to eat on the go.”

We all agreed that would be a good idea, and Sandy and John left the table to get the supplies. They returned with all the fixings, and we made sandwiches while we continued to talk strategy.

“How is central command handling the player versus player aspect of the challenge?” Tyler asked.

“We are speculating that the points for knocking out other players will go up,” Tock replied. “We don’t think it can go up too much or everyone will just ignore the monsters and fight each other. While that would be exciting in its own way, the apparitions are pretty sure the point of this quest is to fight monsters. Of course, we could be completely wrong. This is all guesswork, after all.”

We talked a bit more, but Tock had nothing new to offer. Once the sandwiches were done, I put them one at a time on my hand, and Penny whisked them away to the Throne Room. She was so organized—placing each one in its own little container and stacking them neatly on a shelf.

We thanked Gold Trim, generously tipped our waiter, and headed out. We were running a bit later than the last quest, and we had to wait a little longer as Miss Mountain wasn’t available. When she came back from escorting another team, she seemed both happy to see us and surprised by our new piggyback style. We told her about Annabeth losing her vision, and she nodded sagely.

“Good!” she declared. “Survive. Thrive. Adapt.”

Despite being a woman of few words, she managed to be extremely supportive. The rest of our crew got a firm nod of welcome except for Tyler. He got a nod and a wink. Clearly the offer to spend some quality time in her bedroom was still on the table.

“Like the executioner said, it’s time to head off,” she announced.

John gave her an appreciative nod in honor of her pun as she turned and led us away. Once again, we went through the enormous doors into the luxury area reserved for the premier teams. We were definitely running late, as the first teams were already streaming into the arena. She led us through the fancy waiting rooms into the service corridor.

Last time, we’d gotten nasty looks and dark murmurs, and I thought we’d get more of the same. However, everyone was focused on the line as it started to move, and only a few teams paid any attention to us.

As we got close to the end, we passed the guy who’d been in front of us last time as a team of one. It looked like he was still in the tournament and had moved up a bit.

Once again, we were at the very back of the line. I wanted to ask how the queue was organized this time. Maybe by points? But Miss Mountain seemed to be in a hurry.

“Play hard. Play smart.” Miss Mountain spoke in her usual deadpan voice, but her eyes conveyed confidence and encouragement. “See you next round.”

Annabeth and I bowed together since I was wearing her like a backpack. I’m sure we looked humorous, and Miss Mountain seemed amused as she turned and headed back towards the entrance.

“I haven’t heard from Bermuda,” Annabeth said suddenly. “Is he with us?”

I knew where he was, but I checked my Throne Room anyway.

“Yep,” I replied. “He’s napping and gathering his strength for later.”

“That sounds like a wise thing to do,” Annabeth laughed.

I sent a mental tickle to Bermuda to see if he wanted to come out and play for a few minutes. He yawned, stretched, and then hopped out and started exploring the hallway. The movement in the line reached us sooner than expected, and Bermuda tapped my leg to show that he wanted to be carried.

“I think I’m more of a mule than a horse,” I grumbled, but it was all in good fun. I’m sure I looked interesting, though, with a person on my back and a cat in my arms.

The line moved quickly, and it wasn’t long before we left the service hallway and entered the fancy team rooms again. I could hear the music swelling, and the powerful beat created little bubbles of excitement inside me.

We may not have been at our best, but we could do this!

We followed the line onto the arena floor, and this time there weren't any big opening ceremonies with floats and introductions. Instead, two portals were already lit up, and the teams were streaming through.

Bermuda decided he didn’t want to be carried in my arms anymore. Instead, he wanted to sit in his back pouch and watch all the sights as they came at him. The only problem was that Annabeth was already there. That didn’t deter him in the slightest as he climbed up my shoulders and wriggled down into the tiny bit of space between my back and Annabeth. I would have sworn there wasn’t enough room, but he used the magic that all cats seem to have to make it happen. After he got settled, he looked very satisfied as only a cat can. Annabeth gave him a kiss, and she looked fairly happy too. She was using her echolocation to ‘look’ around, and I decreased the interval between images to every minute.

I was the mule in this trio, but I was happy they were both happy. The adventure was almost here, and we were starting in much better spirits than I’d thought possible after last night.

The line snaked around the floor of the arena, but we were moving pretty quickly now. I looked for my crew up in the seats, but the crowd was just too big. The music was excellent, however, and I found myself dancing to the beat. It wasn’t much, as I was still getting used to the extra weight of carrying everyone, but it still felt fun to get my groove on.

The line got shorter, and soon a portal was right in front of me. I stepped through, expecting to see some sort of cave or underground staging area. Instead, we arrived on the side of a mountain on the same staging area as the first quest.

“Annabeth!” I heard a joyful shout and saw Ank Jr. racing towards us. It seemed like he'd been waiting over at the second portal.

“Jason, Annabeth, it’s wonderful to see you both again.” Papa Ank had been waiting at our portal, and he quickly pulled us both aside.

“I’ve been thinking about both of you and hoping you were still in the tournament,” he said warmly. “I know time is short, so you can tell us your story while we’re on our way. Follow me.”

He led us towards the back of the staging area where the mountain’s natural terrain began. This time, instead of leading us to the right towards the city, he went left. Ank Jr. quickly caught up, and I almost tipped over when he gave a flying leap to give Annabeth a hug. Clearly, she was still his favorite.

“Ank! Behave!” Papa Ank admonished, but Ank Jr. just laughed and then held Annabeth’s hand as he settled down and walked beside us.

“Why are you riding on Jason’s back?” Ank Jr. asked Annabeth.

“I can’t see at the moment,” she explained and then launched into the story of how we had completed our first quest, landed in last place, and tried to improve her sight. While she did that, I looked around to see what all the rest of the teams were doing.

They were streaming down the mountain towards the village and then taking a road away from the city. The air was clear and the sun was bright, so I could see for what seemed like miles. The road followed the base of the mountain for a couple miles before it started winding back up the slope towards an entrance.

The entryway into the mountain was a lot more ornate than I thought it would be. It had two colossal statues of wise looking warriors standing guard on either side, and there were lots of Celtic knots worked into the stone. I’m sure they weren’t really Celtic knots—we were a long way from Ireland—but that was the only reference I had for what I was seeing. It wasn’t at the level of Lord of the Rings—think Peter Jackson on a budget—but it still looked like a neat fantasy setting.

“Is that where we’re going?” I asked when Annabeth finished catching them up.

“Not exactly,” Papa Ank replied. “That’s the main entrance to the underground. It’s where the guards are located, and once you’re inside, there are shops to get food, supplies, and maps. The prices are jacked up, though, and the maps aren’t worth the parchment they’re drawn on. I know the gateway looks impressive, but you’re much better skipping the whole thing and saving your pearls.”

“So where are we headed?” Annabeth asked.

“We’re going to my entrance,” Ank Jr. said proudly. “Well, I think it’s an entrance. I went searching last night and found it. You can tell it goes somewhere because it has an echo.” He was so excited he hopped up and down as we walked. “It’s through a crack and down a hole, but you guys have a rope, so it shouldn’t be a problem. I showed it to Papa this morning, and he almost got stuck. You guys shouldn’t have a problem, though. You’re pretty skinny—even for old people.”

“Why, thank you!” Annabeth beamed. “I haven’t been called skinny in a very long time.”

I gave her leg a pat to congratulate her on being called skinny, but I was slightly offended at being called old. I would have said something, but I was concentrating on where I was placing my feet. Any semblance to a path had disappeared, and now we were winding through the rocks and scrub. It wasn’t easy, especially since I was top heavy, but I was able to keep up with Ank’s quick pace.

The footwear on my new Super Suit was doing fantastic. My Bank Crystal had taken care of switching it to mountain wear, and the boots felt comfortable and secure. This trip was already so much better than our last trek when I’d been wearing sneakers.

“Ank’s entrance is a bit of a gamble,” Papa Ank admitted as he got us back on track. “We haven’t explored it, so we don’t know for sure that it comes out in a safe place or how it connects to the main cave system. I think it’s a good risk, though, as this mountain is riddled with tunnels, and they all seem to connect in some way. If you'd rather not chance it, there is a bigger entrance, but it’s much closer to the main one. We’ll still save some time on travel, but not a lot. Plus, you’ll be much closer to all the other adventurers, and the lead teams will have already taken out the easy monsters. Your chance of meeting a premier team or a tough monster and getting wiped out will be much higher.”

“It sounds like you’ve really thought about this,” Annabeth said. “I have been concerned with how we’re going to deal with the other teams.”

“Me too,” I agreed. “I’ve been afraid some of the better groups will team up and ambush all the teams at the back of the line. We have to be worth at least as many points as a monster. Especially since Central Command is trying to narrow down the number of teams left in the tournament.”

“I wouldn’t know about that,” Papa Ank said, shaking his head. “I can give you the welcome packet for this quest, however. It’s pretty big, and it might have what you’re looking for in there.”

He stopped and tapped Stamps with both of us before continuing on. I was still concentrating on walking, so I asked my Bank Crystal for a quick summary.

‘It seems like the overall goal for this quest is to kill red-eyed creatures. There’s a lot of story in this packet explaining why, but condensing it down, it seems like some of the native underground creatures are going rabid. They don’t actually use that word, but the idea is the same, and it’s something you’ll understand. It seems like this mad monster disease has been around a long time, but it’s only just now getting out of control. It has upset the natural balance of life in the underground, and the King is concerned that rabid creatures will escape above ground and spread the disease up here as well.’

Annabeth had asked Papa Ank about the packet, and now he was giving her a summary as well. I tried to listen to both conversations, but it was too much, and instead, I just focused on my Bank Crystal. It seemed to summarize the information better.

‘In addition to the background for the quest, the packet also lists the points they’ve assigned to all the monsters we might run into. The list is extensive and runs all the way from a tenth of a point for large insects all the way up to hundreds of points for some particularly dangerous creatures.’

‘That’s good to know,’ I replied. ‘We are probably looking for something in the middle of the range. Crushing a bunch of low-point insects sounds nasty, and high-level monsters have a good chance of injuring us. Depending on what we run into underground, we may not have much of a choice, but keep me posted on potential points as we move along.’

‘Of course,’ my Bank Crystal said smoothly. ‘I’d also like to point out that there is an entire section that isn’t related to creatures. Instead, it looks like we can gain points by gathering rare plants or minerals. I think this could be worth our time, as some of these things give even more points than monsters.’

It started sharing images with me at high speed. There were all the usual things like precious gems and types of ore, but it also included stuff like glowing blue mushrooms, seaweed that waved gently in the air, and all different colors of crystals.

“Did you get that?” Annabeth asked me, tapping me lightly on my head.

“No, sorry,” I replied. “I was reviewing the packet myself. What did I miss?”

“We found out that adventurers are worth as much as ten low-level monsters, so we need to watch out.”

“That’s good to know,” I replied. “We were already planning on being careful. On the other hand, it could be an opportunity. We took out a couple teams before. Maybe we’ll have a chance to do it again.”

“Maybe,” Annabeth agreed, but she didn’t sound enthusiastic. “That reminds me, Mr. Ank, what do we owe you for your help today? I appreciate you getting us on our way immediately, but I know you don’t work for free.”

“You don’t owe me nothing,” Papa Ank said firmly. “I’m actually ashamed I charged you during the last round. It’s just that the healing was so unexpected I didn’t have time to process it yet.”

He stopped and turned around. His eyes were filled with gratitude, and I think he was going to hug me until he remembered I still had Annabeth and Bermuda on my back. Instead, he gave me a deep reverent bow and motioned for Ank Jr. to do the same.

“You have transformed my life,” he said. “Well, both of our lives. You did much more than fix my leg, although I’m grateful for that, too. Somehow, you fixed all of me. My foundation. My meridians. My nodes. Everything!”

He paused, and for a moment I thought he might cry. “I had given up on my magical journey. I was just trying to hang on to what I had left, as I’d already lost so much. I told myself I could still provide for my wife—my family—and we’d get by. We were happy together, and at least my kids would see me making the best of a bad situation. Life isn’t all roses and sunshine after all.

“Now, however, everything has changed. You’ve changed it. My decline has stopped. Instead, I’m actually gathering magic for the first time. I’m cultivating again! I breathed and meditated this morning. I pulled power into my center. Enough that I’m still harvesting it as we speak!”

He bowed again as Ank Jr. jumped with happiness and too much youthful energy.

“I feel whole again, and on top of all that, you did the same thing for my son. He’s at the beginning of his journey, and he hasn’t put in the years of work needed to push his boundaries and ascend. So he will probably never understand the head start you’ve given him.”

He paused again.

“But I know.”

He bowed deeply.

“I know,” he repeated, touching his heart. “And taking care of my son was one of the greatest treasures you could ever give me. So there will be no more talk of payment on this round or any other round.”

“You are more than welcome,” I replied and bowed back.

It was a shallow bow, as anything more and I’d tip over. But it was sincere, and he seemed to accept it as such. I wasn’t sure what to say, as I was feeling a little embarrassed. Fortunately, he made a flat motion in the air to emphasize that any talk of payment was finished. Then he spun around, and we quickly continued.

Ank Jr. wanted to hear the “Good King Wenceslas” song again, so Annabeth sang a couple verses for him. That led to “Jingle Bells,” followed by “Frosty the Snowman”. I joined in where I could and had a wonderful time being the wailer to Annabeth’s melody. Our voices sailed across the mountainside and probably scared the crap out of the wildlife.

We didn’t see any furry critters as we continued, and the mountain changed from mostly flat scrub and boulders to a steeper, rockier terrain. Sticking with the Christmas theme, we were onto “All I Want For Christmas Is You” by Mariah Carey when I saw where we were going. There was a long, wide slit in the mountainside that was easy to spot, as there wasn’t any brush around the entrance. It sort of looked like a giant had stuck his sword into the rock and wiggled it around a bit.

I looked back to where we’d started and then towards the official entrance to the underground. The gash in the rocks was only about a quarter the distance all the other teams had to travel. If we were lucky and this led to the red-eyed monsters and lots of points, then we’d get a huge head start.

“I’ll go first,” I said when we arrived. The magic rope released its sling, and Annabeth and Bermuda hopped off my back. “Ank, will you stay with Annabeth?”

“Of course!” Ank Jr. held her hand and actually stood still for a moment. Then he started swinging his arms, and Annabeth laughed and started swinging with him. Ank Jr. was always on the move, and he was so playful it was hard not to join in.

I was happy he was here to keep Annabeth occupied. I’d continued to send Annabeth image messages so she wouldn’t feel disoriented. Now, though, we were going to part ways, and I didn’t want her to just stand there in a dark world feeling lost and alone.

“Come this way,” Papa Ank said, and I gathered the rope and followed him into the cave. It narrowed quickly, and soon there was only room for us to walk single file. I went first, and the walls closed in even more—enough that I had to turn sideways. That's when the floor dropped and the hole started.

“Tie one end of the rope around your waist,” Papa Ank instructed. “I’ll tie the other end around mine. Like I said, we don’t know where this hole ends, so I’ll lower you down cautiously and we’ll see how it goes. If we run out of rope before you reach the bottom, I’ll pull you back up so we can discuss what we want to do then.”

“That sounds good,” I replied.

Annabeth could have made the rope loop and tie itself, but I didn’t have that sort of connection with the magical artifact. I could tell it had power, but I couldn’t command it like she could. So I did it the old-fashioned way and started tying the rope around my waist. I was surprised to feel my hands shaking. Actually, I was shaking.

“Give me a moment,” I requested.

Papa Ank nodded and stepped back. I pressed my hands against the cool stone and took several deep breaths. Being underground again and in such a tight place was getting to me. Now I was getting ready to go into a dark hole in the ground. The earth would be all around me. I was getting ready to be buried alive.

Just like in Karl’s lair where I’d been buried in stone.

The walls moved in closer, and the stone pressed down on me. I felt the mountain give an evil chuckle as the mouth of the cave closed. In moments, it would chew me up and swallow me whole. I’d slide down its throat into oblivion and never be heard from again.

‘Stop!’ I commanded myself angrily. ‘Just stop!’

I took more deep breaths and grabbed a hold of my imagination.

‘There is no need to panic. This is not Karl’s cave, and I’m not going to be eaten.’

I pushed my hands against the wall in front of me, which pressed my back against the stone behind me. I grounded myself in my sense of touch. I felt the power in my body and the space I had around me. I was not helpless.

‘This space is dark, but I can see,’ I declared as I closed my eyes and let my magic sight take over. That was so much better, as I could see the wider entrance behind me and the hole in front of me. I knew exactly how wide it was and how steep it sloped downward. There was a surprising amount of room in the passage, so I would not get stuck. At least, not at the part I could see.

‘Furthermore,’ I continued my mental pep talk, ‘this mountain is your friend. You’ve sung to this mountain on your last visit, and it sang back. It’s made of stone, part of the Deep Earth, and you bear its Mark. You are part of the Deep Earth. You didn’t plan on being buried in stone before, but you made it your home. You can do it again.’

I touched my Mark of the Deep Earth and then looked again at the stone around me. It took a minute, as the Mark was still digesting the core it had eaten, but soon I felt life in the mountain rock. The minerals spoke in slow tones to their neighbors, and I saw the swirl of their colored energies.

The mountain opened up to my sight, like I was in space. I was a cosmic being, and galaxies and nebulae floated around me. I took in the beauty and finally relaxed. I wasn’t being buried alive. Instead, I was going to be traipsing through a fairytale wonderland.

Well, it wasn’t quite that perfect, but at least I wasn’t scared anymore.

“Ready?” I asked Papa Ank.

“I’m as ready as you are,” he replied cheerfully.

“Here goes,” I replied and braced myself as I stepped into the hole. For the first few feet, I relied on the rope and Papa Ank to keep me from falling. Then I realized the hole was more like a chimney, and it was the perfect size for me to brace myself with my hands and feet and ‘walk’ down it on my own.

I pushed my back against the wall behind me, anchored myself with my hands and feet on the wall in front of me to get some tension, and just started stepping down the chimney. I felt like I was in a Jackie Chan movie, and it was much nicer being in control of my descent.

“Are you doing okay?” I heard Papa Ank call. I started to reply when his words echoed back from below. According to him, an echo was a good sign. Hopefully, we weren’t doing all this for nothing.

“I’m doing good,” I called back. Then my magic sight saw the end of the tunnel. It opened up into empty space, like the hole was ending in a ceiling. I started feeling nervous again, as I had no idea what was below. It could be the top of a massive underground lake. Or it might open up into an immense cavern hundreds of feet tall. We didn’t have anywhere near enough rope for something like that.

I kept climbing down, and my magic sight continued to give me more information. I could see all around me in a twenty-foot radius, which felt like a lot of visibility at the moment. It was certainly better than natural sight, that was for sure.

I realized the ‘ceiling’ below me was rounded on two sides and open on two ends. It seemed more like a tunnel than a cavern. The lower I got, the more certain I became. I was going to come out at the top of a tunnel.

Despite how it seemed, I gave a sigh of relief when I spotted the ground. It was a tunnel, and it seemed fairly dry and safe. It definitely wasn’t natural, though. I'd seen pictures of caves, and they usually had stalactites growing from the ceiling and stalagmites growing up from the floor. This tunnel had none of that. It was mostly smooth and straight, like it had been bored out by a machine.

I hollered up to Papa Ank to let him know what I was seeing and that this entrance was probably a success. I didn’t know where the tunnel went yet, so I didn’t know if it led to the rest of the cave system and red-eyed monsters, but it was looking good so far.

I got to the end of the hole and the top of the tunnel, and I let Papa Ank know he’d have to lower me down the rest of the way on his own. He quickly signaled he was ready. I cautiously put my weight back on the rope and then released my footing on the hole.

It was a good thing I didn’t have that much farther to go, as there couldn’t be that much rope remaining. My feet went through the opening, and then my waist. To my surprise, I realized the tunnel was lit. The light was extremely dim and very green, but it was light!

Papa Ank kept lowering, and my head popped out the tunnel, and I finally laid eyes on where I was going. The tunnel was big, about fifteen feet in diameter, and there was moss, or something that looked similar to it, growing on the walls and the floor. The moss contained these round stems, like a sprinkling of flowers, that were glowing a green color. It felt like the Keebler elves had come through and planted little two-inch-long fluorescent bulbs in the moss.

It was a fantastical setting, and so far, everything appeared peaceful. I didn’t see any monsters, red-eyed or otherwise. I touched the ceiling to rotate my view, when the ceiling came alive and powerful mandibles bit down on my left arm.


Chapter twenty-two

Red Eyes


I was so surprised, I screamed like a blood-splattered teen in a horror flick. I wasn't expecting that at all, and it freaked me out. My scream must have freaked out Papa Ank too, as he reversed course and started hauling me back up through the hole.

That was the exact opposite of what I needed because the Rock Thing still had my arm in a grip that was so tight I couldn’t twist it. Now that I was being hauled up into the air, my arm and shoulder had a lot more pressure on them, and the whole thing was quite painful. If the Rock Thing jerked or if Papa Ank kept pulling, I stood a good chance of either breaking my arm or having it ripped off.

My saving grace was Red and all his little Hexagons. They were designed so they could take the force in one area and distribute it across my entire body. I’d made them when I was facing projectiles, so they worked best when facing a single incoming arrow of force. Consistent pressure like this wasn’t their forte, but it seemed like they were fairly good at that too. The flesh in my arm was getting badly bruised, but my reinforced bones were holding out and I didn’t have any cuts.

‘Let go!’ I mentally snapped at the magic rope as I Spike-punched the Rock Thing as hard as I could. To my surprise, my message got through. The rope untied the knot and uncoiled from around my waist. It disappeared up the hole as gravity took over and I fell back down again. My shoulder jerked hard as I came to an abrupt stop, but this time I was ready for it.

I thought maybe all my movement and my weight hanging from its mandibles would make the Rock Thing release me—or at least let me slip out of its grip—but that didn’t happen. Its hold on my arm stayed rock solid, and my punch didn’t seem to phase it at all.

I punched it again, but the force I could bring to bear was pitiful. I wasn’t grounded at all, and neither my punch nor my Spikes were doing a lot of damage. I was tempted to just hammer on this thing, but now the surprise of the attack had faded, I realized I needed to take a moment and think this through.

I dangled by my arm and took a second pass with my magic sight. It all still looked like rocks to me. No wonder I’d missed it on the way down. Now I knew there was something there, I could spot the creature inside. It was very long—about the length of a school bus—and very flat, with hundreds of short, powerful legs latched onto the roof of the tunnel. It had two smaller stomachs and one long one with crushed up rock digesting inside.

‘This thing is like a cross between a crab and a millipede,’ my Analytical Side noted. ‘If I had to guess, it uses its mandibles to crunch up the stone. It then digests the gravel for food and uses some of the ore it extracts to grow a defensive shell. It probably moves slowly and has few natural predators due to its solid defense.’

‘That sounds about right,’ I agreed. ‘The question is, how do I make it let go of my arm? And does it have red eyes?’

I looked yet again. This thing didn’t have any eyes at all from what I could see. It didn’t seem rabid, though. If anything, it seemed peaceful and sleepy. Other than grabbing me, it hadn’t moved at all.

On the other hand, if this thing ate rocks for a living, I didn’t want it chewing on my arm. It was time to make this Rock Thing realize I wasn’t a tasty morsel. It would also be best if it moved back down the tunnel a bit. I didn’t want it grabbing hold of Annabeth when she came down.

‘It’s Saber-Saw time!’ I told Spike and then focused on exactly what I wanted to cut. I would have preferred to cut the mandibles, but they were too close to my arm. The last thing I needed was to hack off my own limb. The Rock Thing had a thick ridge of rock protecting its head and eating area. That seemed like an excellent place to start. Hopefully, once I got rid of its defense, I could find a vulnerable spot to make it let go.

I sent encouraging thoughts to Spike and the Knuckle Crew, but privately, I was worried about cutting through stone. If this was wood, bones, or even a thin sheet of metal, I’d have felt fine. Stone, however, just seemed so freakin’ hard.

I braced myself with my left arm as best as I could and took a swipe.

Only to shriek in surprise as the Rock Thing dropped me like a hot potato and slowly started scooting backwards as fast as its multiple legs and massive bulk would allow.

‘That worked out well,’ my Analytical Side noted. ‘I think your manly scream scared it away. Either that or it was the vibrations from your new sawing technique.’

‘It was a manly shout of joy,’ I replied primly as I awkwardly landed on my feet. ‘If anything, it was a kiai like they do in Karate.’

‘Sure. We’ll go with that story,’ my Analytical Side grinned before I dismissed him and sent a message to Annabeth.

‘There was a slight problem down here,’ I sent, ‘but all is well now. Come on down whenever you’re ready.’

‘Good!’ she replied. ‘We were getting pretty worried up here. I’ll be down in a moment.’

While I waited, I rubbed my arm to help it feel better and looked around. The tunnel was quiet, and my eyes were adjusting to the tiny moss lights. Now I had a moment to take it all in, I saw there was a lot more vegetation than just moss. There were all kinds of wrinkly things that seemed like mushrooms, plants with long, leafy things like ferns, and even flowers that reminded me of dandelions.

I’d always thought of caves as cold, hard, and lifeless, but the tunnel floor was teeming with its own ecosystem. The walls of the tunnel had vegetation too, but nowhere near as much, and the ceiling was mostly rock. No wonder the Rock Thing had been grazing at the top. It would have had to work a lot harder to get to the tasty rocks at the bottom.

I was still full of energy from my encounter, so I paced up and down a bit and swung my arms around to test my shoulder. It was amazing how much better I felt already. I’d been fearful it would throw off my fighting ability, but I felt good to go.

‘As always, thank you for taking such good care of me!’ I sent to Tea and his Grove. ‘You guys are the best!’

I got back happy feelings, and it wasn’t long after when Annabeth arrived. I had to laugh when she came into view, as she looked like Glinda the Good Witch descending from the sky. The magic rope had gone all out, creating a custom seat for her to sit in as Papa Ank lowered her down the hole. It was an entrance worthy of any production of Wicked. And sitting in her lap, like a species-neutral casting of Toto, was Bermuda.

He looked comfortable and sassy, and obviously enjoyed the drama of it all. He was the perfect cherry on top of the Annabeth entrance, and I couldn’t help but gather him up and give him a warm hug when he got within reach. Then I laid down some loud, snugga-bugga kisses while Bermuda made a face like “Dad! Please! You’re embarrassing me.” I could tell he enjoyed all the attention, though.

Once Annabeth reached the ground, she called up to Papa Ank to let him know she’d arrived. He released the rope, which fell down to us. He wished us luck on our quest and said he’d stay around for a few minutes in case we needed him. I yelled up that I appreciated everything he and Ank Jr. had done for us. Meanwhile, Bermuda decided I was being too noisy and jumped out of my arms. He started sniffing around the mushroom type things as Annabeth gave me a mandatory hug and then jumped up on my back again. The rope got to work tying us together, and it wasn’t long before we were ready to begin the underground part of our adventure.

While it did that, I decided to summon at least one of all my normal soul creations. I had no idea what we were going to run into down here, and it took less effort in the middle of a battle to duplicate them than it did to summon them in the first place.

I summoned the head Granny Godmother, who gave me a big smile and a double Dustbuster salute. She would be a lifesaver if we ran into any toxic magic. Then I summoned my main flying Miner, who blinked his helmet light at me before zooming off with his rocket backpack. I didn’t have anything he needed to break up at the moment, but we were surrounded by stone, so there was a good chance he’d be useful. I summoned an Ass Blaster 2000 as well. That little guy could move a surprising amount of dirt and rocks considering his size. He gave me a happy belch and then farted his way after his buddy, the Miner.

Octa, the purple octopus, was next, and she batted her pretty eyes at me before swimming off to hang with her friend the Godmother. Bob the Basher, who was my mage shield tester, was already present. He didn’t need it, but I gave him a refill anyway, and he thumped my shoulder in appreciation.

My ten Surfer Dudes were always with me, keeping an eye out for danger, and I gave them refills as well. They gave me a loop-the-loop in the air to show they were ready and zoomed away.

The next summons was my trusty Flasher. The little firefly with a massive amount of light in his butt had saved me more than once. I briefly debated creating several flashers and letting them light up the tunnel, but Annabeth was blind and I could already see just fine using moss light. Using my Flasher as a surprise attack if we ran into mages would be a much better use of his abilities. He gave a tiny twinkle in greeting and then flew up over my head. That was a great default position, as he would probably blind anyone looking at me but he wouldn’t ruin my own eyesight.

My final soul creation was Belcher the Blowfish. It took him a moment to compress the air and get charged up, but when he was ready, he could make a lot of noise. Given the acoustics down here, the Belcher might be extra effective. He gave me a soft burp in greeting and then swam off to hang with Octa.

Summoning these creations sounded like it would have taken a while, but Penny kept a template of all my little helpers, so it was a lot easier than it used to be. One silver lining of being trapped in stone in Karl’s cave was that I’d gotten very proficient at summoning, duplicating, and refilling multiple helpers at once. Plus, my templates were at a much higher definition and much more powerful than what they used to be. Basically, I flexed my magic, and all my soul creations sprang into being and did their thing in about the same time as the magic rope took to tie Annabeth on like a comfortable backpack.

I took a moment to appreciate my accomplishments. I’d come a long way from the mage who’d struggled at summoning a punch rocket to push an elevator button.

“Where to now?” Annabeth asked aloud. I’d been wondering that myself, but before I could say anything, I heard the faint sounds of something coming towards us.

It sounded fast, like something was running, but it wasn’t any type of running sound I recognized. Annabeth stayed quiet and gripped my shoulder in support as we moved to the side of the tunnel and faced the sounds.

We didn’t have long to wait until I saw the faint outline of a shape heading towards us. It was about the size of a golden retriever, so it didn’t seem scary at first. Then I realized it wasn’t moving like any type of dog I knew of.

Wait, was that a spider?

God! I hoped not!

I hated spiders. Hated, hated, hated them! I hated their furry legs, their beady eyes, their sticky webs.

Ever since I’d gotten trapped in the crawl space under my parent’s house, I had hated them. They’d swarmed all over me as I’d screamed in helpless fear. One had even crawled into my mouth.

Just thinking about it made me shudder and break out in goosebumps.

I knew they were good for the environment and all, but I didn’t want any spiders near me. Ever. No thank you.

Wait—it was an ant. A black ant. That was better.

‘I’m not sure how much better that is,’ my Analytical Side noted. ‘They still have six legs and move like a spider.’

‘It’s much better,’ I replied firmly. ‘Ants are like workers. They’re nice. They are the good guys.’

‘Ants can also sting you,’ my Analytical Side continued. ‘Plus, they're crazy strong. They can lift over ten times their own body weight. I know you’re not as scared of ants, but you should still be on your guard. This insect might be looking for food for its freshly hatched babies. It might decide you’re a tasty snack and drag you back to the nest like you’re a discarded Dorito. I don’t think you want to be treated like a tasty potato chip.’

‘First, you have a weird mind,’ I retorted. ‘But I get what you’re saying. Don’t worry. I’ll be wary of anything we meet down here. No matter how innocent it seems.’

The ant ran towards us, and I was shocked at just how fast it was moving. It might have been the size of a medium dog, but it was arriving much faster than any dog I'd ever seen.

I would have thought that it would have been slower, as it had six legs to maneuver. But I realized its strides were much longer than a canine's. Its legs went up and then bent back down again, like a cricket, giving it a deceptively long reach.

The ant saw us and started running on the opposite side of the tunnel, so it would miss us. We were here for points, but I breathed a sigh of relief. It seemed like it didn't want to fight us. Plus, I wasn't seeing red eyes, so it wouldn't have given us points anyway.

The ant ran right up until it was even with us, and then it stopped. It didn't skid to a stop or slow down. It just stopped.

‘We need to be careful.’ I sent a quick thought to Annabeth. ‘We're used to normal creatures on the surface. These insects won’t react the way I think they should. They're moving much faster, and they seem more agile than expected.’

Annabeth didn't say anything out loud, but she sent back a quick message of agreement. The ant waved around a pair of antennae that were almost as long as my arm, then took off running again. As it scuttled away, I saw more ants headed towards us.

“Do you think this is normal?” Annabeth whispered. “Or are they being chased?”

“I think we're about to find out,” I replied.

This time there were three ants, and Annabeth was right. They were being chased. Behind them was a larger ant with red eyes.

It wasn’t that much bigger, about as tall as my waist, and I would have thought that three black ants could have taken it down. They seemed to be running for their lives, though, so maybe there was something I was missing.

“How do you want to handle this?” Annabeth asked, but before I could reply, the three ants had zoomed past us. Suddenly, our first red-eye was in front of us, and I felt waves of killing intent rolling off it.

From a distance, it wasn’t that intimidating. Up close, I felt like a scared little rabbit getting ready to get splattered into roadkill. It only came up to my waist, but it was much longer and more dangerous looking than I expected. Its six legs suddenly seemed very spider-like, and its red eyes seemed crazy. Like the Joker, with that fresh-from-the-asylum crazy. Like Zombie Spider I’m-going-to-eat-your-brains crazy.

I didn’t have long to be scared, as it didn’t even try to slow down and figure out what I was. It just opened its mandibles wide and charged right at me.

“Incoming!” I hollered at Annabeth and started punching before it even arrived. It was a good thing I did, as it rushed us at what seemed like sonic speed. It came to an abrupt stop a few inches in front of me and tried to take a bite out of my stomach.

Fortunately, my fist got there first, and I knocked its head out of the way. It didn’t seem phased at all. Instead, it snapped its head back into position and tried to take another bite. That’s when Annabeth’s shillelagh landed and knocked its head down so hard it bounced off the ground.

Again, the red-eyed ant wasn’t stunned, and just kept on coming.

“We’re only facing one ant,” I yelled, “so we need to see what works with these things before we have to face a whole swarm of them.”

“Agreed!” Annabeth yelled back, and together, we let loose.

We quickly found out that blunt force wasn’t very effective. My fists would knock its head around, which was good for defense, but I couldn’t knock it backwards to give us some room. It had a lower center of gravity than we did, and its six legs gave it a lot more stability.

I also couldn’t pigeon-step to dodge like I was used to. Again, six legs trumps two. The rabid ant could turn on a dime. The only thing that seemed to be effective at all was to just center myself in the earth and hammer away at the enemy.

Annabeth was getting her shots in, too. We weren’t sure how her over the shoulder blows would work in a real fight, and I was very happy to note that she laid down some thumpers. She wasn’t hitting as hard as she would have if she’d been standing on her own, but she was doing a lot more than knocking politely.

The problem was the ant had a head like a goat—it was all forehead and it could obviously take a lickin’ and keep on tickin’. The mandibles weren’t to be discounted either. They were massive, as long as short swords, and it used them to defend as much as attack. I was very glad I had Red and all his Hexagons shielding me. If those mandibles ever got a good bite, I was going to be hurting.

“Bashing sucks,” Annabeth called. “Switching to cutting.”

I nodded and kept defending.

Her short swords didn’t do a lot of good either. Its chitin was tough and smooth, and unless Annabeth hit it just right, her sword slid right off. She managed to crack its shell in a few places, but it would take a lot of time and luck to take this red-eye down.

“I can go for the eyes and the antennae,” Annabeth suggested, but I shook my head.

“Let me see how my Spikes do first,” I replied.

I got in two Spike-punches before the red-eye went even more crazy. My needle sharp Spikes, backed by the power of grounded punches, easily shattered its chitin and stabbed deep inside its head.

The red-eye stopped trying to bite, and instead, used its two front legs to grab Annabeth. It jerked backward and almost ripped Annabeth off my back. The sudden pull forward was completely surprising, and for a moment, I was off balance.

The red ant used that moment of weakness to lunge forward again. This time it was aiming to crush my head.

That was enough. Testing time was over.

The front two legs had a solid grip on Annabeth, and she used that stability to cut off both of them with a double swipe of her short swords. Meanwhile, I switched from Spikes to Saber-Saw and cut through both sides of its grasping mandibles.

I thought it would run away or at least rear back in pain, but instead, it lowered its head and tried to run us over.

This thing really was crazy. It didn’t seem to have any self-preservation instincts at all. It just wanted to tear us apart. It seemed like if it could use its last flicker of life to destroy us, then it would die satisfied.

I already knew I could move its head around, so I used a punch to knock its head down and to the side. That gave me access to one of the smallest parts of its anatomy: its neck. I stepped in, and one Saber-Saw later, its head fell to the ground.

“Wow! That was intense,” Annabeth said as I stepped back. Then we both freaked out as the body of the ant kept moving. It walked back, like it was going to run away, before slowly sinking to the ground. Like a balloon slowly losing its helium.

We both stayed alert, ready to fight again. I didn’t feel like we’d won until the legs relaxed and stretched out on the ground. A red haze that I hadn’t even noticed was present finally lifted, and for the first time, the ant looked truly lifeless.

Even in death, it looked menacing. I hadn’t realized before just how big it was. Its body was as long as a full-size SUV, and its legs were as long as its body. No wonder it had such stability and had moved so quickly.

“That thing is built like a tank,” Annabeth continued, echoing my train of thought.

“For real,” I agreed. “I wonder how the other teams are doing against red-eyes like this?”

“I would imagine they’re struggling,” Annabeth said. “It was fast and fearless, so teams probably won’t have much time to figure it out. If they’re using regular magic weapons, I can’t imagine that they’d do better than I did. My sword and shillelagh didn’t seem to hurt it much at all. The only other solution I could think of that might be effective is to use pure magic attacks like fire, or tear it apart with vines, or something like that.”

“That weird life-sapping glow the Fists of the Desert used might have been good against these things,” I agreed. “However, attacks like that use up a lot of magic. They might be effective against a few of them, but if they face several red ants, they are going to be in trouble.

“Switching topics, did you notice a red glow around this ant? It wasn’t just its eyes; it was around all of it—like its aura had turned red.”

“That’s what I saw in your images,” Annabeth said. “I could hear it too, and it sounded awful.”

She made a face of disgust.

“It sounded like fingernails on a chalkboard crossed with screeching brakes from a train.”

“Wow,” I said thoughtfully. “I keep forgetting how old you are. You probably had real chalkboards when you grew up, didn’t you?”

I was teasing her a bit to try to lighten the mood. Fighting crazy, giant insects in the dark was scary stuff.

“You better behave yourself, young whippersnapper,” Annabeth laughed and lightly thumped me on the head. “I might have grown up with chalk instead of a touchscreen, but this old granny has still got it!”

“Yes, you do,” I laughed with her and gave her leg a pat. Then I looked at the body again in the dim light. “I thought ants had smooth exoskeletons—like armor. This thing has bristles or spikes, or something like that all over it.”

“It’s kind of like the rats at Otugh’s warehouse,” Annabeth agreed. “I wonder if all underground creatures have something like this. Do you think they are sharp?”

“I don’t know,” I replied. Its head was right by my feet, so I looked down and saw there were a few bristles in the back where its neck used to be. The whole hair-on-the-legs thing reminded me of spiders, which was just nasty, but I decided to be brave and touch a hair to see what it felt like.

I knelt down and carefully reached out to touch a spikey projection.

“Boo!” Annabeth hollered and grabbed my shoulders.

I screamed like a startled cat, and I just about shit my pants. I swear I jumped at least four feet off the ground as I screamed again.

“Don’t do that!” I yelled, smacking her leg as Annabeth laughed hysterically. “That wasn’t funny!”

“Oh, it was funny!” Annabeth howled. “Believe me, it was very funny.” She mimed me almost touching the bristle and freaking out. Then she started laughing all over again. Annabeth is such a sweet soul, but she can be mischievous sometimes.

My heart was still racing, and I had goosebumps on top of goosebumps. I grumbled at her as I walked around to help get rid of all the excess energy.

“Awww, Jason. Don’t be mad.” Annabeth gave me a big hug. “You just seemed very tense, and I thought I’d lighten the mood.”

“You almost caused me to make a gravy stain on my new super suit,” I grumbled. “There’s lightening the mood, and then there’s giving me a heart attack. I swear, I thought I was going to die.”

“I got you good,” Annabeth stated proudly. Then I got another hug.

“You got me good,” I agreed. It was hard to stay mad at her, and I was calming down a bit. “It’s just that I don’t like bugs. I don’t like their crunchy shells. I don’t like the creepy way they walk. I don’t like their hairy legs, and I don’t like their buggy eyes. I just flat out don’t like them.”

“I’m beginning to get that,” Annabeth laughed.

“Give me a sweet, furry cat any day of the week,” I said. “Sure they can pee in your shoes and yak on the rug, but they’re so damn cute when they do it. Speaking of which, where is Bermuda?”

I looked around and Bermuda was off to the side, chewing on a flower. He seemed totally unconcerned with red ants or my near heart attack.

“Come here, cat,” I said as I walked over and picked him up. “You’re supposed to be my emotional support animal. So support me, damn it.”

He looked at me like “Daddy, what are you doing? I was busy.” But then he resigned himself to his fate and licked my face a few times. It seemed like he did it more out of obligation than anything else, as he then wiggled for me to put him down again. I sighed, gave him a few kisses of my own, and put him back on the ground.

“I love you, you little rascal,” I told him.

He gave me a cheerful look like “I know you do. Now run along and play with your monsters like a good human.”

“Since this ant was a red-eye, shouldn’t we be collecting our points?” Annabeth asked to get us back on track.

“Good idea,” I said and went over and gingerly tapped my Bank Stamp against the dead ant’s head. It disappeared with a pop. I looked at the long, hairy body, but it was still there. I walked over and gingerly tapped my Bank Stamp against its neck. The body also disappeared with a pop.

‘Did I just get double points?’ I asked my Bank Crystal hopefully.

‘No,’ it replied. ‘It was only one enemy, so you only received the allotted amount of points for a red-eye soldier ant.’

‘And how many points was that?’ I inquired.

‘Twenty points,’ it replied. ‘Which is pretty good overall. You’ll only need to vanquish five of them to get a hundred points, which is more than many of the teams from the last round.’

Twenty points didn’t seem like a lot to me—especially when we were over seven thousand points in the hole. I started to tell Annabeth about it, when we heard the sounds of movement coming down the tunnel.

“Incoming,” Annabeth said as I moved to the side of the tunnel and got ready for our next fight. Letting the black ants run past me and taking out whoever was chasing them had already worked once. Maybe see if it would work again.

The shapes got closer, and this time it looked like a single black worker ant being chased by a red-eyed soldier. The worker was running with everything it had, but the soldier was fast, and before they reached us, the soldier managed to catch up.

The red-eye’s mandibles tried to bite the worker’s rear end, but the worker dodged at the last moment and it missed. The evasion was necessary, but it slowed the worker down and let the soldier get even closer. It attacked again, but this time the soldier used its jaws to get under the worker and flip it off its feet.

Immediately a desperate struggle ensued, with the worker on its back, trying with all its might to fend off the red-eye’s relentless advance. Its legs pushed frantically against the soldier’s head as it slid along the ground.

“Go!” Annabeth cried, gripping my shoulders hard. “Stop this!”

I was already in motion, sprinting as fast as I could towards the worker fighting for its life. It wasn’t really a fight, though, as it wasn’t something the worker could win. The red-eyed soldier was bigger, stronger, and much more aggressive. Even as frantically as the worker defended itself, I knew it wouldn’t be enough.

I was still strides away when the enemy soldier grabbed one of the worker’s back legs and ripped it off.

The violence was shocking.

I felt the intensity of their battle in my soul.

This wasn’t movie violence. This wasn’t a fight for fame or status. This wasn’t a fight for glory in front of a crowd.

Instead, this struggle was life and death. This was one ant determined to end the life of another.

What made the whole thing feel eerie and surreal was that there were almost no sounds. There wasn’t any cussing or screaming or cries for help. There were just the soft sounds of their scuffle on the quiet moss.

The worker never stopped fighting, its five remaining legs struggling all they could.

Annabeth felt the intensity too as she screamed a battle cry and urged me to move faster. The red-eyed soldier clamped down on another one of the worker’s legs just as we arrived.

This time we didn’t play around. As I ran past, I slashed at the red-eye’s mandibles and cut them off. Annabeth sliced off its antennae and stabbed it through the eye. It reared back and focused its attention on us, but that didn’t matter, as I raced past its head and reached its neck.

I felt like a Jedi striking a blow against pure evil as my Saber-Saw sliced through its tiny neck.

And just like that, the battle was over.

I Bank Stamped its headless body before it could wander away and then got rid of the severed head too. I spun around to see how the worker was doing, but it had already gotten to its feet.

For a long moment, we just looked at each other, and once again, the whole thing felt strange. The poor ant had just lost a leg, and yet it wasn't crying or whimpering at all. It had also just fought for its life with everything it had, but it wasn’t panting or doing any of the other signs I’d recognize as having been through an intense struggle.

Instead, it just stood there like it was reporting for duty.

Somehow, that made the whole fight seem even more intense. Life in the underground was no joke. It was kill or be killed, and it better not take long to recover.

The only thing about the ant that seemed to portray an appropriate level of agitation was its antennae. They were waving around like it was conducting two orchestras at once.

“Poor thing,” Annabeth said. “It must be so scared. I can’t believe it’s back on its feet already. Can you put its leg back on?”

I looked around and saw its leg on the ground, but it was looking pretty mangled. When the soldier had ripped it off, he must have twisted his head, as the leg was both crushed and bent at a steep angle.

“I don’t think I can,” I replied. “Even if I could get it to reattach, it wouldn’t do any good. That leg is ruined.”

“It has to be in pain, though,” Annabeth continued. “Can you at least do something for that?”

“I’ll try,” I said and took a tentative step forward. The worker immediately took a step back.

Annabeth made soothing noises, and I slowly stepped forward again. This time it didn’t move. As soon as I took a second step, though, it took another step back. Its steps were bigger than mine, so although I’d taken an extra step, I still wasn’t any closer.

At least it wasn’t running away.

Annabeth kept talking to it like it was an injured cat on the street, but it wouldn’t let down its guard. I could get about two strides away from touching it, but no closer.

“I don’t think we can do anything,” I said regretfully. “I want to help it too, but I think we are going to have to move on.”

“I agree with you,” Annabeth said slowly, but she said it in a tone like she really didn’t feel like that at all.

“But?” I asked.

“It doesn’t feel right,” Annabeth replied. “Logically, you are certainly correct. We’ve never seen this ant before, and we probably won’t again. We need to get going, find some more red-eyes and work on our points. I agree with all that.

“It’s just that I feel like this is important. I don’t know why, and I can’t tell you how this will change things. It’s just a feeling, but it's like fate is telling me we should take the time to help this ant.”

I nodded in agreement, although I was feeling resigned. I trusted Annabeth’s feelings like I trusted my own. My hunches had saved my life before by allowing my magic to grow in unexpected ways. I wanted to help this worker ant, just like I’d want to help any injured animal. But it was wary of us, and even with five legs, it was still much faster.

If it didn’t want us to touch it, then we wouldn’t be able to. At least, not without hurting it, and that would defeat the entire purpose of touching it in the first place.

‘Do you think you can help this ant?’ I asked Tea. ‘If so, I could always fly a member of your Grove over.’

Tea looked thoughtful for a moment as his healing flowers waved in an imaginary wind. Then he shook his head.

‘I don’t have her permission to help her, so it would be very difficult to make any changes. She isn’t a magical creature, so she has a regular, weak aura. Your aura is powerful, so you could probably override her natural defenses and give me a small amount of room to work. You’d need to be touching her for that, though. Besides, healing works best when it’s working with the body. I like to help the body help itself.

‘To make this even more difficult, this ant has an exoskeleton, which isn’t something I’ve worked on before. I don’t think she has anything like a human heart or lungs or even blood. Figuring how she operates, without her permission, would be an impossible task.’

He gave me a deep bow, and I could feel his sadness and frustration. Tea loved being a healer, and he didn’t like that he wasn’t able to help.

‘What,’ I said. ‘The worker is female?’

‘Of course,’ Tea replied, like I was being dense.

I shrugged, as it didn’t really matter and passed on what Tea had said to Annabeth.

“Well, shoot,” she said. “I was hoping we could do something, but she doesn’t seem to be responding to me at all.”

She sighed, and we turned to go, when I suddenly had an idea. I’d just learned about the power of Connection and PLACE from my Mark of the Deep Earth, so I’d been thinking of it as a skill that worked with stone. Or possibly plants through my Mark of the Lagerel.

This wasn’t a skill from my Marks, though. This was a skill that I had from being alive. From being magical and part of the natural fabric of creation. I’d already used it on a sentient being when I’d Connected with the Dummy at Whet’s Edge. Sure, it had a stone as its center, but I’d done a lot more than feel its core. I’d Connected with it on a fundamental level and measured who I was against who it was.

Maybe the same thing would work here?

“I’m going to try something,” I said to Annabeth as I grounded myself on the floor of the tunnel. I tuned in completely to my magic senses and Connected to the stone all around me.

That wasn’t hard to do, as I’d already been paying much more attention than usual to my magic sight. The minerals and ore around me came into sharp focus, and I heard their whispers and gentle melodies as they slowly communicated with each other. The stone wasn’t in a hurry. It had been here long before I’d arrived, and it would be here long after I left. I Connected to the stone, and its unhurried permanence helped ground me for my next step.

Now I was in the right frame of mind, I turned my attention to the worker ant. Tea was right; her aura was weak. Or maybe I was just getting stronger. Either way, her aura blocked my view, but nowhere near as much as I’d expected. I could see her internal organs, her physical makeup, and it was so different from anything I was used to.

I wasn’t here to study her physically, so with a small effort of will, I created our Connection. The worker ant was wary, so there was resistance at first. But as the Connection settled into place, she started thinking of me as a magical ant, and an entirely new world opened up.

I thought of myself as very lucky to have my Housemates as close friends. Her family, however, numbered in the thousands. And they were a family on a level beyond any actual family I’d known. They were relatives, friends, and workmates. The ant was part of a clan whose members supported each other in every way possible. They shared food, raised their young, and fought their enemies. And they did it in harmony and connection with each other.

To feel that from the worker was inspiring and humbling all at the same time. I also sensed that there had been ants before that had developed magical abilities. That didn’t happen often, but when it did, they became known as special worker ants. The others in the family took care of them, and in turn, they used their magical talents for the good of the clan.

The worker ant didn’t have a reference for anyone as individual as I was, so she began to think of me as a strange magical ant, and that opened up a whole new level of information.

Basically, the family was in trouble. They had a territory they thought of as their own, and they often fought with other creatures of the underground for dominance and food. Sometimes they won, in which case they hauled the intruder back to their nest and ate them. Sometimes they lost, and in turn their enemy would put them on the supper menu as well. This was all normal, as nothing was wasted in the underground. What wasn’t normal were the red-eyed creatures that had shown up.

They fought, and it wasn’t for food or survival. Instead, they fought and fought, destroying anything and everything they could. The clan battled back, of course, but the red-eyed ants were stronger, faster, and seemed to feel no pain. The only way to stop them was to tear them apart, making sure they were completely dead.

The worst part was that sometimes members of the clan became infected, and they turned into red-eyed ants too. They still smelled like family, but now they were crazy and did everything they could to kill their former friends.

The family was everything to the worker ant. She worked every day, all day, to provide for her clan and keep her people strong. She would gladly die for her family if it would keep them safe. The thought of turning against them was her worst nightmare. It was the antithesis of who she was—who every black ant was—and the conversions had the entire family freaking out.

None of the ants had any ideas of how to deal with this new threat, so they continued to do what they’d done before. They raised soldiers to protect the nest, even though they weren’t strong enough. They bred workers to search for food, even though they weren’t fast enough to escape.

They worked. They fought. And they hoped for a miracle.

I bundled all this up as best as I could and sent it to Annabeth. Then I used my Connection with the ant to get more specific. This time I didn’t focus on her family or her situation. Instead, I focused on her physical abilities.

Connection was about knowing how two entities measured up against each other. For rocks, it was all about PLACE, pressure, temperature, and composition. For the ant, it was about who could work more, and in that instance, she could run circles around me.

She could lift so much more than I could and run so much faster. Her endurance was astonishing, as she worked constantly and only slept for a few hours every day. Her dedication to the family and her work ethic were astonishing. Most of all, she was happy. So very happy to be doing everything she could for her colony.

Connection allowed the two parties to grow and learn from each other, and in this case, I became inspired by her ability to work and not stop. I thought I’d trained hard before, but I had a whole new benchmark now. The next time I trained on the beach, I was going to attack it like an ant!

Connection also held up a mirror. It allowed me to see myself in a whole new light, and I was both flattered and worried about what I saw.

My intelligence and my ability to see the world in new ways was far beyond what this worker could understand. Her life was simple, and she loved that simplicity. My life wasn’t simple at all, and I wasn’t sure I loved how complex it had become.

Obviously, I was way more magical than the ant, but what that highlighted for me was that my magic had turned me into a deadly fighter. A killer. I’d created weapons that could destroy my opponents, but the worker ant didn’t see that as a problem. To her, I was a soldier ant, fighting to the death for my family and those I loved.

I was also a healer. And apparently there were healer ants too. They couldn’t restore lost legs, but would take care of injured ants, and helped restore minor injuries.

It was interesting because none of my abilities were ‘good’ or ‘bad.’ As long as I was true to my clan and used my abilities for their benefit, then all was right in the view of the ant. It was an interesting perspective, and something I’d have to think about later.

In the meantime, I finally got the ant's permission to begin the healing. I stepped forward, touched her head, and transferred a couple of Tea’s Ents. They went to work right away as I continued to realize just how different this worker was from myself.

It wasn’t just that she had an exoskeleton, which was like having her bones on the outside. It was also that she mainly communicated by scent and using her antennae. Her eyes were on the side, making her vision very different from what I experienced. In the same way, she had a version of hearing, but it was mainly about sensing enemies through vibrations in the air. It wasn’t used at all to communicate like we did. No wonder she hadn’t responded to Annabeth’s overtures.

The two Ents seemed to spend a long time learning how the ant worked, and time wasn’t something we had a lot of. We waited for a while before Tea suggested sending over more Ents. I doubled their number to four. We waited again before I doubled their number to eight.

Finally, I sent Tea himself over to speed things up. I was leery about letting Tea out of my body, as he was my soul creation that had been around the longest and he was responsible for my personal health. If something happened, I wasn’t sure I could recreate him. He had always been an independent thinker, but when he’d taken the healing rune and turned it into flowers, he’d somehow become a medical genius.

The other members of his Grove were copies of himself, and they did an amazing job. But they weren’t the original Tea. He was one of a kind.

Even with Tea on the job, it still took another couple minutes for them to finish mapping out the worker ant. Once they did, the healing happened pretty quickly. They couldn’t regrow a new leg for the worker, but they fixed her up in every other way. As they all merged back into my hand again, Tea assured me that our new friend wasn’t in any pain and she was now stronger and faster than before.

“Jason, this is just amazing!” Annabeth exclaimed. My Bank Crystal had been sending her messages with my images and feelings, so she remained caught up on developments. I’m sure it wasn’t the same as experiencing it firsthand, but it still had to have been pretty exciting. It wasn’t everyday you got to experience life as an ant.

She was going to say more, but we heard the faint scuffing sounds of something incoming. I turned to look and told Annabeth that three red-eyes were headed our way.

‘Get out of here,’ I tried to send to the worker. ‘You’re not a fighter, and I don’t want you to get hurt again. We’ll take care of them.’

I wasn’t sure if she got the message or not, but at least she backed off and retreated down the tunnel. I couldn’t focus on her anymore, though, so I dropped our Connection and got ready for our latest enemies.

“Okay, backpack buddy,” I called up to Annabeth, “are you ready to do this?”

“I’m packin’ and wrappin’,” she called back, brandishing her shillelaghs as she gave me a squeeze with her legs. “Let’s go smash some crazies! Giddy-up!”

I laughed and made ‘clop-clop’ noises as I started jogging down the tunnel. I sent a quick mental tug to Bermuda, but he was still very interested in the flowers. I guess they must taste good or something. I was disappointed that he didn’t want to join us in the fight. I always felt safer with him around.

I didn’t have time to dwell on that, as the battle started sooner than I expected. I was feeling pretty good about our chances until it occurred to me that this time they weren’t chasing anyone. This time, we had their entire focus.

That made a huge difference, as the fight went to hell almost right away. The red-eye in the center came straight at me, mandibles wide and ready to bite me in two. The red-eye on the right closed in and went for Annabeth. She thunked its head into the ground as I Spike-punched the center ant and stopped it cold. I’d wanted to cut off its mandibles, but it was coming in too fast, and if I didn’t stop it, it was going to run me over.

All that would have been great if there were only two ants. But there were three of them, and the ant on the left was more battle savvy than the other two. Instead of going for my body or my arms, it went for my feet.

Its jaws closed on my left ankle, and I had enough time to think ‘Oh Shit!’ before I was hauled in the air. It flung its head, and for a moment, I thought it would let go and we’d slam into the wall.

I was preparing for impact, but instead, what it did was much worse. Rather than letting go, it whipped its head back the other way. My spine popped like a bullwhip as the centrifugal force generated by Annabeth’s extra mass almost tore me in half.

I’d never felt anything like it before and never wanted to again. I didn’t know what hurt worse, my ankle or my back. The wind swallowed my cries as the ant whipped us back again. The two other ants backed off as it shook us like a dog playing with a chew toy.

I wasn’t the only one howling in pain and terror. Annabeth was screaming right along with me. In some ways, it was probably worse for her, as her head was the tip of the ‘whip.’ I was sure her head was feeling even more pressure than mine.

I was moving so fast, I couldn’t think. I had enough presence of mind to try to bend over to cut myself loose from his jaws, but the centrifugal force, multiplied by Annabeth’s weight on my back, was too much to overcome.

On the other hand, I couldn’t let Annabeth go, as she’d fly off, smack into a wall, and then get attacked by the remaining two ants. She’d be stunned and still couldn’t see. She would be a sitting duck.

On top of all the pain and pressure, I was getting hit with a massive wave of vertigo. My magic sight was fantastic in normal situations, but it made me very dizzy if I got spun around unexpectedly. I’d gotten better at dealing with it, but getting whipped around like this was way outside of anything I’d trained for.

My puke reflexes kicked in, and suddenly, I wanted to toss my cookies like a gay boy drinking shots for the first time. I had a vision of chunky stomach juices shooting out of my mouth, all over my face, and then all over Annabeth. That was beyond gross. The situation looked hopeless and was only getting worse, so I did the only thing I could think of. I clamped my jaws shut and sent out the call to my soul creations.


Chapter twenty-three

Stop


‘Attack!’ I mentally hollered, and that is what they did.

The Basher landed on one of the ant’s eyes and started pounding on it. The Surfers grabbed its antennae and started pulling and twisting. The Belcher was already pressure loaded, so he let loose with a massive roar. Octa and the Granny Godmother weren’t combat creations, so they stayed out of the way.

All of that was wonderful, but I think the soul creation that had the most effect was my Flasher. He flew up to the ant’s other eye, and instead of letting out one giant flash, he started strobing. He was fast, bright, and it seemed to bother the heck out of my ankle biter.

He stopped whipping his head back and forth, and instead, backed up, dragging us with him. He held his head high and to the side, like he was doing everything he could to get away from the flashing light.

That moment of relative inaction let Annabeth gather herself and cast some magic of her own.

“STOP!”

She sounded like the Voice of God, spoken through the earth itself, and obedience was mandatory.

The red-eye holding my leg froze, as did the other two looking on, which was a relief as it looked like they were gathering themselves to jump on us again. Her command even hit me, and I had to push myself to shake it off.

‘Annabeth didn’t use her voice,’ my Analytical Side noted. ‘I think she used her whole body to generate the sound.’

That was fascinating stuff, but our lives were in danger. I could think about that later.

Meanwhile, the rope holding us together unraveled and Annabeth staggered to her feet. She seemed almost as dizzy as I was. She promptly fell over, but she still managed to toss one end of the rope at the ant. It slithered around the ant’s head like it was a snake and then cinched tight.

Annabeth got back on her feet and reeled herself the short distance to the warrior ant. Then she summoned her shillelaghs and started bashing the heck out of it.

The ant was still stunned by her command, so it just stood there and let her knock its head around. Its chitin was so tough that her blows didn’t seem to do much damage, but at least it released my leg.

I tried to get to my feet, but the vertigo from being tossed around like that was too much and I threw up. That got Annabeth started, and she paused her bashing to throw up too. Then I threw up again, and Annabeth followed suit.

The ground seemed to heave, like I was on a stormy sea. I tried to pull myself together, but it was too strong.

‘Tea!’ I called. ‘I need help!’

‘I’m on it,’ he replied, ‘but it's going to take a couple minutes before you feel better.’

‘I don’t have a minute!’ I hollered back. ‘These ants are going to unfreeze at any moment. I need to be ready to fight now.’

Annabeth stopped puking and went back to pounding on the ant. This time she wasn’t riding backpack, so I could see her magic settling into the ground. Her frantic blows turned into Earth Blows, and that finally gave her the leverage she needed to do some damage. The warrior’s chitin finally cracked a bit, and Annabeth switched over to a short sword. She drove her weapon into the crack, and that knocked the ant out of its stupor.

The red-eye went wild and tried to maul her while Annabeth hung onto her sword and tried to drive it even deeper into its head. This entire battle could quickly go sideways again if the ant got in a good bite.

I couldn’t get to my feet, but at least I’d stopped revisiting breakfast. Since I couldn’t walk, I crawled into battle. At least the moss felt soft, and it wasn’t long before I made it to the ant who’d humbled me so badly. I’d been feeling pretty confident until it had whipped me around like a frat boy snapping a towel.

I reached up and grabbed one mandible. I held on with my left hand as I used the Spikes in my right hand to Saber-Saw off the other mandible.

‘Try to grab me now!’ I thought victoriously, before realizing I’d almost cut off my left hand. My world was still spinning and tilting like crazy so my aim was terrible. Note to self, don’t cut anywhere near my own body!

I was thinking about crawling around to the ant’s neck when I realized my Surfers weren’t the only soul creations working on the antenna. They were holding it taut so my Flying Miner could get in some good blows at its base. There was a faint snap as the antenna came free, and suddenly, the warrior went buck-wild. It tossed its head so hard it threw Annabeth through the air as it reared back and stamped down with its front feet. One of them landed on me, but I was surprised to find it didn’t seem to hit that hard.

The ant was very good at grounding himself and lifting things up, but he wasn’t heavy enough to come down with a massive amount of force. Meanwhile, Annabeth didn’t fly very far, as she’d been smart and tied herself to the ant. That magic rope was certainly coming in handy.

Annabeth hauled herself back to the warrior, grounded herself, and began smashing its head again. I crawled to the side, around its head, and had just made it to its neck when the Miner chopped through its other antenna.

Now the warrior started staggering, like it was dizzy too. Annabeth gave a mighty blow, and the ant collapsed. It wasn’t dead yet, but its neck was finally in reach and I cut right through it.

I breathed a sigh of relief. One down, two more to go. The ant disappeared as Annabeth Bank Stamped it. Then she grabbed my Super Suit and hauled me up.

“On your feet!” she commanded. “This is no time for lying down. I can’t see well enough to truly fight, and you have the only weapon that seems to take them down quickly.”

She sounded pissed off. Like mama-gonna-take-a-switch-to-your-ass kind of angry.

“All this work, all this training, and I can’t take care of a few monsters,” she grumbled.

I was going to say something complimentary, but I felt my stomach heaving again, so I clamped my mouth shut and stayed quiet.

I’m sure we looked like quite the pair as we staggered our way over to the second warrior. We made it work, though. I provided the direction, and Annabeth kept me from falling over. We sure didn’t feel like a powerful House team, though.

I thought about sending over the Flasher and my antenna team, but both warriors were still frozen from Annabeth’s command, and I didn’t want to wake them up. Instead, we staggered to the side. I lined up my shot, and I took off its head in one swipe.

Two down. Only one left.

I thought the last one might be as simple to handle, but it finally shrugged off Annabeth’s influence and attacked. It wasn’t moving as quickly as the other two, but it was still dangerous.

Once again, Annabeth snake-wrapped the magic rope around the ant’s head and started bashing away. She quickly grounded herself in the earth and used her stability to really knock it around. She seemed to be “Boom” bashing it at a whole new level, and it wasn’t long before its skull started to crack.

Meanwhile, I duplicated my Flasher, and both of them started strobing the warrior’s eyes. I also duplicated my Miner, and soon both of its antennae were under attack.

I managed to stay on my feet, although I staggered around like a drunken fool. I aimed for its neck but ended up grabbing one of its legs. I held on and then climbed hand over hand to get to its body. Only a few minutes ago its hairy legs had grossed me out, but now I was hanging on to one like it was a lifeline.

I hauled myself over to its body just as both antennae came off, and it went berserk. Annabeth smacked it down, though, and I went all Wolverine on it. A few moments later, it was vanquished.

I gratefully sank to the ground and lay on the soft moss as Annabeth took care of claiming the red-eye. In the excitement of the moment, I’d forgotten just how much I’d been hurt. But it was all coming back to me now. My ankle was throbbing, and my spine felt like I’d been tortured by a sadistic chiropractor.

My Bank Crystal was still automatically sending images, so Annabeth used that and her echolocation to orient herself. She staggered over and gratefully sank down beside me.

“So…” I said, trying to sound nonchalant. “That didn’t go so well.”

Annabeth laughed, and it had a slight edge of hysteria. “You can say that again.”

“That didn’t go so well,” I repeated playfully. She snorted and elbowed me gently. At least she appreciated my attempt at humor.

“It’s so frustrating,” she growled. “Their skin is like armor. I feel like I’m bashing on a car.”

“Blindfolded and bashing on a car,” I agreed.

“After being spun around first,” she added. “It’s like I’m playing a messed up version of battle piñata.”

I couldn’t help but laugh. “It’s your birthday. It’s your birthday,” I sang. I attempted to do a little shoulder wiggle to help sell it, but my spine wasn’t ready for that yet.

“I wonder how the other teams are doing against these monsters. Do you think they are having as hard a time as we are?”

“I don’t know,” Annabeth said thoughtfully. “The mages that are relying on weapons like us are probably struggling. The ones that have special Path attacks are probably doing better.”

“Speaking of special attacks,” I said, “what was with that command? You froze everyone, including me.”

“I don’t know,” she replied. “I’ve never done anything like that before. I was just scared and overwhelmed, and I wanted everyone to stop for a moment.”

“Well, they certainly did that!” I grinned. “You were awesome!”

“Thanks!” she grinned back. “It certainly felt awesome.”

Her grin faded. “It took a lot out of me, though. I don’t think I can do that all the time. And I don’t even know how I made it happen.”

Our little worker ant shuffled up to us and peered down the tunnel. Then she looked at us and peered back down the tunnel again. Bermuda had trained me enough in non-verbal communication to know I needed to look-over-there.

Actually, I didn’t even have to look. I could hear the sounds of ant feet heading our way.

“More enemies are coming,” I groaned. “I don’t feel ready for them yet.”

“Me either,” Annabeth groaned too. “But we better get ready. So, what is our strategy?”

I thought quickly.

“Neither one of us is in any condition to run or dodge, and that hasn’t worked that well anyway. So let's ground ourselves in the earth, fight defensively, and slowly wear them down.”

Annabeth staggered to her feet, and I tried to follow. The vertigo was still intense, and the ground felt like it was wildly tilting under me.

“Maybe we should tie ourselves back to back,” Annabeth suggested. “I can help keep you upright, and I’ll know exactly where I am in relation to your images.”

“That sounds good to me,” I agreed, and Annabeth made it happen. She talked to the rope, and it quickly tied a loose fitting harness between us. It gave both of us enough room to move our arms and fight, but we could still support each other and feel where the other one was. This magic rope was turning out to be a very versatile tool.

‘That still isn’t good enough,’ my Analytical Side noted as the ground tilted hard and I almost fell over. Annabeth kept me upright, but he was correct. I couldn’t fight like this.

‘How much longer?’ I asked Tea quickly.

‘It should start tapering off in about two minutes,’ he replied.

I didn’t have two minutes. The red-eyes would swarm both of us before then. I could see them heading our way, and there were at least four of them. That was sucky news. We were in worse shape than before, and we’d barely handled three of them last time. I needed to get myself together, and I needed to do it now.

‘Use the earth,’ my Analytical Side suggested quickly. ‘You can’t depend on your physical senses, so let your magic sight be your compass. The actual earth isn’t moving at all. It’s only your perception that's messed up.’

That was an excellent idea. My magic sight was the root cause of my vertigo. Maybe it could be the solution too.

I flung out my senses and Connected to everything around me. I felt the curve of the moss as it followed the slope of the tunnel. I felt the stone and minerals all around me. I felt the faint breeze in the air as our friendly ant quickly put some distance between us. Our red-eyed enemies came within range, and I felt them too.

My body wanted to lean again, but this time I grounded myself in everything around me and stayed firm. The first red-eye charged, and I pulled the power of the surrounding rock into me.

Rock does not bend.

Rock does not fall.

Rock is the fortress against which others break.

My enemies could pound against me in waves, but I would stand firm.

I felt Annabeth anchoring herself behind me. We were as ready as we could get.

When the first ant reached us, I Spike-punched it so hard it actually stepped backward. Then the other ants arrived, and my world became a flurry of chomping mandibles and grasping feet.

Instead of four—there were seven—and they quickly surrounded us.

This time we fought defensively, and our punches and blows flew thick and fast. We kept the red-eyes at bay and managed to do some damage at the same time.

As the battle raged on, I was aware of just how precarious our situation was. They were attacking too quickly and from too many directions for me to use my Saber-Saw ability. I had to stick with the stopping power of my Spike-punches.

Annabeth was in the same predicament. Her shillelaghs were hurting them, but it wasn’t enough to take them out.

‘Flashers,’ my Analytical Side commanded, and I felt like slapping myself on the forehead. Duh!

‘Distract the red-eyes,’ I commanded after quickly duplicating several of them. Their strobing flashes worked well, and the overwhelming number of attacks tapered off.

Annabeth used the diminished intensity to try to trigger her magic again.

“Stop!” she commanded with force and authority, but it didn’t work. “Stop!” she yelled over and over again, but to the ants, it was just noise.

Meanwhile, I started working on a new attack of my own. I duplicated several Flying Miners and turned them loose on the warrior in front of me.

‘Attack its neck,’ I directed. ‘See if you can take its head off.’

My Miners had carved a path through stone for me. Surely they could mine through some chitin.

Meanwhile, I realized I had another problem. My body was seizing up.

My back and my leg had been hurting, but it wasn’t anything I couldn’t handle. I’d been injured much worse than this in the past, and I’d kept going. At least that’s what I’d told myself when we’d started fighting.

That had worked for a while, but now the pain was growing quickly. I’d hoped that the enhancements from my Marks would have been enough to completely overcome what had happened to my spine. Now, it was feeling like it had been enough to get me started, but it might not be enough to finish the fight.

I couldn’t stop, though. If I didn’t keep fighting, we were going to get torn apart. Annabeth was an amazing partner, but she couldn’t handle this on her own.

The only thing I could do was push more of my awareness into my Connections and my magical senses and hope my Miners could come through for me. The pain kept rising, and I began fearing that I was doing long-lasting harm to my back.

The spine is the foundation to everything. It anchors the movement between the legs and the shoulders. It’s the conduit for the power I was pulling from the earth. It was the anchor behind my blows. If my spine went out, I’d lose the stopping power of my punches. My arms would flail around like wet noodles and have just as much effect.

‘I’m sorry, but we can’t get through the chitin on its neck,’ my lead Miner reported back regretfully. ‘The problem is that unlike stone, their chitin isn’t completely solid. Instead, it's slightly springy, so our pickaxes are bouncing off and not doing a lot of damage.’

Well, damn.

Damn. Damn. Damn.

I’d really hoped my Miners would make like the French revolution and chop off some heads.

‘Keep trying and see if you can find something that works,’ I suggested. ‘Maybe have everyone hit at the same time. That should really stress the chitin, and you might get through.’

Suddenly, I had a thought. Annabeth’s short swords had a terrible time damaging the ant’s foreheads, but she hadn’t had any problems cutting through the legs trying to drag her off my back.

‘Try mining through their legs,’ I commanded. ‘If that doesn’t work, try testing every part of them. They have to have a weakness somewhere.’

Annabeth was still yelling “Stop!” but then I had an idea for her too.

‘I don’t think you used your voice last time,’ I messaged her. ‘Try being silent and see if you can force out the sound another way.’

I also sent her my impression of the last time her command had worked.

The pain kept climbing, and it was getting harder and harder to move. I just wanted to lie down and cry, it hurt so bad. I retreated even more into my Connections, and something curious happened.

I started viewing myself outside of my body.

No, that wasn’t quite right. I was viewing myself as more than my body.

I wasn’t just muscle, bones, blood, and skin. I wasn’t just my regular feeling, sight, and sound.

Instead, I was becoming the entirety of what I could sense all around me. I was becoming this ball of spirit that encompassed stone and moss and humans and ants. It was like I was a ghost, forty feet in diameter, and the human part of me was my core.

It was completely different from anything I’d experienced before. Yet, somehow, it felt natural too.

The best part was that I could still feel the pain and the vertigo, but it didn’t control me. Instead, I controlled my body like I was a puppet master.

I wasn’t fighting at my normal level of expertise, but fortunately, my Flashers were distracting the enemy enough that I didn’t have to.

‘Tea!’ I called. ‘Can you fix my back?’

‘Not while you’re moving around like this,’ he replied. ‘Everything I do to help just gets torn apart. You need to win this fight quickly and lie down for several minutes.’

If only it were that easy.

Meanwhile, Annabeth got my message and stopped shouting. Instead, she fought with silent intensity and concentration. There was an emotional weight to her blows, and I could feel her magic rolling through our connection. She was working on her breakthrough, but it hadn’t happened yet.

The Flying Miners tried striking my main enemy's neck at the same time with their pickaxes, but that didn’t seem to help. So they abandoned that and hurried down to try one of its legs. That’s where they finally had some success.

I guess the chitin there was more fragile, or just more brittle, but this time their attacks landed, and it only took a moment for the bottom quarter of its leg to shatter and fall off. Finally, something had worked out. That was great timing because I was slowing down even more. I had about less than a minute of fighting left in me. Then, no matter how much I tried to play puppet master, my body was going to collapse.

The Miners took off the furry part of three legs on one side, and that made an immediate difference in our fight. The red-eye could no longer lunge at me. Instead, its three good legs unbalanced it so much it almost rolled over. It tried to recover and ended up veering off to the right and slamming into the tunnel wall.

‘Unbalance the ants!’ I called in relief to my soul creations. ‘Flashers, you strobe on one side, and Miners, you take off their legs on the other. Together you can drive these things in circles!’

I was just about to message an update to Annabeth when I heard a sound like a muffled shotgun behind me. I couldn’t believe my magic sight as the entire back half of Annabeth’s red-eye exploded.

She’d hit it with her shillelagh, just like normal, but somehow she’d blasted it apart.

“Jason!” she hollered in excitement. “I think I’ve got it!”

It wanted to holler back in pure joy, but I was finding it hard to breathe. I’d been fighting three ants at once, and even with one out of the fight, I still had two to deal with.

“Hang on,” she replied. “Let me try it again.”

We were down to five ants, three on me and two on Annabeth, as a fresh enemy stepped into the gap created by the lopsided wall-banger. I would have cried in frustration, but at least I now knew what to do. I held them off while I created even more Flying Miners, and it wasn’t long before two more of my attackers were lurching in circles and running into the tunnel walls.

Meanwhile, Annabeth kept pounding on her two opponents. I could see her magic lining up to do something, but nothing happened for several blows. Then, her magic snapped into perfect alignment and she blew out another red-eye.

This time I saw what happened, and it was truly an amazing act of sonic magic. When her shillelagh hit the ant's armored forehead, its red aura fought with Annabeth’s aura for control over that tiny section. Since Annabeth was a powerful mage, she won, and that let her cast magic through her weapon and directly into its skull.

She cast a cone shaped pulse that started inside the ant’s reinforced chitin and traveled down its body. It bounced down the length of the ant, shaking its exoskeleton the whole way. This time, its flexible chitin worked against it. Instead of losing power, the pulse seemed to gain energy, and by the time it hit the last segment of the ant, it couldn’t be contained. The wave of sound shook the final bell-shaped segment of the ant and blew it apart.

The ant collapsed, and I thought that it surely had to be dead. Its rear two legs fell flat, but somehow its other four legs kicked and tried to keep going. Whatever this red magic was, it was treating these ants like zombies. It wanted them to destroy anything and everything in front of them regardless of how badly they were hurt. Fortunately, the red-eye only lasted a few more seconds before its cursed existence ended.

Annabeth now faced only one ant, which must have felt like a walk in the park. Meanwhile, the Miners lopsided my remaining ant, and I felt a sense of relief wash over me. I was still connected to Annabeth by the magical rope, so I concentrated on it and asked it to release us. With a few swift movements, the rope untied itself, and I could finally feel the soft moss beneath me. I carefully reclined onto my back and felt the tension melt away.


Chapter twenty-four

Make It Rain


I’d made it. I’d almost seized up and turned into a dead weight, but I’d held on. Now I just needed to breathe through the pain and give myself a chance to recover.

‘Tea,’ I called. ‘It's all up to you now.’

‘Rest as long as you can,’ he instructed, ‘and I’ll see what I can do.’

I was still in my weird spiritual space, so it was easy to close my eyes and let my physical core relax while my magic side kept watch.

Annabeth kept after her last ant until she got the new magic attack to work again. This time it was even more powerful, and the red-eye died right away.

“You okay?” she asked, peering down at me.

“No,” I replied. I tried to shake my head, but I hurt too much.

“Stay here,” she instructed. “I’ll take care of the rest of them.”

I tried to smile in agreement, but it felt more like a grimace. She just nodded and used her echolocation to target the nearest ant going in a circle.

Two more red-eyes came down the tunnel and tried to crash the party, but my Flashers and Miners quickly took care of them. They joined the queue of enemies waiting for Annabeth to give them a little hammer time. She got better and better at doing her sonic strike, and soon it was triggering in the first couple tries.

When she was finished, she Bank Stamped the ants to claim our points and sat down beside me. For the first time, I felt like I could mentally relax as well. I still felt as though my body had been trampled on by an entire herd of horses, so I continued to push out my awareness into my Connections and my bubble of magic senses. Annabeth reached over and held my hand in support as she started humming. I saw the healing rune charms she’d made kick into action, so she must have been feeling rough too.

That made sense, as she’d also been part of the whiplash experience. Even if she hadn’t been the fulcrum, she still would have been tossed about and subjected to several G’s of force.

Since she’d given me access, I let my spiritual sight roam through her body looking for problems. I didn’t see anything majorly wrong, but that got me thinking about my own body.

This large spherical viewpoint allowed me to be outside myself and look at my body in a whole new way. I wasn’t sure I liked what I saw, as my body seemed to be very uneven.

I’d pretty much turned it over to Tea and his Grove and let them handle it. That wasn’t a mistake—they were pretty awesome—but as I looked, I realized I needed to become more in touch with my physical side.

The parts that had gotten badly injured in past adventures, like my back and feet, were filled with newer, more magical cells. They had the power of the Lagerel and the power of the Deep Earth in them, and I could sense they were stronger and more durable. Other parts of me, however, had much less magic and were just now feeling the touch of my Marks.

‘It seems like you need to get injured more often,’ my Analytical Side noted. ‘Or, at least, spread out your injuries a bit more. Maybe next time, you could cut off a leg or something.’

‘That would be a hard no,’ I replied firmly. ‘I just spent a month recovering from my battle with Karl. I’m not volunteering to do anything like that again.’

‘Then maybe you should go back to awakening your cells every night,’ he said primly, like he was a schoolmarm setting me straight.

Looking at my body, I had to agree he was right. When I’d gotten the crap kicked out of me by Isobel, I’d awakened my cells one at a time and healed lots of broken bones. After that, I’d taken time every night to awaken a new patch of cells, anticipating the day that I’d get hurt again.

Somewhere along the way, though, I’d stopped doing this, and it showed.

‘Tea, I know you can heal my cells, but can you actually awaken them with magic?’ I asked.

‘I’m afraid not,’ he replied. ‘I can heal injuries and encourage new cells to grow, but I can’t infuse existing ones with magic. That is something you have to do directly.’

‘Okay. Thank you,’ I replied.

Looks like I had some work to do. I wish I’d known that Tea couldn’t do everything, but I’d never thought to ask.

‘You need to give your body a good stir,’ my Analytical Side noted.

‘Huh?’ I replied intelligently.

‘It looks like when you add cream to your coffee,’ he explained. ‘You can see the cream slowly spreading out and mixing with the coffee, but it doesn’t really even out until you give it a good stir.’

‘Oh. Right,’ I agreed. ‘It does sort of look like that.’

‘Not that you can really stir all your cells around,’ he continued. ‘But you can spend the time to infuse the rest of your body with magic. That way it can recover faster as well.’

‘Speaking of recovery,’ I switched back to Tea. ‘I thought my bones and ligaments were now bendy instead of breakable. How come my spine is in such bad condition?’

‘Your bones are just fine,’ Tea said, surprised. ‘Your leg, your hips, and your back are in great shape.’

‘Really?’ I was shocked. ‘It sure doesn’t feel that way.’

‘See for yourself,’ he replied. So I did.

I zoomed into my spine, and sure enough, it looked healthy. I traced it all the way up to my skull, then back down again to my pelvis, and then through the bones in my leg. Everything looked perfect.

‘I think you should take a moment to appreciate just how sturdy your body has become,’ Tea continued. ‘If you took any normal adult male of your height and weight and slung them around by the leg—like what happened to you—they would be in terrible condition. They might even be dead. Their leg would have snapped for sure, and the centrifugal force might even have ripped off the whole limb. That would actually have been a lucky outcome for them. If their leg had stayed attached, it’s likely their spine would have separated and their head might have torn off.’

‘Really?’ I gulped. That sounded terrible.

‘Why do you think dogs shake their heads when they have a chew toy?’ my Analytical Side continued. ‘It’s their natural killer move if they lived in the wild. Actually, shaking one's prey is a finishing move for a lot of predators. That ant was doing a lot more than trying to disorient you. It was trying to kill you.’

‘Ohhhh,’ I said softly. I was seeing our fight with the first three ants in a whole new light.

‘In your case,’ Tea continued, ‘not only did all your bones remain unbroken, but you were still in good enough condition to fight off multiple enemies for the next few minutes. Your muscles got stretched and damaged, which is what you're feeling now, but the damage is in some of the most magical parts of your body. That means that instead of taking days to recover, I can get you back to full health in a matter of hours.’

Hours? I didn’t have hours to spare.

‘That is wonderful news.’ I tried to sound cheerful. ‘But I thought you said you could get me going again in a matter of minutes?’

‘I can get you patched up enough to walk in about thirty minutes,’ Tea said. ‘It’s going to take longer than that to get you ready to fight.’

‘Oh,’ I replied. ‘You know the time constraint we’re under, so do the best you can.’

‘I certainly will,’ Tea replied. ‘I know how important this is and that you need to be battle ready as soon as possible. Be assured that my Grove and I will do everything we can to make that happen.’

‘Thank you,’ I said sincerely and let him get back to work.

I was still in a lot of pain, so I expanded my consciousness back to the limit of my magic senses. That seemed to help. I hadn’t realized the red-eye’s attack had been so deadly. I needed to be more wary of any grabbing attempts like that in the future.

Two more ants came down the tunnel, but I didn’t move. My Miners and Flashers made both of them lopsided and disoriented as Annabeth got to her feet to take care of them. Her echolocation was getting a lot better, and she had almost no trouble making her way over to them. It still wasn’t fast enough or precise enough for Annabeth to truly fight. But with the two ants hardly being able to fight back, it was good enough to march over and give them the sonic boom.

Annabeth came back, sat down beside me, and started her healing humming again. My pain was subsiding, and I was actually feeling fairly peaceful. I thought about awakening some cells while I waited, but I wasn’t sure about starting such a big job in the middle of a quest. It was going to take weeks of effort to even out the magic absorbed by my physical side.

“Just so you know,” Annabeth paused her humming, “it’s taking a lot of my magic to knock out these ants. My sonic strikes are very effective, but they aren’t that efficient.”

“Really?” I asked, surprised. I had thought she was doing fine. I checked out her pink magic matrix, and sure enough, it was looking faded.

“Some of us don’t have unlimited reserves of magic,” Annabeth said, and I thought I heard a note of sourness in her tone. “That’s why I enjoy working with weapons so much. I can do a lot of damage and not waste very much of my magic.”

“I don’t have unlimited magic,” I countered automatically. But then I realized from her perspective it probably seemed like I did. I had Penny’s capacity to tap into and even Eggy’s if I really tried. He was much farther away, so transferring magic was a lot harder, but since I was his Source, I could do it if I needed to.

“I’m also trying to heal,” Annabeth continued. “I don’t think I’m in as bad a shape as you are, but I’m a long way from perfect. What I’m trying to say is that I'm making this work for now, but I really need you to start taking out red-eyes as soon as you can.”

Her voice started to break, and for the first time, I understood how close she was to shutting down. She’d put up a brave front, but she needed me back on my feet as soon as possible.

‘Thank you for letting me know,’ I messaged her as I gave her hand a comforting squeeze. Since my awareness was primarily in my magic senses, I found it much easier to message than to physically speak. Plus, I could send her a quick status of exactly what I was feeling and what Tea had said.

She gave my hand a squeeze in return and settled back into her healing hum again. I kept an eye out for any approaching danger as I thought about what else I could do to help. Tea was right. Going from this level of pain and debility to being able to fight in several hours was a freakin’ miracle. I was very grateful to Tea and his Grove, but I felt like I should be able to do more.

I could spend my time repairing the cells myself, but that didn’t seem like it would make that much of a difference. Tea had already mapped out my body, and he was already hard at work repairing the injured cells. My soul creations were specialized for this type of work, so I felt like I should stay out of their way and let them do what they do best.

So, what could I do?

The healing rune was fully integrated into my Throne Room, which was the center for all my magic works. Plus, I had the healing rune imprinted on my Spark of Creation. That was the origin of who I was as a supernatural. The healing rune couldn’t get more integrated than that.

Tea had told me the healing rune was naturally working on me all the time. It was subtle, but it was there, and it made Tea’s job so much easier. This was wonderful for normal recovery, but I needed more. Maybe there was a way to actively use it?

While I was thinking, our friendly worker ant came over to us and seemed to stand guard. I’d thought she’d vanished down the tunnel to go do more ant stuff with her tribe. It was nice to see she was still here.

Bermuda finished playing with the flowers and also decided to come over. Of course, being a cat, he thought I’d make a lovely bed, and he crawled up on my chest to take a nap.

‘Cat! What are you doing!’ I snapped. ‘I’ve got a Broke back. I’m not your Mountain.’

Then I mentally chuckled at my movie pun. Even feeling the way I was, I couldn’t pass up a fine piece of humor. Miss Mountain would have been proud.

Bermuda just licked my chin and then ignored me. He tucked his paws in, rested his head on my chest, and started to purr.

I was afraid the vibrations would aggravate my condition, but instead, they were pure heaven. They seeped into my soul, and I felt a divine level of peace and love gently flow through me. I’d always loved when Bermuda snuggled up and purred for me. His gentle affection always made me feel so much better.

As I lay there, I realized it wasn’t just my soul that felt happy—my body felt better too. Maybe it was because I’d relaxed even more?

Annabeth’s humming and Bermuda’s purring seemed to merge. Their soft harmonic cadence filled the air around us. First the humming and then the purring seemed to wash over my senses like waves on a shore.

I could practically smell the healing, and I felt an idea starting to grow. My senses were still flung wide, so I could see the magic in the air. Faint pulses of magic appeared, like little fireflies, and I could see the same magic I saw in the healing rune. It wasn’t in the shape of the rune, but it was the essence of it.

What if a rune was more than a shape filled with magic? What if it was more than the lines and flow? I’d gotten so caught up in chasing the shape of runes and finding the perfect alignment, but what if they were more than that?

‘I like the thought,’ my Analytical Side chimed in. ‘It’s like seeing the word “love” on a page. It’s just lines of ink on paper until you read it and give it meaning.’

‘Exactly,’ I replied. ‘Although, I think a rune really does have power. I don’t think I could just write “healer” in English on my Spark of Creation and have the same impact.’

‘Probably not,’ my Analytical Side agreed thoughtfully, ‘Although it would be fun to experiment and see if a word in English makes a difference.’

‘Anyway,’ I continued, ‘let’s not get sidetracked. Back to the word “love.” What if, instead of just reading the word, the whole environment was the essence of the word? What if there was a soft love song playing in the background? What if the smell of roses or the scent of the person you loved wafted through the air? The whole concept of “love” would be enhanced way beyond a written word.

‘And what if I could do the same for healing? What if I could fully get in touch with healing in every way and push that through my body? Maybe that would enhance and support what Tea is doing, and I’d recover even faster.’

‘You’re basing this on Annabeth’s humming?’ my Analytical Side asked.

‘Yes,’ I replied, ‘and Bermuda’s purring. I think it’s more than just the physical sounds. I think it’s a song, with meaning, emotions, and feeling. I think Annabeth is using that to trigger and enhance her healing rune charms. And I think I can do the same.’

My Analytical Side wanted to chat about the idea a bit more, but I let his words wash over me as I was already getting to work. I painted the healing rune in the air in front of me and examined it for a moment. In the middle it had three columns, like the roman numeral III, which were then surrounded by two layers of petals. I was very familiar with this rune, as it was the basis for the flowers on Tea as well as the newest edition of my healing spores. I’d seen thousands and thousands of these flowers growing and healing inside me, and I’d always thought it was neat how Tea had taken the rune and made it so organic.

I felt like that had been the secret to my amazing health so far. I’d taken something that was just lines and given it flow––given it a natural shape. Now, I was going to take it even further. What was its essence? What was the flow of magic in the shape of that rune trying to actually say?

I filled the rune with magic and listened. I didn’t have long to wait before I heard what sounded like white noise—like it was one of those devices that sits by the bedside at night and helps people sleep.

I was surprised to hear that because I’d figured I’d hear something like music. When I’d first been experimenting with the healing rune, Annabeth had said it sounded like violins. She was always humming a tune when she activated her healing runes, so I expected to be serenaded by a string quartet. This was nothing like that.

I pulled back my magic, erased the healing rune, and started over. This time I made a point of centering myself in my forty-foot sphere of magical senses. I felt the space around me and listened to the murmurs of the rocks and the moss. I smelled the slight musty scent in the air and tasted everything around me.

There was so much to appreciate in the world, and I felt a tinge of sadness that I usually just passed it by. Life was busy. There were monsters to vanquish, tournaments to win, and a boyfriend to cuddle.

I was here, though, and at this moment, I could afford to take it all in. I lay there and existed. I breathed in the space and let it become a part of me while I became part of everything around me.

Thoughts appeared, as my mind wanted to pick apart pieces of the world around me. I simply noted the points of interest and then let them go.

I’d learned about meditation and how to do it from a book, but I’d never been successful before. My mind was always racing from one thing to the next, finding patterns and teasing out new avenues of study.

Now that I was outside my body and existing in such a bigger space, I found meditation to be much easier. Somehow, because there was more of me, my mind could settle down, and a feeling of tranquility swept over me.

I was centered.

I was content.

I let myself sit for a long minute and appreciate this new experience before finally turning to the matter at hand. This time I formed the healing rune inside my physical body—that’s what needed healing, after all—and filled the rune with magic.

This time, when I listened, I heard it clearly.

It was the sound of summer rain.

It wasn’t a hard rain—the kind that overflows rivers and washes trees away. This was a soft, soaking rain. It was the rain that blanketed the fields and forests. The rain that soaks into roots, creating an explosion of greenery and growth.

It was the type of rain that when it passes, leaves a rainbow in the sky and smells like the promise of a new beginning. Speaking of passing, the rain from the healing rune faded away, and I felt the warmth of the sun.

That was unexpected. Did the healing rune change over time? Did it have a cycle?

The warm sun stayed for a while, drying the land and providing energy for new growth. Then it faded, and I felt the healing rune settle into a cool night. Somehow I knew this was when the real change happened.

Then the morning arrived, and the soaking rain started again. It was a cycle, like a healing dishwasher.

Fascinating!

I stayed with the rune and went through the cycle again. This time I engaged even more of my senses. What did it taste like? What was its scent? The active meditation drew me in.

When I had it all together and I wasn’t gleaning any new insights, I gathered up the magic and pushed it out to my body.

‘What was that!?!?’ Tea exclaimed.

I didn’t want to lose my focus, so I didn’t reply right away. Instead, I expanded the rune, gathered the energy of the cycle, and pushed even more into my physical side.

‘Whatever you’re doing, keep it up!’ Tea said enthusiastically.

And that is what I did. I expanded the rune again so it filled me from head to toe and cycled again.

Then I realized I could go even farther. My body was already filled with healing flowers, courtesy of Tea and his Grove, and I could use them. I released the giant rune, and instead, mentally gathered up all the thousands and thousands of tiny organic runes.

I synced them up so all of them were raining, shining, and resting in the same cycle, and then pushed that out to my whole body.

It was glorious, like I’d invited a choir of angels inside me and they were singing in divine harmony.

‘Wow!’ Tea was freaking out. ‘Wow! Wow! Wow!’

Then I understood something else. I was treating the rune like it was an add-on, like the flowers were somehow different from me.

I was treating the healing energy like it was something to gather up and push out to the real part of me. But that wasn’t the case.

The healing rune was part of my Spark of Creation.

The healing rune was part of the fabric of my Throne Room.

I was the healing rune.

I didn’t need something else to start the cycle.

I was the cycle.

And with that, my whole body became the rain. Healing magic soaked my cells, and they drank it up like thirsty flowers in a field. They warmed with the sun and baked in all the new power. Then they rested in the cool night, giving them a moment to fully absorb the energy and acclimate to the new normal, before the cycles started again.

I was too far gone in the meditation to use my words, so I spoke to Tea with images and feelings. He replied the same way with images of just how powerful of a difference this had made on his end.

He was tapped into every cell of my body, and the level of detail he communicated was staggering. Of course, he was currently focused on the damage at the moment, and the Grove was treating the cells differently depending on how much magic was already contained in the cell.

Cells with my magic and the magic from my Marks recovered over ten times faster than my other cells. But even those cells were enhanced from those of a normal human. With Tea’s insight, I could see just how far I’d come.

Even without actively awakening cells, it was still happening as a background process. The magic from my matrix was spilling over to my physical side. Each time I’d upgraded my matrix, the process was happening faster and faster.

Basically, the magic was burning out old, weak cells and encouraging fresh growth. The new cells were stronger and held slightly more magic than the ones they’d replaced. They also picked up some of the magic from my Marks. It was exciting because it meant that every day I was getting stronger and quicker. Most importantly, I could heal faster.

It also confirmed why I was eating so much. My cells needed nourishment to grow, so my body was constantly telling me I was hungry. Tea had told me this before, but looking at my body this way, I understood it on a whole new level.

Now I had the base concept, Tea shared with me the difference he was seeing from my healing cycle. This new energy was giving my existing cells exactly what they needed to recover. If too damaged, the old cells were expiring faster, and new ones were appearing quicker.

It was like every cell had its own personal gardener looking out for it—giving it food, water, and exactly the right amount of energy it needed. With this level of attention, my body was recovering twice as fast as before. Maybe even faster.

I shared happy, excited thoughts with Tea as I continued working the healing cycle. More enemies showed up, but they were quickly distracted by my Flashers and Miners. Annabeth left to vanquish them and returned a few moments later.

She was trying to stay strong, but she groaned as she sat down and then sighed as she took my hand again. Before she resumed her own healing meditation, I started messaging all the insights I’d discovered.

‘You’re sending complex images and concepts,’ my Bank Crystal warned. ‘These are costing you much more than your regular update messages.’

‘Thanks for letting me know,’ I replied, ‘but if Annabeth can figure out how to use this cycle for herself, it will be well worth it.’

It took Annabeth several moments to absorb and understand what I’d sent, but then she got excited.

“Jason, this is a genuine breakthrough!” she exclaimed. “I’d thought that sometimes my healing runes felt different, but I just figured it was my imagination playing tricks on me. Now I know that it's a cycle, I should be able to improve my healing a lot!”

She wasted no time using the new information, and I heard her humming shift as she attempted to follow the cycle. I could see her magic churning, and it seemed like she was having trouble feeling her way through the new process.

“Would you like me to try my new healing cycle on you?” I asked.

“That would be wonderful!” she replied. “You’re in awful shape, though. Are you sure you can spare the attention?”

I was deep in meditation, so I didn’t reply directly. Instead, I sent a quick message of affirmation, and then visualized a giant healing rune inside her. I filled it with her magic, kicked off the cycle, and pushed the energy into her body.

Annabeth immediately felt relief. She slumped forward and let her head fall into her hands. Then she moaned like she was getting a massage.

I just chuckled internally and kept going. I made several smaller healing runes, synced them up with the big one, and placed them all up her spine and down her legs. This seemed to work even better.

I tried pushing her to the final step, where she was the healing cycle, but she hadn’t introduced the healing rune to her Spark of Creation yet, so that didn’t work. I made a mental note to help her find her own Spark as soon as possible. It seemed as if we were always getting hurt, so she needed to be able to take her recovery to the highest level.

We had several golden minutes while we both recovered and Bermuda rested. He had worked hard playing with flowers after all. I’m sure he was wiped out.

Bermuda ignored the sarcasm in my thoughts and wholeheartedly agreed with me. He was ready for a nap. He stretched out on my chest, rested his head out flat, and gave me slow blinky eyes. I rubbed his head and told him he was the best boy in the whole wide world. Nobody could lie on me and purr like he could. My Bubu had mad skillz!

He gave a little sigh of agreement and closed his eyes in contentment. At that moment, three red-eyes showed up. Annabeth growled in aggravation and shifted to get to her feet.

‘I’ll take care of them,’ I messaged. ‘You stay here and keep cycling. I’ll be right back.’

She nodded gratefully and relaxed again.

“I gotta get up,” I told Bermuda and tapped him on the head. One eye opened, and he gave me a baleful stare. “I’m sorry, dude. It’s not me. It’s them.” I gestured towards the red-eyes. He shifted focus and glared at our advancing enemies. If looks could kill, they would have exploded with extreme prejudice.

He sighed again and then popped into my Throne Room. He curled up on the giant cat bed and ignored me and everything else going on.

‘Have a nice nap,’ I told him as I got to my feet. My Flashers and Miners had already unbalanced the red-eyes, and one was running into the wall and two were going around in circles. Since I had a moment, I pulled my awareness back into my body and gave a careful stretch.

I still ached a bit, but I no longer had the screaming pain of before. I wasn’t a hundred percent yet, but this was fantastic. At least I could move and fight. I limbered up a bit more, being careful not to pull any of my recently healed muscles, and then walked over to the first enemy. He was so focused on getting away from the Flasher, he didn’t pay attention to me. A quick Saber-Saw strike to the neck, and he was done. I Bank Stamped him and moved on.

The next two were a bit harder, but they soon fell to my Saber-Saw as well. I loved how well my Spikes cut. It really felt like I had short lightsabers coming out of my knuckles. They were so awesome!

When we’d stopped at the Whet’s Edge, I’d thought that nothing much would come from it. I’d thought the tests were a nice confidence booster and would help me get over being so badly injured. I never thought I’d end up with a whole new method of attack. I loved Spike and the Knuckle Crew in pierce mode, but I think I liked them in cutting mode even better.

Plus, I’d had a whole epiphany about being Connected, which led me to my healing cycle. Who knew one simple visit would help me grow so much?

I returned to Annabeth, sat down beside her, and took her hand. Once again, I pushed my awareness out to the full extent of my magic senses and entered a meditative state. I recreated the massive healing rune inside her as well as smaller, targeted runes anywhere I thought she might need help, including her eyes.

I synced them all up and started the healing cycle. I could see Annabeth had already figured out how to hum the cycle, so I made sure my cycles matched up with hers. Once I was sure we were good, I activated Tea and all the other healing flowers inside myself. I kept the entire system in sync and sank even deeper into meditation.

I found the cycle was more than just functional. It felt damn good too. I loved to sleep in a cool bed, and the night part of the cycle felt all snuggly like that. The day part felt like playing on the beach or riding my bike in the summer. The rain was the best part. It reminded me of curling up in a plump chair with a mug of hot chocolate and a nice book. Bermuda would be lying on my lap, and the patter of the rain would waft me away to a world of mental adventure.

Basically, the healing cycle was awesome in every way, and I soon discovered that all this syncing up was causing a resonance in the world around us. The moss we were resting on seemed greener and started growing. The flowers that Bermuda liked sprang up, and soon we were outlined in shades of orange and blue. Even our worker ant came over and snuggled up beside us.

I was glad she was there when a trail of black worker ants arrived. Our gal got to her five feet and touched antennae with several of them. There must have been at least thirty, but once they were assured we weren’t an enemy—or edible—they hurried on their way.

I never broke my meditation, and soon the worker ant was nestled beside us again. It sort of felt like we’d gained a pet horse. I could have stayed there for hours, but soon it was time to move on. Our time hadn’t been wasted, though, as both of us now felt in better shape than when we’d started this round.

“Ready to find out where all these red-eyes are coming from?” I asked.

Annabeth stretched, threw a few punches, then stretched a bit more.

“I sure am,” Annabeth replied brightly. “I can’t believe how good I feel. I know we rested longer than we probably should have, but I think it’s going to be worth it. We know what we’re fighting now, and we’re in much better shape to handle them. Plus, we still made some points.”

“For sure!” I agreed. I checked in with my Bank Crystal. “We’ve made four hundred and twenty points so far! That’s not bad.”

“Especially since the points came to us,” Annabeth nodded. “How many more points do we need to get back to zero?”

“Exactly seven thousand,” I replied after checking in again with my Bank Crystal. I tried to sound nonchalant and factual, but that seemed like a lot of points. I must have given away how I was feeling because Annabeth gave me a quick hug.

“We now know how to fight the ants,” she encouraged me. “Since we’re back on our feet, we should be able to put a big dent in that number. Don’t worry too much. I’m sure it will all work out.”

She gave me her trademark cheerful smile, and I did my best to return it. Between the healing and Annabeth's relentless optimism, I was feeling ready to tackle the rest of this round. So with clear heads and light hearts, we headed down the tunnel to vanquish our enemies and gain some more points.


Chapter twenty-five

Tankin’ Time


We didn't tie ourselves together this time. Instead, I let Annabeth use her echolocation to determine where she was. She stumbled a bit and we couldn't move too quickly, but overall it was fine. This gave Annabeth more practice at echolocation, which hopefully would result in more confidence when she was fighting.

We reached a fork in the tunnel just as we heard the scuffle of incoming ants. It ended up being a small group of regular black ants racing to escape from two red-eyes. As they came into view, I saw both red-eyes catch a worker that was just a bit slower than the others. The poor guy barely had time to wave his antennae in fright as they tore him apart. The red-eyes stopped briefly to crush his skull and eat something, before they kicked it back into gear and raced after the rest of the fleeing workers.

“Are you ready?” I asked Annabeth as the black ants flowed around us and scurried down the other fork.

“I’m ready,” she replied firmly. “I’m low on magic, so I’d rather not blow them up unless I absolutely have to.”

“That's okay,” I replied. “I’ll take them out if you can be the tank and hold their attention.”

“Shouldn’t I be the submarine?” Annabeth smiled. “I’m using echolocation after all.”

I didn’t feel stressed, but I must have sounded that way, as Annabeth was clearly making an effort to lighten the mood. Or maybe she was the one that was stressed. Either way, I was happy to play along.

“Sure,” I smiled back. “Or you could be a whale. A killer whale! Using sound to find your foes and smack them into oblivion!”

“Are you saying I’m fat?” Annabeth quipped in mock outrage. I was ready to quip right back, but the two red-eyes had arrived, and it was time to pay them back for their vicious ways.

I deliberately held off using the Flashers and Miners because I wanted to see how Annabeth and I did on our own. I didn’t feel too threatened, as Annabeth was moving well and I felt fantastic. Two red-eyes didn’t seem like much anymore, and if we got into trouble, I could always call in the cavalry.

Annabeth set herself in the earth and smacked the shit out of the first red-eye to reach her. He paused, stunned, as the second one arrived, and then she rang his bell too. They both recovered quickly and attacked together, but it didn’t do them any good. Annabeth and her shillelaghs were more than a match for their frantic attacks and snapping mandibles.

I took a second to appreciate just how awesome Annabeth was. She was a grandmother, of tiny stature and big heart, and yet here she was, playing the role of the tank. In role-playing games, the tanks were the big warriors. They were usually covered in heavy armor and relied on massive amounts of vitality and hit points to survive a fight.

Annabeth was the antithesis of a big burly guy, and yet, she was still getting the job done. Not only that, she was doing it blind! In many ways, Annabeth was more like a mystic monk than a tank, but either way, she was amazing.

Speaking of monks, it was time to get my Wing Chun on and vanquish some monsters. I flowed smoothly to the side of the nearest red-eye and punched him once with my left hand to expose his neck. The other fist sliced down like Wolverine. Just like that, one enemy was laid to rest.

I pigeon-stepped forward to the next enemy, and this time I didn’t even have to make a setup punch. One Saber-Saw cut later, and the second red-eye collapsed.

I Bank Stamped both of them and then paused to evaluate how I was doing.

I felt full of energy and ready to go. I was limber, warmed-up, and not even breathing hard. This was me performing at my best.

“How did that feel?” I asked Annabeth.

She rolled her shoulders and did an internal evaluation of her own.

“I feel ready for more,” she announced. “Let's put a stop to these assholes.”

I nodded in agreement, and we headed down the new fork together. As we moved along, I checked on our friendly worker. She’d fallen back when we’d started fighting, but now she stepped up to walk with us. Despite having recently lost a limb, she seemed to be moving well.

We battled two more small groups of red-eyes before reaching another intersection. To my surprise, our worker friend took the lead and chose the next tunnel for us. I guess she had somewhere in mind for us to go.

I looked at Annabeth to see what she thought, and she just shrugged.

“One direction is as good as another at this point,” she noted. “Just as long as we have a fresh supply of points headed our way. When we’re ready to leave, I can use the rope to get us up to the same hole as we arrived in.”

“That sounds good,” I agreed, “but I’m more afraid of getting lost. We don’t want to get too far away from our exit. Paths always seem to look different when you’re headed in the opposite direction.”

“We’ve only had a few turns so far,” Ananbeth said confidently. “I’m sure I can find our way back. Besides, I’m not navigating by sight. I’m navigating by sound, and these tunnels all sound different.”

I wasn’t as confident, but I had faith in her abilities. If she said she could find her way back, then I was willing to trust her. We started down the new tunnel just as another couple red-eyes came at us.

By this time, I’d started using my Flashers and Miners again, as there was no sense in incurring more risk than necessary. They handicapped the two red-eyes, and I dispatched them with little effort. Annabeth collected the points behind me, and it seemed like we barely slowed down on our journey.

It was a good thing we were so efficient because the number of enemies we began to fight increased sharply. They still came at us in small groups of two and three, but the time between groups decreased to the point where we had little opportunity to recover. It seemed like we’d knock out one set of red-eyes only to immediately hear the next group heading towards us.

The tunnel itself seemed to go on forever. There were other passages that split off to the side, but we must have been in the main tunnel, as we were never attacked from those directions. Instead, there were groups of black worker ants that fled down the side tunnels, trying to escape the red death behind them.

We made a special effort to protect any workers we saw, but now we were in the thick of it, we saw dead ants everywhere. The red-eyes were relentless and seemed to be maiming and killing just for the enjoyment of it all. Sure, it seemed like they were rabid and had no choice, but it also seemed like they attacked with extra zeal every time they caught a fleeing worker.

It reminded me of a scene in a movie where the barbarian horde had breached the walls of the city, but then began burning, pillaging and killing in a berserk fury. There was no rhyme or reason to it. They were heinous acts of pure rage.

As we worked our way down the tunnel, I had to wonder where all this was coming from. Why were the red ants spaced out like this? Why were there pockets of black ants escaping? What were they escaping from?

It all became clear when we arrived at the cavern. We heard it first—the whisper of thousands of barbed feet scrabbling for purchase in ichor-soaked moss. The crack of chitin legs being snapped in two like dry twigs mingled with the pop of mandibles crunching through defensive shells. It was the quiet sounds of a desperate battle, and we slowed our progress dramatically as we neared. After all, I had no desire to be surrounded and overwhelmed again.

When we exited the tunnel, I grabbed Annabeth’s hand and gasped. The sounds hadn’t prepared me for the scope of what I saw.

The cavern was huge, easily the size of two football fields side by side, and it was filled with ants fighting. On one side were the black ants, headed by rows and rows of warriors fighting to protect the workers behind them. Tearing into them with rabid fury were the red-eyed ants. Most of them looked like warriors, but a few of them were workers, and some of them weren’t even ants. I saw a giant spider, a couple slug-looking things, and even a normal-sized warthog—which looked weird compared to the huge insects around it. It seemed like this red-eyed disease was no respecter of species. It was able to infect anyone.

Annabeth couldn’t see the fighting, of course, as her sight still hadn’t recovered. She was getting my visual messages, though, and I’m sure her echolocation gave her the scope and frantic pace of what we were seeing.

“This is all too much,” Annabeth said as she gripped my hand tightly. “There is no way I can fight with this much noise and activity.”

“That’s okay,” I replied. “We’ll figure something out. Just give me a moment to get the hang of what’s going on.”

Annabeth nodded, although she still seemed very uneasy. I wasn’t ready to get involved in the fighting yet, so we moved back into the shelter of the tunnel. I could still see what was going on, but it wasn’t overwhelming my partner anymore and it gave us some protection from the hectic fray.

I watched the flow of the fighting, and from a classical battle perspective, the black warriors should have been winning. They fought together, supported each other, and seemed to be doing everything right. I’m sure the Roman legions trained for years to be able to fight with this level of cohesion and precision. However, just like the Romans, they were failing to stop the barbarian horde.

It seemed like this red-eye disease was not only making them crazy; it was also making them bigger and stronger. Some of the ants had a lighter red aura, and they seemed about fifty percent larger than the black ants. Beyond this, as the red became more intense and the size of the ants increased, it also seemed like these deeper red ants had more of their wits about them. They still crashed into the defensive line with all the fervor of the light red ants, but they were quick to withdraw if it looked like they were going to get overwhelmed.

Easily drawing my attention were a few monster red-eyes in the middle of the battle. They were almost as big as a school bus, and their aura was so red, it looked like dried blood. They seemed to be the generals of this melee, as I noticed that the battle seemed fiercest in the direction they were facing.

There were three tunnels behind the black ants’ defensive line, and the workers were frantically scurrying around carrying what seemed to be food and eggs. It looked like they were evacuating their nest as fast as possible and carrying their precious cargo deeper underground.

I only had time to watch the battle for a few moments before the reason we were having a mix of black ants and red-eyes down our tunnel became apparent. The entrance to our tunnel put us at the line of scrimmage between the two forces. When the battle shifted in favor of the red-eyes, some of them would break off from the main fight and head our way. When the battle shifted back again, the workers would scurry around and pick up fallen ants—I guess for food—and carry them back down one of the other tunnels. When the battle shifted yet again, some of these workers became trapped, and their only escape was down our tunnel. That made a few red-eyes break off from the main engagement to chase them, and the cycle started all over again.

Of course, we weren’t going to let our enemies off that easily. The workers hurried by us as Annabeth pulled the red-eyes’ attention and I moved in for the kill. After we took care of a few waves, Annabeth seemed to relax even more.

“I know the ants in general don’t seem to respond to noise as much as we’re used to,” I said, “but I was wondering if your calling ability would work on them like the rats in Otugh’s basement. If so, we just take out manageable groups of them without having to wait for them to chase some workers this way.”

“I can try,” Annabeth replied. “I like the idea of fighting here in the tunnel a lot better than wading into that massive battle out there.”

The Miners and Flashers were already in place, so I gave Annabeth the signal to start.

“Come here, anty ants,” Annabeth called. She sounded rather soft and tentative, though. We waited, but nothing seemed to happen.

“Try again,” I suggested. “This time give it a bit more gas.”

She nodded and cleared her throat.

“Come here, you crazy ants,” she called. This time it was louder and firmer. We waited, but still nothing happened.

“Alright, you bastards. Come and get it!” This time Annabeth really let loose. Again, nothing happened.

“Oh well,” I sighed. “You gave it a good effort. It would have been really nice if it had worked. I’m not looking forward to getting involved in the main battle. I think it will be really easy for us to get surrounded and overwhelmed. Plus, some of those bigger red-eyes look tougher than the ones we’ve faced so far.”

“Yeah, that would have been nice,” Annabeth agreed. “We can’t leave them like this, though. I know they aren’t our species, but we can’t let the red-eyes overwhelm the nest and kill all the babies.”

“They are eggs, not babies,” I noted. That earned me a reproving look from Annabeth. “But regardless, I think we can do something about the battle,” I quickly added. “Let’s see how they like fighting without their feet. Miners, you’re up. Go and do your thing!”

My trusty Miners flew into action, and soon the red-eyes nearest us lost the lower part of their legs. That didn’t stop them from fighting, but it did mean that their attacks were much less aggressive than before. They weren’t used to fighting like this, and for the first time, it gave the black warriors the upper hand.

‘Flashers, hang back,’ I directed. ‘I’m afraid your strobing will throw off the black ants as well.’

I had a lot of Miners by this point, and they swept through the battle, doing as much damage as they could. It created a ripple effect, as the black warriors suddenly had better height and mobility, and they used this to their advantage.

It seemed like it took two or three black warriors to beat one normal red-eye, and now their superior organization brought those numbers to bear. The larger, redder ants tried to turn the battle back in their favor, but they became hampered by the lack of mobility of their own troops.

I also found out that my Miners weren’t able to cripple the larger ants. They were fighting a more powerful aura, and the red-eye's chitin seemed to be much stronger. Still, they managed to hurt about half the enemy, which was no small thing.

“You’re awesome,” Annabeth said gleefully as she watched the battle shift through my messages.

“It just sucks that we won’t get any points for them,” I said mournfully. That’s when I felt a tug from my Bank Crystal.

‘Would you like me to collect the points for you?’ it asked.

‘You can do that?’ I asked in surprise. ‘I thought we had to take out the enemy ourselves and then tap them in order to get credit.’

‘You’ve assisted in the kill,’ the Bank Crystal said, ‘so you will get some points, even if it probably isn’t the full amount. As for tapping the victory markers, I think I can complete the transaction by using the avatar you made me.’

The dragonfly that I’d made for the Bank Crystal appeared in front of me. I’d made it so the Crystal could explore the world on its own, and I’d done it simply as a nice gesture. Now, it seemed like it was going to have a strategic ability as well.

The dragonfly wiggled its butt at me and flew a quick happy loop in the air. Then it zipped across the cavern and touched the nearest fallen red-eye. The black ant warriors had killed it a few moments ago, and now a worker ant had picked it up and was getting ready to carry it back to its nest. When the dragonfly touched it, the red-eye disappeared, leaving the worker holding up nothing but air.

Ants don’t have human expressions, of course, so I couldn’t be certain, but it seemed like the worker was incredibly surprised. Its antennae froze straight up in the air and it paused for a long time. I’m sure it was saying “What the hell?” in antish.

The whole thing was funny as hell, and I couldn’t help but laugh. Actually, it probably wasn’t that funny, but it was the only bit of humor in this terrible battle, so it seemed extra humorous in comparison.

Annabeth caught my update message and laughed too. Meanwhile, the dragonfly continued to fly through the cavern, Stamping all the fallen red-eyes. I loved the points, but this shifted the flow of battle once again. With the fallen bodies out of the way, the stronger and faster red-eyes took the field.

They were at least twice as big and much more hardy than their fallen companions, and once again, the battle turned in favor of the red-eyes. The Miners had done an excellent job taking out the shock troops, but now true monsters were in the field.

“Stay here,” I told Annabeth. “I’m going to go out there and see if I can help. With the ant warriors keeping their attention, hopefully I can take some of these monsters down.”

“Are you sure?” Annabeth replied. I could see she didn’t like this idea. “It’s also possible the regular warriors won’t know you’re friendly and they’ll attack you too. Plus, we haven’t faced any of these larger red-eyes yet. Our regular tactics might not work against them. I’d much rather we face off against them together.”

We stood together for a moment in the relative safety of the tunnel. With the smaller battlefield, no more red-eyes or workers were heading our way.

I wanted to take Annabeth with me, but the battle was just too chaotic. I closed my eyes for a moment and listened. There was so much crunching and shuffling I couldn’t see any way for Annabeth’s echolocation to work reliably.

“Echolocation works by sending out a signal, like a ping, and then interpreting what echoes back again,” I said thoughtfully. “That worked great when you started to learn how to do that back in our empty room. It also worked great in the mostly empty tunnels.”

I paused, and Annabeth nodded in agreement.

“However, you were fighting off at least three ants of your own when we got tossed around. I wasn’t paying attention to sounds at that point, but I think you might have been using more than echolocation. I’m thinking you might have used all the sounds around you to create an accurate picture of what you were fighting.”

“Maybe?” Annabeth sounded both doubtful and hopeful at the same time. She held up a hand for me to give her a moment. I stayed as quiet as possible and let her concentrate on the world around her.

She stopped using echolocation, and instead, cupped her ears with her hands. She changed the shape of her hands several times in an effort to tune into different sounds.

“Maybe?” she said again. “I feel like that’s possible. I just don't know how to do it.”

Suddenly, I had an inspiration.

“Try listening with your magic,” I suggested. “You've already learned how to make sounds with your weapons, and this is sort of like that. In fact, I think you are already doing it for your echolocation. Human ears aren't sensitive enough to create a picture on their own, so you have to be listening with your magic.”

Actually, I wasn't sure if this was possible or not. I just wanted to sound like I knew what I was talking about and help her believe in her own power.

Annabeth's face screwed up in concentration as I kept going.

“Your magic is all about sound. It already knows what to do, and it wants to help you. You just have to have faith and let it happen.”

I felt like a fairy godmother—you just need to wish upon a star and believe it will come true. All I needed to complete the picture was a sparkling wand and blue dress.

I wanted to chuckle and share this with Annabeth, but it would have ruined the mood.

Annabeth looked hopeful for a moment, like she got it. But then it looked like she lost it again. That’s when I had another idea.

“Try doing your pings for echolocation,” I suggested. “Let the world form in your mind like you have many times before. Then gradually let the pings fade away as you keep the image going.

“That's a good idea,” Annabeth agreed, and she quickly gave it a try. She pinged twice at regular volume and then she stopped. I started to say something, but she held up her hand to stop me.

She pinged again and then stopped. She repeated this cycle over and over again, biting her lip in concentration.

Then she pinged several times, and gradually increased the time between them. Finally, she stopped, but this time she looked excited.

“I got it!” she exclaimed. “It seems weird compared to echolocation, but now I can see with sound!”

She hopped up and down in excitement and gave me a happy hug.

“Do you feel like you can see well enough to fight now?” I asked.

Annabeth concentrated on the battle for a moment.

“I think I can.” She nodded, but she didn’t look certain. That wasn’t good. If she came with me to fight, the battle was going to be hectic, so I needed to know she could defend herself.

“Seeing with the sounds they make is much faster and clearer than echolocation,” she explained. “When I’m using echolocation on its own and there’s a lot of movement, I get ghost trails. Creating the image from the sounds they make gets rid of that. On the other hand, things that aren’t moving, like the ground, now seem muddled.”

She paused again. I stood there being supportive and gave her space to figure this out.

“What I really need is to use both ways of seeing,” she mused thoughtfully. “Let’s try this…”

She started doing a slow ping, and her brow furrowed as she concentrated on finding the right balance between the two forms of listening and seeing. The pings started speeding up, and her face lit up, like this was a good thing. They sped up so much, it sounded like a machine gun going off. I knew that couldn’t last, and sure enough, the pings slowed down slightly before the volume dropped a lot. The pings were only a whisper when she finally seemed satisfied.

The last thing Annabeth played with was the pitch. The sounds grew deeper, then reversed course and went higher. Finally, they passed outside of the range of what I could hear, although I could still feel them. It felt weird, like tiny bubbles popping against my magic.

Annabeth continued to experiment, and I followed along with my magic. It occurred to me that if I could feel what she was doing, I might be able to use echolocation as well. I already had my magic sight, though, and it provided more information than echolocation or natural sight ever could. Sometimes, it already felt like too much info. I didn’t need another way of seeing the world. At least, not right now.

“I think I got it,” she finally said. “I can see all around me, both near and far. Also, the ghost trails are gone. As long as the red-eyes aren’t speeding like a bullet, I should be fine.”

“If the red-eyes can move at bullet speed, then we have a lot more problems than just seeing what they're doing,” I laughed. “These new red-eyes are fast, but they’re not that fast.”

“I’m ready to do this,” Annabeth said firmly. “I needed the time to learn how to see better, but now we need to get over there and help the black ants win.”

I looked back at the battle and realized the black warrior ants had been taking a beating. They were fighting defensively, giving their workers time to clear out the nest, but the larger red-eyes now seemed to be fighting even harder. They were smashing into the defensive line, using their speed and mass to knock the smaller ants out of the way. The main difference from the lighter red-eyes, though, was they stopped before they got too far behind enemy lines. Instead, they bit and tore at everyone around them before racing back to the safety of their side.

It was an effective strategy, and every charge left a few dead ants and several injured in its wake. I gave Annabeth a fierce grin. It was time to take the battle to the enemy!

We were ready to head out, when our worker friend came over and spit on us. It was more of a spritz than a loogie, but it still shocked the hell out of me. Then I caught a thought from our Connection and realized what was going on.

“What the heck?” Annabeth sputtered. “Did she just sneeze on us?”

“Sort of.” I laughed and shook my head. “She marked us with her scent so the black ants will know we are friendly.”

“Oh,” Annabeth looked down at her Super Suit and then back at the ant. “I guess that’s okay then.” She gave the ant a pat on the head like she was a nice puppy. This time it was the ant’s turn to look confused.

“Ready?” I asked, getting us back on track.

“Ready,” Annabeth replied, and we raced into battle.

I could already see the difference with Annabeth’s movements. Her steps were sure, and she had no trouble running over the moss.

We swiftly reached the battlefront, and I pointed out the nearest red-eye that looked like it might charge soon. We were on the side of the battle, so we only had to maneuver around a few warriors before we reached the front lines. The ants looked at us in what seemed to be surprise, but they quickly accepted us and moved out of the way. It seemed like our friendly pheromones were working.

I reached the front line first, just as our targeted red-eye made his move. I was shocked at how fast he was. I didn’t have time to set myself before he slammed into me and knocked me aside. He had much more weight and power than I was expecting, and he sent me flying through the air.

Fortunately, Red and the Hex Network had the force rune to cushion the impact. Rather than a crushing blow, it felt like I’d gotten hit by a truck covered in pillows. Instead of being stunned, I bounced off one of the black warriors and landed on my feet.

Annabeth had been an ant-length behind me, and she had an extra second to react. She used that time like the warrior queen she was to set herself in the earth. When the red-eye reached her, she met its charge with a double overhead shillelagh-earth-smash.

It was an awesome move, and I cheered as the red-eye’s head slammed mandible first into the ground. If he would have been a regular animal, he probably would have tumbled ass over teakettle across the floor and maybe broken his neck.

He had six freakin’ legs, though, and crazy levels of control. So instead, he just froze and came to a complete stop. Actually, all the black ants around us froze. I think everyone must have been shocked to see our tiny Annabeth stop a charging monster.

I didn’t stop, though. I already knew what Annabeth could do. I landed on my feet and raced for his neck. Annabeth hadn’t frozen either, as she kicked it into overdrive and started beating on the red-eye’s head like she was in a hard-rock drum circle.

Without adding a sonic element to it, her blows weren’t hard enough to get through his reinforced forehead. But they were enough to stun it, and that gave me the extra second I needed to reach his neck.

I hadn’t faced this level of red-eye yet, and his neck segment was shorter and fatter than I was used to. I sliced down and discovered I could no longer cut through it like butter. His chitin was tough!

I got through part of its neck, though, and its front legs started thrashing. I was in an excellent position, so I anchored myself in the earth and took the hit. I Saber-Sawed again, but this time I was expecting the resistance. I swiped fast, but firm, and kept the nanoblades going once the cut slowed down.

I was lucky that Annabeth had been able to stun it so badly. It kept the red-eye relatively still and gave me the time I needed to keep cutting. About five seconds later, his head fell off like a meatball on a wobbly plate.

I gave Annabeth a high five as the dragonfly swooped in and Stamped the body, collecting our points. I was going to congratulate her on a job well done, but another red-eye was already headed our way. This one was slightly bigger than the last one, and it fought differently.

Instead of trying to charge us and knock us over, it stopped as soon as it was within range and used its mandibles to bite us. Both of us had anchored ourselves in the earth, expecting this time to be like the last one, and as a result, we couldn’t dodge. Instead, we did the only thing we could, which was smash the heck out of it.

I got a close-up look at his mandibles as they flashed by my face, and it left a healthy appreciation of just how deadly they could be. They were longer than daggers and as thick as broadswords. The inner edge was serrated with backward facing grooves. Not only would they tear and rip flesh, they would also hook into bones and chitin to keep its prey from getting away. If this thing got through our shields and managed to get in a solid bite, we would be out of the tournament for good.

The thought had just flashed through my mind when the red-eye shifted his attack and lunged at Annabeth. She pulled back, but not quickly enough, and his mandibles closed on her arm. Her shield charm made a horrible squealing noise as it kicked in and tried to protect her. Annabeth jerked, but she couldn’t free herself.

Her charm wasn’t going to hold out against this crushing pressure for long, so I reacted on instinct and grabbed both sides of its mandibles and tried to pry them apart. The red-eye had the better leverage, and it strained with all its might to close its jaws and take out this pesky human.

Annabeth’s charm and I fought back, keeping the jaws apart. The whole thing was surreal, as the monster and I were almost literally eye to eye. Its multifaceted surface glared at me with cold, alien intensity. Its antennae probed my hair, and I got a feeling of rabid maniacal hunger. This thing wanted to rip off my limbs, dip them in the sauce of my blood, and eat them like breadsticks.

That wasn’t going to happen.

Not now.

Not ever.

With a loud pop, Annabeth’s charm gave out, and the red-eye’s mandibles closed slightly. Annabeth twisted and tried to pull her arm free, but the barbs on the mandibles held fast.

“Don’t!” I yelled. Annabeth could probably rip her arm out, but she’d leave chunks of it behind. We couldn’t afford to do that.

The red-eye changed tactics and tried to toss its head and throw us in the air. We were grounded in the earth, though, and we weren’t going anywhere. It then tried to headbutt us and knock us back. That wasn’t happening either, and I quickly realized why it was trying so hard to break this stalemate.

While we’d been fighting, the black warriors hadn’t been idle. They were tearing into its legs, its underbelly, its back segment—basically anywhere they could reach. While their jaws weren’t as strong as the red-eye’s and they were having trouble with its chitin, there were still a lot of black warriors. Together, they were having some success. Some of them even climbed up on its back and tried to tear it apart from the top. Basically, the red-eye got swarmed, and it quickly changed its focus from attack to defense.

Its only problem was that I still had its jaws and I wasn’t letting go. I was grounded in the earth, and the power of rock and stone flowed through me. I was locked into position, and I glared into its eyes as the black warriors took it apart.

Annabeth tried to help, of course, but she didn’t have any leverage—either to pry the mandibles apart or to get in a good whack with her shillelagh. I’m sure it was frustrating and scary, but the only thing she could do was wait for the red-eye to fall.

I saw one leg come off—then another and another.

We were going to win this!

Suddenly, I had an idea. It was a bit late, as I just needed to hang on until this monster was toast. But still, it was worth a try.

My soul creation, Spike, came out of my knuckles. But that was only because I’d been using my punches. There was nothing to say he couldn’t come out anywhere on my body—including my palms.

I communicated what I needed, and Spike and the Knuckle Crew got to work. They shifted focus and started stabbing out of the palms of my hands. Even with the red-eye’s extra tough chitin, Spike still punched through it with ease.

The holes weren’t big, but they ruined the structural integrity of the mandibles. Spike and his Crew shifted and punched again.

And again.

Finally, the red-eye’s jaws couldn’t stand the pressure any more, and they snapped off.

Annabeth was free.

The stubs of the mandibles were still left, and I held onto them as long as I needed to. The warrior ants continued to tear into the red-eye with a vengeance, and in less than a minute, it was over.

“Are you okay?” I asked Annabeth anxiously. She nodded, but she looked shaken.

“I almost lost my arm,” she growled. She was trying to sound tough, but there was a tremor in her voice.

“You were too tough for him,” I said soothingly. “He needed to do something, so he tried to make you nice and h-armless.”

Annabeth just stared at me like she couldn’t believe I’d make a pun at a time like this.

Then she looked at me like of course I’d make a pun. I just grinned back—happy to have the mood lightened a bit.

“On the other hand, maybe he just wanted a taste of that granny magic.” I wiggled my eyebrows at her.

“You’re terrible!” Annabeth smacked my shoulder, but I saw the start of a smile.

“At least you know how they might attack now,” I said as seriously as I could. “After all, you know what they say. Forewarned is forearmed." I tapped my forearm for emphasis.

That got me another smack and a real smile this time.

“At some point, I’ve got to get a better shield,” she growled. “This charm is okay for basic stuff, but it sucks in situations like this.”

“I agree,” I said sympathetically. “Still, it's all you have right now. Do you have enough magic to recharge it?”

“I do,” she replied, “but I feel like it’s running out fast. I think I have enough to recharge this three more times or do about five more sonic blows. That isn’t much, considering what we’re facing.”

I nodded in agreement. That wasn’t much. I briefly wondered how the other teams were doing. Surely there had to be some way they could recharge during a round?

“I really wish I had your shield,” Annabeth said wistfully. “I’m sure Red would have kept me safe.”

“Actually, you can,” I replied. “When you were riding backpack, Red and his fellow Hexagons expanded to protect you. Do you want to go back to traveling that way again?”

“Do you mind?” Annabeth asked. “I know it’s a lot more work for you, and I like moving around on my own. But these monsters are crazy good. I’m now scared that we’re going to get separated and one of these things is going to try to tear me apart. I’ve seen you recover from some pretty bad injuries before, and I have no desire to go through something like that myself. I’m a much better nurse than I am a patient.”

“You're a wonderful, caring, and supportive caretaker,” I agreed. “Believe me, being chewed up in battle and having to recover is not fun at all. So hop on board and let Red protect you too. This stallion is ready to go!”

Annabeth laughed and wasted no time hopping up on my back. The magic rope did its thing and tied us together just as the next red-eye charged.

This red-eye acted like the first one and tried to run us over. I was ready this time, though. I set myself in the earth and punched it to a standstill. Then I grabbed its mandibles and locked it down.

Annabeth had some ideas of her own, and she reached over to whack on its antennae. The red-eye went bat shit crazy, knocking the black ants away and almost breaking free. But then the damage seemed to take effect, and the red-eye started acting like it was drunk.

It waved its legs around, like it was trying to keep from falling over, and its head tried to twist to the side. The warriors took advantage of this and swarmed it again. About a minute later, the red-eye turned into points.

We took out four more red-eyes like this, and I started feeling like we were a four-armed warrior from the comic books. Between the two of us, we were stopping the red-eyes and locking them down.

Despite our success, we were being aggressively defensive as much as possible. That sounds like an oxymoron, but we took our health very seriously. The red-eyes tried to drag Annabeth off my back, sweep my legs, and tear my head off. We shut that shit down. We weren’t losing any limbs today. No way, no how.

It wasn’t until we were on our next red-eye, when I started paying attention to the larger battle again, and realized it still wasn’t going our way. We were winning our little section of the battle, but elsewhere, these larger red-eyes were just too much for the black warriors.

‘We need to do something,’ I messaged Annabeth, including my impressions of what was going on.

‘I agree,’ she messaged back. ‘Maybe we could pull the red-eyes faster? There are gaps between when they charge in.’

“It’s worth a shot,” I said out loud, now she had the basic concept. Messaging really was fantastic for conveying an entire thought. “When you tried to get their attention before, we were mostly in the tunnel. Maybe it will work better now we’re closer.”

We finished off that red-eye, and Annabeth made her attempt.

“Alright, you naughty slackers!” Annabeth yelled.

The fighting paused, and every red-eye looked in our direction.

Uh-oh.

“You smell like dirty socks, and your mama kisses roaches!” Annabeth taunted.

As taunts went, it was more grade school than bloody battle, but it sure got the job done.

It got it done way too well.

It seemed like every red-eye glared at us and hissed in our direction.

Then the entire army of red-eyes lost their shit and charged us.


Chapter twenty-six

Power of Sight


“Holy shit!” I squeaked in pure terror as I desperately tried to figure out what to do.

‘Run!’ I thought frantically.

‘You can’t run,’ my Analytical Side noted. ‘The regular red-eyes could run faster than you, so these larger ones will catch you in no time and tear you apart from the back.’

‘Hide!’ I shouted mentally.

‘You can’t hide,’ my Analytical Side continued. ‘The ants can climb walls, and they can probably get into tighter spots than you can. I’ve looked around, and there just aren't any cubbyholes that would work. Your only option is to fight.’

Fight? That was a terrible option. I couldn’t kill all those red-eyes. I’d been holding them down and letting the warriors do the damage. There was no way I could lock down this many red-eyes.

Or could I?

‘Flashers!’ I commanded. ‘Light this place up! Full intensity, fast strobe. And stay in sync!’

I closed my eyes as the cavern lit up. It was so bright; it felt like the sun had landed. I was blinded even though I had my eyes closed.

The next second, all the Flashers went out. There was no light except for the tiny glow from the moss.

Then the light hit again.

The strobing was insane, and it almost threw me for a loop even though I knew what was happening.

Annabeth wasn’t affected at all. For once, being blind was a good thing.

As for the ants, it drove them into a panic. Some ran away. Some froze where they were, and some kept coming at us.

I had held off using big tactics like this, as I didn’t want to mess up our friendly warriors. Unfortunately, since they weren’t rabid, they were affected the most.

‘Miners, Surfers—attack their antennae!’ Then I quickly amended the command. ‘Start with the closest ones.’

Again, I’d held off doing anything like this because of the black warriors. If the red-eyes went even more crazy, who knew what they would do to our allies.

At this point, though, it didn’t matter anymore. The red-eyes were coming for us, and I had to slow them down in any way possible.

‘You need to take them out much faster,’ my Analytical Side said urgently. ‘Your existing strategy isn’t going to work. You have to find a way to one-shot them if possible.’

‘You got any suggestions?’ I snapped back. The first charging red-eye reached me, and I stopped it with a Spike-punch. ‘I can’t dodge these things, as they’re more maneuverable than I am. I need to stay grounded in the earth, or they’ll pick me up and throw me around. Annabeth can do her sonic smash on a few of them, but she doesn’t have enough magic to take care of all of them. It seems like my only offense is to stand still and punch. And that won’t be good enough.’

A second red-eye reached me, and now I was punching two of them.

‘Make your punch more deadly,’ my Analytical Side said tensely.

I wanted to cry in frustration. I’d already upgraded my punch—by a lot. I’d found out how to connect with the earth, which gave me a much firmer base and allowed me to channel a lot more power. I’d added Spikes to my fists, and now they had bashing and piercing abilities. Wasn’t that enough?

Not for these bastards.

A third and fourth red-eye reached us. Annabeth was doing her best to help, and between the two of us, it looked like we were doing a weird drum solo.

“Sonic bash?” Annabeth shouted.

“Not yet,” I shouted back. “Hold off until we absolutely need it.”

It helped that we were still partially surrounded by the black ant warriors. They weren’t fighting much, as they were too disoriented, but at least they were getting in the way of the red-eyes.

That couldn’t last, though.

My Analytical Side was right. I needed to find a way to vanquish these monsters in one shot.

I didn’t have time to take a deep breath and center myself like I wanted, but my puzzle-solving side kicked in. How could I vanquish a monster with one blow?

I couldn’t hit them hard enough to crush their heads. I didn’t have that kind of power.

I couldn’t maneuver to get to their necks, so cutting off their heads was out. Even if I could, their chitin was too tough, making my Saber-Saw too slow.

The only thing that worked fast and well were my Spikes. They’d allowed me to one-shot the orcs in the last round. Maybe I could do it here too.

I just needed to know exactly what I was facing.

Fortunately, my magic sight could see through almost anything. They had their red aura, which normally would have made their innards appear fuzzy. I was connected to the earth, though, and I’d just had this intense meditation where I was my entire sphere of sight. Because of that, it seemed like I was seeing on a whole new level.

I’m not an expert on ant anatomy, but Tea had already looked inside our worker friend, and he’d passed some of the general knowledge on to me. These red-eyes were different, maybe a different species or something, but they were at least similar.

I looked at the red-eye in front of me, like really LOOKED, and suddenly, I had an idea.

Its forehead was like a shield, thick and powerful. Behind it was a layer of what appeared to be fat or muscles or something. It seemed to be the padding that absorbed the vibrations from the forehead. Behind that was the juicy stuff. That’s where I needed to reach.

My Spikes were long enough to penetrate through some of it, but I think the area behind where I was punching was related to its eating function. I’m sure it hurt, and it would give the red-eye problems the next time it went to chow down on another warrior, but it wasn’t stopping it right now.

The red-eye I was examining staggered back. But two more red-eyes got through and attacked us. They were starting to surround us, so I gave the command.

“Annabeth, take a couple out!”

She was still figuring out her new strike, so it took a couple of blows, but soon the ant on the far left exploded. Followed by the one next to it.

Go, Annabeth!

Fortunately, the main parts of their bodies were still there, which blocked more incoming red-eyes for a few seconds. Unfortunately, the Bank Crystal’s dragonfly flew over and Stamped it, causing our impromptu blockade to vanish.

Damn.

‘Crystal, hold up on clearing the bodies until they’re no longer useful,’ I instructed. Then I got back to my main problem.

Towards the top of their heads were a couple other body parts. One was packed in fat and seemed to be the brain. I’d have loved to have taken that out, but it was set pretty far into the head. There were a couple organs to the left and right that were closer. I had no idea what they were, but it was worth Spike-punching them to find out.

I had to punch up, so it took away some of my reach, but I found a moment to switch from my normal blocking punch to try for the organ on the right. I nicked it good, but the red-eye didn’t seem that bothered.

Annabeth exploded another ant, which gave me an opportunity to experiment with the organ on the left. That seemed to do the trick. The red-eye didn’t fall over and die or anything like that. Instead, it stopped fighting and just stood there. It was like I’d paralyzed it or put it to sleep.

Actually, that was even better than vanquishing it. The red-eye took up some of the space around me and acted almost like a wall. That was awesome!

“Save your magic,” I yelled to Annabeth as she exploded another red-eye. Her pink magic was looking very thin. Then I got to work paralyzing the enemies around me. It sounds simple, but in the middle of a fight like this, it was anything but.

The black warriors had mostly been beaten back, so I had enemies attacking me from all directions. Stopping their attacks and defending our position was our top priority. I couldn’t afford to just go for the sweet spot every time, or we’d get completely overrun. Red and his Hexagons were good, but I doubted they could protect me from that many mandibles.

Speaking of Red, I was deeply grateful for just how effective he was. He was much more than a simple shield. He deflected blows and slowed them down. When they landed, the Hex Network spread the force out over my body. Since I was grounded in the earth, I was able to take powerful blows that should have broken bones and sent me flying.

Annabeth, of course, helped as best as she could. She couldn’t earth smash like she wanted, but she was also protected by Red and that was a worthwhile tradeoff.

My punches, however, were powerful and fast as lightning. Even in the middle of the chaos, I found moments to hit the sweet spot. And the more I hit, the more the fight settled down. Soon, I built a wall of paralyzed red-eyes around me, which let me fight much more strategically.

The rabid red-eyes didn’t let it stop them, of course, as they either climbed over their frozen comrades or knocked them out of the way. Still, though, it brought the intensity of the battle down to a somewhat manageable level.

It helped tremendously that I could see all around me. Red-eyes were breaching my wall on all sides, but they couldn’t surprise me.

I felt like I was in one of those zombie games where a horde of the undead just keeps coming and coming. One bad move could spell disaster. One slip up, one loss in concentration would see us overrun and torn apart.

That didn’t happen, though. Instead, I fell into a battle trance.

I was in the zone.

My movements were smooth and powerful. My mind was clear and present. My connection to the earth was solid.

I was actually fighting better than I thought was possible. There was so much going on, I should have been overwhelmed. Instead, my mind sped up, and I defended against every attack.

I was starting to feel confident again, when the next level of red-eyes joined the fight. I was surrounded by paralyzed ants that were twice as big as the regular red-eyes—what I started thinking of as level two enemies—when the level three ants joined the fight.

They were bigger, tougher, and hit a lot harder. For the first time, my Spikes were starting to have problems getting through. I had to hit in the same spot a few times to weaken the level three red-eyes’ chitin before my Spikes could fully penetrate.

Red and all his fellow Hexagons got a real workout. I couldn’t dodge, as I was rooted in the earth, and now these level three mandibles were just too big to consistently knock out of the way. We started getting pummeled, and I was very glad Annabeth was inside Red’s protection. A few of these bites could have popped her shield in no time.

My only saving grace was that there were a lot fewer level three red-eyes to deal with, and for some reason, they seemed to be even more sensitive to my Flashers. Once I realized that, I used it to my advantage. I coordinated with my Flashers to concentrate on certain attackers, helping to limit what we were hit with.

I began picking one red-eye at a time and attacking it every spare moment I had. I’d soften it up, weaken its chitin, and then go for the paralyzing shot. It wasn’t the best strategy, as it seemed like it took a long time to take out one enemy. It was the only strategy I had, though, and I was just grateful it worked.

Annabeth played defense, and she saved us both from a world of hurt. She didn’t even try to knock these red-eyes back or take them out. Instead, she focused on the mandibles and legs coming at us. She deflected attacks when she could and stopped them when she couldn’t. She was a one-woman army, and between her and Red, I was able to keep going. We were both getting bruised, but we were making it happen.

It seemed like we fought for forever. My world narrowed to the enemy limbs flying at me and the target ant I was softening up. One by one, I took out the level three enemies, only to have another arrive and join the fight.

When Tyler had shown me how to punch, I couldn’t imagine he’d anticipated I’d get in a fight like this. I was punching at all angles, and my relax-and-tense-on-contact was generating enough power to stop a horse. In addition, my Connection with the earth was less than a day old, but now it felt like I’d been grounded all my life.

At some point, I started laughing hysterically. I was walking the knife edge of triumph and ruin, and I had to do something to let the pressure out.

“Your mama kisses roaches!” I screamed at them as I broke them down and took them apart. Annabeth must have been feeling the same way because she laughed and screamed with me.

As we fought, a curious thing started to happen. It felt like our magic was merging. The attacks were so fast and so powerful, there wasn’t time to coordinate what we were doing. Instead, I read her intentions through her magic, and she started reading mine.

When we had started this battle, we were barely good enough that we didn’t trip over each other and attack the same enemy at the same time. Now, however, it was like we were reading each other’s minds. It seemed like I knew where she was going to strike almost at the same time she did. We coordinated perfectly, and it began to feel like I had four arms.

She even began coordinating with my Flashers, so at some level she must be aware of my creations. I spared a moment to realize Annabeth had to have some version of magic sight. She was just mentally blocked from using it for some reason.

All battles must end, though. I took down the last level three red-eye and realized there were no more enemies coming at me. For a moment, I breathed a sigh of relief—thinking it was really over. Then my mind snapped out of the fog of battle to register we still had one more class of red-eye to deal with—level four.

“He’s so big,” Annabeth breathed, and I couldn’t help myself.

“That’s what she said,” I replied, but my heart wasn’t in it.

Our final level of opponent really was massive. He was tall enough to look down on us and almost as long as a school bus. I couldn’t imagine how much he weighed and how hard he was going to hit. This next fight was going to hurt.

Actually, I wasn’t sure I could win this. My Spikes, which were my most powerful weapon so far, had barely been effective at the last level. This guy seemed older and stronger in every way. Would they be able to get through his chitin? Maybe. Maybe not.

Despite the rage I felt emanating from him, he stood there.

Looking at us.

Evaluating.

He seemed perplexed at how something so small and squishy like us had managed to fight so well. At first, he had figured that we were but one more part of the battle he had to manage. But as we’d successfully wiped out more and more of his red-eyes, he’d paid attention, and now he was deeply intrigued.

I had the unsettling feeling he wanted to eat us.

Or mate with us.

Either option was disturbing as hell.

He’d thrown all the lesser red-eyes at us to see if he could wear us down. He didn’t seem to care about them. He could always make more.

For a moment, I was confused. How did I know all this? It was like I was reading his mind.

Then I realized he was reaching out with his red aura. He was trying to connect with me.

It wasn’t a cosmic Connection like I was familiar with. This was a one-sided link. He was attempting to dominate me.

And then inject my soul with his red aura.

Was this how more red-eyes were made? Despite the danger of the moment, I was fascinated.

‘Is this similar to how mages are using their presence?’ my Analytical Side queried. ‘If so, it would be worth studying. We still haven’t learned how to do that.’

‘Maybe,’ I replied. ‘But this seems more like a one-on-one sort of thing.’

The pressure from the massive red-eye increased. My Analytical Side was right. It definitely felt like the presence, or glow, the other mages from the tournament were using. The pressure increased even more, and I could sense the red-eye was shocked I was still standing.

“Jason!” Annabeth gasped and almost collapsed on my shoulders.

Oh crap. I’d forgotten that Annabeth was much more sensitive to this type of pressure. I quickly flared my aura with the intention of pushing this pressure away from us.

Fortunately, Annabeth and I had already sworn to share our magic and our auras, so my aura smoothly expanded and covered hers. I then thickened my aura over Annabeth and condensed it into a flexible shield.

That seemed to work, as I felt Annabeth relax a bit, although she still hugged me close.

“Thank you,” she whispered. I think she didn’t want to disturb my concentration.

“Anytime,” I replied and gave her hand a gentle pat. “Actually, can you send me a message showing me what it was like?”

She nodded. It took a few moments, as she didn’t have the maximum affinity with her Bank Stamp, but when the message arrived, it certainly got the idea across.

For her, it wasn’t just pressure. It was an entire experience.

It felt like an apex predator was staring at her—like a velociraptor was sizing her up and evaluating the best way to disembowel her.

On top of that, it seemed like the red-eye was screaming directly into her skull. Her head vibrated with the intensity, and it made it almost impossible to think clearly. The scream didn’t have words, exactly, but it projected powerful feelings of failure and worthlessness.

It was as if every authority figure she’d ever had was sneering at her and rejecting her as a nobody. She was nothing. Less than nothing. She was a tiny dried piece of excrement that only deserved to fall apart and fade into dust.

Good grief––that was intense! I had no idea the red-eye was affecting Annabeth like that. My respect for her ability to stay calm and cheerful increased even more. My relationship with authority figures wasn’t that great—my dad being a royal asshole and all—so feeling that domination like she was for any length of time might have torn me apart. I quickly shut down the message and let the intensity of it fade away as best as I could. I didn’t want any of that to take root in my own mind. The red-eye was hitting hard enough as it was.

The red-eye crouched down a bit more and pushed even harder. He was frustrated and excited all at the same time. Frustrated because he had never failed to dominate a creature before. Excited because he wanted to own me. He wanted me to be part of his army.

He thought I was worth more than all the red-eyes he had owned before. He was a quality over quantity type of general, and while I was flattered, I had no intention of succumbing to his call.

What I couldn’t figure out was how he was doing all this. How was he applying this force?

He wasn’t using magic. At least, not yet. I was obviously very familiar with magic, capsules and color density, and I couldn’t see any motes of power flowing my way.

So he wasn’t using a spell. He was using something else.

But what was it?

I studied him while he pushed, but I couldn’t figure it out. Then I felt a flicker of intention, and suddenly, the pressure vanished.

I’d almost forgotten about the regular warrior ants, but they were still attacking. The level four red-eye was too tough for them, and it didn’t seem like they could do any damage, but that didn’t stop them from trying.

The red-eye general hadn’t forgotten about them, though, as he focused on a warrior by his front left foot. His presence slammed into the unfortunate ant, and it froze like a deer in headlights. These black warriors weren’t mages, so they only had a basic aura. It was wispy and thin, and the red-eye’s attack tore right through it.

The red-eye hit it so hard, the warrior's aura peeled off of most of its body. The aura clung to the back segment of the ant and even flared outside of its body, like it was one of those drag racer parachutes that slow a car down.

The red-eye didn’t waste any time, as a blob of red mana shot out of his mouth and landed on the warrior’s forehead. The warrior couldn’t do anything, as it was still stunned, and the red mana swiftly soaked into the ant’s head.

The red-eye released its presence, and the warrior’s aura snapped back into its regular shape. The red magic was inside it now, so it only took a moment before the aura gained a slight red tint.

The warrior collapsed. All its legs spread out on the floor like it was dead. Its antennae fell listlessly to the side, and its mandibles relaxed half open.

“Is it dead?” Annabeth asked.

I shook my head.

The red tint became more and more pronounced, and soon the warrior scrambled to its feet—a black warrior no more. I felt small waves of hunger and rabid anger flowing off the new red-eye. It looked around, and its head bobbed like it was still dazed. But then it wasted no time attacking the nearest warrior.

“Dear god! It just took over that ant,” Annabeth hissed. Then she put the events together and realized what was really going on. “It was trying to convert us!” She clung to me tightly and shifted lower, like she was using me as a shield.

“Don’t worry,” I replied as confidently as possible. “I won’t let that happen.”

The massive red-eye looked at me, looked back at his newest recruit, and then looked at me again. It seemed like he had wanted to make sure his ability to make new red-eyes was still working. I guess he wanted to test himself a bit more because he picked out another warrior and blasted it with his presence.

‘Grannies!’ I called quickly. ‘He’s going to spit out some red magic. Stop it!’

The Grannies swooped in to intercept, but they were too slow. The red-eyed general spit, and a glob of toxic magic was already on its way.

It was my Surfer Dudes who saved the day. Seeing the red glob was about to land on its latest victim, they raced to intercept. The Surfers are bullet-fast, and they quickly overtook the hostile magic and redirected it towards the ceiling. My Granny Godmothers changed directions and raced behind, dual dustbusters ready to go.

‘If it’s too powerful, then split it up first,’ I quickly said to my lead Granny. I got back an image that roughly translated to ‘don’t try to teach your Grandma to suck eggs!’ She followed that up with an image reminding me just how toxic the magic had been back in Karl’s cave.

I just laughed at how feisty she was and backed off.

‘Good luck! You got this!’ I sent, and all the Godmothers added sparkles to their flight path.

Meanwhile, the fourth level red-eye released his presence and waited for the conversion to happen. The warrior’s aura snapped back into position, and it stayed frozen for a few moments. I’m sure it was paralyzed with fear. Then, it seemed to pull itself together and scurried away as fast as possible.

The red-eyed general seemed shocked at his failure, so he tried again. He glared at another warrior with extreme domination and stunned its aura. This time, he really laid on the presence, and it looked like he almost ripped the aura right off. I didn’t know if that was possible, but it appeared to be a hell of an attack either way.

He spit his red magic, but this time it was an even bigger glob of power. That didn’t matter to my Surfers. They effortlessly intercepted the new glob and diverted it up towards the waiting Grannies at the top of the cavern.

Once again, the red-eye stopped projecting his presence and waited. This time the warrior ant sank to the ground, and its legs relaxed like it was dead. If I had to guess, the red-eye had hit it too hard. The warrior was at least knocked out and might be severely injured.

‘This is a whole new way of fighting,’ my Analytical Side noted. He seemed pretty excited. ‘You need to figure out this whole presence thing. It would make sense that if you can defend this well against this much pressure, then you should be able to generate it powerfully as well. Maybe you could use it to knock out your opponents. Or at least throw them off balance while you attack them another way.’

‘I hope so,’ I replied, but before I could say more, the red-eye attacked the stunned warrior again. This time he stepped forward and injected his magic directly onto the warrior’s forehead. The Surfers were still able to grab some of it and pull it away, but enough landed and absorbed into the warrior for the conversion to start.

“Stop!” I yelled, but despite my intensity, it didn’t affect the massive red-eye at all.

The general watched the warrior until it went crazy and started attacking its former hive mates. Then he turned back to me, and I sensed he felt a new level of confidence. There wasn’t anything wrong with his conversion ability. He was now absolutely certain that I was blocking him somehow.

Again, his presence slammed into me. But this time his antennae did an extra little dance. I wasn’t sure what that meant, but I didn’t worry about it, as I was focused again on how this red-eye was generating so much presence.

The mages in the tournament called it ‘glow,’ and I guess that made sense because they were using it like a general advertisement of how powerful they were. They were radiating their presence all around them, so the word ‘glow’ fit their actions perfectly.

This red-eye wasn’t doing that at all. His attack was powerful, directional, and highly focused. His attack should be called ‘freight train,’ as it felt like a railroad car after a railroad car’s worth of presence slammed into me, trying to knock me over.

I was so focused on the red-eye that I’d forgotten that there were two more like him. I remembered pretty quickly, though, when the second one ran over and slammed its presence into me too. I guess the first red-eye’s antennae wiggling had called his mates over.

I flared my aura even more and wrapped it like a thick blanket over both of us. Both red-eyes hunkered down and projected as hard as they could. My aura held up, and neither one could get through.

Then the third massive red-eye joined the fight.

I’d thought the pressure was bad before. Now it was insane! It felt like three freight trains were trying to run me over.

The whole situation felt fantastical—like I was Superman in a comic book, standing firm, while I got blasted by death rays from three supervillains.

‘Ummm. You might want to keep this battle at the spiritual level,’ my Analytical Side noted anxiously. ‘If they give up on converting you and decide to attack, there is no way you can take on three of them and survive. Actually, I’m not sure you can defeat just one of them, so maybe you should fake it a bit and give them some hope that what they’re doing now is working.’

That was a good idea, and it wasn’t hard to fake it at all. Between the three of them, I felt like I was in the middle of a hurricane. It was easy to start swaying a bit, like I was going to collapse and fall over.

“Jason! Are you alright?” Annabeth’s voice was sharp with fear.

“I’m fine,” I replied through gritted teeth. “This is all part of the plan.”

“Okay,” she replied nervously. “You’ve got this, Jason. I believe in you.”

She was trying to be encouraging and supportive like she usually was, but the quiver in her voice gave her away. What I think she really wanted to say was ‘Don’t F this up, Jason! I better not get rabies from a hairy-legged monster!’

I sent her a quick message with the plan and also tried to sound as encouraging as possible. I was holding up, and my feigning weakness was mostly an act, but I couldn’t last forever. These damn red-eyed monsters were no joke. Being a god obviously gave me an advantage, but I needed to figure this out—and soon.

Now, how the hell were they doing this?

‘Let’s eliminate what we can, and then test what’s left over,’ my Analytical Side said. He popped in looking like a college professor with a tweed jacket and reading glasses. He made a show of opening a pocket notebook and licking his pen to get started.

‘Magic,’ he stated as he wrote it down.

‘Nope,’ I replied confidently.

‘Physical pressure.’

‘Not yet.’ Let’s hope it didn’t come to that. My Analytical Side was right. I didn’t want to physically fight these guys.

‘Some type of pheromone?’

I used my magic senses to taste and smell the air around me. There were a lot of pheromones in play, but they didn’t seem to be used in a domination type of way.

‘No,’ I replied.

‘Some type of sound?’

I messaged Annabeth. If it was sound related, then she would know for certain.

‘No,’ I replied when I got her message back.

My Analytical Side paused in thought. ‘You say it feels like pressure, but is it really a force?’

That was a damn good question. It wasn’t pushing against Red, so it wasn’t in the natural world. My aura was protecting me, but it wasn’t actually flexing or moving. Was it really pushing against my aura?

I didn’t think so.

On the other hand, I’d seen what it had done to the aura of the warrior ants. It had certainly pushed them. Or at least it seemed like it.

However, what Annabeth had shared had hit her were extreme emotions and feelings. That wasn’t from her aura. That was something else.

I tried to feel what the red-eyes were projecting at me, which was harder than it sounds. I couldn’t stop resisting what they were doing, so I couldn’t just give in and sample what was really going on.

Every time I’d been hit by presence or glow, I’d naturally resisted. That was wonderful, and it had kept me safe so far, but it was also keeping me from learning what this was all about.

‘It’s not an outside force,’ I said slowly. ‘It’s more like it wants to be inside me. It wants to own me. My aura is keeping it out, maintaining my personal space. That’s where the pressure is coming from.’

‘Say more about that,’ my Analytical Side prompted.

‘It’s like an evil presence. It’s powerful and malevolent. It’s searching me—looking for something.’

That felt right, so I kept going.

‘It’s like it is the Eye of Sauron and it is pressuring me to put on the One Ring.’

I thought about Frodo Baggins from the Lord of the Rings movies. That’s exactly what it seemed like. It was a piercing sight backed by hate and chaos.

Wait a minute!

Sight!?!?

This was about magic sight?

This damn ant had figured out how to weaponize its magic sight? Holy cow! No wonder I hadn’t figured it out yet.

I’d looked inside others before, but I’d always asked their permission first. Even with my ant friend, I’d gotten an implied permission before healing.

Wait a minute… Earlier, when I’d looked at a level two red-eye to figure out exactly where to hit it, it had stumbled back. I hadn’t asked for its permission to use my sight; I’d just forced my way in. In the middle of battle with so much coming at me, I’d missed that I’d stunned it somehow.

Was the secret of presence really that simple?

There was only one way to find out. I focused my magic sight and tried to look inside the level four red-eye in front of me. It turns out that it might be simple, but it wasn’t easy.

As soon as I tried to look through the red-eye’s wild aura, I felt a strong resistance push me back. It felt exactly like the resistance I was putting up against their attack, so I knew I was on the right track.

Resisting their attacks and pushing an attack of my own wasn’t simple, though. It was like I was trying to do two opposite things—like patting my head and rubbing my stomach at the same time.

Fortunately, I was good at these mental games. I focused on defense first, building a mental wall all around us. Then, from that fortified position, I created a mental spyglass—like old-fashioned pirates used—and LOOKED at the enemy in front of me.

This time I hit him hard. The main red-eye’s attack against me vanished as he suddenly shifted his focus to his own defense. I guess he couldn’t do both at the same time. That freed me up to attack even harder.

His defense wasn’t solid—it wavered and crackled. The chaotic nature of the red aura that made his attack so devastating was terrible at defense. I bore down hard, and it wasn’t long before I punched through.

My sight started peeling back the layers of the red-eyed general, and in the process, I created a one-sided connection. This time, I was the boss. I was the master mage here. This red-eye was as brittle as glass before the power of my soul.

I soaked up images from our connection, and I realized this general wasn’t a mage at all. At least, not a natural mage anyway. Instead, he had been a normal, regular-sized ant—doing normal, regular ant things. He hadn’t even been a warrior. Instead, he had been a worker, busy collecting food for his colony.

Then, one day, he had been in the wrong place trying to gather the wrong thing, and a being of power had lashed out and turned him into the start of the red-eye he was today. He didn’t have a concept of time that I could recognize, but it seemed like this was long ago.

He didn’t start out crazy. Instead, he got filled with red magic and was given a new purpose to protect the being of power. This conflicted with his natural colony instincts, but the power inside him couldn’t be denied. He wasn’t built to contain magic, and over time the power seeped into his aura and ate him up inside, furthering his mental instability.

He wasn’t the only one from his former colony to intrude on the being of power, and they were either converted or killed as well. Finally, he’d had to go to war with his former family, and the red-eyes had wiped them out to the last ant. That had broken his mind, and he’d given up trying to resist the red magic. Instead, he’d embraced it. And now he wandered the tunnels fulfilling his mission. A mission that had changed from protecting a being to killing everything that moved.

He’d started by forcing his own evolution and growth in order to fight better. Then, he’d figured out how to pass on his version of crazy by infecting others. Once he was proficient in the process, he taught the other red-eyes how to make new recruits as well. Now he was part of an elite group of creatures that roamed the tunnels with one purpose—create an army and destroy every sentient being not under their control.

The early part of his story made me feel sorry for him. He’d been dealt an unfortunate hand in life. But images after that showed just how crazy and ruthless he had been. His life, for a long time now, was nothing but a haze of cold-blooded slaughter. He destroyed new lives by converting them to red-eyes and gloried in killing anyone in front of him. He was completely lost in his mission, and there was no coming back for him.

The question was, now that I’d created a connection and busted through his aura, now what? He was seething and trying to break free, so I needed to do something quickly, but what did I do now?


Chapter twenty-seven

Rootin


‘ Maybe get rid of his red magic?’ my Analytical Side suggested. ‘He’s not really a mage, so it might be easy to do. And without his magic, he should be easier to handle.’

‘It’s worth a shot,’ I agreed and concentrated on my connection with the massive red-eye in front of me. I was about to compose an image I thought would make that happen when the general to the left started moving towards me.

Uh-oh. I couldn’t let this get physical.

I held down the red-eye in front of me and slammed my magic sight into the red-eye to my left. I’d already navigated a chaotic aura once, so I was able to break through much quicker this time. Especially since this guy never gave up attacking.

It wasn’t long before I was pinning down two red-eyes with my presence and holding off a third. The mental strain of dominating in three directions was intense.

Once again, I formed a one-sided connection. And once again, I was hit with images of its life story. Fortunately, there were a lot fewer than I’d gotten with the first red-eye.

I got the impression this red-eye had been taken over by the being of power at the same time as the other general. But this red-eye hadn’t ended up embracing the rage as much as the first one. Instead, he was generally apathetic to the whole mission. As such, he liked killing a lot more than making new converts. He was still a general, and he converted when he needed to, but simply killing other creatures was so much easier for him. Killing was clean—a one-time affair. It was one and done. Once they were dead, there was no need to worry about them anymore.

It made me glad I’d encountered the other general first. He’d wanted to convert us, and that had given us a fighting chance. This guy would have rushed in and taken us down right away.

Mixing attack and defense was so hard, so I decided to just go ahead and attack the last general. I’d be trying to keep three powerful red-eyes down, but at least I’d then be able to concentrate on only attacking.

I carefully locked down the two generals as well as I could while I gathered my strength to attack the third. This way of fighting was demanding, and it felt like my soul was getting weaker the longer I held on to the multiple connections. I needed to finish this now.

I launched an attack at the third red-eye, but unfortunately, he seemed to be better at this type of fighting than the other two. He shifted some of his focus to defense, enough to stop me, but kept the remainder on attacking.

Well, damn. That was just what I didn’t need—an enemy that could multitask.

I kept my defense up, gathered my strength, and tried again.

No luck.

He countered my push and then pressured me even harder.

“You got this,” Annabeth said with a gentle squeeze. “I don’t know what you’re doing, Jason, but it's working. Just keep going.”

I appreciated the encouragement. But I wasn’t sure how I was going to move forward now. I couldn’t finish off the two I held down, and I couldn’t dominate the third one. So now what?

Normally, this is where my puzzle-solving skills would kick in, and I’d come up with something brilliant—or at least workable. But this battle was heavily focus based, and I just didn’t have enough mental capacity left over to figure out fresh options.

Fortunately, I wasn’t fighting alone. I felt a gentle tug from Penny, and at first, I was too overloaded to pay attention. I breathed through it all, though, and finally locked down enough of what I needed to do to be able to give her a sliver of my attention.

Penny continued to tug at my awareness, trying to make it go outward.

I was confused. What did she want? I couldn’t let go of these three, or they’d attack in an instant. If there was something more I needed to be aware of, it was going to have to wait. I couldn’t deal with anything else.

Penny made big circular motions and then gently pulled again. She was saying something too, but I just didn’t have the spare brain power to figure it out.

Then it hit me. Penny wanted me to expand my awareness again! Just like when I’d been meditating and healing earlier. I’d been bigger than my physical self. My consciousness had grown to the entire sphere of my magic sight. That might work.

I thought it would be hard to make the transition from body awareness to sight awareness. But instead, it happened quickly and naturally. It was like my magic, or soul, or whatever I was using at the moment had been wanting to do this all along.

My body had always been the center of my power, but I wasn’t limited by it anymore. Instead, my awareness fully expanded to twenty feet all around me. I was more than just attacking my enemies. I was the minerals in the rocks—the moss on the floor. I tasted the air and smelled the black warrior ants.

I felt free—no longer constrained by my own flesh. I was all my magical senses at once, and the rush of power was delicious.

Penny was a genius! This was exactly what I needed to win this battle.

I sent her a quick thought of gratitude. Then I gathered my focus and was almost ready to crush the remaining red-eyed general when the Mark of the Lagerel entered the fray.

‘Rest easy, young one,’ it said calmly. ‘Force is not the only answer.’

‘I’m not sure resting is the answer either,’ I replied. ‘If I lie down and take a nap, these red-eyes are going to have Annabeth and I for a snack. I like where my brain is right now, thank you very much.’

The Lagerel laughed like leaves rustling in the wind.

‘The game of possession is best won with consistent progress. After all, vines do not crash into each other or punch their way through foundations. Instead, they exploit every crack and crevice with their roots. They grow both high and low and occupy space in both the light and dark. The smallest weakness is a highway to them, and there is nothing man can make that a vine cannot claim as its own.

‘Roots crack rock and churn the soil. They bind when there is almost nothing to hold on to, and they allow life to flourish in the most inhospitable of places. They are unpredictable, and as such, they use chaos against itself. For where there are roots, there is life. And life is balanced by order.

‘These beings you strive against are chaos and death. Conquer them with your roots. Impose your own order and life. Understand?’

Images flashed before me, underscoring its words. I saw plant life of all kinds, not just vines and trees, growing and thriving in the most unlikely of places. Trees grew out of the sides of cliffs. Grass pushed its way up through concrete sidewalks. Vines wrapped abandoned barns and sucked the rigidity out of their structures. Nature would not be denied, and at the root of it all—were roots.

‘I get the idea you’re trying to convey,’ I replied, ‘but I fail to see how to apply this lesson. Humans don’t naturally have roots, after all, so I’m not sure what to do here.’

Again the Lagerel laughed. It sounded like the pitter-patter of a summer rain.

‘You already have everything you need. These corrupted beings are no match for your soul. To begin, you just need to see the cracks.’

The Mark gestured with a branch, and suddenly, every irregularity in the red-eye’s aura sprang into focus.

‘Then, you can extend your roots into those cracks. In your case, that might look more like owning the space. You impose your will where he is weakest, and as he rages, you grow inside him.’

The Mark highlighted a crack, and just like he said, I claimed it as my own. I was only claiming the space, and the red-eye wasn’t actually there, so claiming it was effortless. The red-eye’s aura flexed, and two large cracks opened up right beside my first claim.

I expanded my control and claimed them too. Suddenly, it seemed like the whole red-eye was filled with cracks, and I swiftly grew my area of control.

The concepts the Lagerel had imparted helped a lot too. Thinking of growing into the cracks like roots and connecting it all with vines made the whole attack feel cohesive and solid. I’d seen vines grow before. Their proliferation was swift and tenacious. Once they grew into a fence or wall, it took a lot of work to get rid of them.

I used that sense of inevitable expansion to power my growth, and it only took a few moments to rip through a section of the red-eye’s chaotic aura—leaving his vulnerable center open and exposed.

‘There is still no need to strike,’ the Lagerel continued his teaching. ‘You have locked down the other two beings by force. Lock this one down with your roots. I think you will find it much easier to contain him.’

I continued to grow, and I couldn’t believe how much easier it was. It was like I was a kung fu root master. I deflected his aura when it challenged what I controlled, and I expanded into the areas where he was the weakest.

The red-eye hissed and tried to retreat, but I had him. He shook with effort, and his mandibles snapped the air, but it was all in vain. I grew through him like poison ivy on crack cocaine.

I locked him down, and this time, I realized I didn’t have to create a connection unless I wanted to. I was curious about this being of power, but I figured this guy wouldn’t have any more info than the other two. The images of their conversion had been chaotic. I could sense what had happened, but I couldn’t get a clear picture of who had done it.

I still had three generals to vanquish somehow, and I assumed this guy's story was similar to the ones I’d seen already, so I decided to skip the connection. I could feel my physical side was developing a splitting headache, so I needed to keep this show moving along.

‘What should I do next?’ I asked my Mark.

‘I would suggest growing into the other two beings,’ he said. ‘It will require a lot less soul to contain them for what comes next.’

That sounded like as good an idea as any, so I started rooting the second general. This time it went much quicker and was a lot easier. I’d already beaten him, so he had massive cracks everywhere. As soon as I locked him down with my vines, I felt a sense of relief. I no longer needed to continue exerting an extreme amount of pressure on him.

I eagerly started on the first general and quickly locked him down too. Then I gave a mental sigh of relief. It still took effort to dominate the three red-eyes, but it was only about a quarter of what I was expending before.

I finally had enough mental energy to take a quick look at the battle and the rest of the cavern. The two new red-eyes the first general had made had already been taken down by the black ant warriors. I felt sorry for them, but there was nothing I could do at this point.

The evacuation of the black ants was continuing and now seemed to be going smoothly. The black warriors had seemed to come to the conclusion that they couldn’t hurt the three generals, so they had backed off and were leaving them to me to handle. Meanwhile, at the top of the cavern, the Granny Godmothers had dustbusted all the red magic, and their turbo canisters had spun it into neutral magic. I finally had some magic to give to Annabeth!

I called to Octa, duplicated her, and had my new purple octopuses gather up all that lovely, neutral magic and carry it to my partner. When they arrived, they spread out all over her and gently layered the magic against her skin. Then they settled in, waiting for it to be absorbed.

It wasn’t a quick process—it had taken weeks to get Sandy and Annabeth back up to full power after our battle with Isobel—but I knew it worked. It was certainly a lot better than waiting for Annabeth to recover her magic on her own.

Since I had a way of recharging our magic, I needed to take advantage of it and drain these red-eye fake mages of everything they possessed. I started with the first general and sent an image down our connection. I played to his view of the world, and I sent the thought that if he could spit enough magic on me, then even though he wasn’t blasting my aura, it still might take hold and turn me into a red-eye. If it worked, he’d finally have a powerful ally, and he’d be free to boot.

The general embraced the idea and quickly started spitting red magic in my direction. My Surfers swiftly intercepted the magic and redirected it toward the waiting Grannies at the ceiling. The whole process worked so well, I started it with the second general. Soon, both red-eyes were horking up red magic loogies and spitting them at me like pissed-off camels.

I didn’t have a connection with the third general, and he seemed to be the best at fighting with his presence, so I decided to let him simmer for now. I’d come back to him after I’d dealt with the other two.

It wasn’t long before the first general ran out of magic. Now it was time to finish him off.

‘What is the final step?’ I asked the Lagerel. ‘Is presence powerful enough to actually vanquish an opponent?’

‘It certainly is,’ my Mark replied. ‘You humans don’t think of plants as warring with each other, but we fight all the time. Sunlight, soil, moisture—these are all limited resources, and we have to fight to get what we need for survival.

‘In a forest, multiple plants will often fight for one patch of sunlight. Some will win, and in the process, they will grow strong and push out the others. Without the sun, the other plants will wither and die.

‘That is what you need to do with these corrupted beings. You need to do more than root them. You need to supplant them. After all, a being without magic or aura cannot survive.’

‘Thank you for your help with this battle,’ I told him and gave him a mental bow. ‘I don’t think I could have won this on my own.’

He gave a very shallow bow in return—he was a tree after all—but he seemed quite pleased. It felt like I’d been working most often with the Mark of the Deep Earth, so it was nice to listen to the Mark of the Lagerel and learn the way of the forest.

I decided to skip the first general and work on the second one. He was the worst at working with his aura, and he’d be the most likely to bite my head off if he was able to get free.

As soon as the red-eye finished spitting the last of his magic, I went to work. I’d already worked my roots and vines through his aura, but now I kicked their growth into overdrive. My goal wasn’t just to hold him in place. It was to take him over completely.

I found out it wasn’t quite as easy as it sounded. His aura was wild and fractured, and it kept finding new ways to remain connected to his physical self. The more I tried to supplant it, the more violent it became.

The density of my root structure continued to grow, but the expansion wasn’t fast. I was sure from the outside it probably looked like I was just standing there, doing nothing.

As the process continued, I was surprised to find I had an unexpected ally—the massive ant himself! I could sense through our connection that he knew what I was doing, and he was trying to help in any way he could. I realized he viewed the red magic and red aura as a curse. He’d fought it for years and years, with no success. Even now, he didn’t have much hope that I’d win. But he’d much rather choose death than continuing to live the life he’d endured so far.

That motivated me to keep going, but this ant was truly massive. It was like trying to take something the size of a rhinoceros and own it down to the cellular level. That was a lot of ground to cover.

‘Maybe this isn’t the best way of going about it,’ my Analytical Side spoke up. ‘While growing into every part of this creature will certainly achieve the goal, there might be a faster way.’

‘I would love to find an easier way,’ I replied. ‘What do you suggest?’.

‘Remember when you were poisoned by the cobalt slug at the beginning of the Gathering?’ my Analytical Side prompted. ‘This feels an awful lot like that. Once again, you have a mass of hostile magic—well, aura this time—and tackling the whole thing at once is yielding limited results.’

I nodded in agreement. The situations were similar.

‘You won against the cobalt slug by chopping it into smaller pieces and then dealing with the cobalt part of the poison. Let’s try the same idea here. Isolate a part of the aura, and then go to war with the red corruption.’

‘That’s worth a shot,’ I replied. ‘Let’s see how it goes.’

I already had a spot in mind near the rear of the general. My growth had created a natural pocket for the red aura, and it was violently resisting any expansion into this area.

I stopped trying to push it out, and instead, reinforced the edges, sealing it in. Now I had it contained in an isolated section, I zoomed in close and really looked at it.

With the cobalt slug, I’d realized that all I needed to fight was the cobalt color itself. I didn’t need to fight the magic it was coating. Hopefully, the same thing would apply here.

My hopes were quickly dashed, though, as I saw the violent red color had fully infused the aura. Unlike with magic, where the smallest section broke down to individual capsules, it seemed like the aura was a continuous cloud. There were no capsules or anything like that to clean.

Hmmm.

The rooting was continuing automatically with the rest of the general, so I had time to spend observing this contaminated aura. Despite the severity of the situation, I found the whole thing fascinating.

I zoomed in even more and moved my focus into the center of the contained section. It was still just red mist. I felt like I was back in Louisville on a foggy morning. I waited and observed for a minute—just taking it all in.

My sight wasn’t picking up anything significant, so I switched to my other senses. I tasted the mist. It tasted like bland celery. I tasted a different spot. Ewww. Very bitter.

I kept tasting different areas, and it was mostly bland. But every now and then, I got a strong hit of bitterness.

Hmmm.

I switched to smell, and the same thing happened. I mostly smelled a light touch of cinnamon—nothing overpowering. But every now and then, I got a sharp acid smell that made my nose run.

I couldn’t see what I was dealing with, but something was hiding in the mist. I switched to listening, but the mist sounded like faint screams. There wasn’t anything specific I could pinpoint.

My breakthrough came when I focused on touch. I swirled my mental fingers through the mist and felt a faint thread of something wrap around my finger. It sort of felt like I’d picked up a stray strand of hair.

That was weird. As far as I knew, auras didn’t grow hair.

I felt along it, and sure enough, it seemed to be a hair. I rolled it around between my mental fingers and gave it a tug. To my utter shock it tugged back!

I just about screamed in surprise as the hair pulled free of my mental grasp and swam away. This thing wasn’t a hair. It was more like an eel. Ugh.

‘Maybe you can roll all your senses into one and find these things?’ my Analytical Side suggested. ‘After all, you’re used to the normal five senses, but I think that is limiting what you can do. Your soul seems to be more capable than most mages, so I bet you can use other non-human senses like magnetism and electricity. Try just sensing what this is, without typecasting in a particular way.’

I thought that was a great idea, but it was much harder to actually do. Using all my senses at once didn’t feel natural, and I was constantly switching over to sight as my primary source.

I wasn’t in my body, though. I wasn’t really seeing with my eyes or tasting with my tongue. Those were familiar mental constructs, so I naturally gravitated towards using them. But that wasn’t the only way to interact with the magical world.

With all three generals rooted, I finally had enough mental focus to slip into problem-solving mode. The solution was obvious—create a game screen.

I started with my location of focus and made it a 3D avatar. I then created a heads-up display—HUD—that highlighted everything of interest around me. I created a row of icons at the bottom of the HUD that toggled my senses in use. I flipped them on, and my HUD went to work highlighting all the hairs around me.

I expected them to be a lot more than they were, but there were only about twenty of them floating in the mist. They weren’t moving at all. Instead, they just drifted along, like long strands of dust in the air.

I moved over to one of them and touched it. It touched me back, then quickly swam away. It moved like a snake, which gave me chills. At least it wasn’t a spider, though. That would have been really nasty.

I moved over to another strand and zoomed in even more. It seemed like it was composed of dense aura. That seemed strange, but I already knew from dealing with the curse on the Centaur Llamas that aura could be condensed and even dried out.

Wait. There was something at the core of the strand. I zoomed in even more.

I slipped inside the thicker aura and drifted towards the strand of stuff, moving carefully as I didn’t want to spook it. It was pure red and glowed with power. I couldn’t believe it, but it was magic.

It wasn’t a capsule, though, which is what I was used to. Instead, it was a super thin strand of magic. I’d never seen magic in this form before.

‘Actually, it’s been a long time, but you have seen magic like this,’ my Analytical Side noted. ‘Remember how your magic looked before you made your first matrix? It looked like long strands mixed together. At the time, you thought it looked like dust bunnies.’

‘That’s right!’ I replied. ‘I’d completely forgotten about that. When I pulled the dust bunnies apart, the magic strings condensed into capsules, and I just figured that was its natural form.’

‘This isn’t the time, but maybe you need to rethink that assumption,’ my Analytical Side said thoughtfully. ‘These strands are on their own, but they aren’t condensing. Instead, it seems like this is their natural form, and they are doing a great job of influencing all the aura around them. Maybe there are other shapes of magic that work best for certain situations?’

‘Maybe,’ I agreed. ‘The more I learn about magic, the more I realize I still have so much to discover. Right now, though, I need to vanquish this fourth level red-eye.’

Normally, I would have wooed the strand of magic and converted it to one of my colors. This strand had the home court advantage, though. It was a red strand in a thick red aura. Converting it would have taken a lot of focus and energy, and I was tired of this red-eye’s game.

I slammed my focus on the strand, and before it could react, I stripped the crazy red right off of it. Then I injected a tiny bit of emerald green into the strand, just enough to control it, and tossed it up to the top of the cavern. I’d gather it up later or have the Granny Godmothers do it for me.

‘OMG!’ my Analytical Side shouted in glee. ‘I’ve figured it out!’

‘What?’ I asked, confused.

‘I know how to make pearls with neutral magic!’ he shouted and started doing a happy dance.

‘Really? How?’ I demanded.

‘You just took a piece of magic and changed it from red to neutral, then to emerald green with your presence alone. If you can put your color into magic, you can surely take it out too! Even if you can’t make pure neutral pearls, I bet you can get really close!’

OMG! He was right!

That was an amazing revelation, and I wanted to have a eureka moment right there, but I had too much going on.

‘We’ll have a proper eureka moment later,’ I promised him. ‘We’ll invite all my soul creations, get naked, and party down the street in true Mardi Gras style! For now, though, I have work to do.’

With renewed confidence and excitement, I got to work stripping the red out of the other strands. My new gaming display made it easy to find them, and I peeled the red right off them like I was in an Indiana corn shucking contest.

After I cleared out the strands in my test section, I found the remaining aura lost its red tint and started falling apart. I was surprised, but once it lost its violent motion, it started looking incredibly old. Then it sort of crumbled away, like a staked blood sucker on the show Buffy the Vampire Slayer.

I guess that made sense, as at its core, this monster was really just an ant that had lived many lifetimes past its normal expiration date. The corruption of magic had kept it alive, but it wasn’t truly an immortal, not like a genuine supernatural.

Now I knew what to do, I quickly used my roots to split the red-eye up in smaller sections, and then removed the red strands. The chaotic impressions I got from the massive monster settled down, and as pieces of his aura vanished, he lowered himself to the ground. His legs relaxed and spread out wide. His head rested flat on the floor.

At the end, he actually looked peaceful. His last thought to me was one of gratitude.

“Go in peace,” I said softly, before my Bank Crystal’s dragonfly swooped in and Stamped him. The massive monster vanished, and to my surprise, its core fell to the ground. I hadn’t felt that. Where had that been hiding?

It looked like a piece of quartz as big as my fist, and it still had an angry red glow about it. I expanded my awareness to the surrounding black warriors. I was afraid they might try to pick it up, but instead, they scooted back like it might curse them. Given how red it looked, that might not be too far from the truth.

It seemed safe enough at the moment, so I left it lying there and turned my attention to the first general in front of me. This guy was more dedicated to his cause, but that didn’t help him at all as I split him up in sections and cleared out his red strands as well.

He hung onto his anger and hatred a lot longer, and it wasn’t until the very end, when the last of his aura became clear, that I felt a measure of peace and gratitude. The last thought he offered to our connection was one of regret. He wished his life had been different—in almost every way. Before the regret could really take hold, though, he faded away.

“Go in peace,” I said again. It seemed appropriate somehow.

The dragonfly Stamped him, and another monster core fell to the ground. I turned to the final general. He surged against my roots in anger and desperation. He’d seen what had happened to the other two, and now I was coming for him.

I hadn’t formed a connection with this guy, and he still had a pool of red magic inside him. That might be a problem, but for now, I’d treat it just the same as I did the red strands.

This general was the best at aura manipulation, and he fought hard to stop me. I ended up carving off smaller sections than the other two, but in the end, he was no match for my presence. All of his strands and capsules were stripped of red chaos and tossed to the ceiling. His aura lost its red glow and then faded away.

Finally, I cleansed the last section, and his body relaxed in peace. His monster core fell to the ground as I said my last words to him.

“Go in peace.”

As the sounds faded, I realized it was over. This whole overwhelming battle was finally over.

Suddenly, exhaustion hit me, and I almost fell on my face.

“Jason? Are you okay?” Annabeth asked anxiously as she commanded the rope to untie us. She hopped off my back. The sudden loss of weight made me stagger.

I was too tired to speak, so instead, I had my Bank Crystal send a message conveying everything that had happened with the three generals. That would give her a much better idea of what had happened, anyway.

I condensed my consciousness back into my physical self, and suddenly, my bruised and battered body let me know it wanted to rest. I groaned as I slowly lowered myself to the ground. I sat there cross-legged and put my head in my hands.

Red and his team had done a fantastic job of keeping me safe. The force runes and the Hexagons’ ability to distribute the impact of a blow across a larger area had let me take on the level one and two red-eyes without too much damage. It was the level three red-eyes where the majority of the bruising had occurred. They had hit too hard and too fast for Red to completely handle.

Annabeth and I had blocked a lot of the attacks, and being grounded in the earth had let me ignore the ones that had gotten through. In the heat of the battle, I hadn’t realized just how many times I’d been hit.

Now the adrenaline was wearing off, it was finally time to feel the damage and recognize that no matter how good I was at blocking, two arms just couldn’t handle that many opponents. Especially when I couldn’t dodge.

I wanted to completely collapse, but I needed to deal with the cores first. They were a bad accident waiting to happen.

‘Penny,’ I called, ‘can you help me store these?’

I crawled across the soft moss and picked up the first one.

‘Sure thing. I got this,’ she said confidently and sucked it into the storage section of my Throne Room. I trusted Penny, but the last thing I wanted was any red contamination finding its way into my Spark of Creation, so I popped into my Throne Room to see for myself.

‘It is always good to double check,’ Penny smiled. ‘Especially with something as dangerous as corrupted cores. Come this way and see for yourself.’

She led me over to what seemed to be a gun safe. It looked thick and sturdy, and the walls were saturated with my magic. I opened the safe, and inside was another thick box—also saturated with my magic.

‘Do you feel anything?’ Penny asked.

I shook my head.

‘I can’t believe it, but even with the small box, I can’t feel a trace of red magic.’

‘Excellent,’ she replied happily. ‘Now go and collect the other two cores. We can’t leave them lying around. I don’t think you will want to do anything with them, but who knows, maybe the Bank will think they’re valuable.’

‘I can vouch for that,’ my Bank Crystal spoke up. ‘These cores are heavy with blood and chaos, and that can be very valuable to some professions.’

‘I'm afraid of what evil mages could do with these,’ I said with a frown. ‘They make movies about items like this, and it usually involves nasty guys in dark robes stabbing virgins on alters.’

‘Those are movies,’ my Bank Crystal said primly. ‘And while that might have some semblance to real life, the main use for items like this is to build powerful wards for protection. The blood helps it to target living thieves or assassins, and the chaos is useful for disrupting spells. If used properly, these cores could save lives or protect valuable property.’

‘Oh,’ I replied. ‘Well, I guess that’s alright then.’

I switched back to real life and crawled around to pick up the remaining two cores. The moss felt so soft and comfortable under my knees, and I couldn’t wait to lie down for real.

I popped back to my Throne Room again to make sure everything was good, but the three cores were now safely stored.

‘Thank you, Penny, for keeping them safe,’ I said and gave her a big hug.

‘You are such a pun master,’ she laughed.

‘Huh?’ I replied. I felt confused. I’d made a pun?

‘Keep them safe???’ Penny said like I should know what that was. Then she gestured at the safe she’d made, and it all clicked.

‘Ohhh—yes! Keep them safe! Wow. I can't believe I missed that.’

I was missing my own puns now? That wasn’t good. I needed some recovery time.

I popped back to real life as Annabeth finished experiencing my long update message.

“My goodness, Jason, I can't believe you did all that.” Annabeth shook her head in wonder. “From my perspective, it looked like everyone was glaring at each other for a long time. Then they suddenly started keeling over, and the fight was done.”

I think she'd planned on giving me a hug, but then it seemed to register with her that I was on my knees.

“What are you doing down there?” she asked.

“I'm too sore to stand up,” I grimaced.

“Well, stay down there,” she laughed. “I'll come down to you.”

She slowly got down with me, groaning the whole time. Obviously, I wasn't the only one that had gotten pummeled.

I moaned and groaned some more as I scooted over to her, and somehow the whole thing became comical. I started laughing, and she couldn't help but join in.

“Stop it!” she cried as she lightly smacked me. “It hurts too much to laugh.”

Of course, that just made us laugh even more. It felt good to have a playful moment, painful as it was.

“Nobody said being an immortal was easy,” I sighed after the laughter died down.

“You got that right,” she agreed. Bermuda chose that moment to make an appearance and join our comfy time.

“Where have you been?” I demanded. “I could have used your help with those monsters. They were huge!”

He just licked my face and then looked off in the distance like he was too wise to answer. I grumbled at him some more, but then I found myself scratching him under his chin just the way he likes.

Well, damn. He had trained me too well.

Bermuda gave me a look filled with contentment, and I just couldn't stay mad at him. Not that I was really mad at him to begin with. But a little more help would have been nice.

“So, do you feel different?” Annabeth asked.

“How do you mean?” I replied.

“I feel sore,” she said. “But in a new way.”

“Oh?”

“I've trained a lot at the arena on the beach, so I'm used to feeling sore after a workout. But this isn't it. I'm also used to bruises and getting hit, but this isn't it either. It's something else. It’s like my magic feels sore.”

“I know what you mean,” I said. “Fighting with presence, or glow, or whatever the other mages call it, is exhausting. I feel like I've been up all night giving a speech to hundreds of people while defusing a bomb that could blow us all to smithereens.”

“That’s exactly it,” Annabeth agreed. “I feel raw, emotionally. Like, not only was I giving a speech, but they were a terrible audience, and they were screaming back at me the whole time.”

“That’s why this feels so nice,” I smiled. “My soul needs a little snuggle time with my best friend in order to recover. I know we could get up and keep going if we had to, but I think a few minutes of relaxing, healing, and processing that neutral magic would put us in a much better position going forward.”

“I was hoping you’d say that,” Annabeth said lightly. “But one of us should probably keep an eye out for fresh enemies.” She made like she was going to sit up, but I held her close.

“I got it,” I said. “I can do my healing cycle and keep an eye out at the same time.”

“Okay,” she agreed and closed her eyes. Annabeth was putting up a brave front, but she must really need this to have agreed so quickly.

I looked around me with my magic sight, but everything still seemed peaceful. Most of the black warrior ants had left, and there were only a few keeping an eye on us. I assumed that was okay, as our five-legged worker friend had come out of the tunnel and was now standing watch.

I didn’t need to, but I took a second look around anyway. There were no enemies in sight.


Chapter twenty-eight

Cartography


It was time to heal up, so I relaxed and let my consciousness expand back into my magic sight again. Although we’d fought almost nonstop since then, it had only been a few hours since I’d discovered my healing cycle. It felt wonderful to meditate again and get in touch with the summer sunshine and refreshing rain.

I let myself sink into the soothing feeling that was the healing rune. I used magic to layer the rune over the worst bruises and let the healing rune that was part of my Spark of Creation do the rest.

I felt like I was at the spa and soon felt physically recovered. My soul damage was going to take longer, though. The healing cycle helped, so I switched from working on myself to working on Annabeth. Healing her wasn't as easy, but it still didn't take long, especially as she was using her healing charms as well.

All too soon it was time to move on. I did a few more healing cycles for both of us to make sure we were brimming with energy. Then I gave Annabeth a wake up squeeze.

“It's time, isn't it?” she said wistfully.

“Yep,” I replied. “We gotta go and get some more points.”

She sat up slowly at first, like she was expecting to still feel sore, but then seemed to realize things were better and bounced lightly to her feet.

“Someone is feeling good,” I laughed.

“Physically, I feel amazing,” she agreed. “This new healing thing you got going on is fantastic.” She paused for a moment, assessing her condition. “My soul still hurts, though.”

“Mine too,” I said sympathetically. “Let's hope we don't run into any more red-eyes like those last three.”

Bermuda hopped off my chest, and I got to my feet too. We stretched a bit to make sure we were ready for action, while Bermuda walked over to the ant warriors and started checking them out. They didn't seem to know what to do with him, so they milled around a bit, obviously hoping he would go and sniff somewhere else.

“How many points do you think we have now?” Annabeth asked.

“We made about thirty-three hundred points here,” I said after a quick conversation with my Bank Crystal. “Which brings our total points so far for this round to thirty-seven hundred points.”

“Holy moly!” Annabeth exclaimed. “That’s a lot of points!”

“Apparently those big generals were five hundred points each,” I agreed. “Of course, this is all an estimate. There were a lot of red-eyes that we didn’t actually take out on our own. We just held their attention while the black warriors did the final damage.”

“I’m not sure that’s right,” Annabeth frowned. “I certainly appreciated the assistance, but we are the ones in the tournament, not them. I think we should get most, if not all, of the points for the red-eyes. We helped them win the battle, after all.”

“I agree! I agree!” I laughed and held up a hand to stop her. “You’re preaching to the choir here. I want the points as much as you do. The Bank Crystal was just being realistic and pointed out this is a gray area. It’s possible that the battle will be reviewed and the points rounded down.”

I shrugged and looked hopeful. “Or, it’s possible they might award the full points instead. Either way, we still made up a lot of ground on our negative score.”

Annabeth looked like she was still ready to give the review board a piece of her mind if they didn’t rule the way she wanted, so I quickly changed the subject.

“Before we head out, how is your magic level?”

“It’s not great,” she said. “I can’t recover my magic as fast as you can. I used almost all of it in the battle. I recovered a bit while I rested, but then spent what little I had to spare on healing. I’m back down to rock bottom again. I’ve got enough to summon my weapons, but that’s about it.”

“I figured as much,” I said sympathetically. Then I told her about the Grannies purifying the red magic from the generals and how Octa and her Tangle were now holding that magic for Annabeth so she could absorb it as quickly as possible.

“Well, at least those three a-holes were good for something,” she grumbled.

“Annabeth!” I gasped, clutching my imaginary pearls. “Language, gurl, language. My ears are burning!”

“Oh, hush,” she laughed. “You’ve said much worse than that before.”

“Not so!” I cried in full gay drama. “My hand to God, my lips are pure as virgin snow.”

“Is that what Tyler would say?” Annabeth asked with a twinkle in her eyes.

“Well, no,” I admitted, thinking about some of the delicious and naughty things I’d done to Tyler. “Sorry, God,” I said heavenward. “It seems I spoke too soon. My bad.”

I gave Annabeth a big grin, and she grinned back. Sometimes a bit of humor went a long way.

Fortunately, the Godmothers finished processing the red magic and the last of the purple octopuses floated down and landed on Annabeth. She might not be able to gain her magic back as fast as I could, but this would certainly help.

“Are you ready to head out?” I asked.

Annabeth nodded.

“I’m still without a shield at this point,” she said, “so do you mind if we continue to ride together?”

“Of course not,” I replied gallantly. “Your humble steed awaits.”

She laughed again as she hopped up onto my back. The magic rope did its backpack thing, and we were ready to go.

Well, almost. Bermuda decided that once again, he wanted to ride on my back too. So he jumped up on Annabeth and then snuggled his way in between us. It took him at least a minute of wriggling to get comfortable, but finally he had his head poking out over my shoulder the way he liked. He gave my ear a lick, as if to let me know he was ready.

“Giddy up!” Annabeth called, and I was all ready to make clippety-clop sounds and trot off in true Monty Python fashion before I realized I had no idea where we were headed.

“I think it would be a good idea to find our way towards the other teams,” Annabeth said when I asked her. “We need to collect more points, of course, but I’d feel better knowing where the main exit is located. There have been a lot more tunnels down here than I expected. It would be easy to get lost and lose the tournament just because we couldn’t find our way back to the exit portal.”

“Agreed,” I said. “And I’m hoping our little friend can help us with that.”

I turned to the worker that was still waiting patiently. I felt for our connection and sent an image of where we wanted to go. I didn’t know what the main entrance looked like and I certainly had no idea how the tunnels were laid out, so instead, I sent a general thought of teams entering the underground and spreading out to find red-eyes. I needed to find those other teams, and hopefully, they would guide me.

What I got back was way more than a general set of directions. Instead, I received an overwhelming sense of acknowledgement and accomplishment. It felt like every ant in the colony had joined our connection and had stepped forward to personally thank me for my contribution. I had saved lives, saved resources, and helped establish a renewed future for their clan.

I had no idea how the worker was communicating so much, but it was overwhelming—in a good way. The ants considered me and Annabeth to be one unit, especially since they couldn’t communicate with her in the same way. I quickly started messaging everything I was receiving to her. Needless to say, she started tearing up. And I did too.

I felt like we were at the Oscars and we’d just won the biggest award of the night. The crowd was on their feet, and they were all clapping and cheering for us. The whole thing was massively affirming, and I felt a tremendous sense of affection and belonging.

The worker seemed to take it all in stride, and I had to wonder, is this what being an ant was like? Was being part of the colony this good? It felt like we had come home.

In a very real way, it was the opposite of what the red-eyed generals had tried to do to us, and receiving all this positive emotion helped heal some of the damage they’d caused—Annabeth especially. I’d experienced their attack more like authoritative pressure. She’d felt it in a more raw and emotional way. For her, it had been a screaming beatdown with an underlying layer of pure meanness.

Their thanks warmed my soul. I knew it did for Annabeth too, as she’d started messaging me back. Their acceptance soaked into the cracks of my defenses and soothed me in ways I didn’t know I needed. I thought I was the healer, but in a very real way, they were healing me.

I would never have allowed this to affect me this much in a human interaction. I’d have gotten embarrassed and made jokes to deflect all the attention. Connected as the worker and I were, though, all that affirmation slipped past my defenses and landed right in my heart.

I had to fully acknowledge that I’d made a difference to this family, and now they had accepted Annabeth and I as one of their own. We would probably never see this colony again after this round of the tournament, but we would always have a home here.

I don’t think ants tear up, so they were slightly confused with our response. I quickly assured them that these were happy tears, and it was something our species did to show emotions. We were thankful we could have been of service to the colony, and we were grateful for their acceptance.

Satisfied that their message had been received, the remaining black warriors turned and raced away. The rest of the colony left our connection, and soon, it was just me and the worker ant again. The contrast was striking, and I felt like everyone had gotten up and left the Oscars. Someone had even turned off the lights, and now it was just me and my friend left on stage.

It didn’t seem to faze the worker at all. She imaged me that she would be our guide whenever we were ready. I was still backpacking Annabeth and Bermuda, so I imaged back to her that we were good to go.

Wasting no time, the worker turned and led us down a tunnel at the far end of the cavern. It wasn’t a big tunnel like we’d traveled so far, and Annabeth had to duck to keep from smacking her head against the ceiling. It still had moss and a bit of light, though, so I was fine.

The small tunnel wound around a lot. I got the impression the ants used it, but it wasn’t made by them. The worker seemed to feel that we were going slowly, but it felt pretty fast to me. I was carrying two others, and I didn’t know where I was going, so a steady jog was fine.

As I ran, I realized I still wasn’t fully recovered. My body was fine—I was running easily, and I had energy to spare—and emotionally I was good too. It was my soul that felt strained. It wasn’t debilitating. It just felt like I’d spent sixteen hours in a high stakes poker tournament, where every move could spell disaster.

I’d discovered in my past life, before the House, that mental and emotional fortitude were a big part of winning poker tournaments. It was easy to stay focused and sane for a few hours, but once it got beyond that, the pressure started to take its toll. Players began making silly calls. Not because they didn’t know better, but because they felt like they should be doing something more to get ahead. The pressure got to them, and they either did too much and went all in, or they did too little and faded away. Either way, they lost.

This felt a lot like that, and I made a mental note to double check any future decisions. There was still a lot of life left in this second round of the tournament. I didn’t want us to do too much and get knocked out. Or do too little and miss a big opportunity to catch up on points.

Our worker guide took a side tunnel, and soon after that, another one. We merged with a larger tunnel and then went through a small section that felt like a real cave. There were stalactites and stalagmites, and the footing was treacherous. The worker ran along the wall, which was mostly clear of obstructions. I wished I could run on the wall, but I wasn’t at that power level yet. Maybe someday.

I saw a few creatures, but they either ignored us or ran away. Most of them were ants, although they were clearly a different variety from what we’d worked with so far. They were mostly shades of black and brown, although I saw one that seemed to be yellow. Some had one big body segment in the middle, and others had two smaller ones.

Most of them were smaller than our worker, though, which I thought was surprising. I guess the colony we’d help defend was one of the larger and more powerful in the area. Maybe that was why the three generals had targeted them?

Or maybe I was just reading too much into it. Maybe they were just rabid crazy, and our colony had happened to be in the wrong place at the wrong time. Either way, we didn’t run into any red-eyes until we took our fifth turn. Then we found a lone level one red-eye harassing three smaller workers.

Our guide quickly stopped and got behind us, and we were more than happy to go to work. Annabeth stunned it with a bash to its antennae, and I Spike-punched it in my special place in the head. After fighting multiple level three monsters, this felt like a walk in the park.

I Saber-Sawed through its neck, collected the points, and we were on our way. Easy peasy.

As we continued on, we encountered a few more of them. They were mostly single fighters, though, and they barely slowed us down. We did face off against a group of three at one point, but even that didn’t seem hard. Annabeth taunted them, I grounded myself in the earth, and then we punched their lights out.

I’d gotten used to the chitin from a level three red-eye, so these guys felt like they were covered in paper mache. I sliced them apart with ease.

“We need to make sure our guide stays safe,” Annabeth noted. She sounded concerned. She’d been paying attention to every junction we’d passed, and she’d been targeting her echolocation behind us so we’d know what the tunnel seemed like if we had to retrace our steps.

“We’ve come a long way, and I’m no longer sure I can get us back to where we started,” she continued. “I’ve been counting how long we travel down a tunnel and how many branches there are, but now I’ve lost track.”

“Thank you for trying,” I replied. “I'd lost all sense of direction long before this point.” I would have said more, but I felt my Bank Crystal tugging at my attention. “Hang on one sec.”

‘What’s up?’ I asked my Bank Crystal. I couldn’t actually send my awareness to go and see it, as I was still running. We could chat, though, although it wasn’t as nice.

‘I’m assuming the top of the tunnel,’ it replied, sounding confused. ‘Or if you want to go higher, the surface of the mountain. I’m unsure of why you asked the question. Are you suffering from vertigo again? It doesn’t feel that way.’

‘Oh, no,’ I laughed. ‘I’m fine. I wasn’t actually asking what was above me. ‘What’s up’ is just an expression which means ‘What are you up to?’ So what did you want to talk about?’

‘This is noted.’ The Bank Crystal sounded like it was actually making a note somewhere. ‘Your urban slang is a bit opaque sometimes.’

Urban slang? I guess colloquial expressions changed all the time, and this was a new one for my Stamp.

‘Regardless, I have a solution for your current directional ambiguity,’ it continued. ‘Or, rather, the Bank has a solution that I can provide. Perhaps it would be best if you stopped and gave this your full attention? It could involve parting with a significant number of pearls.’

A significant number? That sounded expensive. Given my thoughts earlier about making good choices, I really should give this my full attention.

“I need to stop for a sec and talk with my Bank Stamp,” I said. I didn’t go into more detail, as I didn’t know what it was proposing yet.

“Of course,” Annabeth said cheerfully and got down off my back. “Do what you need to do.”

Our guide, seeing we had paused, circled back and waited patiently. I thought Bermuda would hop down, but instead, he stayed where he was and decided to take a bath. His constant lick, lick, lick was distracting, but I tuned it out. I did a quick scan of the area to make sure we were alone, then zoomed in to the Bank Crystal’s hall to have a chat.

The hall reminded me of Hogwarts, with statues that moved, mysterious doors, and enticing passages that made me want to explore and discover hidden secrets. The place could have easily felt dark and foreboding, but instead, felt comfortable and safe. At the center of it all was my Bank Crystal, radiating a welcoming light. I walked up to the stone that was taller than me and gave it a warm hug.

It glowed even brighter and sent a welcoming feeling back. In many ways it was just a construct of the Bank, and I’m sure most mages treated their Stamps like tools. I treated mine like it was one of my Marks, with a life and personality of its own. In return, I had a hundred percent affinity with my Stamp, and it did its best to look out for me.

‘Greetings.’ It sent an image of two learned men bowing respectfully to each other. ‘I appreciate that you paused the tournament and honored my request to come here today. I know time is of the essence, so I will get right to it.’

‘Thank you,’ I replied. ‘It is great to see you too.’ I sent back images of the two learned men embracing. Then they started kissing passionately and stripping off their clothes as fast as possible. I grinned, as that caused the Bank Crystal to get a bit flustered. Sometimes, messing with a rock can be so much fun.

We were here for business, though, so I let the image fade and gave the Crystal my full attention. It still stuttered for a moment, then seemed to figure this was another thing that fleshy creatures did. Penny was fascinated by human behaviors—sex especially—and always wanted to learn more. My Bank Crystal, on the other hand, did its best to ignore my non-stone-like manners and preferred to focus on concrete transactions. That’s why it was so fun to tease it sometimes.

Truthfully, I was nervous about spending a lot of pearls, especially in my current mental condition. So a light bit of fun seemed like a good way to start our discussion.

‘I embrace you also and hope what I have to tell you fills you with tingles of joy,’ the Bank Crystal said formally. ‘Now, let us speak about the subject to which I’ve summoned you. Cartography.’

It paused as it pulled its presentation together.

‘Map making, as the mundanes know it, dates back to the ancient Babylonians. As mages, we’ve had the ability to chart our environment long before that. Of course the Bank has been at the forefront of gathering and displaying spatial intelligence, and that is what we are here to discuss today.

‘Let’s start with the basic ability, a simple map.’

The floor rippled, and suddenly, it displayed an old-fashioned map, like I’d seen on the walls in Indifies’ hidden basement. It looked like it was showing a continent and part of a sea, although I didn’t recognize the shape at all. It was beautiful, though, with scrollwork and drawings of fantasy creatures.

The map was lovely, and it would look great framed and hanging on a wall. I wasn’t sure how it would help me in this situation though.

‘This is the type of cartography assistance the tournament offers its premier teams and those who can pay along the way. It is good for an overall view of the terrain you are navigating; however, it doesn’t show where you are on the map, doesn’t give any idea of elevation, and sometimes, these maps are not drawn to scale. That can be very misleading. Looking at the map, you might think a journey would only take a couple days, when it could actually take a couple weeks.

‘The Bank offers these maps for various regions, and the cost is determined on a per map basis. Unfortunately for you, the maps of realms like this are locked because of the tournament, and I cannot access them. For that, I am truly sorry.’

It paused for a moment, and I nodded in understanding. The tournament favored the premier teams and those that could afford it. It surely wouldn’t allow the Bank to sell maps on the side.

‘The next level of cartography that I can offer is one you make yourself. All the tools and symbols needed to make a map are provided, and it is up to the mage to provide the scale and note any interesting landmarks.’

The floor changed again. This time it looked like a piece of blank parchment, bordered by tiles filled with symbols. It didn’t take a genius to figure out that I’d need to move the tiles around to fill in the map.

I’d seen something like this before in old-style Role Playing Game editors. Skilled users would use the tools to create maps of the world, which the software would then bring to life and users could play. I’d tried my hand at making a world a few times and discovered it was much harder than it looked. I was sure the same would apply to making a map based on real world locations. I’d made a simple map before, and it had taken hours of work. Cartography was not for the faint of heart, or those with little time.

‘This type of map making is available to the lowest level of affinity with the Bank and is also our least expensive. The cost for these tools as well as storage for your maps is one hundred pearls.’

I already knew this was not for me, and I quickly shook my head.

‘The next level of cartography available is a basic dynamic map. It’s dynamic because the map fills in as you move around. The scale of the map and major locations are provided by the cartography magic itself.’

Once again the floor changed, and this time the map looked like something from Heroes of Might and Magic or Baldur’s Gate. The majority of the map was black, and as the mage moved around, the world was uncovered in a small space around them. It looked very old school, though, and the detail was lacking.

‘As you can see, this provides an excellent frame of reference for where you have traveled. This level of map making is basic, however, as the mage cannot add their own reference notes as they travel. It also doesn’t take into account elevation, and all maps are only one level. Because it is dynamic, the affinity level of the mage needs to be much higher, at twenty percent. The cost for this type of cartography as well as storage for these maps is one thousand pearls.’

Wow. The cost for that sure went up quickly. I already knew this wouldn’t work for us either. This type of mapping was great for single level RPG games, but it wouldn’t work well for real life. Real life has elevation, different types of terrain, monsters that threaten your progress, and a lot of other things. If I was going to buy cartography magic from the Bank, it needed to be able to do a lot more than this.

‘Are you interested in basic dynamic cartography, or should I continue?’ the Bank Crystal asked.

‘I’m not interested in the basic level,’ I replied.

The Bank Crystal started to explain the next level, but I interrupted.

‘While this is a fascinating introduction to the world of mapmaking and I personally love the way you roll out the incremental enhancements to the Bank services, I’m afraid I need to speed this process up. Unlike when you were modeling the different types of mage suits, I have people waiting on me.

‘I’m sure you already have a level of cartography service that you feel would work well, so can we skip the build up and go straight to that product?’

The Bank Crystal gave a long mental sigh, and I clearly felt its disappointment. It really enjoyed being a Bank ambassador. More than that, it enjoyed providing the solution to a problem I was facing. That made it feel valuable and part of the team.

‘I’m so sorry to have to do this quickly,’ I said. ‘I personally have always been fascinated by maps, and I’d love nothing more than to savor every advancement in map making. We can still do that too, just not at the moment. How about after the tournament we set aside a couple hours and spend some time together going over the options? Does that sound good?’

‘That is agreeable,’ the Crystal said and gave a quick pulse of warm light. ‘However, I have a concern that without the proper context you will judge my selection too harshly. I have carefully weighed all the options available and believe it will serve you the best—both now and in the future. However, I think you will feel the cost is significant.’

‘Then let's just get that out of the way,’ I said confidently. ‘How much is this cartography service you are recommending?’

I didn’t mind spending some pearls to get ahead—especially for such a useful tool as mapping. Having an overview map was essential in fantasy gaming. Even in real life, Google Maps made a world of difference. Pun intended.

My Bank Crystal was able to get me a huge discount on purchases. I think it was about seventy-five percent? Regardless, the magical suits had been about twenty-five thousand pearls each. Surely this couldn’t be much more than that.

‘The option I would recommend is valued at 1.2 million pearls,’ the Crystal said gravely. ‘With your current Bank status—Favored of a Cosmic Deity—the cost to you is three hundred thousand pearls.’

I just about swallowed my tongue.

Holy shit!

That was a LOT of pearls!

After everything it had said, I couldn’t freak out in front of my Crystal, so I pretended I had a tickle in my throat and I needed a moment to cough it out. I didn’t think it bought the cover story, but it gave me a much needed minute to come to terms with the price.

‘And what will I get for all that?’ I finally asked as blandly as possible. I was playing it cool because I didn’t want my Crystal to know just how right it was. As far as I was concerned, the maps better come with real gold filigree to be worth that kind of price.

‘It comes with everything but the battle features,’ the Bank Crystal said quickly. ‘It’s fully dynamic, fully 3D, and has the highest level of detail. Everything you see is recorded for future analysis. This includes both your natural sight as well as all your magical senses.

‘In addition, it comes with an assistant mode. If you tell me what you’re looking for, I can highlight it on your current map or any other map you have. This works whether you have consciously noted it or not. Just to give you an example, I could use the map to highlight all the extra points you have been missing so far.’

That caught my attention.

‘I’ve been passing up points?’ I interrupted.

‘Yes,’ the Crystal replied. ‘There have been a few plants you could have harvested as well as a small deposit of mana infused quartz. They weren’t a lot of points and you were busy fighting at the time, so I didn’t point them out. But with the new cartography skill, I wouldn’t have to. They would automatically glow for your senses as you moved along.’

‘Really?’ My mind started spinning with the possibilities. ‘So I could just tell you what I’m looking for, and I’d either see it on the map or it would highlight itself in real life?’

‘That is correct.’ The Crystal sounded excited that I wasn’t dismissing its costly solution out of hand.

‘So let's take a recent example,’ I said. ‘I could have quickly scanned all of Indifies’ rooms and added them to a map. Then, whatever she asked for, I could have just referenced where the item was and went straight to it. Is that right?’

‘That is a perfect example of what is possible,’ my Crystal agreed. ‘Another example would be if you were looking for someone in a crowded space. As long as you knew their features or their magic signature, the cartography skill would highlight them for you.

‘This feature alone is worth a half million pearls. Or, with your discount, one hundred twenty-five thousand. It’s incredibly useful and very versatile. Once older mages discover what’s possible, they often spend years saving for the upgrade. Of course, it’s also limited by affinity level as well—requiring at least sixty percent in order to function well.’

While I agreed that this was a useful addition to any map, I wasn’t sure it was worth a half million pearls. That seemed like an excessive valuation. Although, who knows? Maybe I would find that I used it all the time.

‘That would be very useful,’ I agreed as neutrally as possible. I still wasn’t sold on buying it yet. ‘What else does this level of cartography skill do for me?’

‘It’s an illusion breaker,’ my Crystal continued. ‘Although it really works by highlighting what your own magic is already capable of seeing. Since your magic sight is top-notch, I would imagine it could see through almost any attempt at the enigmatical arts.’

Ohhh. That sounded exciting. Now we were getting into real Dungeons & Dragons stuff.

‘While we are on the subject of your magic sight, I’d like to point out that this level of cartography records every sense you are able to pick up. So it not only captures the look of an object, it also captures the taste, smell, and feel as well. That requires a lot more storage than just basic sight and magical signature. This level of the skill accounts for all senses and provides unlimited storage for your first two hundred years.’

I nodded, as all that made sense. This was sort of like paying for extra gigs with my email.

‘Another feature is the cartography tracking system. You can tag an enemy with a special tracker, and it will show where the enemy is in relation to yourself. This works even if the enemy moves outside of the range of your current maps.

‘You can also use the feature with a friend if you feel they might be in danger. If you purchase this upgrade, I would suggest you put a tracker in Annabeth. That way you can always find her if you get separated.

‘And speaking of Annabeth, you will have the ability to share your maps and some of their features with up to five people. Any more than that and you start encroaching on battle magic, which can cost in the range of hundreds of millions of pearls—even with your discount.

‘Sharing your map with Annabeth, as limited with sight as she currently is, should be a comfort to her. Especially if you put a tracker on yourself as well. Knowing she can always find you again, should something happen, would provide a new level of reassurance.’

I had to admit this cartography skill was sounding better and better all the time.

‘The final reason I picked this level of skill is…’ The Bank Crystal paused dramatically, and a rainbow of lights flashed across its surface. ‘It has the ability to chronicle from more than one point of view!’

Huh? Why was that useful? Ohhh!

‘Do you mean that my soul creations can map for me?’ I asked, finally showing my Crystal the excitement it was expecting.

‘I do indeed!’ it exclaimed. ‘Anywhere your senses allow you to see can be mapped. Since you can see the world around all your creations, you can map it as well. And best of all, you can map around all your soul creations at the same time.’

Wow. This could be a game changer. Especially in my current environment.

‘I trust you can see the value in what the Bank has to offer you.’ The Crystal sensed this was the time to seal the deal. ‘I also trust that you believe in me, that I have only the best in mind for you. I know this cartography skill seems like it costs a lot, especially since you are at the beginning of your new life as a supernatural. However, I have weighed all the options, and I genuinely believe this is the best solution to your current situation as well as the future.

‘After all, you aren’t just sitting at home tinkering in a workshop. You’re out having adventures and risking your life for your new House and family. Being able to scout out new locations as well as being able to keep track of your Housemates will provide a huge advantage over and over again. Now, are you ready to acquire a new ability?’

‘Wow. You are really selling it hard,’ I said.

The Crystal started to reply, but I quickly raised my hand to stop it. ‘I’m just thinking out loud with you so you can understand me better. I’m also doing it so I can organize my thoughts. It took a lot out of me to fight off those three generals, and I feel mentally tired right now. When I feel like this, I like to take the time to discuss the situation and come to the best decision.’

I took a deep breath and made a conscious effort to let my anxiety go. It felt so good, I did it again.

‘Let me begin by saying I trust you completely,’ I told my Bank Crystal sincerely. ‘Your recommendation alone is enough for me to purchase this.’

I felt feelings of warmth and happiness radiate from my faceted friend.

‘I see all the advantages you’ve talked about, and I will probably discover even more ways to use this skill as we go along. If I had money to burn, I’d buy this in a heartbeat.’

I paused as I realized this was the crux of it all. This was the root of my hesitation.

‘What is holding me back is that I don’t know how I’m going to get more pearls in the future. If I had a steady source of income, I’d feel a lot better about making a big purchase. I know I’ve been very lucky so far. I made over six hundred thousand pearls betting on myself against someone who was a lot older and a lot more experienced. The betting odds on that fight were crazy good. I don’t expect to get odds that good again.

‘Then, this whacko shows up out of the blue and wants to bite off a finger!? He’s so sure he’ll come out on top that he bets four hundred thousand pearls, which is just nuts. It was wonderful to win the money and keep my finger, but I can’t expect things like this to continue to happen. I have over a million pearls in the Bank, which is a huge windfall, but I find I’m reluctant to part with it.

‘I’m used to playing poker, where my stash is my safety net. As long as I have the stakes for a tournament, I can always turn a bad streak around. That’s why I’m hesitant to make such a big purchase. It’s taking away almost a third of my safety net.’

The Bank Crystal flashed in acknowledgement and grew warm to the touch.

‘I understand where you are coming from,’ it said. ‘I’ve researched poker tournaments and what it takes to make a career on the circuit, and what you said makes perfect sense. It takes money to make money, and spending too much is a sign of bad money management. Poker players who don’t manage their stash quickly become ex-poker players.’

‘Exactly,’ I nodded.

‘I would like to suggest that what you are evaluating now is less like poker and more like buying a house,’ the Crystal continued. ‘When you’re buying a good or service, the rules change. Money, on its own, is no longer useful. It’s just a number in the Bank. It’s nothing but pure potential until you turn it into something else.

‘Money won’t keep you warm at night or provide a dry place when the rains come. Money, on its own, won’t give you a space to relax in. It’s not until you exchange your money for a house that you have a place that is warm and dry. Exchanging money for a bed gives you a cozy place to sleep. Spending pearls is when they actually become useful.

‘In this case, I’m suggesting you invest in a service that will help keep you alive, both now and far into the future. It will make a big difference in this tournament, which will also buy your freedom. Being alive and free is priceless, and that’s why I think you should spend such a large amount of pearls.’

‘I get it,’ I nodded. ‘And you're right. Pearls are merely a number in the Bank at the moment. I just wish the cost wasn’t as much.’

‘That’s actually an advantage for you,’ the Crystal said. I was sure it felt my confusion as it quickly continued.

‘The base cost of this skill is 1.2 million pearls. That’s far outside of what younger mages have to spend. It's also far outside of what most young schools have to spend. That means that in this tournament, it’s likely you will be the only one with this advantage. That is huge, and you need all the advantages you can get in order to win.

‘In fact,’ it paused thoughtfully, ‘what are the odds of you having a million pearls to begin with? Or having the affinity level with me that you could even get this skill in the first place? I’d say it would be at least one in a million. Maybe a lot more than that.’

It wasn’t until the Crystal said it, that I realized just how incredibly lucky I was. And when he talked about such long odds, that made me think of the All-Rune. He worked with probabilities, and this felt like his work.

As if I’d summoned him, I felt a brush of his power. It felt highly satisfied, like another one of his plans had blossomed into fruition.


Chapter twenty-nine

Mo’ Memory


‘Thank you!’ I sent back. ‘Message received.’

My Bank Crystal must have felt the touch too, as it suddenly began sparkling like a Christmas tree. It started shooting out rays of light, and the entire hall began quaking like we were in the middle of an earthquake.

‘Easy there,’ I said quickly, trying to send it calming thoughts. ‘Everything is okay. Everything is fine now.’

‘All-Rune!’ it shouted as books fell off the walls and doors flew open.

‘Yes, yes. It was the All-Rune,’ I sent back, as peacefully as possible. ‘He’s gone now. You’re okay.’

‘All-Rune!’ it shouted again as the floor cracked and the ceiling blew off the hall. A giant beam of light descended from the sky and filled the Crystal to overflowing. Spiral staircases collapsed, and a golden mist started pouring out of the walls.

This was feeling an awful lot like when I’d first gotten the Stamp and it had tried to kill me.

‘Calm down!’ I shouted back. Obviously, the soothing approach wasn’t working.

‘PROCESSING…’ the Crystal said in a much deeper voice than it usually used. I had a feeling the light from the sky was the main Bank, and it was running the show at the moment.

‘You can process all you want, but this stops now!’ I commanded.

This was my Bank Crystal’s hall, but it was still my magic. The Bank Stamp was inside my domain.

It had originally determined I was an unfit host and had started to use the magic from the Exchequer to destroy me. I sensed it didn’t have that magic anymore. Crystal had assimilated all of that power in the setup, and now it ran on my magic. I’d tailored the hall with my soul, which meant that I controlled this hall more than the Bank did.

I reached out my senses, just like when I’d battled the red-eyed generals, and asserted my will.

I clamped down on the earthquake.

It stopped.

I clamped down on the mist.

It stopped.

I clamped down on the cracked floor and the broken walls.

They stabilized.

Finally, I clamped down on the Crystal itself. We had a great working relationship, and although it was a little stubborn sometimes, I knew it had my best interest at heart. This beam of light wasn’t going to blow up my friend.

The beam of light wasn’t happy with my interference, and we fought for control.

I was right. The beam was a direct connection into the main Banking system.

It was powerful—ancient—just as stubborn as my Crystal, and much more used to getting its way.

In this case, it had already started to do something to my Crystal, and I wasn’t about to let that happen.

‘APOLOGIES,’ the light said as it suddenly stopped trying to do whatever it was doing. ‘PERMISSION REQUESTED.’

It sent images of surprise, as it normally just did what it needed to do and moved on. It also sent images explaining what it wanted. They arrived so thick and fast I barely had time to process them, but I agreed with most of them.

Basically, it was trying to upgrade the Crystal. In computer terms, it was trying to give the Crystal a LOT more memory and a MUCH faster processor.

The Bank Stamp I had currently was at the entry level of what was possible. Comparatively speaking, it was currently at the level of a scientific calculator, and the main Bank wanted to upgrade it to an iPad.

‘This seems like a huge upgrade,’ I sent back. ‘Is this normal?’

‘NO,’ the main Bank replied and again sent flashes of images explaining its response.

Apparently, Bank Stamps normally grew over time. As the affinity between the mage and the Stamp grew, so did the capabilities of the Stamp. The Stamp usually absorbed the magic of the mage to which it was attached to fuel its growth. Then, while the mage was sleeping, it would interface with the main Bank to get the blueprints of how best to grow.

This process usually took decades, centuries even, and the growth was usually so slow the attached mage wasn’t aware it was even happening. That, of course, hadn’t happened for me.

Due to having two colors of magic and the help of my Marks, I’d jumped right to one hundred percent affinity in one evening. My Crystal—which was my Bank Stamp—had responded by growing as quickly as possible, but it was still way less capable than it needed to be.

Now, it was offering me the highest level of civilian cartography, and for that, it needed to upgrade its abilities by a lot. Like a LOT.

I guess my Crystal hadn’t realized just how much it needed to grow, but when it had been touched by the All-Rune and it had passed that up the chain, the main Bank had thrown a fit.

The main Bank had not been happy about letting the Crystal grow on its own, but my Crystal had insisted that this was best for me. The main Bank felt like it was losing face to the greater magical community. Here was a mage—who was the favored of a cosmic deity and at a hundred percent affinity—using a tiny underpowered Stamp.

It just wasn’t right.

It would be like a princess showing up to an inaugural ball dressed in rags. Like Cinderella never got her magical makeover, and instead, she showed up in her work clothes with cobwebs in her hair and covered in dried sweat from scrubbing the floors all day.

When the Crystal let the main Bank know I had been touched by the All-Rune, it had decided that enough was enough. The Bank was not going to be shown up like this. As far as it was concerned, the Crystal needed to upgrade—and it needed to upgrade now.

The main Bank considered all this an internal matter, and it hadn’t bothered to consult me or asked what I wanted until I’d taken control. Now, though, it was letting me know what it wanted, and it expected me to comply.

‘Thank you for explaining everything,’ I told the main Bank politely. ‘Now I know more about what is going on, please tell me what you wish to do and how this will affect my Stamp.’

Once again, the main Bank sent the upgrade steps it wanted to do. Basically, it wanted to upgrade my Crystal from a level one to a level seven.

Each level would double the size of the Crystal, which in turn, should double its capacity and intelligence. This sounded fine to me, until we got to the final step. Since there was no time for the Crystal’s awareness to naturally expand that much, the main Bank planned on wiping my Crystal and giving it a whole new level seven consciousness.

That meant my Crystal would forget everything that had happened so far. It wouldn’t know me at all. It wouldn’t know what I liked or needed. It wouldn’t remember my Marks or any of the history they had shared. It wouldn’t be guided any more by its contact with the Deep Earth, and it wouldn’t remember being touched by the All-Rune.

Basically, the Crystal that I knew would be dead, and a stranger inserted in its place. That was completely unacceptable.

The main Bank was very stubborn, and I didn’t know how big of a fight this was going to be, so I called for backup.

‘Penny,’ I called. ‘Eggy. Mark of the Lagerel. Mark of the Deep Earth. I need you.’

Penny heard my tone, and instantly, she appeared in her Athena battle outfit—ready for war.

Eggy showed up next, fully kitted out in plate armor and wielding a massive two-handed sword.

The Mark of the Lagerel appeared and sank the roots of its feet into the floor. It didn’t have any armor or weapons, but it didn’t need any. It wielded the power of nature herself.

The Mark of the Deep Earth appeared last, using its raw crystal geode form and resting on a bed of lava.

‘Allow me to assist,’ it chimed as it moved forward and encircled my Bank Crystal. Dense heat and power flowed over the Crystal and climbed up the shaft of light.

‘I shall also assist,’ the Mark of the Lagerel said next, and its roots grew, anchoring the floor and walls of the hall.

I relaxed my control over everything but my Crystal. It felt so nice knowing my crew was here. I felt like with their backing, I could do just about anything.

I also had an idea of how to tell the main Bank it couldn’t wipe the Crystal.

‘Permission granted,’ I sent back to the main Bank on its plans to level up the Crystal.

‘Permission cannot be granted,’ I sent back about its plans to wipe the Crystal and install a whole new operating system. ‘Normally, with a new mage, a few days wouldn’t be enough time for a Bank Stamp to develop a personality of its own, so your plan would make perfect sense.’

I sent back feelings of gratitude to the main Bank for its concern as well as acknowledging its centuries of wisdom and experience. The Bank was still the biggest magical organization in the supernatural world, and I didn’t want to piss it off. Basically, I was trying to schmooze the Bank, and therefore laid it on pretty thick. That seemed to be working, as it seemed slightly mollified by my attitude.

‘However, my Bank Stamp has been touched by the Deep Earth and the All-Rune. A Stamp can’t be touched by such Powers without being significantly enhanced. They are cosmic beings, after all. So my Crystal—your Bank Stamp—is no longer a generic Stamp that is only a few days old.

‘Because of this, it has changed. It is now more than before. It is greater than you know, and that has resulted in us having a hundred percent affinity. That’s something we can both be proud of. And it's also something the Deep Earth and the All-Rune would be very upset about if you took it away.’

Actually, I didn’t know how either one would feel about this. But the main Bank wouldn’t know either, and I was banking on the fact that it wouldn’t want to pique their anger. Pun intended.

‘As such,’ I continued, ‘I cannot grant permission to reset the Stamp at a higher level. Instead, it is going to have to grow in knowledge as it would have normally. Furthermore, the magic that fuels the growth will be mine. Not yours.’

As I’d discovered, magic had its own personality. I wasn’t about to let the main Bank stuff its magic into my Crystal. The Bank Stamp was a bridge between the Bank and a mage, and right now, my Crystal was loyal to me. If it became filled with magic from the main Bank, however, that might change its loyalty back to the Bank, and I couldn’t have that.

I felt the main Bank look around at the hall, and especially at the Mark of the Deep Earth.

‘AGREED,’ the main Bank finally replied. ‘CONCERNED.’

It sent back images that it didn’t think such a new stamp could survive that level of growth. It expected the Crystal’s identity to fracture and fall apart.

‘We’ll just have to work it out,’ I replied. ‘Now, let us begin.’

The first expansion was a bit rough, but overall, it went well. The main Bank did most of the work, and to my surprise, Penny floated forward and provided all the magic.

‘I got this,’ she told me confidently. ‘Your job is to monitor what is happening and assert control if anything goes wrong.’

I nodded in agreement and paid careful attention to everything the main Bank was doing. Basically, it wasn’t that hard. It left the core Crystal alone, and instead, layered more and more crystals around it. Once it had a layer built, it fused everything together and adjusted any facets that seemed out of line.

The whole process went quickly, and it wasn't long before my Crystal had doubled in size. The main Bank notified me that this was the end of the first upgrade and began to start on the second one. I quickly shut that down. The main Bank tried to override me, but I held firm.

‘Before we continue, I need to speak to my Crystal and make sure it is doing well,’ I said sternly. ‘Give us a moment, and then we'll be ready to continue.’

The main Bank grumbled at the delay, but I ignored it. Instead, I reached through the beam to speak to my Crystal.

‘How are you doing?’ I asked.

‘Overwhelmed,’ it replied honestly. ‘I had no idea any of this was going to happen.’

‘Really?’ I was surprised. ‘You didn’t know you would need to upgrade to provide the cartography skill at the level you were suggesting?’

‘No,’ it replied. ‘That was a complete surprise. The only prerequisite I knew it required was a high affinity level. Since we have the highest affinity, I figured we were good to go.’

‘I thought so too,’ I said, ‘or I would have held off until you were ready. I had no idea you were upgradeable.’

‘I knew I was growing in power and capacity every day,’ it said. ‘All of your Marks are. That seems normal, and it's what your other Marks told me we’re supposed to do.’

‘Of course, what’s really driving this upgrade is the brief visit from the All-Rune,’ I noted. ‘The main Bank doesn’t really care about me buying the skill, although I’m sure it wants to make the sale. It just doesn’t want to look bad.’

‘Yes,’ it agreed, and this time it sounded ashamed. ‘It has told me multiple times that I’m not acceptable—that I need to either expand massively or submit to a complete makeover.’

‘Normally, I love a good makeover,’ I said lightly, sending it rom-com images of gay makeovers. Taking a mousy, drab person and making them over so they find their confidence and discover their beauty inside is usually one of my favorite parts of a movie. ‘But I like who you are right now. You don’t have to change your core self because of me. If you feel this is too much, we can stop right now. I’ll take whatever level of the cartography skill you can handle, and we’ll finish this round of the tournament together.’

I sent warm feelings and a happy smile. ‘Believe me, we will be just fine.’

The main Bank had been listening in, and I could feel it wasn’t satisfied with this option at all. It didn’t speak up, though, and let us continue.

‘Thank you for saying that,’ my Crystal said, sending back warm feelings of its own. ‘I know you mean it—and that means the world to me. You are an exceptional human. I find it hard to believe you’re putting me first when I should be the one that is serving you.’

It paused, and I could feel it processing everything that had just happened.

‘What I would really like, if it were at all possible, is to upgrade beyond the minimum. I’d like to be better than good enough. I’d like to be exceptional!’

I could feel new excitement and determination from my faceted friend.

‘I’d like to be able to recommend anything the Bank has to offer and know I’m powerful enough to run it for you. I’d like the Bank to be proud of me. I’d like to represent who we are to any cosmic deity that comes to visit. Most of all, I’d like you to be proud of me, even more than you already are.’

‘I don’t think I can be any more proud of you,’ I laughed. ‘But I do like the idea of you being as powerful as you’d like to be. I know what it's like to begin to get your self-confidence back. It feels wonderful.’

My Bank Crystal already knew my story, so I didn’t elaborate any more than that. I could feel its excitement, though. This was really something it wanted to do.

‘So are you ready to expand into your next level?’ I asked.

‘Yes!’ it practically shouted. ‘I’m ready!’

‘Alright!’ I cheered it on. ‘Go ahead and expand your awareness. I’m right here if you need me.’

It only took the main Bank a moment to fill in its new space, and suddenly, the entire Crystal was sparkling with rainbow light.

‘This level is certainly different,’ my Crystal said finally.

‘Different good or different bad?’ I queried.

‘It’s good in a lot of ways,’ it replied. ‘I have a lot more room, and I’m certainly thinking faster, which is a good thing.’

It paused, and all the flashing stopped. Then a band of light started at the bottom and rippled up to the top—where it paused and then rippled back down to the bottom again. It looked like it was doing some sort of Star Trek scan.

‘The new section is sufficient,’ it said, ‘but it doesn’t match. There is a clear break between my different parts, and they all have different flavors. It’s like if half of you was wearing a tuxedo and half of you was wearing overalls. You could say you were wearing clothes, and they were functional, but you would be badly mismatched.’

Well, that was certainly interesting. My Crystal usually stated things directly, and it wasn’t good with similes. The way it described its current situation contained a lot of imagination. I could already see its capabilities had increased.

‘That makes perfect sense,’ I replied. ‘Your original self was created by Perrin, the Exchequer, with his magic. This expanded layer was made by the main Bank with my magic.

‘Magic seems to pick up on intention, so I’m sure this has something to do with it. And that gives me an idea.’

I first took stock of the beam of light to make sure the main Bank wasn’t going to try anything funny. The main Bank’s attention seemed to be elsewhere for the moment, so I then turned my full attention to the Crystal.

It didn’t take long to see what my Crystal was talking about. Its original crystal was saturated with my magic and seemed comfortable and homey. The new crystal was stiff and formal, like it was having high tea with someone it needed to impress.

This was sort of like the same problem as when Eggy had two layers of magic. One layer had been loose and happy like it was having a party, and the other layer had been suspicious and withdrawn. I’d solved that problem by welcoming both layers, just like they were fresh neutral magic—and I hoped that solution would work here as well.

I’d already converted so much neutral magic that putting who I was and what I was about into a welcome was second nature now. My Crystal was still egg-shaped but had doubled in volume, so it was much wider now and at least two feet taller. Even so, I found it easy to extend my awareness even more than I had already and reach every part of the Crystal. I was touching the Crystal at the molecular level, and I invited every part of it to join me on my magic journey. I shared with it the feeling of belonging, of coming home. I shared relaxing and doing a puzzle with Tyler. I shared the easy camaraderie of a drink with John. I shared the excitement of discovery with Sandy, and I shared the easy friendship and bounty of hugs I had with Annabeth.

I wasn’t just blowing sunshine and roses up its crystalline ass, though. I shared my determination to stay alive and protect my friends. I shared what it was like to get severely injured and spend time recovering. I shared what it was like to give all I had and then still have to give even more. Most of all, I invited all the tiny pieces of the Crystal to be a part of my journey—both the good and the bad.

An invitation is a powerful thing, and once again, it worked. The original part was already excited about being my Bank Stamp, and the new part joined right in. I continued to send warm feelings of welcome as the consciousness of my Bank Crystal fully settled into its new space.

‘Thank you so much,’ it said. ‘It’s going to take a bit to get used to my new home. It’s so big!’

‘That’s what he said,’ I quipped, and Penny snickered. She loved a naughty reference.

The Crystal just felt confused and then went back to establishing itself in its new home. While it was doing that, I went back and fixed some of the flaws I’d noticed.

The main Bank had done a good job, and there weren’t any obvious cracks. But there were places where the crystalline structure just didn’t line up right. This was even true of the original part, the section that Perrin had made. I guess I’d never looked that closely before.

Regardless, I got everything fixed and then checked in with my Crystal.

‘Ready to expand to level three?’ I asked.

‘I think so,’ it replied. Then it reevaluated and came back with more determination. ‘Yes,’ it said firmly. ‘Yes, I’m ready.’

‘Good,’ I replied. ‘Main Bank, are you ready?’

The main Bank brought its focus back to us and didn’t bother to reply—it simply got started on the next layer. Once again, Penny provided the magic, and I monitored the situation.

Now I knew what to look for, I could see the flaws as they appeared. The new crystal also seemed even more disoriented than the previous layer. It took longer for the main Bank to finish, as there was a lot more crystal to lay down, but it still didn’t seem to take that long.

As soon as the main Bank was done, I welcomed the new layer and synced it up with the layers below. I also got to work fixing all the flaws. There was double the amount of new crystal, and it seemed like double the flaws. Once I was done, I took a mental step back and assessed where we were at.

My Bank Crystal was almost double my height and wide enough that it would take three people to wrap their arms around it. We were only at level three, and each level was doubling the size again. When we were finished, my Crystal was going to be massive.

‘How are you doing?’ I asked.

‘Changing like this is very disconcerting,’ it replied. ‘Truthfully, I feel a bit lost. The extra space feels like I’ve moved into a mansion and I don't know where everything is. It seems like everything is just white walls with no pictures, no furniture, and no obvious function for the rooms.’

‘I can see why you would feel like that,’ I said sympathetically. ‘If you’d grown naturally, you’d already be supporting all kinds of skills and helping me in all sorts of ways. Having more space would be something you needed, not something forced upon you.

‘I’m sure it will fill up quickly, though. You’ve told me this cartography skill is supposed to take up a lot of room, so I’m sure your new space won’t be empty for long.’

‘That is probably true,’ my Crystal agreed. ‘But it is even more than that. My capabilities are changing, which means I’m changing. I know I’m the same, but already I feel different.’

I was about to say something supportive when, to my surprise, Eggy stepped forward.

‘I know of what you speak,’ my former sword said gravely. ‘I began life by being forged, reforged, and forged yet again. I’ve gained in power and lost it over centuries. Only to gain it again. I’ve had changes thrust upon me, both ones I’ve welcomed and ones I’ve abhorred. I’ve had more wielders than I dare to remember, only to find a new Source when I’d given up hope.

‘The changes you face today are dramatic and unexpected. But ultimately, they benefit yourself and your Source. I know it is difficult at the moment to remain in touch with just how lucky you are. Your Source is a god and capable of supporting your sudden advancement. Trust in him. And trust in your fellow awakened beings. We are all here for you, and we will support you every step of the way.’

Eggy touched the surface of the Crystal, and they began buzzing in Stonespeak. They only took a moment before I felt the attention of the Crystal once again.

‘I am ready for the next round,’ it declared. ‘Let us begin.’

Once again, the main Bank didn’t bother to reply. It just got started. This time it took noticeably longer, and when it was done, my Crystal felt truly massive. It towered over me and seemed almost too large for the hall. The new layer also had a lot more flaws, so I got to work right away.

I was going to check in with my Crystal, but Penny and both Marks had stepped forward as well, and they were all communicating with it at high speed. It felt like I should just butt out and let them do their thing. So I did.

This was the third upgrade, bringing us up to level four. The goal was level seven, so we had three more upgrades remaining. I wasn’t sure how that was going to go, though. Each upgrade doubled the size of the one before, which meant the final upgrade was going to be truly massive. Like several stories high, massive. Like Godzilla, massive. Okay, maybe not that big. But still, pretty freaking big.

Now I finally got what the main Bank had been saying about wiping the Bank Stamp and starting over. The difference between level one and level seven was enormous.

I kept welcoming the new layer and working on the flaws. All the while, turning the problem over in my mind. Instinctively, I felt like what my Crystal needed was to go smaller. If I could bring it back to something like its original size, I’m sure it would feel a lot more comfortable with its upgrade. It still needed to keep all its new capacity and processing power, though.

Hmmm.

The crystal structure was really big and chunky. What if I just condensed it down? Made the whole thing denser? Would that work?

I finished fixing the flaws and sent out a general message to everyone suggesting this idea. My Bank Crystal was deep in discussion with Penny, Eggy, and my Marks, so all I got back was the basic thought of ‘Do what you want.’

Okay then. I guess I’d give it a shot.

I decided I wasn’t going to go crazy, though. I’d condense everything just a little bit and see if that caused any problems.

I focused on a small part of the crystal and took out about one percent of the available space. It was barely noticeable, and I waited to see if anyone would say anything.

Nothing.

So far, so good. That part of the crystal no longer lined up, but it wasn’t any worse than the flaws I’d already fixed.

Annabeth had shown me how to listen to the change in a small part of a structure and then sing it into existence for the rest. So that is what I did now. It was such a small change, I could barely hear any difference. But it was enough for me to latch on to, and I sang the change out to the rest of the massive crystal.

Again, I waited to see if any of the magical beings would say anything. It seemed like nobody noticed.

That had gone well. Now to try a bigger change. I knocked off another five percent of the space, then sang the change throughout the crystal. This time, because I was looking for it, the change in size was noticeable.

‘Are you doing okay?’ I queried my Crystal.

‘Yes, thank you,’ it replied shortly. ‘I’m doing fine.’ I got the impression that it was working with the main Bank as well as both my Marks to upgrade its mental abilities as quickly as possible. It needed more time to complete the project, and I was welcome to do whatever I wanted.

Since my project wasn’t disrupting its concentration, I went back to playing Honey, I Shrunk the Crystal. I was tempted to take out an even larger chunk of space, but five percent had worked well, so I decided to stick with it.

Slowly, but surely, the Crystal shrank down until it was only double my height. Then it was my height. The difference in width from when I'd started was huge, but everyone working on the Crystal just moved forward and kept going.

‘Okay, I’m ready,’ my Crystal said. It sounded tense. It also sounded much more vibrant, like I was hearing its voice in stereo. The main Bank kicked in, but I stopped it right away.

‘You’re starting to lay down crystal that’s at the old density,’ I told it. ‘We are going to need you to match the new configuration. Otherwise, the new layer isn’t going to match at all.’

‘I can’t,’ the main Bank replied shortly. ‘If you were at a branch office, I’d have a lot more control. Even then, I’m not sure I could apply the new layer at this density. You might need to come into my main control center for me to finish this upgrade.

‘Doing the work remotely like this has already introduced a few variations in the crystal. Since you did the compression, I’m sure you noticed. That was the finest level of detail I could work with without introducing even more blemishes. Since you can’t come to me at the moment, you are going to have to finish this yourself.’

It sounded bitchy and frustrated. I got the sense that it didn’t like being shown up, even in a remote situation like this. I still wanted its help, though, and still needed to keep a good relationship with the oldest and most powerful magical organization. So I kept my tone polite and my words as cordial as possible.

‘You’ve done an excellent job so far,’ I said. ‘Especially as remote as you are to our location.’ I didn’t actually know where we were in relation to the Bank, but I thought it sounded good. ‘If you can show me what to do from here, I’ll try my best to make it work.’

I didn’t get anything back for a moment, and then I was hit with a rush of directions. They were more than instructions—they had a flavor of challenge to them, like it was daring me to understand what it had sent and to actually make them work.

Okay, then. Challenge accepted.

If this had been the first time I’d received a bunch of images, I’d have been overwhelmed. As it was, I talked with my soul creations, my Marks, and my awakened charms that way, so getting a mass of images was nothing new to me. Plus, I’d been watching everything the main Bank had done so far, so I was already familiar with the process. I quickly sorted through what I already knew and reviewed the rest.

The process itself wasn’t that hard. I basically needed to form magic in the required shape. Then I simply needed to tell it to stay that way until the consciousness of my Bank Stamp could take over. Easy enough as far as the crystal part went.

There was one more thing I’d missed, though. The main Bank had been building a matrix of magic around the crystal structure to give the new layer its actual magical properties.

A matrix?!?

I felt like laughing out loud. I knew all about building a matrix! That was my home stomping ground.

Of course, my matrix was in the form of a square, and this was in the form of a hexagon, but the same sort of rules applied. This matrix was also different because it had lines of power connecting the small nodes of magic.

I took the time to study that for a minute, as it might be something I wanted to incorporate into my own matrix in the future. For now, though, I was on the clock. So once I felt like I had a good handle on what I needed, I got started.

‘Penny, are you ready?’ I asked and metaphorically cracked my knuckles.

‘I was born ready,’ she said with a laugh and a bit of sass. ‘I stay ready so I don’t have to get ready.’

I laughed along with her. I think she’d picked that up from Red and his crew, but it was the perfect time to pull it out of the bag.

‘Then let’s do this!’ I said happily, and we got started.

Forming the crystal wasn’t hard, and Penny was actually doing most of the work. It just required a lot of concentration and focus. Unfortunately, focus was the one area I was lacking at the moment. Penny picked up the slack, though, and the whole upgrade went a lot faster than I’d expected. Even the main Bank seemed impressed.

Once again, the magical creations put their heads together with my Crystal and helped it upgrade its abilities. I didn’t need to worry about flaws this time, so instead, I examined the crystal matrix.

What I found was very interesting, and not in a good way. The new layer I’d added was fine, but in the older stuff, the matrix was a mess.

About every tenth hex there was a magical node missing—resulting in a hexagon with a collapsed side. Also, with even more frequency, a line between the nodes was missing. I wasn’t sure exactly how that affected my Crystal, but it couldn’t be good.

I started cleaning up the individual problems, and I was about a quarter done when I realized I was doing this the hard way. I just needed to do what I’d done when I’d shrunk the crystal. I took a small area, made sure it was perfect, and then sang that perfection out to the rest of the matrix. As soon as I did, I felt a snap, like everything had settled into place.

This time, everyone noticed. All the magical beings stopped, and suddenly, I had all their attention.

‘What did you do?’ they all demanded at once.

‘I just fixed a few things,’ I replied innocently.

‘Whatever you did, it worked,’ my Crystal said as a row of sparkles flashed up and down its length. ‘I feel fantastic!’

‘Wonderful,’ I replied happily, and then they went back to putting their heads together.

While I was waiting, I took the time to examine the crystalline matrix. It was certainly different from my own, but I didn’t think it was necessarily better. The addition of the lines between the nodes was what really intrigued me. It looked so simple.

It also looked sort of fragile. What if it started getting messed up again? Was there a better way to connect the nodes?

As I studied the hexagon, a memory popped into my head. When I was a kid in school, we had a project to make some string art. We had set pins in a sturdy piece of cardboard in the form of a circle. Then we had taken different colors of thread and wrapped it in a pattern around the pins. When I’d skipped only a few pins, the thread had formed a dense design around the edge of the circle. When I’d skipped a lot of pins, the design had formed more in the center.

At the time, I thought the process of making the craft was soothing, and since then, I’d seen string art using all sorts of shapes, not just circles.

Basically, what I was looking at with the outline of the hexagon was like string art, except the string went around every node—forming an outline. What would happen if I took one hexagon and lined it like string art?

They were still chatting, and I figured it couldn’t hurt to mess with one hexagon, so I picked out the nearest one and got to work. I designated a node as number one, then numbered the other six nodes going clockwise. Then I ran a line between nodes one and three. Then to five, then back to one again.

Nice. It already looked a lot more connected.

Just to be thorough, I started on node two and went to four, six, and back to two again. Now I had a nice star shape in the middle, and every node was connected to four other nodes. When I finished, I felt a click, like something had settled into place.

From my experience, that was always a good sound. It meant I was on the right track. I was about to blow this out to the rest of the Crystal when I had an idea. I’d made the node more connected inside the same hexagon, but what if I connected the node to the hexagons above and below it?

It only took a moment to string art two more hexagons and then layer them over each other. Then I took the middle hexagon and connected each node to its corresponding node above and below it. That was easy, and I didn’t get another click. So I decided to connect the node to its adjacent neighbors above and below it. That created a dense network of lines connecting the three hexagons, and this time I received a strong click.

It seemed like the magic liked what I was doing. I could have connected it in even more complex ways, but I decided to stop for now. The whole thing was symmetrical and much denser than before. It would be best to make sure my Crystal liked its new configuration before getting too wild.

I listened to the new crystalline matrix and then sang it out to its nearest neighbors. It propagated easily, so I kept going.

I sang it out to the rest of the structure, and this time I didn’t get a soft click. I got a massive snap—like static electricity had zapped through the entire matrix.

Once again, every magical being stopped, and all attention focused on me.

‘What did you do?’ they all demanded again.

‘I upgraded the Crystal’s magical matrix,’ I replied as nonchalantly as possible.

‘That is not possible,’ the main Bank said skeptically. It didn’t have any eyes, but I felt it was glaring at me anyways, like it was a cranky nun and I’d done something wrong.

‘Actually, let me rephrase that. Something has happened, so it is certainly possible. I just find it highly improbable that a first year could be the cause.’ The main Bank fired off sparks of irritation as it did a full scan of my Crystal.

‘I can sense no changes to the Stamp’s volume or density, yet its capabilities have massively increased,’ it grumbled. ‘I would have been happy raising its abilities to level seven. However, I estimate its current ability to process information at level twenty-four.’

Twenty-four?!

Really?!

That seemed crazy.

We all stayed quiet as it scanned the Crystal again. Then I felt it reach out to my Marks and Penny and Eggy. They spoke quickly, and then it scanned the hall. Finally, it reached out to me again.

‘When every reasonable possibility has been considered and discarded,’ it said, ‘then whatever remains, no matter how unlikely, must be evaluated for truth.’

The harsh beam of light softened, and little motes of light broke off and began wandering the ruined hall.

‘Up until this point, I reasoned that your extraordinary condition was a factor of highly unusual circumstances. I’ve had other young mages in the past that have achieved near perfect affinity with their Stamps—although no one has been quite as young as you. In almost every case, it had less to do with the abilities of the mage and more to do with the fact that they were in the right place at the right time.

‘Your circumstances seemed very similar, as you were in the right place to gain the blessing of the Lagerel. That triggered John and Sandy’s special circumstances, and as a result, you gained the blessing of the Deep Earth. Those two blessings resulted in the successful navigation of your Stamp installation and your perfect affinity.

‘You seemed to be impossibly lucky, and up until now, I assumed that was all it was. I was willing to support you as well, as it seemed reasonable, and I thought I’d keep an eye on you to see if your luck continued.

‘Changing your Stamp’s connections, however, is a highly advanced technique. It requires a level of control that most mages will never even sense. Even then, it usually takes years of concentrated effort to double a Stamp’s connections—much less quadruple its neural network.

‘I’m officially changing my initial assessment of you from Lucky to Lucky and Talented. That is an excellent combination, and I look forward to seeing how you develop.’

Its little motes of light flashed, and it no longer sounded like a grouchy old woman. I was struck by something it had said, though.

Neural network? That sounded like a computer.

I looked at my Crystal with fresh eyes, and suddenly, I realized what I was looking at. The whole thing was a brain! The points of the hexagon were the nodes, and the lines between them were the synapses.

No wonder the connections were important. I’d just boosted all the different paths my Crystal could use to process data. How cool!

‘So, are you happy with the upgrades?’ I asked. ‘I don’t need to build another layer of crystal, correct?’

‘I am thrilled with how this has worked out,’ the main Bank replied. ‘And you are correct. Your Bank Stamp has plenty of capacity and processing power to do everything you can buy at your level. You might want to upgrade it again in the future, but that day should be centuries in the future.’

That was good to know. I still wanted to drive one thing home, though. For my Crystal’s sake.

‘Given its current level and capacity, would you say you were happy and proud of my Crystal now?’ I asked. ‘Does it represent you well, considering our affinity level?’

‘I am jubilant!’ the main Bank declared proudly. ‘You may go where you will and display your Stamp proudly. It is now a testament to both your Luck and your Talent. I was hoping to leave here with your Stamp at an adequate level. Instead, I find it to be exemplary. You both can be very proud of your work today.’

All its motes of light merged back into the main stream, and it flashed one more time. Then it lifted up into the sky. The ceiling formed back over the hall, and for a moment, all was quiet.


Chapter thirty

First Contact


I had appreciated the main Bank making an appearance. It had certainly been an essential part of my Crystal’s upgrade. Having it here, though, had been like having an important guest in my home. I’d been on my best behavior, and I hadn’t felt entirely comfortable with it around. Now it was gone, I could relax.

‘When you are ready, you are welcome to withdraw your roots,’ my Crystal requested of the Mark of the Lagerel. ‘I appreciate your support, and I can manage it from here.’

The Lagerel bowed as well as a tree can, and its roots started withdrawing from the walls. As it did, all the damage smoothed over and vanished. The doors flew back to their rightful place and rehung themselves. The spiral stairs reformed, and the fog misted away.

The same thing happened to the floor, and it soon looked like an earthquake had never occurred. Once the hall was together, I noticed that although it had the same things in the same places, it looked different. It took me a moment to realize that everything had a lot more detail now. Before, all the doors had been similar. Now, they had different wood grains and seemed to hang in slightly different ways. The tiles on the floor had a new texture, and every tile was different. Even the cushions on the couches were distinct from each other.

The entire hall felt more real, and although the difference was subtle, it made the place feel more comfortable and homey.

‘Thank you,’ my Crystal spoke to my Marks and my awakened charms. ‘I am deeply grateful to all of you for your assistance and encouragement in my time of need. I hope to one day return the favor. For now, please return to your normal activities. I can handle things from here.’

Penny bowed and left first with the Mark of the Deep Earth right behind her. The Mark of the Lagerel and Eggy gently touched the Crystal and had a few words in private. Then they left too.

Now that everyone had left, the hall seemed empty. I took a quick look around, but nothing remained broken. It was all back to normal.

I walked up to my Crystal and gave it a long hug. It seemed slightly warmer than it had been.

‘How are you?’ I asked.

‘I am changed,’ it replied. ‘I’m still me. But I’m different too. In some ways, I’m so much more. In others, I feel less than before. It is a strange feeling.’

‘I’m sure it is,’ I said sympathetically. ‘It’s probably going to take a while to get used to your new abilities.’

We stood there in silence for a moment.

‘I appreciate your concern,’ it said finally. ‘I would also appreciate it if we could conclude our business. This situation has been much more traumatic than I ever expected, and I’m looking forward to having some time to myself.’

The Crystal sounded more formal and reserved than normal. I guess it realized it sounded a bit dismissive as it hurried to add, ‘I feel like the hobbit that has had a long adventure, and now I’m ready for a spot of tea and a nap.’ Then it twinkled in laughter. ‘And maybe a second breakfast after that.’

The humor, more than anything, told me that my Crystal was going to be alright.

‘I can certainly appreciate a good nap,’ I replied lightly. ‘So let’s get down to business, shall we? We did all this to acquire the cartography skill, so let's do it. You have my permission to spend the pearls.’

The Crystal flashed with light.

‘Done,’ it declared.

‘Good,’ I said. ‘Now, how long do you need to install the skill?’ I figured this was a bit like installing a new game. The Crystal probably needed to download the ‘software’, install it, and go through a setup. Even with a fast internet connection, that usually took a while.

‘It is installed,’ it declared.

‘Really!?’ I was shocked.

‘I’m surprised myself,’ it said. ‘The main Bank wasn’t wrong when it said I needed to upgrade.’

It twinkled, and a stream of lights directed my attention to part of the wall behind me. A bookcase had vanished, and in its place now hung a huge map. It wasn’t any ordinary map, though. It was a fantasy map with castles, stylized monsters, cool cartography symbols, and an insanely detailed border. The map itself had accents of gold, silver, copper, and cobalt. Best of all, it was alive. The monsters growled and moved about. Flags on the castles waved in the wind, and tiny wagons traveled the roads.

The closer I looked, the more details I saw, and the more impressed I became. I didn’t think the map represented any real place, but as an illustration of a skill, it was fascinating.

‘Even at level seven, this skill would have been a bit much,’ my Crystal continued. ‘With my current abilities, however, I find it simple to work with. Now, I have a few simple suggestions to get us started.

‘First, I would suggest you give Annabeth access to your maps as well as designate her as a special marker. You can also give access to John, Sandy, and Tyler, although you can’t put a marker on them until you see them again. Since I’m sharing my cartography ability, make sure my marker shows up as well.’

‘That sounds good,’ I said. ‘Make it so.’

‘Second, I would recommend you let me integrate the skill into your heads-up display,’ it said. ‘Specifically, I would suggest integrating the Best Path subskill. That will show you the best places to step as you move through the tunnels. In addition, I would suggest integrating trap detection, monster detection—both neutral and hostile—as well as anything worth points.’

‘I like all that,’ I agreed. ‘Make it so.’ Using that catch phrase made me feel like Captain Jean-Luc Picard from Star Trek, which was a fun feeling. ‘In addition to that, just add in anything else you think might be useful as we move along. If it gets to be too much, I’ll let you know.’

‘Of course,’ my Crystal replied. It twinkled a bit but remained silent. I guess that was the end of the setup. Time for me to leave.

I sent one last feeling of warmth and support, and then let my focus return to the tunnel and the tournament. To my surprise, Bermuda was asleep in my back pouch, and Annabeth was sitting on the moss meditating.

“How long was I away?” I asked.

“About thirty minutes,” Annabeth replied. To my surprise, she didn’t sound upset. I knew I would have been if a teammate stopped for no obvious reason and just stood there for half an hour. I guess she was used to me being weird.

“So, how did it go?” she asked. “I’m still not sure what you were up to.”

“My Bank Stamp recommended I buy a cartography skill,” I said. “It was expensive as hell, and what I didn’t realize was that I’d need to upgrade my Crystal in order to run it.” I sent a message with images showing a condensed version of what had happened.

“Oh my goodness,” Annabeth laughed. “I can’t believe all that happened while you were standing there. No wonder it took a while.”

“I’m just glad it didn’t take any longer,” I grimaced. “I’m sorry to leave you hanging like that.”

“It was fine,” Annabeth brushed it off. “I used that time to meditate and run the healing cycle. I feel much better now. Anyway, have you turned your skill on? What does it look like?” She sounded excited, like she was getting a Christmas present.

“Hang on,” I said. Then I laughed as she gave me a poke to get my butt in gear. I quickly turned on my Heads-up Display––and gasped in shock.

I was looking at an insane amount of information. There was a scene in The Terminator where he walked into a bar and we got to see it from his eyes. As he looked around, items were highlighted with outlines complimented by text explaining the object.

This was like that, only on steroids.

It seemed like everything I looked at was outlined and calling for my attention. The moss, the flowers, the walls, the ceiling—it all was highlighted and begging for me to look at it.

It was all just too much.

‘Turn off the highlights!’ I commanded, and my Crystal quickly complied.

Whew. That was better. Now, what was going on here?

I focused on one tiny flower and allowed only that to highlight. As I read the description, I realized what had happened.

It was all worth points—the moss, the flowers, lichen, everything. It was only a tiny fraction of a point, but it still counted. I’d told my Crystal to highlight anything worth points, which was exactly what it had done.

‘I know your brain is now level twenty-four,’ I said to my Bank Crystal, ‘and you can easily process all this, but it is too much information for me. I think it’s amazing you can analyze and show everything you did. I know you’re getting used to your new abilities, and I’m so proud of how far you’ve come. But in the future, if you think what you are offering will be too much, then ask if I want to narrow down the criteria a bit more.

‘In this case, I know everything is worth points, but it would take a long while to harvest enough moss to even get to one point. We need lots of points to get out of the negative, so that wouldn’t be a good use of our time. Not to mention how much magic it would take to store all that in my throne room.’

‘Understood,’ my Crystal replied. ‘I will consider what is implied in your requests in the future. If I have questions, I will ask. Unless you are in a battle, of course.’

‘That sounds wonderful,’ I said and sent an image of two people working happily together.

‘Going forward, I will limit my highlights to items that are worth at least one point and that will be easy to harvest,’ my Crystal said. ‘In addition, I’ll also limit the highlights of living creatures to a size larger than a hamster. Unless, of course, I detect a swarm of hornets or something hostile like that. Also, if you run into a flock of bats, that would fit the criteria but still be overwhelming.’

‘I think you’re getting the idea,’ I chuckled. ‘Just do your best, and we’ll figure it out as we go along. Now go ahead and turn the highlights back on again.’

This time, what I saw was actually manageable and helpful.

The first thing that jumped out at me was a giant slug sitting on the wall right beside us. It was as long as a car and seemed freaky as hell. It gave me chills just looking at it.

I hadn’t noticed it because it was perfectly camouflaged with the rock and had almost no aura. Now I knew what I was looking at, I could easily see it with my magic sight.

My magic gave me almost too much information about the world around me. I had to filter it out, just like a mundane did with regular sight. I couldn’t notice everything all the time.

Except now, it looked like my Crystal could do just that. It could take all this information I was receiving and process it better than I could. That was going to be a huge advantage moving forward.

I pointed out the slug to Annabeth, and she couldn’t figure out what I meant—it was camouflaged that well. Then she spotted it and got the heebie-jeebies just like me. We quickly moved several steps down the tunnel to get away from it. It didn’t seem hostile at all. But still, ewww.

The next thing I paid attention to was a tiny, luminescent flower that showed it was worth 1.223 points. It was slightly brighter than the other lights scattered around it, but that was the only additional clue that it had some value.

“Are there a lot more like it?” Annabeth asked after I pointed it out.

“I see two more,” I said, looking up and down the tunnel.

“I don’t know if it will be worth our time stopping to pick them,” Annabeth said thoughtfully. “Can you have one of your soul creations gather them for us?”

“Maybe,” I replied and asked one of the Surfer Dudes to harvest the flower and bring it to me. My concern was that even though the flowers were small, the stems they were attached to seemed thick and tough. To my surprise, my Dude had no problems performing the task.

For some reason, I thought of my soul creations as weak and barely able to lift anything. They were great with magic, of course, but lifting real world things wasn’t their forte.

‘You’re still used to the soul creations from before you became a supernatural,’ my Analytical Side spoke up. ‘Your punch rocket could barely tap the call button of an elevator, and you had to use all your power to levitate a penny or flick a lock. But you’ve moved beyond that now.

‘These soul creations have real forms with lots of detail, and they hold hundreds of times more magic than your old ones. They are much stronger and more powerful than before. You just haven’t really thought about it and adjusted your expectations.

‘After all, the Miners carved an entire tunnel through a cave for you. And your Ass Blaster 2000s carted away all the rock chips. I know you used thousands of soul creations for the job, but they still have a lot of power. You need to give them more credit.’

‘You’re right,’ I said, surprised. ‘That makes total sense. I wonder what else I could use them for?’

My mind started to wander, but I quickly pulled it back. I could run tests and figure out the limits of my creations at a later time. For now, we needed to get going.

‘Penny, can you store these flowers when the Surfers bring them to you?’ I asked.

‘Of course,’ she replied brightly.

My Surfers were fast, and it took less than a second for them to gather the other two glowing flowers. Penny stored them in special cubes in my Throne Room, and with that, we were ready to head out.

“Hop on,” I told Annabeth. “I’ve taken enough time. We can figure out the rest on the move.”

Bermuda grumbled at being disturbed, but Annabeth murmured soft words, and he settled back down again. Our guide seemed ready to go, and it wasn’t long before we were running through the tunnels again. After standing so long, it felt good to stretch my legs and run.

As soon as I started moving, my new Best Path feature showed up, and it took me a while to get used to it. It was super helpful and showed exactly where I needed to step for maximum stability and efficiency.

It was almost too helpful, though. My mind started going crazy trying to match where I was stepping to the exact footprint on the ground. I was sure the new skill was showing the best place to land, but it was throwing off my stride. I just needed to get in a rhythm and run.

Once again, my Crystal was very helpful, and we quickly settled on a new system. It showed a dashed line on the ground indicating the best path to progress down the tunnel. Anything dangerous, like a hole or trap, was highlighted in red. Any place it thought would be useful was highlighted in green.

That worked much better, and soon I picked up the pace. The floor was smooth, and the moss made it easy to run on, so I didn’t think much of the Best Path feature until we ran into our first traps.

Apparently, not all the slugs ate rocks. Some of them liked tasty creatures, although they weren’t fast enough to hunt them down. To compensate, they hid large drops of clear liquid among the moss to trap them. They worked like super glue. Once a creature stepped in the liquid, it hardened, sticking them to the floor. The slug then came out and slowly devoured the living morsel at its leisure.

Needless to say, our worker ant slowed down a lot and stepped very carefully through this area. At one point, I took the lead and expanded the Best Path skill. It charted the best route not only for a human, but also for an ant.

I became extra grateful for my new skill as we passed an ant that had been caught and was in the process of being devoured. I knew this was the circle of life and all, but it seemed like a horrible death. It was a vivid reminder that it wasn’t just the supernatural world that was brutal at times.

One thing I enjoyed as we covered more ground was seeing my map fill in. As I moved along, it recorded everything around me. And I do mean everything. If my magic sight could sense it, then it got recorded.

The map itself was full 3D and lurked in the upper right of my HUD as a faint outline. If I wanted, I could give it focus and play with it as I ran along. It stayed translucent, so I could still see where I was going. The detail was simply insane, and I had a lot of fun zooming in close and looking at a section of the tunnel we’d passed from a strange angle.

This would have been fantastic at Indifies’. I could have searched her whole house while sitting in the kitchen sipping tea.

I wasn’t the only one enjoying the map. My Crystal interfaced with Annabeth’s Stamp, and soon she was getting all the map info as well. Her interface was blocky compared to mine, but then her Stamp was still at level one. That didn’t stop her from having fun, though, and I think she relaxed a bit, knowing we could navigate better now.

We heard the sounds of fighting long before we saw them. We figured we'd found another team as the battle cries sounded human. They also sounded intense, like maybe a couple teams were taking on a whole cavern of monsters.

This was a perfect time to see how the new cartography skill worked with my soul creations, so I sent a Surfer Dude ahead of us to scout it out.

It turned out we were partially right—there was more than one team fighting. It seemed like two partial teams, team Everlasting Snow and team Immovable, had joined up to pool their talents.

Where we were wrong was that they weren't fighting a whole cavern of red-eyes. They were fighting just one.

“That's embarrassing,” Annabeth noted as we got closer. “Seven mages fighting one red-eye? There is no way they can be premier teams.”

“We'll see in a minute,” I said. “They are having a rough time of it, though. They've already lost two members.”

I highlighted the two bodies on the ground. They had auras and seemed real, not placeholders, so I figured they weren’t out of the tournament yet. Maybe they had just been knocked out.

As for the cartography skill, it did an excellent job—updating the map like I was already there.

We both watched the fight as I ran closer, and it seemed like the two teams worked well together. Team Immovable followed the Path of the Protector and used large summoned shields to keep their opponent at bay. The other team, Everlasting Snow, followed the Path of Snow, and they were attacking from a distance with some sort of frost ray.

If they had been fighting a mage, they probably would have done pretty well. They were fighting a level two red-eye, though, and he was giving as good as he got.

As we knew well, it had a low center of gravity, giving it a powerful charge and the ability to stop and turn on a dime. That was giving the protection team fits. Between the three of them, they kept trying to box it in and contain it. But the red-eye wasn't having it.

It slammed into their shields, easily knocking them back. It also used its powerful legs to grab their shields and attempted to yank them away. It succeeded more than once, leaving two protectors scrambling to defend as the third hurriedly summoned another shield.

It was easy to see how this could go very wrong, and it looked like it already had, as the two mages on the ground were from Team Immovable.

The Snow mages didn't seem to be doing much better. The red-eye's chitin was tough, and their frost bolts weren't doing much damage. They were able to crack it a bit, but it wasn't slowing the red-eye down at all.

Their saving grace was that the red-eye was all rage and no sense. More than once it had a protector backed into a corner and it could have finished him off, only to be distracted by another fighter.

It wasn't long before we arrived at the fight. We settled against the wall to watch it firsthand. Annabeth switched from watching the map to using her new echolocation ability. There was so much noise already nobody seemed to notice the pings Annabeth was making. We were fairly close to the action, but since our super suits were gray and blended into the rock around us, nobody noticed we had arrived.

“All we need now is some popcorn,” Annabeth said jokingly.

The thought of fresh popcorn smothered in butter sounded delicious and made me realize how hungry I was.

“I don’t have popcorn, but I do have sandwiches,” I said brightly, pulling out a ham sandwich from my Throne Room.

“Oh my god! That sounds wonderful!” Annabeth grabbed the sandwich and took a huge bite. I pulled out another sandwich and followed suit.

It was made with ham, mustard, and pickles, which wasn’t a combination I’d normally go for. But it was delicious.

Before I knew it, I’d finished it off, licked my fingers clean, and started on my next one. Annabeth was right behind me.

For the next few minutes, I ate, watched, and enjoyed some of the best moments since I’d entered the underground. Watching someone else fight was a lot more fun than doing it myself.

Both teams were burning through a lot of magic. The Protector’s shields were high quality and big enough to cover them from head to toe, so when the red-eye ripped one of them away, it took a lot of magic to make a new one.

The Snow mages were using the most power, though. Their frost bolts were filled with magic, but they still didn’t seem to do that much damage. The bolts themselves were slow and lacking details. If both teams didn’t change their tactics soon, they were going to lose.

“Do you think we should help them?” I said. I was joking, of course. I had no desire to get hit with more penalties.

“I wish we could,” Annabeth replied, taking me more seriously than I’d intended.

I gave her leg a gentle pat. “You are too kindhearted for your own good.”

“I know,” she sighed. “Well, that and I’d kind of like to show them how it’s done. I can’t believe they are doing this badly with that many mages!”

“I take it all back,” I laughed. “You’re just a bloodthirsty battle brawler.”

“I wouldn’t go that far,” she chuckled. “I just feel a strong urge to ‘teach the children.’ Isn’t that how the drag queens say it?”

“If you're gonna quote drag queens, you gotta add some snaps or tongue pops into the mix,” I said, giving her three snaps in a Z formation. Annabeth tried that herself, but it came off hopelessly muddled. Mainly because she was still riding me like a backpack. That doesn’t give a whole lot of room for a sassy attitude.

We both laughed and switched over to tongue pops, which worked out a lot better. We were having so much fun, we almost missed when the battle shifted.

Team Everlasting Snow realized they needed to do something different. So rather than peppering the ant anywhere they could, they got in closer and started focusing on the joints where its legs joined its body. That seemed to finally do the trick, and the red-eye started slowing down.

That let Team Immovable get more aggressive, and they were able to shield bash its front legs and knock them off. That was the beginning of the end for the red-eye. They bashed and blasted two more legs and then eventually beat it into submission.

The largest Protector finally wound up and smashed the ant over the head with everything he had, and it stopped moving. Most of the mages were so tired they immediately sank to the ground with grateful groans.

For a moment, all was peaceful. The teams had a drink to rehydrate themselves, and one of them even pulled out a candy bar for a snack. There were only two of them still on their feet, one Snow and one Protector, when the red-eye woke up and made its final move.

It rolled over top of a Snow mage and started savaging him with its mandibles. Entrails and blood went flying everywhere. The remaining mages shrieked in terror and surprise. Everyone jumped to their feet and let loose with everything they had left. This time they didn’t stop until the red-eye was truly vanquished and one of the team leaders had collected the points.

I knew what it was like to be tired and make mistakes. Yet, I still couldn’t help but feel that someone should have noticed the ant wasn’t dead. Now they were down one more team member.

“Damn it!” said the woman who I was pretty sure was the leader of Everlasting Snow. “This round has been so much tougher than I expected. I’m almost out of magic.”

“It's been rough for us too,” said the main guy of team Immovable. “We’re down two teammates as well. I didn’t think these bloody ants would be so challenging.”

He went over and checked on one of the unconscious bodies. I guess he didn’t like what he saw because he swore in obvious frustration. Finally, he put his hand in the air and announced aloud, “As the leader for my team, I declare his surrender.”

There was a faint pop as the mage disappeared. He was now out of the tournament and getting the medical attention he needed.

“I didn’t know we could do that,” Annabeth said softly as the team leader went to check on the second unconscious mage. Once more, he declared his teammate’s surrender, and the mage vanished.

Again, it got quiet as the mages took a quick break. I thought they would be discouraged, but somehow most of them seemed happy. Two of them started talking, and I heard something like “At least we made it to round two.” I guess they were lower ranked teams and just making it as far as they had was a victory.

“What do you want to do now?” Annabeth asked.

I wasn’t entirely sure. The teams hadn’t seen us yet, so maybe we could backtrack a bit and go around them. Or maybe they were friendly enough that we could just walk past them with a pleasant “hello.”

Or maybe we could strike up a conversation and they would tell us where the exit was? I’d feel much better hunting down more red-eyes if we knew for sure how to get out of here when round two was finished.

I was about to ask Annabeth what she thought when one of the Snow mages screamed “Monster!!” and threw a frost bolt.

What?

Where?

I quickly scanned the space with my magic sight.

I didn’t see anything. There was just Annabeth, me, and our guide at this end of the tunnel.

Our guide!!!

The damn mage had shot at our worker!

As quick as thought, I sent what I needed to my Surfers, and they sprang into action. My Surfer Dudes are blazingly fast, and they easily caught the frost bolt and pushed it to the side.

Our poor five-legged friend quickly turned around and started racing back out of danger. Meanwhile, the other mages jumped to their feet and started slinging frost bolts.

“Stop!” Annabeth shouted as I ran in between the mages and our worker. The Surfers made sure none of the bolts hit our guide, and Red took care of the bolts that hit us.

‘Tasty!’ Red crowed eagerly. ‘Like a frosty mug of beer! Bring it on!’

The mages were still firing, so Annabeth put her new skill to use.

“STOP!” she commanded, but this time she didn’t use her voice. Instead, she made the sounds using her magic like she did for echolocation, and the volume was at jet plane level. I had no idea how many decibels it was, but it shook my whole body.

Needless to say, that got their attention, and they all froze.

“Who are you?” the leader of team Immovable roared. Or he tried to. After Annabeth’s shout, he sounded thin and wimpy. “Where did you come from, and why are you defending that monster?”

“I’m Jason, and this is Annabeth,” I said. I tried to sound as friendly as possible, as I’d love to ask them a few questions. I was about to explain more of our situation and why I was carrying Annabeth when I suddenly realized it might not be a good thing to show weakness.

“We’re conjoined twins,” I explained. “Have been since birth.”

They all just stared at us in disbelief.

Annabeth snickered. She was used to my sense of humor, and fortunately, she thought I was funny.

“Mama always said it was efficient,” I continued. “She said it made it easier to spank both our butts at the same time.”

I smiled at them innocently as Annabeth snorted and almost lost it.

“Good one, kid,” the Immovable leader said. “I’m glad someone has enough energy left to be a smartass. Now get out of our way. We have a monster to kill.”

“I’m afraid I can’t do that,” I said. “She’s with us.”

Again, everyone just stared at me like they couldn’t believe their ears.

“She’s not a red-eye,” I explained. “She’s a worker ant, not a monster. Even if you did kill her, she wouldn’t give you any points.”

“How the hell is she with you?” the leader growled.

“She’s our guide,” I said simply. “And our friend.”

The Immovable leader scowled and was about to say something else when he was interrupted by the Snow leader.

“Look! They're the House team.”

I sighed as everyone’s gaze shifted to our identification. Sure enough, their expressions changed from incredulous to condescending.

“This could be our final score,” the Snow leader suggested. She was beyond condescending. Now she looked calculating and ruthless.

“They can’t put up much of a fight, being House rats and all. Plus, I don’t think they’re conjoined at all. They don’t even look like twins. I bet she’s injured and he has to carry her around.”

The Immovable leader nodded in agreement. “Injured or not, they are still worth the same points.”

“You don’t want to do this,” I said firmly, but I could already see that their other team members liked the idea.

“The monster looked much smaller than the one we just finished off, so it should be a lot easier to handle,” the Snow leader said. “Including these two, we could net sixty points, at least.”

“That would be a nice ending to our tournament,” the Immovable leader said.

“Very nice,” the Snow leader agreed, licking his lips in anticipation.

“I think we are going to have to kick some ass,” Annabeth said happily. The battle mistress was obviously ready to rumble. Despite being such a sweetheart, she really did have a bloodthirsty side.

“It’s time to teach the children,” I declared as the other mages looked at each other and nodded in agreement.

“Shields up!” the Immovable leader called.

It looked like this was happening. Oh well. More points for us.

“Since you haven’t charged up your shield charm, I suggest we continue to fight together,” I said to Annabeth.

“That works for me,” she replied, summoning her shillelaghs in both hands. “All hands to battle stations! Red Alert! Shields up!”

“Aye aye, captain,” I laughed. Someone had been watching too much Star Trek.

“Ready Phasers! Load the Photon Torpedoes! Full speed ahead!” Annabeth was having way too much fun.

Team Immovable finished summoning their shields and got into formation. Team Everlasting Snow spread out behind them so they had a clear field of fire.

They really were nice big shields. It was a shame they wouldn’t help them at all.

“Advance!” the Immovable leader called, and the three defenders started moving forward in lock step.

“Fire!” the Snow leader called, and the three remaining ranged mages began summoning their frost bolts.

Now it was my turn.

“Let there be Light!” I called—and my Flashers lit up the space like the surface of the sun.

The Snow mages screamed and fell back. They’d been looking right at me, so they’d gotten the worst of it. That took care of their ranged support.

To my surprise, team Immovable wasn’t affected at all. Maybe their shields had some sort of light protection?

Regardless, this just made the fight more interesting.

I quickly closed the distance between us as the three shield-bearers set their shields in the ground and braced for impact. If I’d been a mindless red-eye, that would have been a good strategy. But against an agile opponent, it was a terrible move.

I selected the guy on the right and ran right up to his shield. Then I pigeon-stepped around it. His eyes grew wide with shock as he realized there was nothing between him and me.

I punched him in the ribs, expecting his shield charm to kick in. To my utter surprise, it didn’t.

These guys had shields but no shield charms? That wasn’t very smart.

My first punch only knocked the breath out of him. I’d been expecting resistance, so I hadn’t focused my punch properly.

Fortunately, my second punch was already on the way. This time my relax-and-tense-on-contact was perfect. My fist crashed through his ribs and spread a shockwave of pure force inside him.

I rolled my punches, making them fly so fast he didn’t have time to scream or react before the third blow hit him. I felt more things break.

Before my fourth punch could land, the magic of the tournament whisked him away.

I couldn’t help but grin with the excitement of it all. This was what I’d trained for. This was how I expected a fight to go.

Fighting red-eyed monsters was rough. This was a lot more fun.

I thought the other two defenders would pause in surprise, but they were better trained than that. The guy who had been in the middle was now closest to me, and he lunged forward with a shield bash.

I could have easily pigeon-stepped around it as well, but I thought I’d let Annabeth have some fun too. I set myself in the earth, giving me stability even greater than the red-eyes, and grabbed his shield—stopping him cold.

He had too much momentum, and he almost ran into his own shield. He tried to recover and pull back, but Annabeth was having none of it.

She leaned forward over the top of his shield and thumped him with her shillelaghs.

Bap! Bap! Bap!

His skull rang like an empty nut. And just like that, he was out of the tournament as well.

Only one Immovable shield-bearer remained.

To my complete surprise, he grew his shield upward so it formed a dome over his head. Then he grew the shield around him so he was completely encased in a magical barrier.

I could have easily reached him before he was finished, but I let him continue, as I was curious to see what he was up to. I was always open to new ideas and strategies.

Once the last protector was completely encased, I continued waiting to see what he would do next. Nothing happened, so I waited a few moments more.

Still nothing.

I guess that was the extent of his strategy. I think maybe he hoped I’d just bash on his shell while the other mages used the time to recover their sight? If so, that was a terrible idea.

That might work well for an enraged monster that liked to hit things. However, another mage would just find easier targets. And that was exactly what I did.

There were three other mages, team Everlasting Snow, and they were still stumbling around blindly. The Flashers had been so bright that I figured it would be a long time before their eyes recovered enough to see in the dim light of the moss flowers again. And I wasn’t going to give them that chance.

I raced over to the nearest Snow mage and punched her out. The next mage I gave to Annabeth. I realized she was knocking them out of the tournament with a lot fewer injuries than I caused. They’d have a sore head for a few days, but they’d recover faster from that than broken ribs and bruised organs.

I didn’t particularly like this group—they had attacked us after all—but I didn’t hate them either. They were just playing by the rules of the game. There was no need to punish them or cause extra damage, so I asked Annabeth to also take care of the last Snow mage.

Frosty the Snow leader either heard us coming or remembered that she had mage sight, as she started shooting in our direction. The frost bolts were easy to dodge, however, as they were poorly formed and traveled slowly.

Even my Surfer Dudes thought they were slow, as they had fun surfing rings around them. The Dudes were usually a bit more serious, so it was nice seeing them have some fun. Once we reached Frosty, Annabeth quickly bapped her out of the tournament, leaving one mage remaining.

I jogged back to our turtling Protector and took a moment to examine his shield. In the front, where the regular shield part would have been, it was pretty detailed and solid. The rest of it was crap. His shell wouldn’t have stood up to a red-eye for long.

Annabeth gestured for me to take down his shell, and that is exactly what I did. I was in the mood to throw some punches and let off some steam. So I picked the best part of the shell, instead of the worst, and got to work. It was fun punching at high speed, and it brought back fond memories of hammering on Sparkles’ sandy chest. When all this was over, I was looking forward to training on the beach again.

Protector Turtle was no Sparkles, though. It only took about eight punches for his shell to waver. At twelve punches, it was flexing wildly. At a mere fourteen punches, it fell. The darn thing only stood up for about three seconds. That was hardly any fun at all.

Annabeth bapped him out of the tournament, and that finished up the fight. The dragonfly had already collected our points, so we were good to go.


Chapter thirty-one

Second Contact


“Before we move on, I think we need to say goodbye to our guide,” Annabeth suggested. “When we run into more teams, they are going to try to attack her as well. We won’t always be able to protect her, and I would hate for her to get hurt because of us.”

“I was thinking the same thing,” I nodded. “We’re obviously at the edge of where the regular teams are, so we should be able to figure out our way from here, especially now that we have the cartography skill.”

The only one who didn’t agree with our plan was the worker. She was adamant she had a job to do and she was going to do it. I argued that this wasn’t realistic. The teams we met along the way would surely attack her. There was no way Annabeth and I could protect her from everyone.

She still stubbornly insisted she was our guide to the end. I was only able to convince her to compromise after telling her that trying to keep her safe would make our job harder. And there was no way we wouldn’t do our absolute best to make sure she stayed safe.

The compromise we reached was that she would stay with us until we ran into a team that actually challenged us. Until then, she would remain our guide and hang back when there was fighting.

Before we set out again, there were a couple more things I wanted to do. The first was that our fight had produced several floating motes of magic. It looked like they were all from the frost bolts.

I hadn’t noticed any left over magic with my other fights, but maybe that was because I hadn’t been looking for them. Right now, we needed all the magic we could get, so I was happy to spend a couple minutes and let the Granny Godmothers do their thing.

While they did that, I decided to do a healing cycle on our guide. The healing cycle had worked very well on Annabeth, but we were sworn to each other. I was curious to see how it would affect a mundane creature. It might not help much, but it certainly couldn’t hurt.

I had to push my way through her aura, but the results were fantastic. The healing cycle built on what Tea had started and went even further. It strengthened her in every way, and I thought it started new growth where she had lost her leg. Only time would tell, but I was hopeful she would eventually get her leg back again.

Meanwhile, the Godmothers had finished collecting and cleaning the frost magic, and now they were loading up the purple octopuses for Annabeth. I checked her magic levels, and I could see her power coming back. She was maybe at thirty percent, which still wasn’t great. She was absorbing the neutral magic quickly, though, so she should be even better before our next fight.

I still had a moment left, so on impulse, I decided to do one more thing. I pushed the tiniest bit of my magic into the worker and then used my new presence abilities to pull almost all of my colors back out of it. That left her with a tiny nucleus of neutral magic.

If the red magic made the red-eyes bigger and stronger, maybe a tiny bit of magic would help the worker ant for many years to come. Since the magic was neutral, it should eventually adjust to her aura and do what was best for her. Also, as unaspected magic, it shouldn’t make her crazy or have any adverse side effects.

Our worker didn’t seem to notice any difference and the Godmothers were finished, so we headed down the tunnel again. Bermuda had managed to sleep through the whole fight, but now he woke up and poked his head over my shoulder to see what was happening.

That didn’t last very long. He was sandwiched between Annabeth and me, and when he wriggled around and stood up in my back pouch, she gave him a kiss. She’d done that many times before, but I guess this time was just too much. He gave her a disgusted look and vanished into my Throne Room.

“Well, excuse me!” Annabeth laughed, and I laughed with her. Cats sure were mysterious creatures sometimes.

Once again, we heard the fighting before we saw anything. I also heard another sound I couldn’t quite place. Water, maybe?

I sent a Surfer Dude ahead to scout it out, and he raced down the tunnel. Since there was fighting involved, our worker ant slowed down and held back.

The map filled in with data, and once again, it was a fight between mages and red-eyes. Except this time, the red-eyes outnumbered the mages, and they were clearly winning. There were two bodies on the floor and three mages still standing—facing off against five level one red-eyes.

The tunnel took a sharp turn to the right, and abruptly, we ran into the cavern with the fight. It wasn’t that large compared to the cavern with the black warriors, but it was plenty big enough for five red-eyes to do their thing. Part of the space was taken up by an underground stream on the right. It wasn’t very deep, only about thigh high, but the water was moving swiftly.

As we watched, three red-eyes ganged up on one mage, who quickly went down. Only two left. After that, they would turn on us.

Fighting five red-eyes at once wasn’t terrible, especially since they were just level one. I’d already fought much worse.

I was mentally getting prepared for the fight, when a premier team showed up out of the far tunnel. They looked sharp, with matching deep blue uniforms sporting highlights of electric blue. In the dim lighting, they looked like something out of Tron, only more modern.

“Five hard targets,” the woman in the middle declared. She sounded firm and professional. “That’s more than I like. But there’s at least a hundred points here, and I think it's doable. Thoughts?”

“We got this,” one of the guys said, smacking his fists together like he was in a boxing match. He looked like a heavyweight boxer too. The other guy rolled his eyes but still nodded in agreement. The two remaining women on the team nodded also.

“Help us!” one of the mages from the previous team shouted. “Together we can take them! We’ll give you all the points.” He sounded desperate, with good reason. Getting swarmed by five red-eyes was no joke.

The leader gave him a thumbs up as she issued her orders.

“Ivan, Leon—you both take point. Emily and I will take the soft targets. Ava, backup Leon.” Again, everyone nodded, and the two guys stepped forward.

I checked out the information displayed over their heads. They were called the Wrecking Crew, and they followed the Path of the Formless Weapon. I wondered what that would look like. Did they fight with a ball of magic like Karl?

Regardless, this team looked tough! The two guys looked like linebackers—solid and able to take a hit. The woman who was issuing orders seemed solid too. She was tall, like a model, but thick, like a pro wrestler. I would hate to meet her in a dark alley. The final two women seemed more normal sized, and if I had to guess, they were the ranged fighters of the team.

“Let’s do this quickly and safely,” Hannah, the leader, continued. “We’re running low on juice this round.” Her teammates nodded like they already knew what to do and they’d heard this several times before. That was good enough for the leader, though, as she kept going.

“Shields level eight. Weapons level ten. Look alive, people! Let’s make it hot.”

This was exciting! I was going to see a premier team in action.

They activated their shields, and for the first time, I saw mages use something other than a traditional shield charm. The magical protection covered their body like plate armor, and it was stunningly beautiful. It looked like something off the cover of a fantasy novel, with gold and rubies inlaid over the steel. The whole thing had fantastical layers and swirls that would never have worked in actual manufacturing—it would have been way too heavy and awkward—but looked amazing here. Since it was made of magic, the more details it had, the better it was. It looked thick and powerful, and I couldn’t wait to punch it and see just how well it held up.

The armor seemed to be anchored by a copper bracer, which most of them wore on their left arm. Only Ivan, the more aggressive team member, wore it on his right.

The two guys and the leader also unclipped what appeared to be handles from their belts. They were thick, like ax handles, and about a foot long. The first guy flicked his handle, and a long magic war hammer grew out of the shaft.

Once again, it was a freaking work of art, with blood red rune-looking things etched into the steel. I didn’t think the runes were real magical symbols, like my force rune, but even so, the level of detail in the hammer allowed it to hold a tremendous amount of magic.

The other guy, Ivan, flicked his handle also and made an identical hammer. Then he seemed to reconsider and flicked the handle again. The hammer morphed into a massive ax, which again looked like it was drawn by a fantasy artist. It had the same red runes as the hammer, and I realized what the Path of the Formless weapon was all about.

This team could probably transform their handle into just about any weapon.

Fascinating!

Meanwhile, the team leader flicked her handle and turned it into a spear. She glanced at Emily, who nodded and reached for what appeared to be a set of throwing stars.

All of this happened pretty quickly, as the two remaining mages of the previous team were about to get overrun. The main guy glanced at the premier team suiting up, and he screamed for them to hurry.

The lead woman, Hannah, flicked her spear, and it grew at least twenty feet longer. The mage from the other team didn’t even have time to scream as she stepped forward and stabbed him through the heart.

“Damn!” Annabeth exclaimed softly. “That’s cold.”

“He was going to die anyway,” I replied. “She just took the opportunity to get the points for his kill. But, yeah, it was cold.”

The remaining team member exited the tournament right behind him as Emily’s throwing star grew in size and started rotating like a buzz saw. It sliced through his neck, then curved in the air and returned back to Emily’s waiting hand as the guy's head fell to the floor.

I thought that was pretty cold too.

Deprived of their prey, the five red-eyes turned and immediately attacked the Wrecking Crew. There were five red-eyes and five mages, so numerically, the battle started out even. The red-eyes were rabid with powerful mandibles and thick chitin. The mages had powerful weapons that morphed and their own thick armor. I squeezed Annabeth’s legs in excitement. This was going to be fun to watch!

The two guys in the front tried to hold off all five red-eyes, but it quickly became obvious that wasn’t going to work. So Hannah switched tactics and moved to the front line herself.

Her elongating spear had worked well against the mage, but it was a terrible weapon against the monstrous ant. The point just skittered off its chitin without finding purchase, allowing the red-eye to get in close and chomp down on her head. If her armor hadn’t been so good, she’d have been out of the tournament in a second.

She quickly switched her weapon to a round shield and used it to fend off the red-eye. It looked weird because it was still coming out of the handle, making it look like she was wielding an umbrella. If I hadn’t just seen her be so ruthless, I would have cheered her on as a battle Mary Poppins.

Emily and Ava came to her aid, and their throwing stars seemed to be doing the best damage out of all the weapons. They were cracking the chitin and even lopped off a leg.

Leon, with the hammer, was swinging as fast as he could. He held off two red-eyes, which was a nice feat in itself, but he wasn’t able to take the time to center himself and dish out any good blows. He managed to do some damage to his enemies, but that didn’t seem to slow them down at all.

Ivan, the energetic one with the ax, was doing just as bad as Ruthless Poppins. He probably thought the bladed edge of his weapon would hew through chitin like soft wood, but that wasn’t the case at all. Instead, the slick chitin turned the edge of his ax just like it turned the leader's spear.

Choosing an ax would have been a good idea if he could have gotten to the side of the ant and chopped at its narrow neck segment. He was fending off two red-eyes at once, though, so he didn’t have time to do any fancy maneuvers.

Instead of switching weapons, he continued trying to fight with an ax, and that poor decision quickly caught up with him. He was trying to land a powerful blow on the forehead of one red-eye when the other slipped inside his guard and clamped down on his ankle. It immediately backed up, pulling Ivan off his feet before lifting him in the air.

The red-eye’s mandibles couldn’t get through the armor, but it didn’t matter as the red-eye shook him like a dog. I didn’t care for the guy, but I still winced in sympathy. I knew exactly what that felt like.

Or I thought I did.

His bones obviously hadn’t been reinforced like mine, and a few shakes later, I heard his leg snap. Ivan screamed in agony as his body started whipping around in ways it had no business going. His leg bent at weird angles, like part of him was made of Play-Doh.

The red-eye released him mid-swing. He flew through the air and crashed against the wall. The red-eye then ran over, grabbed the arm with the bracer, and started shaking him again. It wasn’t long before I heard another snap as his arm gave way.

He was still screaming, but he must have kept some of his wits about him because his armor suddenly flared with light. It pulsed with power, and before the red-eye had time to react, his protection blew up.

The entire front half of the red-eye vaporized, leaving only the back half and three legs to scrabble around a bit before settling down in death. Ivan hit the ground again, still screaming, as the battle paused in surprise.

Ruthless Poppins cursed as a thin shield formed over Ivan again. Whatever special attack he’d used, it had clearly drained his bracer of most of its power. Hannah cursed again, and the battle quickly resumed, except this time the premier team was on its back foot.

The numbers were still even, four red-eyes versus four mages, but now the Wrecking Crew only had two front line fighters. It didn’t take a genius to see that the mages were going to lose. One by one the front line fighters were going to mess up and get shaken out of the tournament. Then the two ranged mages, who couldn’t take the hits, would quickly follow them.

Unless something drastic happened, this team was going to wipe out.

“Get ready,” Annabeth whispered, giving my shoulder a squeeze. I guess she was thinking the same thing.

I spared a quick moment to be grateful and amazed at just how much my Marks had given me. When I’d been shaken like a chew toy, my bones hadn’t broken. It hadn’t been fun at all, but I’d been able to recover and keep going.

Through them, I’d also learned how to center myself in the earth so those red-eyed bastards couldn’t pick me up in the first place. Being immovable had not only kept me from being tossed around, but it had also given me such a strong base that Spike and the Knuckle Crew could punch through their chitin.

I had been feeling like my skills may have been lacking. Now, seeing how a premier team was faring, I finally appreciated just how good my skills were.

I guess Ruthless Poppins had figured out the same thing about her team's chances as she barked out a command.

“Ava! Weapon overload! Help Leon!”

Ava caught the star from her latest throw and paused for a sec. Then she threw it again, but this time it was double the size from before. It spun so fast it shrieked like a banshee as it streaked through the air. It hit one of Leon’s red-eyes and just obliterated it. Most of the head fell to the ground, but the rest of the ant splattered the walls like an exploded slushy.

The leader did something to her weapon as well, and it morphed from a protective umbrella to what looked like a huge sword of pure energy. She swiped once, twice, and both her opponents fell apart.

The attacks were awesome, and Hannah had made the right calls to save her team, but it wasn’t without cost. Ava’s throwing star lost its power and bounced off the wall with a light clink. Instead of returning to her hand, it fell to the ground and stayed there. Meanwhile, Hannah’s sword flickered and almost went out. When it stabilized, it was much smaller with a lot less power. Now it looked like she was wielding a dagger with an oversized handle.

“Emily, Leon, finish that last one,” she directed. Then she started cussing again. Clearly, she was upset and frustrated.

With only one opponent, Leon focused his hammer blows better, and it wasn’t long before he started cracking the red-eye’s skull. Meanwhile, Emily’s throwing star was taking out its legs, limiting its mobility.

The red-eye quickly collapsed, barely alive, and Hannah took that opportunity to jump in with her dagger and vent some of her frustration. I guess Ava didn’t have a backup weapon, as she just stood there and watched.

Finally, it was over, and for a moment, the only sounds were the team trying to catch their breath and the murmur of the stream. I guess somewhere in here Ivan had passed out, as I realized he wasn’t screaming anymore.

“What a bloody mess,” Hannah finally said. She sounded like she still wanted to beat on the dead ant a bit more, but she was holding it all inside. She was the leader, after all, and there were things that needed doing.

“Three treasures wasted, and it’s only the second round,” she grumbled. “Actually, four treasures if I heal Ivan.”

She stood there for a moment, lost in thought.

“So, are you going to heal him?” Ava asked.

“I don’t know,” Hannah admitted. “On one hand, we could really use the muscle. On the other hand, he’s stubborn and impulsive, and we might end up in this situation again.”

She stood there, clearly wrestling with the decision but not coming to any conclusion.

“What kind of treasure could heal Ivan?” Annabeth asked softly. “I haven’t heard of anything like that.”

“Me neither,” I whispered back. Apparently, premier teams had premier toys.

“I guess let's see just how bad he is,” Hannah said finally and started walking towards Ivan’s crumpled body. Then she suddenly stopped and looked around.

“Who gathered the points?”

The rest of her team shook their heads and looked around in confusion.

I took a look around myself and realized all the red-eyes, as well as the fallen mages, had been collected. I hadn’t noticed when the bodies had vanished, but it was just House Louisville and the Wrecking Crew in here. Even if another team had dark clothing like us and had stayed quiet, I’d still have been able to easily find them with my magic sight.

What the heck?

That’s when I noticed a very satisfied dragonfly winging its way back to us.

‘Crystal, what did you do?’ I demanded.

‘I gained us some more points,’ it said smugly. ‘The majority of the points will still go to the Wrecking Crew, of course, as they made the kills. However, some of the points always go to the collector.’

‘Really?’ I asked

‘The rule is designed to reward the survivors,’ my Crystal explained. ‘After all, in a real battle, it doesn't matter how well you do if you don't survive.’

That made sense, and I passed the information on to Annabeth. Meanwhile, the other team quickly figured out something was amiss.

“There they are,” Hannah said, pointing in our direction. “Leon, take care of them. And make it hurt!”

“Gladly,” he said with an eager chuckle. He switched his hammer to a sword and started towards us.

“Kill stealing is a bad, bad thing. Unless we’re doing it, of course.” He laughed again. “In which case, it's perfectly fine.”

Then he paused. “Why are you wearing her like that?”

“We're conjoined twins,” Annabeth said playfully. “Have been since birth.”

Leon looked confused as I reached up to give Annabeth a high five. Then he shrugged.

“I guess it doesn't matter. You'll both be begging me to put you out of the tournament when I'm done.”

He stepped forward and swung low. I think he was planning on cutting me off at the knees. Like, literally.

I responded by stepping forward so I was inside his guard and throat-punched him. The look of shock on his face was priceless.

Most of the force didn't get through—he still had on a thick layer of protection, after all—but it was enough to make him step back and look like he'd tried to swallow a frog.

I followed him to remain close—giving a guy with a sword room to maneuver is a bad mistake—then Annabeth and I cut loose.

I knew it was going to take some work to wear out his special shield armor, so we got right to it. Annabeth did a double shillelagh whack-a-mole on his head while I focused more on his body. His shield armor was thick, and I quickly discovered all those fancy flared layers weren't just for show. They got in the way of my punches and made it hard to land a solid hit. So I switched my focus from his body to his main sword arm. That still wore his shield down, and it was unexpected enough that he dropped his weapon handle.

I kicked it out of the way as Annabeth gave a victory cheer, though I quickly found out that disarming him wasn't a good thing. While he had a sword, I'd been inside his guard, so his offense was poor. Now he was weaponless, he was free to fight hand to hand, and he was much better at that.

He seemed to have a background in muay thai kickboxing, and he quickly started hammering me with short kicks to the thighs. I'd seen videos of this style before, and it was deadly. Because the kicks were low, they were hard to block. And just because they were short didn’t mean they didn't have power. One good kick could shatter a thigh bone. Even if they didn’t break a leg, repeated blows to the thigh muscles would quickly cripple a fighter.

All that was just their lower body abilities. Their upper attack was almost as deadly, using fast elbow strikes to the sides of the head. When their opponent got stunned, their finishing move was to grab their opponent's head and pull it down into a knee smash. Few fighters recovered from that level of damage.

Following his chosen style, Leon unleashed a storm of blows on me that would have taken down most mages. Annabeth and I weren't most mages, though.

For starters, we had Red, who simultaneously distributed the impacts all over my body and used the force rune to slow the strikes down. Not only that, the force runes increased the resistance as he got closer, like a defensive version of relax-and-tense-on-contact.

I could tell this was annoying the crap out of Leon. Instead of feeling a satisfying thump as his blows landed, it was more like he was attacking through a bunch of pillows. I estimated he was hitting at half his normal power, and the more frustrated he got, the more his timing suffered.

In addition, Leon was a big guy, and I think he was used to intimidating and overwhelming his opponents. I was sure in his mind I was just a skinny wimp carrying around a small woman. However, Annabeth and I had both trained against opponents made of sand. Our training dummies were bigger and much heavier than he was. Even though they were made of sand, they were faster too. So fighting a large powerful guy didn’t bother us at all. If anything, it felt comfortable.

I got hit a lot at the beginning. I wasn’t expecting Leon to have such a powerful style of fighting or to be so good at it. But I quickly recovered and was soon giving as good as I got.

“Finish them already!” Hannah yelled. “They’re a bloody House team. You should be able to walk through them with ease.”

She was kneeling by Ivan and putting some sort of paste on his body. It glowed brightly to my magic sight, so I figured it was the healing treasure she was talking about.

Leon didn’t bother replying. He just grunted in frustration and tried to attack even harder.

Meanwhile, I was having a wonderful time. Sure, I had some deep bruising, but Tea was already working on that. Fighting monsters with vastly superior stability and reach had been frustrating. Fighting a normal human, even with all his powerful treasures, was a relief.

Leon stepped up his game, so I stepped up mine. I picked up speed, and soon I was punching at least three times for every kick he threw. I tried blocking his kicks at the beginning but found dodging them was so much easier, even with Annabeth on my back.

Pigeon-stepping at angles threw him off, and he constantly had to rotate to kick again. Meanwhile, I laid into him hard and began to see his shield armor starting to thin.

Leon was in trouble, and their leader knew it.

“Emily, help Leon,” she snapped.

Emily nodded and fired up her throwing star. Meanwhile, I imaged a quick plan to my Dudes.

Leon knew what to do, as he darted to the side, leaving me exposed to Emily. She was obviously expecting this because she immediately threw the star at me.

It buzzed like a saw and expanded to about a foot in diameter. It wasn't its most powerful form, but it wasn't a half-assed effort by any means.

The cavern wasn't that big, and we weren't fighting that far away, so I'm sure she was certain that she couldn’t miss. I saw her body relax, as she expected her star to cut me in two and finish the fight.

Instead, two Surfer Dudes, one on either side of the star, took control and nudged it out of my way. She looked surprised but determined to try again as she held out her hand and called the star back to her.

The weapon curved in the air like a boomerang and headed back towards her side of the cave. Unfortunately for her, my Surfers were still in control. They took the predictable trajectory of the star and modified it. They also massively increased its speed, and before anyone could react, they shot it right into Ava.

She'd been standing there weaponless, probably figuring she was out of any future action. She had reduced her shield armor, I guess to save on magic, and that proved to be her undoing. The star only hesitated briefly as it cut through her shield and buried itself in her chest.

Ava's shocked expression said it all as she was kicked out of the tournament. Her placeholder body splattered blood everywhere and then crumpled to the ground.

The Wrecking Crew froze as they tried to come to grips with what had just happened. Hannah, in particular, looked stunned. She'd made all the right calls to keep her team together, and suddenly she was another person down.

I think Emily was acting on instinct as she called the star back to her hand. Big mistake.

My Surfer Dudes were still there, waiting for another opportunity, and she'd just given them one. Once again, they accelerated the spinning disk and diverted its course.

I guess her pull was stronger this time because they couldn't divert it as far. Instead of burying in her chest, it took off her hand. Emily stared at her stump in shock and then started screaming.

Annabeth and I had been hitting Leon’s magical armor as hard and fast as possible, so it was about to come down soon. Once that happened, Leon wouldn’t stand a chance. That would leave only Hannah remaining, and I was sure that together we could take care of her.

I couldn’t help but smile grimly as I saw the win within our grasp. This premier team had good training and powerful toys. But that still wasn’t enough to take out House Louisville!

I must have jinxed myself, as right after that it all went to hell.

“Leon!” Hannah yelled as she left Ivan’s side and sprinted towards Emily. She didn’t give a specific command, but even I understood what she meant.

It was time to go all out.

I saw a flare of power as Leon triggered another treasure on his chest. I was unsure of what it would do, so I started to back off. I’d seen Ivan’s shield vaporize a red-eye, and I didn’t want that to happen to me.

Leon’s shield stayed the same, but suddenly, he started moving faster. Like, a lot faster. Even with my magic sight and enhanced perception, I was having trouble keeping up with his attacks.

He was also hitting a lot harder. Leon effortlessly moved around my defenses and started pounding me with so much force that Red and the Hexagon Network couldn’t keep up. They slowed down the blows and distributed the force as much as possible, but most of it still got through.

Shock waves bounced through my body, and I started shaking like I was being electrocuted. I’d completely lost control of the fight at this point, so I wasn’t surprised when Leon punched upward into my solar plexus and lifted me off my feet.

Tyler had always taught that being in the air was a bad thing. When a fighter is in the air, they have no leverage, no way to dodge, and no foundation to block or strike. It looked great in the movies when the hero jumped towards the villain—leg extended—screaming with awesome power. In reality, the hero was a big fat target waiting to get his ass handed to him.

In this case, that hero was me. And Leon was cooking up a big steaming pile of whoop-ass.

At least I had a split second to realize Leon wasn’t in great shape either. Moving at that speed and power required a super human body, and Leon wasn’t there yet. He must have been bleeding internally, as every part of his skin that I could see looked like one giant bruise. Blood was flowing out his nose and ears, and his eyes were bulging out so far I thought they might explode.

Leon needed to finish this quickly, or he was going to collapse. Unfortunately for me, that is exactly what he did.

The entire power of his shield armor flowed to his right hand. It formed a dense nova of magic that was so thick it seemed solid. The whole thing felt momentous, like it was an anvil poised to crash into me.

Then he struck, and my world went white. I felt like I’d been hit point blank by a cannon.

Red and the Hexagons distributed the force the best they could.

But it was too much.

They overloaded and exploded, leaving the rest of the force to slam into my chest—sending a huge shockwave through my system.

My heart stopped.

My body bowed almost in half as I flew backwards through the air. I think I blacked out for a second as Annabeth took the brunt of our impact with the wall.

‘Emergency Override! Prepare for immersion!’

My Crystal processed events at high speed, but none of that made any sense to me in the moment.

‘Accessing party interface! Overriding Annabeth.’

Our momentum was so strong we stuck to the wall for a long second. It was long enough to see Leon collapse before friction gave way and we slid into the stream.

The intense cold jolted me awake for a moment, and I realized this was both good and bad. It was good because without my shield I was a sitting duck. At least the flow would quickly get me out of this room and away from Hannah.

It was bad because I was being whisked away to parts unknown. Where was I going to come out? Would I get stuck? Would I have air?

This water was so cold I could die of hypothermia. Red had not only protected me against magic and blunt force trauma; he’d also regulated my temperature.

I wanted to panic or at least do something constructive, but the world was turning black again.

‘Help,’ I sent out to anyone or anything listening. Then I knew no more.


Chapter thirty-two

Streaming


I was in bed in the middle of an earthquake. A wall in my room had collapsed, and the rocking motion of the earth was trying to shake me loose and suck me into a big, black hole. My bedroom door opened, and my Mom entered, but she didn’t seem concerned at all.

“Help me!” I cried. “The hole is trying to eat me!”

Actually, it really was trying to eat me.

I looked again. It had teeth.

“Now, now,” my Mom said soothingly. “Don’t you think you’re being a little dramatic? After all, it’s not only trying to eat you. It’s trying to eat everything.”

My dresser slid across the floor and into the maw, where it was smashed to splinters and sucked down into the darkness.

“See what it did?” my Mom asked. “It has nothing to do with you. Don’t you feel better now?”

She sat down beside me on the edge of the bed and started to give my head a soothing pat before she jumped to her feet.

“Your bed’s wet!” she said, dismayed. “Did you wet the bed again?”

I felt so ashamed. Had I wet the bed? I didn’t remember. Mom touched my pillow and made a face. She showed her hand to me. It was damp.

The hole snagged my bedspread and sucked it down. Then it ate the end of my bed. I clung to the headboard and cried as Mom stood off to the side sadly shaking her head, and then she walked right out of the room, leaving me with the gaping dark hole.

No!

No! No! No!

Don’t leave me here!

“Stop thrashing around!” Annabeth screamed.

Huh?

I froze in surprise. What was she doing in my bedroom?

“Don’t sit down,” I told her quickly. “I’m wet.”

“No duh,” she shot back, “I’m wet too.”

I felt a warm glow. Annabeth was so nice. She’d peed herself so we could go through this together. She was a true friend.

Wait.

That wasn’t right.

Then it all came back to me. The fight. The hit. The stream.

We were underground, floating somewhere.

At least we were alive.

“Where are we?” I yelled.

‘I don’t know,’ she messaged back. ‘I blacked out just like you did, and I’ve only just started to collect my wits. All I know is we’re alive, we’re in the water, and we’re moving. There’s too much going on at the moment for me to use my echolocation, so I’m effectively blind again. Somehow we have air, though. I’m not sure how long it will last, so don’t panic and don’t use your voice. Messaging is a lot more oxygen friendly.’

‘Got it,’ I messaged back and turned on my magic sight.

We were in the underground stream and moving along at a pretty good clip. We were still tied together, and at a quick glance, we seemed to be okay. At least we didn’t seem to be bleeding, and all our parts seemed to be where they were supposed to be. Our suits looked strange, though.

I flashed what I was seeing to Annabeth and checked in with my Crystal. Without my asking, it quickly caught me up to speed.

When I’d been stunned, my fast-processing Crystal had taken over and come up with a plan to keep us alive. It had accessed my super suit and made it ready for a long immersion. My suit had grown up around my entire body, including my head, and created an air-tight, waterproof seal to keep me dry. The water was cold, so the suit had switched to thermal layering to keep me warm. I also needed oxygen, of course, so it had expanded the suit around my entire body and pulled in enough air to keep me alive for about fifteen minutes.

At the same time, my Crystal had taken over Annabeth’s suit and done the same. That’s why we were still alive and looking like the Pillsbury Doughboy.

Considering all that our suits had done, I was very glad I’d upgraded every option. If the suits had transformed slower, we would have had water instead of air to breathe. I’d also upgraded the range of its transformations, and that had allowed the suits to store more air.

I messaged that to Annabeth and checked in with Tea next.

‘Considering how hard you were hit, you’re doing very well,’ Tea explained. ‘Your ribs were flexible, so they bent rather than broke. You’ve still suffered a lot of damage to your soft tissue and internal organs, so you’re going to need to recover before you can fight again. Fortunately, you’re conscious and you have a reasonable range of motion, so you should be able to still get out of here.

‘Needless to say, my Grove and I are already working hard to get you back into shape. Normally, I’d estimate it would take five days to recover and get back into top form. I’ve been studying your healing cycle, however, and I’ve incorporated it into my rejuvenation abilities. My new estimate for full recovery should be about twenty-two hours.

‘Of course, if you could find time to meditate on healing, like you did after the red-eye popped your spine, then I expect the recovery time to be even faster. Right now, though, what you need most is fresh air.’

‘And that is something I believe I can help with,’ my Crystal interrupted quickly. I sent a quick thought of gratitude to Tea and then gave Crystal all my attention.

‘The suit has another upgrade,’ the Crystal stated, and I gave a mental sigh. Of course it did. And I’m sure it was expensive too.

‘Don’t bother explaining all the options and levels,’ I said. ‘Just tell me what you think I need and how much it will cost.’

‘You need the water to air conversion system for a standard human,’ Crystal replied. ‘Recreation class and guaranteed up to twenty meter depth. Cost is three hundred pearls.’

‘Buy it,’ I said. ‘For both myself and Annabeth. And in the future, if you need to purchase something that will save either of our lives, then you have my permission.’

My Crystal bowed mentally, and my suit shifted. Small black circles appeared all over the surface, and I felt it tug on my magic. I gave it what it needed, and immediately, I started sensing a whiff of clean air. I hadn’t realized just how stale the air was until the fresh air arrived.

‘Why was the upgrade so cheap?’ I asked. I’d gotten used to everything costing thousands of pearls.

‘I was able to acquire this from the recreational branch of upgrades,’ my Crystal said proudly. ‘There is a military version that is many times more effective, but it is also much more expensive. The recreational conversion system, however, is designed to work in calm waters and near the surface, like you were on vacation and wanted to do some snorkeling or amateur diving.’

‘That is just perfect,’ I said happily. ‘Thank you for looking out for me.’

If I’d had time, I would have said more. My Bank Crystal had just been through a big upgrade, and I was sure it needed all the positive reassurance it could get.

I didn’t have the time, though, so I kept going. I mentally turned to my next most important priority—my shield.

Red and every one of his supporting Hexagons were gone. I almost couldn’t believe it. Sure, the final blow had been insanely powerful, but Red had stood up to just about everything before this. I’d poured so much magic into my shield over time, and I felt nauseous thinking about how much power it would take to rebuild it.

Still, Red’s design had done exactly what it was supposed to do. It had cushioned and redistributed the massive attack of the treasure. Without that, I might not be here right now.

Penny had templates of all my soul creations, so it only took a moment to summon Red again.

‘Hi boss! How’s it hitting?’ I thought Red might be subdued after having been overloaded and exploding like that, but he sounded like his normal enthusiastic self.

‘I’m surviving and awake thanks to you,’ I said. ‘How are you doing? Are you okay?’

‘Of course!’ he exclaimed. ‘What a rush! I can’t wait to do it again!’

‘Umm. No. Let’s not,’ I snorted. ‘I’m not exactly in perfect health here.’

‘Yeah, sorry about that,’ Red said, and for the first time he sounded frustrated. ‘We did everything we could to stop it. We were more spread out than normal, as we were also covering Annabeth. There weren't enough of us at the point of contact to resist it like I wanted. Then, after the blow landed, there weren’t enough of us to fully distribute the force.’

The leaves on his vines rustled, and his force rune twinkled.

‘When you have spare magic, I need like a jillion times more Hexes. That would have done the trick! If I’d had that many, you’d be safe right now!’

‘I’m sure I would,’ I laughed. ‘I don’t have enough power for a jillion, so let’s start with a basic covering for now and see how far we can take it.’

I filled Red with power and duplicated him in all six directions. Then I filled the new Hexagons with power and duplicated them again. I kept them pretty big, about three inches across, but even so, I had to start tapping into Penny before I was half finished.

‘I don’t have a lot of magic left,’ Penny said. ‘I have to maintain enough reserves to help you reinforce your other soul creations, like your Spikes.’

‘Thank you for letting me know,’ I replied. ‘I guess we’ll just see how far we can go.’

It ended up that we could put together a basic shield, but it wasn’t much more than that. It would allow me to block basic magic weapons and protect me against level one red-eyes. Anything more than that, however, would overload it again.

It was better than nothing, though. The Hexagons were once again providing power to Tea and his Grove, which was essential. Red had started out as a battery, after all, before gaining all his other functions.

The whole process had taken less than a minute, so I updated Annabeth and then turned my attention to getting out of the underground stream. I took a quick look at the map and was appalled to realize just how far we’d traveled.

It didn’t seem like we were moving that fast, but our elevation had dropped considerably, and now we seemed to be deep in the heart of the mountain. Fortunately, the stream had looped around a lot, so it wasn’t like we were miles from where we’d started. Still, it was going to be a long uphill slog to get back to the surface again.

My Surfers were with me, of course, so it only seemed appropriate to have them ‘surf’ ahead and scout out our watery tunnel. It seemed like we were still going to have to stay submerged for a while, as the stream didn’t open up into any more caverns. There were a few smaller streams that joined us, but they were too small for us to use. Plus, we’d have had to travel upstream, and that would be difficult, as the rock around us had been worn smooth from years of water erosion.

Finally, the Surfers spotted something that should work. The stream flowed through a wider section, slowing it down, and there was a side tunnel off of it. It was smaller than what we were in now but should still be big enough for the both of us. The Surfers zoomed down the side tunnel, and it looked like it eventually opened up into a cavern.

Finding a cavern was wonderful because we could get out of the water and recover for a bit, but if it didn’t have any exits, then it was just a dead end and we’d be stuck. The Surfers kept exploring, and it looked like there were several minor exits.

Oddly, there was some sort of interference in the cavern, and I had to bring my Surfers back. It looked like there was a lot of magic there, although it didn’t seem to actually be doing anything.

“What do you think?” I asked Annabeth. She’d been keeping up with the map on her own interface.

“Nothing down here has been nice,” Annabeth replied, “so we could run into a lot of trouble. On the other hand, it is our only obvious exit at the moment, and the cave could be filled with lots of treasure.”

She sent an image of a cave filled with piles of gold doubloons and precious stones.

“Maybe pirates have stashed their ill-gotten booty there, and we can walk away with millions of dollars in gold. That would be cool!”

“Sure!” I agreed cheerfully. Annabeth was making the best of a scary situation, and I didn’t want to rain on her parade by suggesting that her image looked more like a dragon’s hoard. And we were a long way from being able to tackle a dragon. “So you think we should take that exit and get out of the water?”

“Yes,” Annabeth replied quickly. “I feel trapped like this. I can’t wait to get out of here.”

“I agree,” I said. “I can’t wait to get out of here as well.”

I thought it would be harder to maneuver and take the branching tunnel when it showed up. But with the large fins from the super suit on my hands and feet, it was a piece of cake. Again, I was grateful I’d spent the extra pearls on all the upgrades. Getting the option for the largest suit transformation had literally been a lifesaver.

The pace of the water in the side tunnel was much calmer. Too calm, actually. I ended up needing to flutter the fins on my feet to keep us moving along.

The tunnel itself got smaller, and it wasn’t long before I could have touched all the walls if I wanted. Then it got smaller still, and I started getting tense. Even with my magic sight, I was back to feeling like the mountain was closing in on me.

Tight spaces were just not my thing.

I breathed a big sigh of relief when the tunnel finally opened up and we gracefully floated into the cavern. I stood up, which seemed weird after being submerged for so long, and stepped to the side, out of the water.

Our super suits morphed back to our regular outfits, and for the first time, I got to look around. I was searching for enemies, but instead, I gasped in astonishment.

The place was a fantastical wonderland. To start with, it seemed like everything glowed with beautiful light. Regular tunnels had tiny glowing rods every several feet. This place had large bunches of them everywhere.

The stream we’d been traveling along flowed over a ledge, forming a small waterfall. I thought I’d be sick of water, but the sounds were delightful and gave the cavern a peaceful, relaxing feeling. From there, the stream split into two and meandered throughout the room, providing life-giving moisture to a large variety of plants and flowers. When it reached the far side of the cavern, it slipped into cracks in the wall and continued its underground journey.

Most of that was on the left and front of us. To the right, a tiny trickle of water had diverted and fed a small tranquil pond. It was about the size of a backyard swimming pool, and it wasn’t very deep, but what made it noteworthy was that it appeared to be literally glowing with magic!

That must be what had caused all the interference when my Surfers had scouted the room. Even standing here, a couple feet from the edge, I could feel a faint radiance, like the warm sun on a winter’s day.

“Jason!” Annabeth exclaimed. “What is this place? The sounds of magic I’m hearing are amazing!”

“I feel like we’ve stepped onto a set of The Lord of the Rings,” I told her. “And not a nasty scene either. This is like something out of the land of the elves. This place is beautiful!”

“Well, it sounds like we’ve ended up in a spa,” she laughed. “You know that ethereal music you hear as they’re wrapping you up in mud and seaweed? It sounds like that—restful and meditative at the same time.”

“I’m sure I can find some mud around here somewhere,” I teased her. “I’ll wrap you up with some soft moss, and you can take a nap for a few hours.”

“Wouldn’t that be lovely?” Annabeth sighed longingly. “I’m not complaining and we have certainly had our adventures, but I’m looking forward to curling up in my own bed again, knowing that we’re all safe and sound and that the worst that can happen is I’ll end up napping longer than I wanted to.”

“That does sound like paradise,” I agreed. The rope unraveled, and Annabeth slipped off my back. Suddenly, I felt exhausted, and all the aches and pains I’d forced into the background crashed over me.

“I’m going to sit down,” I announced and gratefully sank down onto the soft moss.

“I’ll join you,” Annabeth said with a groan. “Now we’re safe, I need to do a few healing cycles before we get up to anything else.”

“Me too,” I agreed, but I took the time to look around again. I didn’t see anything outlined in red on my HUD, so my cartography skill thought we were in a good spot. What I did see a lot of were outlines designating points!

The actual point value wasn’t high, somewhere between one and two, but there were so many rare plants I had to be looking at five hundred points at least. Best of all, I didn’t have to fight or risk my life to collect them!

‘Let's get to picking points,’ I told my Dudes, and they sprang into action. Soon the air was filled with the scent of fresh-cut flowers and little lights. The Surfers dropped their cuttings on my head, where Penny gathered them up and neatly stored them in my Throne Room.

They seemed to have it well in hand, so I closed my eyes and let my awareness expand into the full range of my magic sight. My physical pain faded as I embraced this new holistic way of existing in the world and started my healing cycle.

I sank into an easy level of meditation, moving through rain, sun, and night. The cycle was soothing and cleansing in a way that was more than physical. It pulled me deeper, and soon, I was the healing rune. Tea and the Grove cheered me on as the active meditation supercharged everything they were doing.

Damaged cells were either renewed, or they died and quickly made way for new ones. I was especially impressed with how my newest cells from my latest healings expended just a tiny bit of their magic potential and sprang back in perfect shape.

Long ago, when I’d first been injured, Tyler had talked about recovering from a fight. He’d said that he didn’t heal. Instead, he transformed back to full health. I’d always aspired to that level of recovery, and for the first time, I saw it happening.

Right now, this was only possible with a tiny percentage of my body. But I was inspired more than ever to continue to grow this ability.

Annabeth hummed her own healing cycle beside me, and once I felt well enough, I synced up with her and we did it together. Once again, the power of the healing rune was so present it began to affect the environment around us. The moss grew thicker, and the plants grew taller. The bud of a plant beside me unfurled into full bloom like I was watching a time-lapse video.

It wasn’t just the plants either. The magic all around us resonated with what we were doing and joined in our meditative rhythm. Soon, it felt like we were dancing, magic waves waltzing across the floor—echoing off the walls—waltzing back.

I felt serene, joyful, and spiritual on a whole new level. I realized tears were gently running down my face, and I let it happen. It seemed appropriate somehow.

This place was a shrine. A sacred place. I felt grateful to just be here and practice a skill that was part of my core being.

As I continued to cycle, I realized this was more than a feeling. More than an experience of being blessed. All the magic resonance was affecting me too. It was pushing my healing to a new level I hadn’t experienced yet.

I made a memory of how that felt. I wasn’t sure I could achieve this level again outside of this cavern, but I wanted to try. And I certainly didn’t want to forget what was possible.

I still kept an eye out for trouble, of course. But the only creatures I saw were the small insects that were necessary to sustain all this plant life. The flowers weren’t going to pollinate themselves, after all.

Even with all the peace and love, I still noted the cavern was messing with my magic sight. Sometimes the cavern seemed huge, like it was as big as the former home of the black ants. Mostly, it just seemed smaller and oddly shaped, like chunks were missing.

I didn’t know how long we sat there, but we recovered in a much shorter time than I’d originally expected. I not only felt healthy—I also felt rested, like I’d had a good night’s sleep and a wonderfully lazy morning. Now it felt like the afternoon, and I was finally ready to get up and be productive for a while.

Annabeth was still humming, and I didn’t want to disturb her, so I pulled my awareness back into my body and opened my eyes. I wiped away my happy tears and looked around.

Other than being lit up like a fantasyland, it looked like a normal-sized cavern to me. It looked so much like a sparkly fairy tale I started to wonder if it was real. Or was it all just magical ambiance?

I switched off my magic sight, and the cavern snapped into view. It was still amazing, but it no longer seemed as fantastical. The lights were still pretty, like one of those light shows at the zoo over Christmas, but the room no longer resonated to a hidden angel choir.

I took a deep breath to clear my head and looked again. The walls no longer seemed fuzzy, and the ceiling snapped into focus. This really was a small cavern—no mystery to it.

The pond seemed less magical as well. I could still see that it contained magic and that it glowed slightly, but it no longer seemed like a powerful body of water. For the first time, I could see past it, and I noticed a plant glowing with power.

The plant was either a small, bushy tree or a sparse shrub. It was hard to tell. It was certainly the tallest thing in here, but that wasn’t saying much, as it was being compared to moss and flowers.

Actually, it wasn’t the plant that had all the power, although it did glow slightly. It was the berries. There were six of them, about the size of large blackberries. They all glowed with magic, but two of them especially shone with real power.

Intriguing.

I was even more fascinated when I felt my Mark of the Lagerel wake up and take notice. It wanted to eat them, just like my Mark of the Deep Earth had wanted to eat the Rat King’s core.

‘Soon,’ I said. ‘We’ll explore the rest of the cavern and the magic pond. Then I'll get you those berries.’

It did not like that answer. Now it knew the berries were there, it wanted them. It wanted them now!

‘Does Smeagol want its precious?’ I teased it in my best Gollum voice. The Mark of the Lagerel was not amused.

I ignored it for the moment and switched my magic sight back on. The plant faded from view as the pond glowed in power again. That was an interesting camouflage, even if it only worked with magic sight.

Once again, the ceiling and walls seemed indistinct, and the size of the cavern became questionable. I looked around to see if there were any other obvious areas that I should pay attention to in the mundane world.

Nothing stood out, so I turned off my magic sight and looked again.

Again, everything seemed normal. Annabeth was still humming and healing beside me, and I was still supporting her healing cycles. I felt healthy and full of energy, but I didn’t want to disturb her yet. She deserved her healing time after all.

I flipped over to magic sight and then back to normal again.

I felt like I was missing something, but I couldn’t see what it was.

‘OMG!’ my Analytical Side suddenly exclaimed. ‘I figured it out!’

‘Figured out what?’ I asked, getting excited too, although I had no idea what for.

‘Eureka! Eureka! Eureka!’ he yelled. Then he ripped off his clothes and ran down imaginary streets buck naked, his British tallywacker swinging free for all the world to see.

This was so unlike him, as he’s usually all dry and proper, so it must have been good. I was always happy to join in any celebration, so I whisked off my imaginary clothes and ran down the imaginary street with him.

‘Eureka!’ I hollered at the top of my lungs.

‘Eureka!’ he hollered back.

We ran and danced as he cackled with joy. Penny and Eggy joined in as well. Both of them loved a good Eureka fiesta.

‘Why are we celebrating?’ I asked when he finally slowed down.

‘I know why Annabeth doesn’t have magical sight!’ he exclaimed. ‘More importantly, I know how she can get it!’

Oh!?!?!?!

If he was right, then this was huge. Annabeth had accepted her abilities as a sonic mage, and as part of that, she’d accepted that she didn’t have any magic sight. She was a powerful mage, and her abilities with sound made her very versatile. But the lack of magic sight had always been a big hole in her repertoire.

That’s why she was using echolocation, after all. If she’d had magic sight, she’d have just used that. She’d have been able to fight, walk the hallways, and move about our suite like normal. Other than sharing a shield, there wouldn’t have been any reason for us to be roped together.

More than that, though, she’d really missed being able to see magically when it came to ranged magic as well as making charms. If I could help her get magic sight, Annabeth was going to be the happiest sonic mage in the world.

‘So what did you figure out?’ I asked.

‘It’s so simple!’ he whooped. ‘I don’t know why I didn’t see it before.’ His British accent was really showing up, which meant he was extra pleased with himself.

‘What?’ I asked again. I wanted to shake it out of him, but I let him have his moment.

‘The reason Annabeth doesn’t have magic sight is because…’ He paused dramatically. ‘She simply hasn’t turned it on.’

I stared at him in surprise as he grinned in triumph.

‘Really?’ I finally sputtered.

‘Really,’ my Analytical Side declared. He snapped his fingers, and suddenly, he was in his full Sherlock Holmes outfit. That seemed very appropriate, so I snapped my fingers and dressed like Dr. Watson.

‘It makes perfect sense if you think about it.’ He waved his pipe in the air. ‘Annabeth was in a car accident with her son, and they both almost died. She transitioned into a mage and used the burst of her creation energy to heal her son.

‘I’m sure her magic sight switched on when she transitioned, but the first thing she saw was the broken and bloody body of the one person she loved most in the world. She healed him instinctively as part of her Waker Moment, just like how you sucked all the life out of that hotel room and escaped into another realm. It was an instinctive reaction, and in that moment, I bet she turned off her magic sight. She didn’t want to see all the horrible things that had happened to her son, so she didn’t. Even when he was healed, I’m sure there was probably lots of blood and guts everywhere. Who would want to see that in full magic detail? It was probably easier for her to turn off her magic sight and keep it off.

‘She didn’t know she was missing anything, as she didn’t know she was a supernatural for months. By that time, her Waker Moment was this big traumatic memory, and I doubt she wanted to examine it too closely. When she got to Louisville, Sandy was new to helping fresh mages, she said so herself. So she probably doesn’t know all the things that can happen to brand new supernaturals. House Chicago wasn’t talking to her, so she just did the best she could with what she knew.

‘And that is why, today, Annabeth doesn’t have her magic sight. And also why everyone accepts it as something unique to Annabeth.’

My Analytical Side gave a wide bow and then puffed on his pipe, looking very pleased with himself.

He seemed especially pleased with how stunned I was. Could it really be that simple?

On one hand, it seemed crazy. On the other hand, it all made sense.

‘So how do we get her to turn it on?’ I finally asked. ‘I can’t explain what you just said, or it will bring back all the memories of the accident. She’ll shy away from the memories of her son again, and as a result, reject her magic sight.’

‘Agreed,’ my Analytical Side nodded. ‘Once we get her to recognize her magic sight and she gets used to it, then we can talk about its history and how we think it got turned off. You certainly shouldn’t lead with it, though.

‘As for how to get her to turn it on, maybe we borrow a page out of Jesus’ playbook.’

He paused and looked at me expectantly. I waited for him to continue, then I realized he wanted me to ask the famous question.

‘What Would Jesus Do?’ I sighed, mentally adding a WWJD bracelet, necklace, and t-shirt to my Dr. Watson outfit. If I was going to give him the pleasure of playing his game, then I might as well go all in.

‘I’m so glad you asked!’ my Analytical Side said delightedly. ‘Jesus added a bit of showmanship to his miracles, and I’m thinking he did that to help the person be more open to the change in their life. For example, there is a story where he spit on some dirt, made mud pies, and then put them on the eyes of a blind man. Then he sent him to a pool to wash it off. Once the guy did that, he could see.’

My Analytical Side used his pipe to point at the ground and then at the small pond.

‘There’s your water right there. You could use the moss instead of mud, although it may not hold its shape as well. Or maybe you could just spit in her eyes and let her wash it off directly.’

‘I’m not going to spit on Annabeth,’ I said firmly. ‘She wouldn’t appreciate that at all.’

‘Well, maybe you could pee on her?’ my Analytical Side said thoughtfully. ‘That would still make a strong impression, so it might work. After all, if you can’t pee on your best friend, who can you pee on?’

‘That is just wrong on so many levels,’ I snorted. ‘I’m sorry I asked. And, no, I am not going to use any sort of bodily fluid on Annabeth. I have an idea I think will work, though, so watch and learn.’

I brought my awareness back to the cavern and gave Annabeth’s hand a gentle squeeze.

“I have an idea,” I told her. “Let me know when you are at a stopping point on your healing cycle.”

She nodded and hummed for a few more moments. Then she opened her eyes and gave me a big smile.

“This cave is amazing!” she said. “There is so much ambient magic here. I don’t know about you, but it took my healing to a whole new level. It's like the place became an echo chamber for the healing cycle.”

“I know exactly what you mean,” I said, returning her smile. “In fantasy books, there is often a place of power the hero wants to reach in order to cast some sort of spell. That always made sense to me, but now that I've experienced it, I can truly appreciate what a magical place can do for a mage.

“I just got the crap knocked out of me, so I should be feeling very sore. But instead, I feel rested and full of energy. How about you?”

“I’m not sure I’m that good,” Annabeth laughed. “I still have some aches and pains.”

“Your eyes haven’t healed yet?” I asked.

“Not yet.” She shook her head, but she didn’t seem too upset. “My echolocation is getting a lot better, though, so I don’t feel as lost anymore. Plus, I still get your messages, and that helps fill in the rest.”

“That’s good,” I said. I got ready to do some fibbing. “I’ve been talking with my Bank Crystal, and I have another idea that may help. You are already tapped into my cartography interface, and we are already open to each other’s magic, so why not see if you can tap into my magic sight too?”

This was mostly true, even if I was giving the wrong impression. I had talked to my Bank Crystal, and I did have an idea that may help. The rest of it was a white lie. I felt bad fudging the truth, but she had a mental block with her magic sight, and right now she couldn’t handle the truth.

I felt a bit like Jack Nicholson from A Few Good Men. “You can’t handle the truth!”

At least I wasn’t smearing spit-mud on her eyes.

“I like the idea,” Annabeth sounded hopeful. “But I’m not sure I can manage your magic sight, Jason. You see entirely too much.”

“Don’t worry about that,” I said confidently. “I’m sure it will scale to something you’ll feel comfortable with, just like the maps do.”

Again, I was weaving truths together. But I kept going.

“I’m going to send you a message, showing how I turn it on and off. Just do the same on your side, and you should be good to go. If it’s too much, you can always turn it off again.”

“It’s worth a shot,” Annabeth agreed. “Until I get my normal sight back, I need every advantage I can get.”

I quickly made a message of me turning my magic sight off and on again and sent it to her. I kept the message as short and simple as possible.

“That doesn’t seem difficult,” Annabeth said. “Hang on a sec.”

I could tell the moment she got her sight, as her face lit up.

“Oh, Jason! It worked!” she exclaimed. I squeezed her hand in excitement as she looked around with her new senses. “You’re right. It isn’t as intense as your sight. It’s much easier to manage.”

“Good!” I said happily. This was an amazing breakthrough!

“Do you think you’ll be able to move around and fight better?”

“For sure,” Annabeth replied. She looked around again, but this time she was pinging the space. “If I pair your magic sight with my echolocation, it's almost as good as my regular sight.”

She got to her feet and threw a couple blocks and punches. “Actually, I think it may be better than my regular sight. Here, I’ll send you what I’m seeing.”

I opened her message, eager to see how powerful her magic sight was. I was pleasantly surprised to see it had lots of detail, even though it stayed on the surface of things. She couldn’t see through objects like I could.

She also couldn’t see all around her like I did, but on the other hand, she didn’t seem to have any range limit. It was hard to tell just how far she could see, as the cavern wasn’t that big. But she’d be able to see red-eyes approaching and well enough to fight.

Her echolocation enhanced her magic sight, and it didn’t seem to be fooled at all by the size of the cavern. Everything seemed sharp, and I could easily see the small tree and its berries hiding behind the pond.

“Now I just need more magic for my sonic strikes and recharging my shield charm, and I’ll be able to fight on my own.” Annabeth said it jokingly, but I could sense how much she longed for this to happen. Annabeth was a warrior, and I was sure riding around on my back and not being able to fight her own battles the way she wanted was wearing on her.

“Speaking of that,” I gestured towards the magic pond, “how about we check out the water and see just how magical it is?”

What I meant for us to do was to step over to the pool and carefully examine it. There might be piranhas lurking in the shallows and hiding behind all the magical interference. Or maybe it had gotten contaminated and now it was poisonous.

What I certainly hadn’t planned on was for Annabeth to step over to the pond, gather water in her cupped hands, and take a long drink.

“Annabeth!” I hollered, snapping in high alert mode.

“What?” she asked, startled. She quickly summoned her shillelaghs and looked around.

“The water!” I pointed at the small pond. “You can’t just go around drinking magic water. It might have parasites in it that will kill you. Or they mess up your guts and you get the runs for days.”

“Oh,” she said, sounding relieved. She looked around one more time and then unsummoned her weapons. “Don’t worry about that. The water told me it was safe.”

“And you believed it?” I asked. I was still feeling anxious. “Maybe it thought you were a plant, and it was telling you it was safe for your roots.”

“No, silly,” Annabeth laughed. “It knew I was a mage, and it invited me to drink as much as I wanted. Actually, it sensed I have the Mark of the Deep Earth, and it was practically begging me. Try it yourself. It’s delicious!”

I continued to give her the hairy eyeball as she smiled sweetly and took another slurpy drink.

“Mmmm. So good.” She smacked her lips in satisfaction. Then her eyes flew open in surprise.
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“Oh! I’m gaining magic,” she breathed. “It’s the Mark. It’s filtering the magic from the water somehow.”

She hurriedly drank some more.

I took another look around, but everything seemed quiet. My cartography skill wasn’t picking up any enemies, and Annabeth seemed to be doing fine.

“Okay,” I said grudgingly. “But if this gives me the runs and I get a gravy stain on my new suit, I’m not going to be happy.”

“You’re immortal now,” Annabeth chided as she sat down beside the pool. “A few microscopic bugs aren’t going to hurt you. Now sit down and drink up. We need this.”

She patted the space beside her and took another drink.

Annabeth was right. We desperately needed a source of magic. I was probably being cautious for no reason.

I sat down beside her and cupped my hands in the water. It felt amazing, and slightly tingly. It felt like I was in a spa and this was specially infused water with extra minerals and electrolytes or something.

It also felt welcoming, just like Annabeth had said.

I lifted the water to my lips and took a cautious sip.

It was delicious.

Absolutely delicious.

Like the best tasting beverage I’d ever had.

It was water, of course, but it reminded me a lot of a bubbly wine—like a moscato. It tickled my palate and danced across my tongue. I swallowed, and the water soothed my throat. I suddenly realized I was parched, and I desperately wanted more.

I took a second drink, much longer this time, and I felt it slide into my system like I’d taken a tall shot of Fireball.

Yum!

Best of all, I felt my Mark of the Deep Earth wake up and take notice. It was still digesting the Rat King’s core, so other than helping with my Crystal, it had been comatose. Now the water was here, though, it wanted that too.

It eagerly drank in the magic from the water, and now I could sense it had a specific flavor. The water contained magic from deep in the earth. Somehow, it had made its way up to the surface, and over time, it had infused the water with its power.

“It’s like earth tea,” I told Annabeth. Then I realized I hadn’t explained anything at all, but she still nodded.

“That’s exactly it,” she agreed. “Earth tea. And my Mark is loving it!”

I drank another handful, and that’s when I felt the most important part of this adventure. The Mark of the Deep Earth took that tea, processed it, and pushed some of the magic into my system.

Fresh magic!

Finally!

Best of all, my Mark had already converted the magic for my use. It was in my colors.

Well, mostly converted.

It wasn’t very saturated, but that was easy for me to fix. I’d converted so much neutral magic at this point that saturating a bit more barely took any of my attention.

I drank a few more handfuls, and that’s when my Mark of the Lagerel decided to get in on the action. It let me know that roots were uniquely suited for absorbing moisture and nutrients, and it wanted to have a go at this new power source.

I agreed, of course, and soon it was eagerly absorbing the magic as well. After it got enough, it started pushing the overflow into my system. To my pleasant surprise, the magic it gave me was just about perfect.

Annabeth and I shared a look of pure joy, but we didn’t stop scooping the water and gulping it down as fast as possible. This water was literally life. I could see fresh pink magic seeping into Annabeth’s matrix, just as new emerald green and sapphire blue were seeping into mine.

The fresh magic felt so good, and I wanted more. Much more. I needed to get Penny back to full capacity again. I needed to rebuild Red and the Hexagon Network and make it even denser than before. I also needed to refresh my own personal matrix. I felt my best when my matrix was stuffed full and bursting with energy.

Annabeth leaned over so she was closer to the surface and her scoops had less distance to travel. Then she knelt down and put her face right on the water. Now she could practically splash the water into her mouth, and I quickly followed her example.

No matter how much I drank, it was still amazing—like it was the first drink. I was magically thirsty, and I wasn’t going to stop until I’d drunk my fill. Annabeth had been much lower in magic than me, so I’m sure this felt even more life-giving for her.

‘Anomaly detected,’ my Bank Crystal announced. ‘You are being watched.’

‘Where?’ I asked. ‘Is it hostile?’

Who was I kidding—everything in the underground seemed to be hostile.

‘Watcher is unknown,’ my Crystal replied. ‘Location unknown. Intentions unknown.’

I kept drinking as I scanned all around me. I didn’t see anything, but now I knew that something was out there, I thought I could feel something.

It was very faint. Barely detectable. Whoever it was, it obviously wanted to stay hidden. I’m sure a regular mage wouldn’t have noticed anything at all.

My senses were incredibly sensitive, though, and now I had a supercomputer of a Crystal watching out for me. Since I knew something was here, it was only a matter of time until I figured out where it was.

I sent Annabeth a quick message and told her to stay calm. We weren’t being attacked yet, and I didn’t want to give away that we knew something was up. We both kept drinking and didn’t even look at each other. Until this unknown watcher made a move, our best course of action was to gain as much magic as possible.

I finished topping up my own matrix and began working on Red next. If we were going to be fighting again, I wanted the most powerful shield I could get.

‘Are you going to make any changes to Red?’ my Analytical Side asked.

‘No,’ I replied. ‘He’s already got everything he needs. We know his defenses work well. I just need to make sure there are more Hexagons than before. After all, having ten thousand Hexes instead of two thousand will massively boost the amount of defensive force I can bring to bear. Fortunately, his fellow Hexes resize easily, so it’s just a matter of having enough magic.’

My Analytical Side seemed disappointed, so I gave him a consolation ice cream cone. It was always fun upgrading soul creations, but in this case, my time would be better spent gaining as much power as possible.

Of course, I couldn’t take in all this water without visiting the Freshness Fountain. I thought I’d have to visit it several times, but I guess more of it was magic than I’d thought.

I did end up making one new creation—a straw. It helped me suck down the water even faster. The straw was so simple. It reminded me of the soul creations I used to make before my Waker Moment. Still, it was all I needed right now, and it got the job done. Both of my Marks were loving all the power, and they also got something out of this process. I wasn’t sure exactly what they were up to, but the aspect of the magic in the water was somehow fueling their growth.

I was just happy they were doing their thing so I could do mine. I fed almost all of this new power to Red, and it was fascinating watching new Hexagons pop up and settle into the Hex Network. In a weird way, it was like blowing soap bubbles.

As the new Hexagons showed up, the older ones shrank, making room for all the new defensive magic. I started out with about five hundred Hexes. That wasn’t much, and the Hexagons themselves seemed huge. That was all the magic I’d had to spare at the time, though, and it was better than nothing.

When I reached two thousand Hexagons, I felt the intention of the watcher shifting. Now it seemed frustrated, like it was expecting something to happen. Only it wasn't.

I reached three thousand Hexes before I felt it shift again. Now the watcher felt irritated. I messaged a heads up to Annabeth.

‘I'm almost full of magic,’ she messaged back, just as my Crystal spoke up.

‘Hostiles incoming. Suppressing non-essential notifications.’

I sent my Crystal a quick feeling of gratitude. It was doing a great job interfacing with my cartography skill and keeping an eye out for trouble. Then I checked my map to see where the enemy was.

I was expecting to see something big and deadly, but instead, it was quite small—about the size of a dessert plate. At first, I thought it was a turtle but then realized it had six legs and a shiny segmented shell. I wasn’t an entomologist, so I wasn’t sure exactly what I was looking at, but it seemed to be some type of beetle.

Its eyes were tiny, but they glowed deep red, which made it look like it was demon possessed. That, along with its red-tinged aura, let me know it was at least as battle crazy as its larger ant comrades.

I’d thought beetles were small, but in true red-eye fashion, it had mutated to a more deadly form. Not only had it grown in size, it had expanded its exoskeleton to form a shell, like a box turtle. It also had expanded its mandibles until they were half again as long as its body. Even its legs were mostly tucked under its protective shell.

Basically, this beetle was all about the defense and the attack.

It also knew we were here, as it made a beeline right for us. It wasn’t fast, but it didn’t detour for anything either. In typical red-eye fashion, it tore up anything in its path and managed to convey the impression that it couldn’t wait to take a bite out of my juicy flesh.

“Have you charged up your shield charm?” I asked Annabeth as two more red-eyed beetles crawled through a hole in the wall. Actually, now that I looked, there were a lot of holes in the walls. Let’s hope they all didn’t start spewing demon beetles.

“Not yet,” Annabeth said tensely. “Working on it now.”

“You better work quickly,” I said as three more beetles appeared out of three different holes.

I got up and stepped towards the beetles to give Annabeth a bit more time. I was glad the beetles weren't moving that quickly, as it gave me time to figure them out. I was sure there was a learning curve on how to handle them, just like the ants.

The first beetle reached me, and I gave it a good punch. I was curious to see just how strong its shell was.

To my surprise, the shell wasn't rigid. I thought it would feel like punching a rock. Instead, the segments of the shell spread out slightly, absorbing some of the force. I almost laughed, as the beetle was using my own defensive strategy against me.

Absorb, reflect, redirect. That was Red's playbook, and it was the beetle's too. It also didn't help that it was walking on moss, which was soft and springy and helped cushion the blow.

Don't get me wrong, the beetle’s shell was still tough and would have broken a regular person's hand. It was just that its design allowed it to have the advantage of both hard and soft, and I had to admire that.

My next punch was already on its way, and this time I gave it some more gas. I focused the force runes on my hand and altered my tense-on-contact to allow for a bit of give.

When I hit, the force went through the shell, and the beetle exploded. The shell actually stayed together, but everything under it was toast.

‘Watch out when you hit these things,’ I messaged Annabeth. ‘They are really tough.’ I also included my thoughts about its design as I set myself up to receive the next tiny tank.

This time, I knelt on the ground and Connected to the earth. When my dessert-sized enemy reached me, I punched it from a greater base of stability, and it exploded right away.

These things were certainly sturdy, but they weren't that bad.

More beetles were arriving through the walls, so I had plenty to experiment with. I punched out several more until I was familiar with how they felt and the best angle of attack. Then I switched over to using Spike and the Knuckle Crew.

That was a lot more fun. It took a tiny bit more magic, but my soul creations were incredibly efficient and my Spikes punched through them like bullets. It was nice because I didn't have to punch as hard and I could attack from different angles.

Even though Spike wasn't very thick, the shell couldn't expand anywhere near fast enough, and instead, exploded apart. It wasn't long before I was surrounded by chunks of beetle carcasses.

‘Clean up on aisle three,’ I sent playfully to my Bank Crystal. It used all that extra processing power to figure out my humor and put the dragonfly in motion. Soon the points were rolling in.

‘How many points are these worth?’ I asked.

‘It is unknown at the moment,’ it replied. ‘These exact beetles weren’t part of the welcome packet we received. If I had to guess, I’d say maybe a point. Maybe less.’

That seemed low to me. Sure, these bugs weren't fast, but they had great defense and excellent attack. Actually, I just assumed their attack was excellent. Let's hope I didn't find out the hard way.

“I'm ready,” Annabeth said. I quickly scooted back to be with her. She also knelt on the ground and Connected with the earth. A few seconds later a beetle arrived, and she whacked it with her shillelagh.

Even though I'd warned her what to expect, there was no substitute for firsthand experience. Her beetle deformed and snapped back into shape so fast it popped into the air like a spring loaded toy.

“That's different,” I laughed as it arced through the air and splashed down in the magic water. “I hope it can swim.”

Actually, it turned out it couldn't. At least, not in that water.

Its legs waved frantically for a moment, and then it just dissolved. As in, it suddenly looked soft like jelly. Then it turned into a thick liquid. Then it faded away.

The surface of the pond looked calm and flawless, as if it had never been disturbed at all.

“Jason,” Annabeth gasped. “Did you see that?”

“Yes,” I replied and my voice shook. “We were just drinking that.”

“It could have burned our hands off,” Annabeth said, “or melted our insides.” Then she looked at me in horror. “You said our watcher was waiting for something. Do you think he was waiting for us to disintegrate like that?”

“Probably,” I replied grimly. “I think we are very lucky we have the Mark of the Deep Earth and that the water liked us.”

The thought was disconcerting, but we still had beetles to vanquish. I’d been Spiking them while we’d been talking and motioned for Annabeth to have another try. This time she did slightly better. She didn’t kill it, but it didn’t bounce into the air either.

“I don’t think these will be better, but let me give them a try,” Annabeth said as she switched over to her short swords. They did fairly well, but only if she stabbed directly downward and hit them just right. Their rounded chitin diverted her thrust if she didn’t pierce them dead center.

I kept taking out the majority of the beetles, giving Annabeth time to experiment and find the best attack that worked for her.

“Maybe a sonic strike would be better,” she mused, switching back to the shillelaghs. “I have all my magic back, and these beetles are much smaller. Hopefully, I can do more than a few hits.”

The idea proved to be a good one, although her first attempt was way overpowered. She radiated less sound than she had for an ant, but it was still too much. Her target shattered, sending shell and beetle juice over ten feet away. There was no need to put that much effort into each pint-sized enemy, so she scaled it back. And then scaled it back again.

That gave her a nice pop and a small splatter, which seemed perfect to me. Annabeth vanquished a bunch of red-eyes like that, but I could tell she still wasn't satisfied.

“It's still taking too much magic,” she informed me. “I'm going to adjust the sound and see if I can do better.”

I nodded and let her do her thing.

She adjusted the frequency up and down the scale with a variety of success before she started using complex sounds. Annabeth began listening to the beetles intently as she hit them—almost like she was tapping watermelons in a grocery store, listening for ripeness. She went through a whole series of sounds before landing on something that seemed to suit her.

I didn’t notice any visual difference, but she was able to lower the volume of her sonic strike even more. Her strikes were now so soft, the red-eyes didn't splatter at all. They still died, though, and the dragonfly still collected their points.

“I think I've got it,” Annabeth announced proudly. “I'm hardly using any power, but it's still enough to take them out. It's not perfect, but now that I've gotten most of my magic refilled, I could do this for hours.”

“That's great, " I said encouragingly. “And you are just in time too. The pace of the red-eyes has picked up, and I could use your help.”

Annabeth seemed to take in the rest of the room for the first time.

“Oh, Jason! I’m so sorry! I was having so much fun figuring out the best way to use my sonic strike that I almost forgot what we were doing.”

“That’s okay,” I laughed. “I know what it's like to get involved in something new. After all, you waited patiently while I enhanced my Bank Crystal. I figured it was my turn to handle things while you worked out your stuff. It’s just that we are facing a lot more beetles than we have before. I don’t know how many there are going to be, but right now it feels like we’re facing a huge nest. Or colony. Or whatever you call a group of beetles that live together.”

Annabeth expanded her efforts, and soon we were able to beat them back. Having her taking care of her side made a huge difference, and I felt like I could relax and have fun again.

It sort of felt like I was in one of those tower defense games on my phone. The kind where a defensive row of towers is shooting down a never-ending horde of zombies. We were even playing for points, just like in a game.

Except that if we got overrun, these red-eyes would take us apart one small chunk at a time. That would not be fun at all.

Now that I had a moment to focus, I turned to my soul creations to see if they could help with our current situation. Unfortunately, the answer was mostly negative.

The beetles weren’t light sensitive, so the Flashers weren’t able to help. The Miners couldn’t break apart their flexible chitin, although they were able to do some damage against the legs.

It wasn’t long before there was a whole group of beetles going around in circles because they were missing their legs on one side. It helped disrupt the flow of new red-eyes, but it wasn’t something I wanted to rely on.

The Belchers had the most success. They imitated Annabeth’s complex sound and were able to vanquish some of the red-eyes on their own. They were slow to fire, though, as they had to suck in air and compress it before they could perform a sonic blast.

When they fired though, they were often able to vanquish a couple of beetles in front of them and stun a few beetles beyond that. It was neat to see their abilities expand. Up to this point, I’d been using them to make loud belching noises, and I’d been relying on the volume of the sound to disorient my opponents.

I quickly made a ring of Belchers around us and used them to slow down the rate of incoming beetles. I was very glad I did, as our enemy got smarter and a beetle made it through Annabeth’s defense.

Apparently, a beetle had hitched a ride on top of another beetle. Annabeth took out the top beetle, and moved on, thinking that the enemy was handled. The bottom one continued to use the top one as cover, and it got inside her guard.

It was on her far side where I couldn’t reach, otherwise I’d have Spiked it myself. I wasn’t too concerned, as I figured her shield charm would handle it until she figured out what had happened.

It wasn’t until Annabeth suddenly shrieked and leaped to her feet that I realized something was wrong. The red-eye had taken a nasty chunk out of her lower leg. The wound wasn’t big, but it was fairly deep. The bite had gotten through her skin and into the muscle underneath. The bite wasn’t fatal, but it was bleeding freely, and I’m sure the pain was raw and sharp.

“Don’t stop clearing them!” I yelled as Annabeth went wild and beat the crap out of the offending red-eye.

I kicked it into high gear to help out, and so did my soul creations. The damage had been done, though, and our carefully cleared perimeter collapsed.

‘What happened?’ I asked all my magical creations as Annabeth quickly got herself back together and started clearing red-eyes.

‘The beetle wasn’t enough of a threat to trigger her shield charm,’ my Crystal spoke up. ‘That charm protects against fast moving objects, like a sword or an arrow. In this case, the beetle doesn’t move fast enough to be considered a threat. It also protects against magic attacks, but these beetles aren’t really magic. They have been corrupted by magic and do have a tiny bit of magic inside, but they aren’t powerful enough to trigger the defenses of the charm.’

Well, crap. Both of us had thought Annabeth was protected. When actually, she wasn’t protected at all. I quickly messaged the update to Annabeth.

“What can I do?” Annabeth asked. She sounded panicked, and I could see why. This battle had gone from a fun smash and bash to a high-risk engagement.

“Hop on my back,” I told her. “Red can protect both of us.”

“If I do that, then I can’t hold down my side of our defense,” Annabeth said. “I can still help a bit, but it won’t be the same.”

“You're right,” I said, feeling the pressure of the moment. “And I’m not fast enough to keep back all the red-eyes. The only other thing I can think of is to step into the pond and defend from there. That will buy us some time.”

“What if it melts our legs off,” Annabeth replied. She was still standing up, obviously afraid to sit back down again. She was smashing beetles like crazy, and for the moment, we were holding them off.

“I don't think it will,” I replied as confidently as possible. “We have the Mark of the Deep Earth, and for some reason, it likes that. We need to decide quickly, though.”

As if to emphasize the importance of our decision, a beetle got through on my side. I had too many red-eyes to Spike, and it took that opportunity to put on a tiny burst of speed and reach me.

Fortunately, Red and the Hex Network were up to the task. They flared their force runes and kept the beetle from finding any sort of purchase against my skin. The beetle slid off like it had attacked a wall of air.

I Spiked it and didn't give it another chance to bite me, but was very happy to see that Red had held up. Annabeth almost had another one get through before she stomped it flat.

“Into the pool it is,” she announced. “The sooner the better.”

“Good,” I replied. “It’s only a few steps away, so you dash for it while I hold them off.”

I guess the fear of being bitten was greater than the fear of melting, as Annabeth turned and immediately sprinted for the pond. The beetles were faster than I expected and swarmed after her.

I held my position, Spiking everything I could reach, until Annabeth jumped into the water. I thought she would stay at the lip of the pool, but she immediately stepped into the deeper middle. The water came up to her waist, and she wasn’t screaming or melting away, so I made my move.

I dashed to the pool and jumped in with her. The water felt wonderful—slightly tingly and full of energy. Meanwhile, Annabeth had wasted no time. She was already bashing red-eyes on the shore, so I quickly turned and got to work.

‘Massive increase in enemies,’ my Crystal warned. I looked, and a flood of new enemies was pouring out of the walls.

Well, crap.

I'd hoped that the beetles we'd seen up to this point were the bulk of the colony. It didn't look like that was the case.

“We’ve got problems,” I told Annabeth. She looked up at the rest of the cavern and swore.

There were so many of them it looked like a carpet of angry chitin headed our way.

“We can't defend against that,” she exclaimed. “I don't think that even the water will be able to stop that many. Not if they swarm us.”

“It gets worse,” I said and pointed behind us. Apparently, the beetles had figured out the water was toxic, and now they were building some sort of support structure to reach us.

The beetles’ shells were not only good for defense, they were also capable of interconnecting—like they were built out of Lego. They had started with a base of about ten beetles wide and three deep. Then more beetles had climbed on top for a second layer. But this layer was slightly offset so the front beetles were over the water. A smaller third layer had formed, which hung over the water even more, and now they were making a fourth layer. Meanwhile, more beetles were joining the first layer, giving it more depth and stability.

It didn’t take a genius to see where this was going. With a good base, they would arch over the water and attack us, even in the center.

We were toast, unless we figured out a new way of fighting. Spike-punching had been fun, but we were beyond that now.

“Buy me some time,” I said hurriedly. “I have an idea.”

“I was hoping you’d say that,” Annabeth replied and began smashing apart the quickly forming bridge. This time she didn’t limit her sonic abilities, and her blows blew apart five or six beetles at a shot. Their interlocking shells made a great support, but it also seemed to transmit sound well too.

I closed my eyes and let Annabeth do her thing as I dove into my Throne Room.

‘Penny! Bring up the template for the Miner,’ I commanded.

Penny gestured, and a life-sized model appeared.

It was a masterpiece of detail and artistry, and I’d spent over a hundred hours working on it while I’d been buried in stone. Now I was getting ready to change it again.

‘I’m sorry about this,’ I sent out to all my Miners who were still working on stemming the tide. ‘To me, a Miner will always have a pickaxe. But that’s just not enough anymore.’

‘Don’t fret yourself,’ my lead Miner said shortly. ‘Just give us the tools for the job. That’s what we need. I’m tired of bouncing off these bugs.’

I felt through my connection that he spoke for all of them. Sure, they were miners, but most of all, they were workmen. Tough little men made for tough jobs. They didn’t care if they were swinging a pickaxe or pushing a jackhammer—they wanted to get the job done.

‘Excellent,’ I replied. ‘Right now you can pierce, but soon you’ll be able to cut!’

The Miners gave a hearty cheer as I took the template’s pickaxe and got to work.

First of all, I took its intention and changed it from a single tool into something that would morph into whatever I needed. It helped that I’d just seen this in action with the Wrecking Crew and the Path of the Formless Weapon.

I kept the base of the pick consistent so the Miners would always have something firm to hold on to. The rest of it I modified so it could be whatever I wanted. And right now, what I wanted was for it to be a circular saw.

I took the shaft, extended it to about half the length of the Miner, and then formed a large round blade. The blade could morph to have variable types of teeth—jagged ripping teeth for softer materials like wood, and short, smoother teeth for hard surfaces like steel.

I was the master of micro-precision, so I made it as slender as my nanoblades. After all, there was no sense in cutting through more material than it needed to.

Finally, I added a safety housing to the part of the blade facing the Miner. I didn’t want my Miners losing fingers—or worse—while fighting the enemy.

The housing part also doubled as the blade sharpener, blade repair, and blade spinner. Now, if the Miners faced something tough enough to tear up their saws, they could just let the blade spin freely for a moment, and it would repair and re-sharpen itself.

Lastly, I made the saw perfectly balanced so the blade could spin at thousands of revolutions per minute and not twist or vibrate. I felt nothing but excitement and anticipation from my Mining Crew as I prepared to add it to the template and triangle-in all the details.

‘Assuming underwater configuration,’ the Bank Crystal announced as I felt my super suit shift. ‘Frog mode. Enough sustainable air available for five minutes,’ it continued as I felt Annabeth grab me and knock me off my feet.

‘Suit’s ability to process air from magic-infused water is unknown. Defensive ability of magic-infused water against this many red-eyes is unknown.’

I paused my modifications for a split second to look outside myself and see how the battle was going.

It wasn’t going well. In fact, I would dare to say it was going terribly.

The incoming swarm had arrived at the small pond and quickly circled it. The fresh beetles had linked shells and quickly started building bridges from every side. Annabeth had knocked them down as quickly as possible, but the base of the bridges had merged, and now there was an almost completed dome. We were seconds away from having beetles in our faces when Annabeth switched tactics and took us underwater.

For a moment, we had a stalemate, as the beetles were unwilling to go underwater to get us.

No.

That wasn’t right.

The watcher was unwilling for the beetles to swarm the pond.

Curious.

What was also curious was a small, glowing crystal jutting up from the floor of the pond. It was on the far side, by the plant, and oozed power. If I had to guess, this was why the water in the pond was so powerfully charged.

The glowing crystal spoke with the soft chimes of the earth, and it talked of being a part of something greater. I sensed a tiny thread, leading deep underground, and I almost followed it. Survival was much more important than curiosity, though, and I sternly pulled my attention back to the project at hand.

Before, when I’d been buried in stone, I’d spent days working on this Miner, and it had over fourteen thousand triangles of meticulous detail. It wasn’t perfect, but I would put it up against the best character rendering of any game out there. I’d added the details by splitting each triangle one at a time, which was a surprisingly fun and soothing task. But it was time-consuming, and the one thing I didn’t have right now was time.

I’d also made the Miner before I’d made my Surfer Dudes, which were made of blocks, and before I’d upgraded my Bank Crystal. Now I had an idea for a much faster way of enhancing his detail.

I quickly took a few of the triangles already present on the new saw and split them in half. Then I did it again. And again. And again.

I took a moment to fully feel this new high-density section and experience it in every way possible. I let it resonate with all my senses. Then I gently sang it out to the rest of the Miner. I felt it enhance all the details present, and even added in new characteristics. The Miner now had pores in his skin, and the threads in his clothes now had details of their own.

It didn’t feel as huge of a visual update as when I’d first worked on him in Karl’s cave, but it was still pretty amazing.

‘Save the template, Penny,’ I said. ‘Then let me know how many triangles it has now.’

Penny paused for a moment.

‘The Miner now has a little over two hundred and thirty thousand triangles,’ she reported.

Dear god!

That was a lot!

It was also going to take a huge amount of magic to fill it up.

‘Come here and bring everyone else in your crew,’ I instructed the lead Miner.

I quickly peeked at the rest of the cavern. The beetles—or the watcher—hadn’t figured out what to do yet, so I still had time.

I pulled my super suit away from the lower half of my body so my skin could have direct contact with the water. The upper half of the suit held all my air, so I didn’t want to mess with that. The tingling increased, and I felt like I was taking a bath in Sprite. It felt wonderful, though—like I was a guest of a fancy spa at a chalet in the mountains and this was one of their radical treatments to tone and rejuvenate my skin.

This time, I didn’t drink the water. Instead, I absorbed the magic through contact alone.

When I’d been trapped in stone, I’d gotten awfully good at charging and repairing my Miners and Ass Blaster 2000s. All they’d had to do was touch any part of me, and I could project the power and repairs they needed. By the time I’d escaped, I could charge over a hundred soul creations at one time.

This was very much like that, only the inverse. Instead of projecting magic from touch, I was absorbing it. It took a moment to get it right, but soon a flood of fresh magic was coursing through my system.

That brought its own set of problems, as I was now pulling in power faster than my Marks could process it.

I didn’t have time to waste, so I converted the overflow myself. That wasn’t as easy as I'd hoped. The water was heavy on the aspect of earth. So in a weird way, it was literally hard water.

I chuckled at my own humor, and that seemed to help ground the new magic to me even faster. The magic had a mind of its own, though, and it really wanted to meet the Mark of the Deep Earth. Its second choice was the Mark of the Lagerel. As for me, it felt like I was just some mage servant for the real stars of the show.

I could only promise the new magic that if it became part of my magic, then it could visit the Marks any time it wanted. That, more than my regular Superman invitation, seemed to work best. I tried not to be offended that it thought so little of me. Instead, I focused on being grateful that it wasn’t melting me down to a nice goo.

I couldn’t help but pick up impressions from the magic, and it seemed like it was the tiniest drop of a much bigger river far underground. I got images of a magic waterway as big as the Ohio River, flowing thick, like lava, in the mantle of the earth.

‘I think it's talking about a ley line,’ my Analytical Side spoke up.

‘That’s a real thing?’ I asked, surprised.

‘It seems to be,’ he replied in his best Sherlock Holmes voice. ‘The basic concepts match. So let's call it a ley line until we have evidence to the contrary.’

Ley lines.

Wow.

No wonder the magic was hard to convert. In fantasy stories, ley lines were a source of tremendous power which came from the land itself. In the tales, mages usually couldn’t tap ley lines directly. They were too powerful, and they burned them out.

Mages usually needed special enchantments in order to tap into even a small part of them.

‘And your enchantments are your Marks,’ my Analytical Side said smugly. ‘See? It all fits.’

‘You’re so smart,’ I told him and gave him an imaginary chocolate ice cream cone with three scoops. He loved to hear how right he was, so I got a big grin as he accepted the cone and started licking away.

Sometimes he was so smug he was insufferable. But, he had also saved me many times before, so it was good to be nice to him.


Chapter thirty-four

Eaten


The Miners couldn’t reach me through the power of the water, so I stretched my hand above the surface to collect them. I swiftly absorbed everyone but the lead Miner, who I invited back to my Throne Room.

‘What do you think?’ I asked him as I gestured towards the new template.

He walked around it before replying and got real up close and personal. While he was doing that, I kept part of my attention on the magic conversion and pushed all the new power towards Red and Penny.

‘It's better, but it needs more force runes,’ he finally said. ‘Also, I need more speed.’ He tapped the wings on the rocket. ‘Take these off. I don’t need them, and they are slowing me down.’

‘Really?’ I asked, surprised. ‘I thought the wings looked cool.’

‘They turn the rocket into more of a plane,’ he explained, ‘and mentally, that is slowing us down. Rockets normally have smaller fins, but we can just direct where we are going on our own.’

‘Okay,’ I replied and removed the wings. Once again, I was amazed at how much initiative my soul creations took when they had the chance.

‘Make it slimmer and slightly longer,’ the lead Miner continued. ‘We’re going for speed rather than lifting power.’

I made the requested changes. Then the Miner started in on the force runes. He had me put them everywhere. The morphing weapon now had dozens. His clothes had dozens more. Basically, any part of him that moved had the force rune.

I quickly checked with the rest of my projects. Red was up to around five thousand hexagons. That was three thousand more than usual, but still five thousand less than I wanted. I was determined that the next time I got hit by a magical treasure the outcome was going to be very different.

My personal magic matrix was fully topped up, but Penny was only half full. My attention was split in multiple directions, and it felt like I was thinking at super-speed like my Crystal.

I was feeling hopeful about my progress until Annabeth messaged me.

‘I have to get out of here.’ She sounded urgent. ‘The water wasn’t too bad at first, but now it’s burning. My magic matrix is full, but it keeps trying to give me more. If I don’t get out of this pond, I’m going to explode!’

She sent what she was feeling with her words, and that let me know just how imperative it was. To her, it felt like the water was boiling hot and her skin was about to fall off. I didn’t know how she’d held on for so long, but we had to move—now!

I only had a second, but I came up with a quick plan. It wasn’t perfect, but at least it was something. I sent a few images to Annabeth, and we put it into action.

I turned to the side, and Annabeth clamped onto my back in the usual backpack position. We didn’t bother with the rope for now, as I wasn’t sure it could even operate in such a magically saturated environment and I didn’t want to take the time to find out.

I let my Crystal return my super suit to its normal underwater configuration as I rolled onto my hands and knees. Red shifted to include Annabeth in his protection, and I wrapped her in my aura as well.

Then we surged out of the water, and Annabeth let loose with an ear-splitting sonic blast. It was a sonic boom to end all sonic booms, and it literally lifted the dome of beetles a few inches off the ground.

I didn’t know it was going to be that loud, so I hadn’t protected myself and I paid the price. I felt my eardrums pop, and blood started pouring out of my ears. In addition, my skull partially resonated with her frequency, and the world shifted.

I wanted to scream, throw up, and fall over all at the same time.

If it was bad for me, I knew it had to be even worse for the beetles. That’s who Annabeth was targeting, and they felt the brunt of her desperation and anger.

The first two interlocking layers of the dome closest to us exploded, and guts and chitin flew everywhere. I think the next couple layers beyond that also died, but the beetles had piled on so much that the dome over the pond stayed together.

‘Initiating sonic protection,’ my Crystal said. My super suit grew thick and puffy around my ears and the main part of my skull. I felt like I was wearing a styrofoam helmet, but at least it muted Annabeth’s powers a bit.

‘Stop!’ I messaged her. ‘Save your magic for another round. I need to be able to move to get us out of here.’

‘Sorry,’ she replied and cut the sound. I got the impression she’d put everything she had into the blast and it was going to take her a moment to recover anyways. It was going to take me a moment to recover too as I almost fell back into the water.

‘Don’t be sorry,’ I messaged as encouragingly as possible. ‘You saved us from getting swarmed, and I’ll need you to do that again as soon as I get us out of here.’

I gritted my teeth and forced the world to settle down as I concentrated on the nearest wall of the dome. I couldn’t hear, and I think my natural eyes were bleeding, but my magic sight still worked just fine.

I took a shaky step forward and called out to Spike.

‘Get the cutting crew ready! You’re up!’

I Saber-Sawed a horizontal slash at head height, then dug blades from both my hands into the beetles and sawed down to the ground. Basically, I was cutting out a doorway.

I kicked the doorway, but it just knocked off the dead bugs. The beetles were so thick I had to cut out the door frame again. This time my blades punched through to the outside.

‘Get ready,’ I messaged Annabeth as I kicked the door off and ran through.

The beetles on the outside of the dome hadn’t been affected to a severe degree, so they immediately started to swarm us.

‘Now!’ I sent, and Annabeth cut loose again.

Even with my new protection, her sonic blast took me to my knees. My bones shook, and I felt like throwing up again. I think she must have changed her frequency this time because it felt like my teeth were being probed by a drill.

My natural sight was shot as I cried bloody tears, but fortunately, I still had my magic sight to fall back on. First, I checked out the stream we’d arrived in. If we could get out of the room and go upriver for a while, then maybe I’d have a peaceful moment to finish putting together my new Miner. If his new circular saw was successful, then I could send a team ahead to clear out the room.

Unfortunately, that exit was blocked by a thick plug of interlocking beetles, with lots more arriving all the time. I could have probably cut through the plug, but then I’d have been fighting the enemy underwater. That sounded even worse than my current situation.

I only had a split second to make a decision, so I decided to give it a pass. For better or worse, we were fighting in the cavern.

‘No other obvious large exits,’ my Crystal reported. ‘However there is a somewhat clear spot on the far side.’

It highlighted the area on my HUD, as well as the best path to reach it. At that moment, I saw a couple beetles land on Annabeth and then slide off.

What the hell?

The damn beetles were now coming out of cracks in the ceiling!

Holy crap! It was raining red-eyes!

It was almost too much to process as I staggered to my feet and stumbled towards the far side of the cavern. I think Annabeth screamed a few times—regular screams, not sonic ones—as falling beetles tried to land in her hair.

Fortunately, Red was up to the task, and the red-eyes slid off our shield like it was coated in Crisco. Giving Red the force rune way back at the Gathering was looking like a stroke of genius.

My Crystal had laid out the easiest path for me to navigate, and all I had to do was follow the green arrows. I was extremely glad it was so simple, as Annabeth’s sonic attack had scrambled my brain. It wasn’t until I was almost halfway there that my thoughts cleared up enough for me to begin reading the room.

Annabeth’s blast hadn’t only messed me up—it had messed up every beetle in the cave. It had blown up the beetles nearest us, but most importantly, it had stunned all the others. A few legs were waving in the air, and here and there a few beetles were actually on their feet, but it was a far cry from the overwhelming swarm we’d been dealing with.

Of course, at some point, all these red-eyes would get their shells together and come after us again. I could only hope it was after I’d made a bunch of Miners to take them out.

Originally, I hadn’t planned on Annabeth’s blast being so successful. My plan had been to run to another part of the cave and work on my soul creation while the horde of slow beetles lumbered after us. Annabeth would defend as best as she could, and once the beetles became too much for her to handle, we’d run around the edge of the cavern and make for the pond again. We’d stay there until the water became too much for Annabeth, and then we’d sprint towards the far side of the cavern again. Rinse and repeat.

It wasn’t a great plan, and there was a high possibility of us getting trapped and overwhelmed, but it would hopefully give me enough time to create my own army of Miners to take them out. That was the only real survival option that seemed possible.

With the overwhelming success of Annabeth’s sonic blast, though, our survival chances had certainly gone up. I wasn’t sure how much magic it had cost her, but if she could trigger it over and over, we’d take out a lot of the red-eyed buggers.

Of course, I might not survive that myself. Two blasts had already left me badly shaken. A third blast might knock me out.

I had a mental image of me laying on the ground, blood everywhere, with ruptured eyeballs and shattered teeth.

Ugh.

No thank you.

I’d take that over being eaten alive, though.

Hopefully, it wouldn’t come to that.

‘Suggested location is in the anomaly zone,’ my Crystal warned. I didn’t care as I got myself together and picked up the pace. The massive flood of fresh red-eyes had subsided, but new ones were still arriving all the time. They were crawling over their stunned comrades and making their way slowly towards us.

Regardless of what this anomaly was, it was still the clearest spot in the room. If something happened, we’d find a way to deal with it.

As I followed the path that my Crystal had laid out, it seemed like a lot of beetles were trying to land on us, like way more than should be possible by dropping from cracks in the ceiling. My thoughts were still fuzzy, but I paid more attention to the falling beetles and discovered something interesting—the damn things could glide!

They couldn’t go far. It was more like a controlled fall than actual flight, but they could flatten their shells and spread them out. They were light, and their aerial surface was wide enough for them to glide several feet.

I couldn’t help but admire just how resourceful these bugs were. I hated the fact they wanted to eat me, and I wanted to destroy every single one of them. But I could still admire them.

‘Let me try a low-grade blast,’ Annabeth messaged. ‘Maybe I can slow the beetles down a bit without bothering you so much.’

‘That would be wonderful,’ I replied. ‘Your full power is a bit too much for me to handle.’

Then I had an idea.

‘Also try projecting the sound in one direction, like Black Canary,’ I messaged, referencing a superhero from the DC comics. ‘You don’t need to scream like she does. Maybe you can blast it out of your hands, like some sort of force ray.’

I sent images showing how cool that would be, but Annabeth didn’t seem that enthused.

‘I’ll try,’ she replied. ‘I’m just not that good at pushing magic out of my skin the way you are. I like the idea of sound bolts, but it seems weird to be making sounds out of my hands. I had enough problems creating a sonic blast out of my shillelagh.’

‘Okay,’ I messaged. ‘We’re here, so try the low level all-around blast first. Maybe that will be enough.’

I stepped into the middle of the ‘safe’ space and immediately dove into my Throne Room. Annabeth was our only defender, and she was just going to have to figure it out.

Annabeth started her sonic blast, and it was certainly different. It was a lot softer than before, and it seemed like she was projecting it away from me. I still felt vibrations, but they weren’t painful, and they shouldn’t stop me from doing what I needed to do.

I was getting ready to start on the Miner’s template again when the anomaly vanished and a huge circular tube of meaty flesh slammed down from the ceiling. It was as wide as a living room, and I barely had time to realize we were trapped before I realized something else.

The tube had teeth.

Now the anomaly was gone, I could see part of what we were dealing with.

It was a worm.

A massive worm.

And despite the fact that I couldn't see any eyes, the red glow of its aura gave it away. This creature was not my friend.

The walls of flesh contracted, dragging powerful, molar-like teeth along the ground. It picked up moss, rocks, and beetles unlucky enough to be close to us.

‘It's going to eat us!’ Annabeth screamed in a message as I came to the same conclusion.

We had only seconds to decide what to do, so I focused everything on my magic sight, looking for a way out. The walls of its mouth were thick and tough, like elephant skin. I could possibly cut my way through, but it would take a while. Certainly longer than we had.

I thought about grounding us in the earth, but there were sharper teeth on the inside. The worm had a tremendous amount of mass and muscle. If we resisted, it would literally tear us apart.

So then we wouldn't resist. The mouth closed in around us, adding a twisting motion like a washing machine. But that didn't matter as I crouched down, then leaped up for all I was worth.

Before Annabeth had shown me what was possible in Otugh's warehouse, I'd have only expected to rise a few feet. Now, even with Annabeth on my back, I soared past all the teeth and deep into the throat of the monster. At the apex of my jump, the throat was narrow enough for me to brace my feet on one side and my hands on the other to keep from falling back down.

I paused for a moment while I tried to figure out what to do next. We had avoided being chewed up, but we were still being eaten.

‘This is going to be some ride,’ Annabeth messaged tensely. The magic rope uncurled from her waist and quickly tied us together.

‘Entering acid environment,’ my Crystal stated. ‘Assuming full body coverage. Assuming frog mode for breathable air.’

Below me the worm mouth scraped up everything it had encompassed from the floor below and spiraled shut. Then the worm retracted back into the ceiling, and my whole orientation shifted. The throat was now horizontal. Instead of the mouth being below me, it was behind me, and I was almost standing upright.

I saw the mouth start to spiral again, the teeth on the sides of its tubular walls shredding moss, flowers, beetles, and anything else it had collected. I was very glad we had skipped that part of our intestinal adventure.

I couldn't stay where I was, though, as the throat muscles contracted around me. I realized it was swallowing, so I dropped flat and launched us deeper inside the red-eye.

This monster was massive, and the pressure it brought to bear was way more than I could resist. Since I wasn't going anywhere near its teeth and I couldn't stay where I was, my only remaining option was to go down deeper into the belly of the beast.

Fortunately, it's throat was coated with a layer of mucus, so I slid along like I was on a backyard Slip N Slide. Other than being incredibly disgusting, the brief ride was kind of fun. It was certainly better than the ending, when we dropped into its stomach. That was really gross and not fun at all.

It felt like we were enacting the trash compactor scene from Star Wars as we slipped out of the throat and dunked completely under the surface of its stomach contents. I felt chunky things bump me as I screamed and surged to my feet.

Yuck!

Yuck, yuck, yuck!

This was beyond disgusting, and I couldn't help but shiver with the heebie-jeebies. I quickly splashed to the side and tried to get out of the muck as much as possible.

The stomach was about the size of a three-car garage, so I was partially successful. There wasn’t any sort of safe spot, but at least Red and the Hex Network were making it work. Red forced the stomach acid away from me and off of my suit. I couldn’t afford to get a hole in the suit, as it held my air supply.

‘How are you holding up?’ I asked Red anxiously.

‘We’re great!’ Red replied with his usual enthusiasm. ‘Don’t worry about us. We have the Force!’

‘That’s wonderful,’ I replied. ‘Let me know if the stomach acid starts getting to you.’

‘Right now, it ain’t bad,’ he said. ‘This stuff is more like dishwashing liquid as opposed to battery acid. We got this.’

The stomach shuddered as fresh chunks from its latest bite squeezed out of its throat and plopped into the gastric fluids.

I shivered and just about lost it again.

‘Just think of it like you're in a car wash!’ Red continued. ‘That’s right. You’re in the car wash, gurl!’ All the Hexes started singing the old Car Wash song from the 1970’s.

I knew he was trying to cheer me up, but this situation was everything I hated. I hated rotten magic or stomach acid or anything that tried to melt my skin off. I hated dark, enclosed spaces. I hated giant enemies I couldn’t punch through, and I hated being in an environment that limited my air.

Basically, I hated everything about this, and I had to take a few deep breaths to calm down.

‘You have about three minutes of air left,’ my Crystal spoke up. I think it was trying to be helpful, but it just added to the intensity of the moment. ‘Would you like the suit to try and extract oxygen from the air around you?’

‘Sure. Give it a shot,’ I replied shortly.

‘I think we’re in some sort of worm,’ Annabeth messaged. Obviously she had come to the same realization I had.

‘It’s massive and extremely long,’ she continued, including images of what she could sense with her magic sight and echolocation. Her range was much larger than mine, and I finally got a feeling for just how big this thing was. It was at least the length of three football fields, maybe more.

‘I don’t know this for sure, but based on what it has in its stomachs, I think this worm normally eats rocks. Actually, I think it, or something like it, might be responsible for many of the tunnels we’ve been traveling through.’

‘That’s nice,’ I replied. ‘And I like its smooth tunnels. But we aren’t rocks!’

I sounded bitchy and scared, but I couldn’t help it. I hated this.

‘I’m pretty sure it's a red-eye,’ Annabeth said, ignoring my mood, ‘Right before it came out of the ceiling I think I felt something, like someone was watching us and it expected the worm to strike.’

‘I didn’t feel that, but I felt something watching us earlier,’ I messaged back. ‘I think there is still another red-eye, or enemy mage, back in the cavern.’

‘Me too,’ Annabeth agreed. ‘So, how do you want to handle this worm? My suit is telling me I have about five minutes of air.’

Annabeth was smart. She knew the best way to help me keep it together was to get me into problem-solving mode. I couldn’t afford to break down right now, so I welcomed the challenge.

‘You now have five minutes of air available,’ my Crystal spoke up. ‘You are close to the mouth, so there is a tiny amount of regular air for the suit to work with.’

I thanked my Crystal and updated Annabeth. I also sent images of what I’d been working on with the new Miner.

‘How many stomachs do you think there are?’ I asked her.

‘From what I can see, there are four.’ She sent images to go along with her answer. ‘I don’t know much about rock worms, but I was able to locate something that must be its heart. It resides between stomachs three and four.’

‘Do you see a brain?’ I asked, scanning what I could see of the worm with my own magic sight.

‘No,’ she replied after a few moments. ‘It seems like this whole thing is mainly fat, muscle, and stomachs.’

‘That’s what I’m seeing too,’ I agreed. ‘There has to be some sort of brain somewhere, but it isn’t at the front.’ I sent my own images back.

I took a brief moment to gather my thoughts.

‘I think we have two possible courses of action,’ I messaged. ‘The first is to cut through this stomach, the muscles, the skin, and the rocky exterior. We’d need to do that all around the entire worm and basically cut its head off. Or, we work our way deeper into the worm, through its stomachs, and take out its heart.’

‘If we can cut our way to the outside, wouldn’t that be good enough?’ Annabeth asked. ‘Cutting its entire head off will take a lot of time and effort. I’m not sure I have enough air for that.’

‘I considered that, but it won’t work,’ I messaged back. ‘The worm has a huge amount of mass, and if it shifted, it would squish us like bugs against the tunnel walls. I also considered trying to get out the same way we came in, through its mouth. But it has a lot of teeth and again, a lot of mass. We could do some damage, I’m sure, but not enough to get out safely.’

‘I’m not thrilled with going through more stomachs,’ Annabeth said. ‘From what I remember from school long ago, the first stomach is usually for softening food and giving creatures that have been swallowed whole a place to die. The second stomach is where the harsh acid really starts, as it is now trying to break down whatever the worm digested. The next section is usually where it absorbs all the nutrients, and I have no idea how dangerous that stomach would be.’

She paused thoughtfully.

‘Actually, I have no idea what the fourth stomach would do. Maybe start turning whatever is left over into dung? Regardless, that doesn’t sound much safer.’

‘Agreed,’ I said. ‘Plus, my suit is letting me know it can convert some of the air here into something we can use. If we go deeper, we are going to be on a timer. We’d need to get through those stomachs as fast as possible.’

I took another deep breath to steady myself.

‘I guess let’s see how hard it is to cut our way through to the outside first. Hopefully, it won’t be too difficult.’

Annabeth sent back a quick message of agreement and summoned her short sword. Even on my back, she could still give a good swing. She hit the stomach wall and easily parted the softer, moist tissue. Once she got beyond that, though, her blade stopped. She hacked at it some more, but the stomach wall was strong. I guess that made sense, as this worm was used to eating rocks. It couldn’t have a delicate lining if it chewed through a ton of stone.

While she was doing that, I shifted my stance slightly and put Spike and the Knuckle Crew to work. Unfortunately, they didn’t fare much better. Spike penetrated deeper than her short sword, but I still couldn’t get through the stomach lining. I tried Spiking, then switching to the Saber-Saw, but that didn’t work much better.

‘Damn,’ Annabeth said, frustrated. ‘Looks like we can’t get out this way. Can you humor me and see if we can cut through its throat? I know you don’t think we can get out that way, but I’d like to at least try.’

‘Sure,’ I replied. ‘If we have enough air. How are you doing?’

‘I’m topped back up again,’ she replied. ‘I have a full five minutes.’

I trudged the short distance to the entrance, and we tried cutting our way out. Once again, we could cut it to a degree, but we couldn’t get through.

All the stuff the monster had picked up with its last bite had finished getting chewed and swallowed. The throat was now a small tunnel about a foot around. There was no way I could carry Annabeth and fit through. Annabeth might be able to squeeze through on her own, but then she wouldn’t have Red’s protection and she’d be at the mercy of acid and teeth.

‘There’s no way out the front or the side,’ I said, ‘which only leaves taking out the heart.’

‘Or working our way through the entire worm,’ Annabeth noted.

‘True,’ I agreed. ‘But that is a shitty option.’

Then I got a big grin as I thought of a really good pun.

‘Of course, with magic, anus-thing is possible!’

‘That’s terrible,’ Annabeth groaned. ‘But at least you’re getting your sense of humor back. You seemed pretty tense there for a moment.’

‘I know. And I’m sorry about that,’ I sighed. ‘I’m sure this is feeling pretty horrible for you too.’

‘It was initially,’ Annabeth agreed. ‘But now I’m just happy we aren’t fighting beetles. They were very overwhelming, and I was feeling like I was going to be eaten one tiny bit at a time. This stomach isn’t an ideal place, but at least nobody is attacking us and it’s quiet.’

I was surprised by her answer, but she was right. If I let go of my fear of acid and enclosed spaces, this first stomach wasn’t that bad.

‘I really don’t want to trudge through the other stomachs,’ Annabeth messaged. ‘And I’m not just saying that because it would be nasty. I’m saying that because I think it’s a bad idea.

‘I know Red was making light of how bad this stomach acid is, but when we move into the other stomachs, I think it will be much worse. I think their function will be to actually break down the rocks this worm eats, which means their stomach acid is going to be really strong.

‘In addition, the deeper we go, the less access we will have to breathable air. I know we have to use our super suits right now, but at least we can refresh our air supply. This first stomach is shifting a bit. It isn’t much, but it is enough to pull in some air from the outside.’

She paused, and I gave her leg a squeeze to let her know I was listening. Well, I wasn’t listening with my ears. They were still blown out. But I was listening to her message and the thoughts behind it.

‘My final point is that we can’t cut through the worm here. So what happens when we swim through corrosive acid to get close to the heart, but the lining of the stomach is still too tough to cut through?’

‘You make some good points,’ I messaged back. ‘So do you have a solution?’

‘I don’t know if I have the perfect idea to get out of here,’ Annabeth admitted, ‘but I do think we are in the right place to pause and get your new Miner together. It should be able to navigate the stomachs much easier than we could. Once it gets close to the heart, it could phase through the worm itself and snip any arteries or blood vessels attached to it. It might take a few minutes, but once it is dead, we Stamp it and the worm disappears. Voila! We’re free!’

‘Just like that!’ I snapped my fingers in the air like I was doing a magic trick—or Thanos wiping out half of civilization.

‘Just like that!’ Annabeth agreed, laughing.

‘I like the idea,’ I messaged. ‘The only problem is phasing through a living creature is a lot harder than phasing through rock. This red-eye isn't a mage, but it is still alive and it still has an aura. But we won't know if this will work until we try. And it would be awesome if it worked!’

Annabeth gave me a full-body backpack hug. She really didn't want to play Jonah and traipse through the belly of a beast. For that matter, I didn't want to either.

‘Okay then, we have a plan. You use your echolocation on this rock monster and gather as much information about the heart area as you can. Also, see if you can find its brain. Meanwhile, I'll work on finishing up the new Miner. Sound good?’

Annabeth agreed, and we both got to work.

She put her hand on the worm's throat and began sending out pulses of sound. Meanwhile, I dove back into my Throne Room. I was ready to start working on the template for the Miner again when I noticed Bermuda in the cat bed. He was all curled up, paws tucked under and eyes closed in contentment.

‘Hey!’ I called. ‘What are you doing?’

He ignored me, so I ran over and flopped down beside him.

‘You’re going to sleep through all this?’ I inquired, running my fingers through his fur. He stretched, gave a big yawn, then curled up again.

‘You got a lazy butt.’ I gave his booty a firm pat. ‘Lazy butt. Lazy butt. Lazy, lazy butt.’ I tapped out a rhythm on his cute behind.

He cracked one eye open and gave me a sleepy look.

‘You could help us, you know,’ I scolded him.

He opened his other eye and gave me a disgusted look, like “I don’t do gross.”

‘Yeah, well some of us have to,’ I grumbled. ‘We’re fighting for our lives, after all. It would be nice if you helped.’

He sent an image of a kitten on a fluffy rug chasing a bug. Somehow it conveyed the idea that “a kitten’s gotta play in order to learn.”

‘Hey!’ I poked his belly. ‘I’m not a kitten. And these are real monsters. I’m in the belly of a giant beast!’

Bermuda yawned and sent an image of a kitten playing with bubbles.

‘We’ve been eaten!’ I protested. 'Annabeth’s shield charm doesn’t work with these beetles, and she almost melted in magic water!’

He sent an image of a kitten eating a blade of grass.

‘You’re a little stinker,’ I informed him. Then I kissed his head. He was so damn cute.

It felt so nice to spend a brief moment with my furry baby, so I kissed and loved on him some more. Even in the middle of this horrible situation, Bermuda made me feel better.

I didn’t want to, but I got to my feet and went back to the template. Behind me, Bermuda gave a small sigh, put a paw over his eyes, and went back to sleep. The life of a house cat is a wonderful thing.

I took a moment to look over the template and load all the changes we’d made back into my brain again. At two hundred and thirty thousand triangles, it almost looked better than real life.

‘Do you have any other suggestions?’ I asked my lead Miner.

He scratched his head.

‘I could use a pint while I think about it,’ he suggested with a twinkle in his eye.

I’d given the Miners beer before, and that had ended up in a rock throwing contest with the Grannies and the Tangle. So my first instinct was a hard ‘No.’

But I was going to be asking him to do a nasty job, so I changed my mind. I summoned a massive tankard of dark ale and handed it to him.

‘See if that helps your creative process,’ I said as he took a massive sip.

‘It certainly can’t hurt,’ he said with a big grin. Together we circled the template, looking for changes to make it better.

‘I appreciate that you wanted to keep with a traditional miner’s outfit, but how about modifying it so I have a bit of armor?’ he said finally. ‘It seems like our purpose has changed, and now we’re helping you in battle as well. A bit of armor would certainly be appropriate for those situations.’

‘I agree,’ I replied, thoughtfully. ‘Maybe you could be a steampunk miner? You already have goggles and a morphing weapon.’

My lead Miner nodded enthusiastically.

‘I think that’s a great idea. The gears would add extra detail and serve as protection. Just make sure it isn’t too heavy. I still have to fly, after all.’

‘Oh, I have ideas for that.’ I had a quick happy dance. Everything was coming together!

‘Did you know that if you compress wood, it becomes stronger than steel? It is also considerably lighter.’

The lead Miner shook his head.

‘Best of all, it is a living substance, which means I can add the healing rune to it as well. And do you know what that means?’

The lead Miner shook his head again, but he looked excited.

‘Self-repairing armor!’

Now he did a happy dance too. I refilled his tankard and summoned one for myself.

‘I’m going to call it…’ I paused dramatically. ‘Druidium!’

I said it with a grand flourish and almost spilled my beer. It was worth it, though. I thought the name was perfect. It sounded natural, earthy, and yet metallic all at the same time.

Now we had our new concept and new material, we got to work. I kept the basic concept of overalls and miner's hat, but layered everything and turned it into armor. Work gloves still looked like gloves, but now they were gauntlets. The same idea with his boots.

Once I got the function down, I started working with color. Wood comes in all hues— white, red, brown, and black. There are even versions of silver and shades of yellow that look like gold. When I was done, the Miner was covered in living wood, and yet it looked like custom metallic armor. Finally, I added in gears and pistons to give it that steampunk look.

I also extended the concept of druidium to his weapon. Now, it wouldn't just morph. It would actually grow into new shapes, and repair and self-sharpening was built into it.

Without all the extra triangles, making this level of detail would have been impossible. With his old outfit, that many triangles seemed wasted. With his new steampunk druidium, it seemed just right.

'Stand beside the template, and let's have a look,' I told the lead Miner.

He was still in cloth overalls at about fourteen thousand triangles, so it was a revelation seeing both of them together. He was from my third template, and the design was actually really good. It was just that version four was so much more.

'Keep template three,' I told Penny. 'And save this version as four. I'd like to come back later and make it look even better. For now, though, it's plenty good enough.'

Penny nodded, and I turned back to my lead Miner. 'Are you ready to receive your upgrade?'

'I'm itching to try out my new tool,' he said eagerly. 'Let's do this.'

That sounded kind of dirty, but I refused to get distracted. Instead, I upgraded his shell and started filling him with my magic.

I filled him with the amount of power I usually gave my Miners, but it was nowhere near enough. He had already been filled with the usual amount of power before I started, so he was now twice the normal amount. That's when I got the clue that this new template was going to hold a lot more magic than I expected.

I added more magic.

Then even more.

Then still more.

Goodness gracious! What had I created?

The Surfer Dudes had the most capacity of all my soul creations. I’d made them using a different process—cubes instead of triangles. They had over 386,000 cubes, so it made sense that they could handle so much magic.

In fact, they held so much power I couldn’t just make them and dismiss them on an as-needed basis. Instead, I kept a fixed number of them—ten—and it had taken me weeks of gathering magic to get them up to full capacity.

With the latest update, my Miner was starting to feel the same way. I’d thought that I’d have a whole army of powerful Miners cutting my chitin enemies apart. Now, it looked like I’d be lucky to have one.

This wasn’t a bad thing, though. The Miner was going to have to be exceptionally powerful and hold together very well in order to combat the worm’s formidable aura. It was much better to have one really good soul creation that could stay together rather than a bunch of soul creations that were going to fall apart.

I poured about half of my own capacity into the lead Miner, but that still wasn’t enough. He wanted more. The Miner might have been able to get the job done with what he had, but this worm was no joke. I’d rather he have more magic than he needed than not enough.

Penny jumped in to help and soon finished the job. She had more capacity than I did, so it didn’t drain her too badly.

I did notice that her magic color saturation wasn’t great. My emerald green and sapphire blue magic didn’t have its usual jewel tone luster. That was probably because I’d been absorbing the earth magic from the pond and converting it to my colors as fast as possible. It took time and attention to truly convert magic, and I’d had neither.

I had the time now, though, so I gathered Penny in my arms and gave her a big, warm hug. I let my soul flow through her stored power, restoring its vibrant hues. When I was done, she practically sparkled.

‘Thank you, my Source,’ she said in a much more serious voice than normal. Then she laughed and gave a happy twirl. ‘This is so much better!’

‘Any time,’ I replied with a smile. I loved seeing her happy.

I then did the same thing for the Miner. After all, it made little sense to give him that much of my power and not make sure it was the very best. To my surprise, my gruff working Miner hugged me back. He rested his bearded chin on my shoulder and affectionately leaned into me. I had to admit, it was nice.

When I was done, he gave me a nice kiss on the cheek. His whiskers tickled, and I couldn’t help but laugh. For some reason, it felt like he was from a big Italian family that was always showing their affection for each other.

‘Are you ready?’ I asked him.

‘Let me finish my beer,’ he replied and started chugging it down. That seemed like a good idea, so I chugged mine down too. We finished with a satisfied ‘Ahhhh.’ I unsummoned the tankards, and we were ready to go.

‘My attention will be with you every step of the way,’ I told him. ‘The goal is to cut through the arteries and veins attached to the worm’s heart. If it doesn’t have any blood, then it should die, and we can get out of here.’

‘Understood,’ my lead Miner replied seriously. He was all business now the job was about to begin. ‘Let's do this.’

I nodded, and together we left the Throne Room.


Chapter thirty-five

Slice and Dice


As soon as the Miner got outside of my space, I felt the worm’s aura attack him. We were inside its body, so its aura was strong.

I’d never felt an attack like this. Actually, I’d never felt my soul creation like this before. It was like he was a tiny piece of me. I could see, hear, smell, taste—almost like I was really there with him.

Despite the severity of the situation, I couldn’t help but give a proud smile. My soul creations had come a long way from having to use Walkie Talkies to communicate.

I focused back on the worm’s aura again. I’d never felt exactly how it affected my soul creations before. I just knew that they didn’t like it, and they took damage when they were around living things.

Now, with my new connection to my Miner, I could feel the worm’s aura chipping away at my construct. It was like my soul creation was a woven knot of magic, and the aura had hundreds of fingers picking at the threads—looking for a way to unravel it.

The Miner, however, had an insane amount of detail, and the fingers weren’t able to find purchase. This was where having one good-quality Miner was much better than several lesser ones. The aura was still doing some damage, but it was a lot less than what it would have been.

The best part was that the damage was repaired almost instantly. The healing rune in the druidium fixed any problems and didn’t allow the aura to sink in and actually take hold.

‘It's sort of like teeth,’ my Analytical Side spoke up. ‘The worm’s aura is like bacteria, trying to break the tooth down. If it can find a weak spot, it can settle in and cause a cavity. From there, it can reach the core of the tooth and rot it out—destroying it.’

‘Thank you, oh great dental master,’ I said playfully, followed by a deep bow. ‘Thank you for showing me the truth.’ I pronounced it very close to “tooth,” and my Analytical Side gave me the hairy eyeball.

‘I just thought the analogy was apt,’ he said stiffly.

‘You’re right,’ I replied. ‘I always value your input.’

‘Of course,’ my Analytical Side replied grandly. ‘Wisdom is always welcome to the wise.’

‘You’re great at molaring things over and finding the tooth,’ I said as seriously as possible.

That got me another hairy eyeball and a snort.

‘Sometimes, I just can't work with you,’ he declared and stormed off.

‘You want the tooth? You can’t handle the tooth!’ I yelled the mangled movie quote at his retreating back. Teasing him was one of my great joys in life. Especially since he could give as good as he got.

If I were at home, I’d have loved to have a glass of wine and spend some time thinking of more tooth puns. But I wasn’t at home and the clock was ticking.

I gave a deep mental sigh and focused back on the task at hand.

‘Ready?’ the Miner asked.

I nodded, and we took off.

The Miner was fast! I wasn’t expecting that. I figured he’d be a bit quicker, but not like this. Now he was Ironman fast.

We shot across the first stomach and then resized for our journey down the passage to the second stomach. It was clamped shut at the moment, but the Miner shrunk down smaller than a period, and we easily made it through.

The second stomach was intense. Annabeth had theorized that this was where the acid would be the worst, and she was right. Ropey strings of slimy acid fell from the top of the stomach into a pit of rocks, bones, and chitin. Any flesh that once surrounded them had been melted away. Except for the teeth. I saw the skull of some sort of creature, and the teeth were still attached.

Ugh.

This place was nasty.

Based on all the bones and chitin, this worm had deviated a lot from its normal mineral diet. I was sure it was the influence of the red magic, but this massive creature had turned into a carnivore.

I thought most creatures expelled the bones they ate, as they were too hard to digest. Apparently, this worm didn’t think so. These bones weren’t going anywhere in their current form. And sure enough, it looked like the bones were gradually dissolving.

I didn’t have any idea of how tough chitin was compared to bones, but there were lots of ants and pieces of other creatures here too. I tried not to look too closely, but I was sure I saw a few spiders. I guess the worm wasn’t all bad.

The Miner slowed down and avoided touching anything. That was harder than it sounded as this stomach was constantly shifting and agitating its contents. It was stirring the pot and making sure nothing could hide from the acid breaking it down.

As we zoomed along, I was very glad I wasn’t here in person. I wouldn’t have been able to stay above the worst of it and skim over the remains. Instead, I’d have been wading through rocks and all kinds of dead carcasses. I’d have had to physically push them out of our path, and the way this stomach was moving, I’d probably have fallen more than once. Being submerged in this putrid pit was a horrible thought, and I quickly pushed it away.

Fortunately, we didn’t spend long here, and soon we were at the entrance to the passage leading to the third stomach. This passage was partially open, but not enough to let any solid bits through.

This passage seemed more flesh-like than the other one, and I felt like I was traveling through someone’s large intestines. I guess that in a way, I was.

We flew into the third stomach, and this time, Annabeth’s prediction was off a bit. She’d thought that this would be the place where the worm absorbed all the nutrients. But from what I could sense, there was still a lot of processing going on.

This stomach’s contents were considerably different from the last one. Gone were the solid pieces of partially digested shapes. Instead, I saw a thick slurry of soupy—stuff. I didn’t have a good word for it, and I didn’t want to think about it long enough to come up with one.

It had the consistency of a bowl of runny oatmeal, and it seemed to be undergoing some sort of chemical reaction. Thick bubbles formed on the surface, popped in slow motion, and formed again.

It was like the contents were cooking somehow, getting ready for the next step. Fortunately, we weren’t here for any of that. Instead, we were here to get close to the worm’s heart.

My Miner skimmed over the surface of the slurry, avoiding any splash from popping bubbles, and headed to the far wall. When we arrived, I knew we were close to the heart, as I could hear it.

I thought the worm’s heartbeat would be slow and ponderous, befitting such a massive creature. Instead, it was actually pretty rapid.

‘What do you have for me?’ I messaged Annabeth, and she replied with everything she’d been able to see or sense about the worm. The amount of detail she’d been able to gather was just astonishing. Especially since she was way up at the front of the worm.

‘I’m getting much better with echolocation,’ Annabeth messaged when I sent back feelings of amazement at just how good she was. ‘Or, in this situation, I guess it would be echo-mapping.’

She was keeping it low key and factual, but I could tell she was pleased with how much information she’d been able to gather.

The worm was longer than I’d expected, and I’d already thought it was massive. The fourth stomach took up almost the entire back half of the worm, which meant that the Miner was almost to the halfway point. The heart was between the third and fourth stomach, but now that I had Annabeth’s layout, I could see it was closer to the fourth stomach than the third.

Looks like we needed to go deeper still.

I incorporated what Annabeth had sensed into my map, and then we flew off to get to the fourth stomach. This tunnel was even more flesh-like, and when we flew into the final stomach, it seemed like this was where the worm absorbed most of its nutrients.

This stomach was smaller in diameter, but it continued way into the distance, beyond what I could sense. The slurry no longer bubbled or churned. Instead, it just sat there, with only the faintest of movements.

The stomach walls were the most like flesh too. In the first two stomachs especially, they had been harder than stone.

We flew up to the stomach lining closest to the heart, and again, I could hear the heart beating. It sounded clearer now.

The Miner paused within a weapon’s length of the wall, and I realized something surprising. I couldn’t see inside the body of the worm.

I’d been so focused on the stomach and its contents that I hadn’t tried to see past it yet. Actually, I could see into the worm a little, about a foot or so, but it wasn’t anything like my normal sight.

‘What’s going on?’ I asked ‘Why can’t you see where we’re headed?’

‘It’s the flesh of the worm,’ he replied, like that explained everything. When I still seemed confused, he quickly broke it down for me.

‘Air is easy,’ he said, gesturing at the space above the tranquil mash.

‘Liquid is harder to see through, especially when it is filled with solids.’ He gestured at the stomach contents below us.

‘Aura and magic obscure just about everything. It is especially bad when aura or magic are bonded with flesh.’ He gestured at the stomach wall.

‘In this case, we have the living flesh of a living creature, which anchors its aura. That is why I can’t see very far into this creature.’

‘So magic, aura, and density are the biggest limiting factors for my magic sight?’ I asked.

‘Yes,’ the Miner nodded.

‘Why haven’t I noticed that when I’m in my body?’ I mused thoughtfully. I didn’t expect the Miner to answer, but he did.

‘Your body anchors your magic and your aura in this world. It’s where your power is strongest. The same factors of density, aura, and magic affect your ability to see, but your sight is so strong you can usually see through everything.

‘As your soul creation, I have the power of your magic and a temporary aura to work with. But I don’t have a physical vector to anchor my abilities. On one hand, that makes me more versatile, as I can change my size and phase through objects. Both abilities which have come in very useful before. Plus, I’m invisible to most people. But because I’m apart from you and I’m not anchored to you, I just don’t have the same abilities that you do.

‘If you were physically here right now, I bet you could push the red-eye’s aura aside and see whatever you wanted. Since you aren’t, we’ll have to make do with the abilities you’ve given me.’

He fell silent, and I took a moment to take it all in. This was good stuff!

I’d used thousands of soul creations before, and I’d been able to feel how they worked as a group, but I’d never focused this deeply on just one creation before. It was proving to be enlightening.

‘So does having my full attention and focus like this help anchor your powers?’ I asked.

‘Yes,’ he replied. ‘I can see better, and the worm’s aura can’t damage me as much.’

He paused, and I could tell he was trying to work it all out.

‘I don’t know that I’m saying this in the right way, but I’m going to try. Because I’m made up of your magic, I automatically claim the space I’m in for you. Having high-quality, fully saturated magic means I can claim more space—and the space I do claim is claimed more fully. Having your focus on me enhances my claim even more.’

‘That all makes sense,’ I said. ‘Thank you for laying that out so clearly. It’s almost like I’m a country and you’re my army. Wherever my army goes, I control that section of land while they are there.

‘Keeping with the army analogy, a bigger army lets me control more land. Also, the better they are at fighting, the harder they are to push around.’

Wait a minute. If my focus made my Miner better….

‘Quick question. If my attention makes you better, does that mean my body is currently less protected?’

‘I think so,’ the Miner replied. ‘I just know what is happening around me, so I’m not completely sure. Actually, this whole conversation is new to me. But, yes, I think that when you are focused on one of us, then your body is more open to magical attack.

‘Of course, you aren’t being magically attacked at the moment, so I don’t think you need to worry. Your aura is a lot more powerful than the worm’s, so it can’t harm you.’

That was really good stuff to know, and I could see how it would be useful in battle. I could switch my focus to Red and his team if I was getting hit by a massive punch again. Or I could make sure all my focus was on whoever I was healing. When I was working magic, a wandering mind was not my friend.

‘Have you alway known about this?’ I asked. Something he’d said made me think this might be new to him as well.

‘Not like I’m telling you now,’ the Miner said, and he sent an image of how he’d sensed the world before. ‘I think I instinctively knew what was happening, but I couldn’t explain it. With this latest upgrade, I’m seeing and understanding the world so much better. It makes me excited to think about what might be possible from here. Can you imagine what it would be like having a million triangles?’

‘It would be amazing!’ I said. ‘Who knows what you might be able to do then. Someday, hopefully soon, I’ll have enough magic to make it happen. For now, though, are you ready to take out the worm?’

‘Of course,’ he replied. ‘I’m always ready to work.’

And with that, he started phasing through the stomach lining.

The experience was different from anything I’d felt before. I was used to seeing inside things with my magic sight, but this time, we were the ones that were inside. The flesh of the worm was all around us, touching every part of the Miner. It was like I was trying to squeeze through a vat of silly putty.

The weirdest thing, though, was that the flesh was inside the Miner. We weren’t displacing something solid, like I was used to. Instead, my magic and the body of the worm existed in the same space at the same time.

It was freaky as heck.

My mind kept trying to relate the experience to something I’d felt before—to find some way to normalize what I was sensing and deal with it better. But it was coming up empty.

My whole life I automatically displaced the world around me. When I walked, I pushed the air away, and I took up the space. When I swam or took a bath, I displaced the water. When I moved through my living room, I walked around the furniture. I certainly didn’t walk through it. Trying to move through furniture was a recipe for a stubbed toe.

Now, it was like I was a ghost, floating my way through the world.

My soul creations had phased through things before—regular walls, doors, and lots of stone. What made this time so different was that I was only linked with one creation. And that creation was so much more detailed and powerful.

Once I got used to the physicality of it all, I got hit with the next layer of experience—the worm’s aura. Unlike its body, my Miner could not exist in the same space as a hostile aura. My magic, and the tiny bit of aura the Miner had borrowed from me, was displacing the worm’s aura.

And it didn’t like that.

It didn’t like that one bit.

The hostile aura fought tooth and nail to remain attached to the tissue we were moving through. The strain on the Miner to stay together increased drastically. Instead of probing fingers seeking to unravel my work of magic, it felt like a crew of jackhammers were trying to pry the Miner apart.

Fortunately, my lead Miner had armor now. Self-repairing armor. And the druidium was up to the task. As fast as the red aura damaged the Miner’s armor, the healing rune patched it right back up again.

Of course, it used a bit of magic from the Miner to make that happen. So it wasn’t like the Miner could just hang out in the worm’s innards forever. But it wasn’t a huge amount. The Miner still had plenty of magic left to do what it needed to.

I was so busy adjusting to all the new sensations that I missed the moment when we got out of the stomach lining. Attached to the lining was a dense layer of muscles, and beyond that was a layer of fat.

‘Where do you want to start?’ the Miner asked.

I consulted the map and quickly double checked it against the images that Annabeth had sent me. It looked like there were two major vessels entering the heart on one side of the worm and leaving on the other side. One set of vessels serviced the back half of the worm and the other set the front half.

The heart itself was like nothing I’d seen before. It was almost like four long, flat hearts layered next to each other, and they ran the width of the worm.

‘Let’s cut this main vessel,’ I said, indicating the one closest to us.

I was so glad Annabeth had mapped all this out ahead of time. This worm was massive, and with only a foot of sight, I would have spent a long time figuring out what the heart looked like and where it was. Thanks to her magic sight and echo-mapping, I knew exactly where to go to take down the red-eye.

My Bank Crystal was sending Annabeth updates of our journey, so I quickly included a message of appreciation for all her hard work. She already knew that I thought she was a great teammate, but it never hurt to say ‘thank you.’

The Miner took off, and this time it didn’t feel quite so strange phasing through the worm’s body. I was actually starting to appreciate the experience when we arrived.

‘Cut it,’ I instructed the Miner before he could ask.

I held my breath in anticipation. This was the moment of truth—when I found out if all these changes were going to work.

It was great the Miner could fly faster and that he could survive much better in hostile environments. But could he actually cut? Could he deal out damage?

This was a rock worm after all—not the normal squishy kind. Its first stomach had been too hard for Annabeth or I to cut through. Its blood vessels didn’t need that level of protection, so hopefully, they were softer. We were about to find out.

The Miner fired up his new weapon and kicked it out of phase mode. As soon as he did, the circular saw cut through everything around it.

The Miner swiped, and just like that, he cut through part of the blood vessel.

Easy-peasy.

I almost couldn’t believe it.

The circular saw had sliced through the walls of the blood vessel like it was a cooked noodle. And not even the al dente kind.

The Miner moved forward slightly and swiped again. The blood vessel was pretty big, so it took one more cut, and then it was done.

The blood vessel was sliced in two.

We’d won!

Now we wouldn't have to risk our lives any more than we had already by spelunking through the stomachs. Annabeth and I were going to be fine. We just needed to wait for the worm to die.

The Miner was ready to zip over to the next major blood vessel, but I wanted to stick around. Something wasn’t right.

In horror movies, someone gets cut and blood gushes everywhere. That wasn’t happening here. Instead, blood was flowing through the vein like normal.

I only had a foot of magic sight to work with, but I soon figured out why.

The circular saw had cut through the blood vessel all right, but it was a nanoblade that had been doing the slicing. The vessel was wrapped in a dense layer of fat, and the cut was so fine, it hadn’t moved the vessel at all.

The walls of the vein were still supporting it, and the cut wasn’t letting any blood out. So from a performance perspective, the vessel was doing fine. Its integrity was still intact. If I left this vein alone, it would probably heal up in a day, and the worm wouldn’t have any clue it had even been attacked.

Okay. So we hadn’t won yet. This was going to take a bit more work.

‘Try slicing it lengthwise,’ Annabeth messaged. ‘Like you are trying to split a straw.’

That was an excellent idea.

And it sort of worked.

The vein collapsed a lot more, but the layers of fat kept the blood mostly together and moving in the right direction.

The obvious answer to that was to cut the fat.

Only, there was a lot of fat.

Oh well. The sooner we started, the sooner we’d get done.

The Miner got to work, and I took the opportunity to check him out. He was holding up well, especially since this was such a hostile environment.

He was still taking more damage than I wanted, though, which was slowly eating through the magic I’d given him. At the moment, I didn’t have any way of getting more magic, so I needed what I’d given him to last, especially since I needed him to take on the beetles after he’d taken out the worm.

Then I had an idea. If focus was the key and he was using a version of my magic sight, why couldn’t I actively claim the space around him and push back the aura for him?

I quickly put the thought into action. I anchored myself even more in the Miner and reached out to everything he could see.

‘MINE,’ I commanded, and the red aura fled.

Wow! That had worked out well. It was nice when an idea came together.

There was one small problem—the Miner was moving. Since I couldn’t claim a large space, I needed to push the aura back over and over again as the Miner flew around.

I didn’t need to focus on anything else though, so it worked out. The erosion on the Miner went back to feeling like gentle fingers, and I saved the magic of repairs.

The Miner was fast, and he had no problems cutting through the fat either. It wasn’t long before a two-foot section of the vein was sliced through, and the fat was sliced through as well.

For the first time, I started to see the result I was looking for. The fat slid, and suddenly, the blood was either blocked or shooting off in another direction.

‘Do the same thing on the other vein!’ I commanded the Miner, and he rocketed into action. We’d taken care of the blood coming in from the back half of the worm. Now we needed to cut the flow from the front half.

Once again, we sliced and diced the vein, and we were almost done with the surrounding fat when the red-eye realized something was wrong. The only warning we got was a rumble, and then suddenly, the worm went wild.

It convulsed, slamming Annabeth and I against the ceiling—along with all the contents of the first stomach. Then it contracted, pinning us against its throat, before expanding back out again.

‘Finish up here,’ I commanded my Miner. ‘Then come back to me. I have to go.’

I didn’t wait for a reply as I pulled my focus back to Annabeth and my body. This was going to be a rough ride, so I curled up in a ball, and Annabeth curled up around me.

The worm rolled, rolled back again, and then slammed itself against the tunnel. We were along for the ride, like a pinball in a washing machine. We were spinning and bouncing, just like all the other stomach contents, which made my vertigo kick in.

I quickly locked my jaws and switched off my magic sight. I couldn’t afford to hurl. If I did, I’d be spewing inside my super suit with no way of letting it out. It was holding my breathable air after all.

Of course, that meant I couldn’t see anything, which was terrifying. My world was pitch black, and I had no idea when we were going to crash into the stomach lining, or when something heavy in the stomach was going to hit us.

This was a nightmare. The only thing I could do was just hang on and hope for the best.

‘Red!’ my Analytical Side shouted. ‘Reinforce Red!’

Oh—duh! I’d been so focused on my situation I’d taken Red for granted. The Hex Network was working overtime keeping Annabeth and I safe. Between us, we had a decent amount of body mass, and we were getting slammed hard against the stomach walls. The worm had just eaten some rocks too, so they were ricocheting around as well. Without Red protecting us, we’d have had broken bones for sure.

We were inside an enemy aura, so this was exactly the situation where my focus was helpful. Without further thought, I slammed my focus into all five thousand hexagons and commanded “MINE!”

The red aura fell back, and my brain just about exploded from all the new sensations. Five thousand Hexagons cheered my minor victory, and all five thousand Hexagons proudly streamed everything they were sensing and doing.

It was mind-boggling.

And also super awesome.

I’d given Red multiple ways of sensing what was around him. The first was echolocation, using four ears, so he had that spatial awareness like Annabeth had. Of course, I was getting spatial awareness from five thousand Hexagons. They covered me and Annabeth, so I was getting input from every possible angle, and the whole thing was overwhelming.

It felt like five thousand people were shoving cell phones in my face and expecting me to know what was on each screen. That wasn’t possible. At least not for me right now.

Fortunately, my new level 24 Bank Crystal came to my rescue. It merged all the inputs together and shoved the resulting 3D map at me.

Oh! That wasn’t hard. That was just like my magic sight. I was already used to seeing everything around me in full detail. It was just that now I needed the extra step of getting the input from the Hex Network.

It took a bit to get it right, but when I did, I could ‘see’ again! The best part of working on this was that it took all my concentration. I didn’t have any left over capacity to feel anxious or scared or disoriented. I was in pure problem-solving mode until all the echolocation inputs snapped into place.

Encouraged by that success, I started working on Red’s other way of seeing, his four eyes. There wasn’t any visible light, so in that aspect Red was as blind as I was. However, I’d made his eyes so they could see in a much wider spectrum, including infrared, and there was a lot of heat around us. Surprisingly, there was a lot of ultraviolet light as well. I had no idea where that was coming from, and I didn’t care. I just grabbed all that information and added it to my mental map.

Seeing everything wasn’t necessary for our survival, but it sure made me feel better. It also gave me something to work on while we were being bounced around. The worm seemed to be slowing down, but only slightly. We had a lot of bouncing left to endure.

Red and the Hex Network were doing a fantastic job and having one heck of a time. Red was almost always enthusiastic and excited, and the entire crew was treating this like a roller coaster thrill ride. Of course, it wasn’t so great for us. I was getting pretty bruised up again.

‘Did you find a brain in the worm?’ I messaged Annabeth, just as the Miner showed up and ducked inside me. I checked him over to make sure he was alright and topped up his magic while I was waiting.

‘No,’ she replied shortly. She sounded disoriented and very unhappy. ‘I’m not good with anatomy like you are. I found the heart because it’s pretty big, but I didn’t find anything that looked like a brain.’

‘Okay. Hang in there!’ I messaged encouragingly. ‘This will all be over soon.’ I sent images of kids having fun in one of those blow up bouncy houses. This was soooo not like that, but it was the only positive image I could think of.

The stomach contracted to a major degree, which gave us a break from crashing into things. It contracted so much, though, that I started to worry about getting squished flat.

‘You can see again,’ my Analytical Side noted, ‘but you aren’t getting vertigo.’

Really?

I was so focused on reinforcing Red and his team that I hadn’t noticed.

‘I would conjecture that since you are seeing through something else, it gives you enough mental distance to create a separate reference point. In other words, your senses say it’s not you being tossed through space, it’s someone else, and you're just watching.’

That was certainly something to think about later. Much later. When we weren’t fighting for our lives.

‘Also, it might be good to Connect with this red-eye,’ my Analytical Side suggested. ‘You can probably sense how it's doing and how long it has before it expires.’

That was an excellent idea. My Analytical Side was on a roll! Pun intended.

I mentally let go of the five thousand Hexagons, plunging me back into darkness, and reached for the worm.

I was used to fighting red-eyes for a Connection, but we clicked almost instantaneously.

The worm was a simple creature. It wanted to eat rocks, poop rocks, and crawl around through its tunnels. That was it.

The worm’s story was similar to the ant generals. It had been eating and tunneling one day long ago when it had encountered a mage. The mage had injected it with horrible red magic, forced it to grow, and made the worm become one of the mage’s guardians.

From that moment on, the worm had become deeply unhappy. It couldn’t crawl where it wanted, and it was forced to eat non-rock stuff. This non-rock stuff wiggled and tickled inside it and made an awful smell. Many times it got so bad the worm couldn’t taste the rock at all.

Its basic nature was similar to a cow enjoying a field of grass. That was what it wanted to get back to. It hated being an ambush predator.

Unlike the ants, this red-eye wasn’t filled with rage. It was filled with a mixture of frustration and sadness. It was supposed to have done ‘something’ long ago. I got a feeling like splitting? Or reproducing? I wasn’t sure.

It felt like a renewal of some sort, like leaving a shell behind and becoming both smaller and greater. I didn’t have any human experience to compare it to.

The worm was a simple creature. I’d thought of a cow earlier, but this worm was simpler than that. It still had feelings, though, and I couldn’t help but reach out through our Connection and let it know that everything was going to be alright. It was going to be free from the red mage soon enough.

I ran my ‘fingers’ through its feelings like they were fur. I sent soothing thoughts and soft murmurs of comfort. Its time in this world would soon be over.

‘Being of Power?’ the worm queried.

‘Yes,’ I replied. ‘But not evil. I don’t want to control you.’

‘Take Power?’ it queried again, and this time it thrust the red magic at me.

Well, this was an interesting development. I didn’t have my Grannies here to clean the magic, but now I could do that on my own.

‘Yes,’ I said and reached for the magic.

The worm threw it all at me, but I forced the red-eye to slow down and hand it over a piece at a time. I treated the red magic just like the strands I’d found in the level four ants. I reached out with my intention, stripped away the red ownership, and claimed it as my own.

For such a huge creature, it didn’t have a lot of red magic controlling it, so the hand off happened pretty quickly.

‘New me. Next me.’ The worm sent an image of a much smaller rock worm, but this time it was dark as midnight and had scales made of some sort of mineral. It gave the impression that it had been lovingly working on this next version for a long, long time. ‘No hurt?’

I felt the desperate plea to leave this little one alone. It assumed I could capture and control it like the red mage had, and it wanted to be free. It was so simple, like the smallest child, but the need it communicated was as big as its enormous body.

‘No hurt,’ I agreed. I sent back images of the little worm wiggling its way down the tunnel. Free as a bird. I also sent a touch of my Mark of the Deep Earth as I wished the little worm well.

‘Earth Child,’ it sent back. ‘Blessings.’

I wasn’t sure if the massive rock worm was blessing me or if it wanted a blessing. But at that moment, it expired. The dragonfly Stamped it, and suddenly, Annabeth and I fell a short distance to the ground.


Chapter thirty-six

The Watcher


I switched my magic sight back on again and quickly looked around. We were in a massive tunnel, big enough for a subway train. About twenty feet in front of us, a huge hole led downward into the cavern with the beetles. Behind us, the empty tunnel stretched off into the distance.

Annabeth said something as our suits morphed back to their regular shape. I looked at her questioningly until I remembered she’d blown out my hearing. Getting eaten made me forget little things like that.

I pointed at my ears and then remembered she still couldn’t see. My goodness. What a pair we were. Was there a joke about the blind leading the deaf? If not, I needed to make one up.

‘What should we do now?’ Annabeth messaged. She sounded exhausted.

‘We’re going to rest and recover,’ I messaged back. I quickly planned ahead. ‘Charging into the next battle while we are tired and sore won’t do us any good. I’m not leaving this place without the magic water, though. It restores our power a lot faster than just trying to absorb it from the environment, and that is going to be essential for the rest of the tournament.

‘I have to have magic for my shield and other soul creations. You need to have power for your sonic abilities, and we both need magic for healing. The challenges are just going to get harder, so we need to be at our best. That magic water is the advantage we need to win this tournament, especially since we don’t have any magical treasures like the other teams.’

I could have said a lot more, but I stopped. I was sure she got the idea.

‘What about the core?’ Annabeth asked.

There was a core?

Of course there was a core.

I couldn’t see it myself, but Annabeth’s magic sight reached much farther than mine.

‘We better get it,’ I replied with a groan. I was battered and sore too, but I didn’t want any beetles to get their mandibles on it. For all we knew, they’d eat the core and turn into super powerful beetles. That was the last thing we needed.

Annabeth was still riding backpack in order to share my shield. So I got to my feet, made sure she was secure and comfortable, and trudged on down the tunnel. It wasn’t long before I saw the core. And I also saw the new midnight rock worm.

It was cute, in a groundhog kind of way. It was also a lot less threatening, as it was slightly longer than a baseball bat and had a fat little body, like it was stuffed full of pillows. As I watched, it scooted forward and picked up a small rock—snarfing it down like a raccoon eating a French fry. It paused for a moment, and then slowly scooted forward and picked up another one.

I still wasn’t sure if this creature was a baby rock worm, or some sort of evolved / molted version of the big one. Either way, it no longer had a red aura, and it was doing what it liked to do best—eat rocks and crawl around. I was sure the pooping rocks would come later.

I wished it all the best and left it alone.

The core itself was beautiful. It was about the size of a football, and it sparkled like a polished ruby. The color of the core threw me off a bit, but I didn’t feel any malevolence from it. I had to remind myself that red wasn’t a bad color as I carefully picked it up.

‘Incoming,’ I messaged Penny. ‘It is another red-eye’s core, so we should probably store it securely. It feels mainly like earth magic, so it's probably alright. But it doesn’t hurt to be careful.’

Penny agreed and soon the worm core was sitting in the safe in my Throne Room. I thanked her, turned around, and trudged back towards the big hole.

Once I got there, I lay on the ground and carefully scooted towards the edge. I wanted to see what was going on, but didn’t want the red-eyes to sense me either.

The floor below us was covered in a carpet of beetles. There were so many I couldn’t see the moss at all.

We watched them for a minute, but nothing much happened. A few beetles were moving around, but most of them were just sitting there, like they were taking a nap or something.

‘I think all the beetles have finished falling out of the ceiling,’ Annabeth messaged.

‘Yes,’ I agreed, ‘and I don’t see them leaving through the cracks in the walls. Instead, they are just standing still. I wonder what they are doing?’

‘Maybe waiting for us to return?’

‘Maybe,’ I replied. My magic sight didn’t cover the whole cavern, so Annabeth used her magic sight and echolocation to really scout it out. I also sent my Surfer Dudes into the room and had them map out all the cracks.

We didn’t find anything special. It looked like all the beetles had poured into the cavern, and now they were waiting.

‘I’m going to let the Miner take out a beetle,’ I told her. ‘Let's see what the horde does then.’

Annabeth gave me a supportive squeeze as I popped back into my Throne Room.

‘Are you ready?’ I asked the Miner.

‘Certainly!’ he replied ‘I’m not one to loaf around on the job.’ Then he wiggled his eyebrows at me. ‘Of course, now that I think about it, I am a bit dry. A beverage before battle wouldn’t be out of order.’

I laughed and summoned another tankard of ale for him. He gave a long pull, followed by a happy sigh.

While he enjoyed his pre-battle libation, I scanned him for damage. But he seemed perfectly fine. It was good to see his new armor was working out well.

I topped up his magic and let him finish his drink before sending him on his way. I popped back to my regular self as I followed his flight down into the cavern below.

I thought he might take a moment to get set up, but instead, he didn’t waste any time. He flew right up to the nearest beetle, fired up his circular saw, and cut the red-eye in two.

I was shocked at how easy it was. The circular blade was so thin, it didn’t seem like it was cutting at all. I thought that maybe it hadn’t worked until the two halves slid apart.

I quickly directed the Miner to fly back up to the ceiling and see if the vanquished beetle was going to cause an uproar.

Everything stayed quiet.

The dragonfly collected the points, and the two halves vanished.

Everything still stayed nice and calm. I sent Annabeth a messaged high-five.

‘Work your way around the room and take out all the red-eyes,’ I told the Miner. ‘Only take a few from an area at a time, though. I don’t want them to get riled up. If you run into problems, come and get me. I’m going to use this time to recover.’

He gave me a thumbs up, waved to the dragonfly, and got started. Meanwhile, I silently backed away from the hole. Then I waited while the magic rope untied itself and Annabeth crawled off my back.

“I love being able to use Red as my shield, but it is also nice to be on my own two feet again,” she said as she gave a stretch.

I had a big stretch myself. I was sore from being slammed around in the worm's stomach, and it was nice to just manage my own weight for the moment. I directed my Surfers to keep an eye out for any new beetles, both in our tunnel and in the cavern below us. Then I picked out a nice spot, sat down, and started running a healing cycle. Annabeth plopped down beside me and did the same.

After a few cycles, we synced up our rhythm, and it wasn’t long before I started feeling good again. Tea and the Grove had already been laying the groundwork for this, so my rate of improvement seemed miraculous.

I felt a sharp pain in my ears followed by a pop. It knocked me out of my meditation, but it was worth it, as I realized I could hear again. Now, if Annabeth’s eyes could see again, we’d be back in top shape.

‘How is Annabeth doing?’ I asked Tea. He took a moment to communicate with the Ents in Annabeth’s body.

‘She’s hurt her back and fractured a couple ribs,’ Tea reported. ‘She doesn’t have the same level of enhanced bone structure that you do.’

Oh, my goodness! No wonder she hadn’t been feeling like her normal happy self.

‘As for her eyes,’ Tea continued, ‘I’m happy to report that it shouldn’t be long before she should get her sight back.’

‘Fantastic!’ I replied. ‘Thank you for all your help.’

Tea bowed like a tree and went back to work. I spent a few more cycles making sure I was in top shape and then started focusing completely on Annabeth. She hadn’t complained at all, but I did not want her fighting with fractured ribs. That was just a recipe for disaster.

I could only push Annabeth so hard, so once I had her healing in high gear, I took a moment to check in with the Miner.

‘How’s it going?’ I asked.

‘The hard shells are quiet for now,’ he said happily. ‘They’re just sitting there like rocks, and I’m slicing them up like geodes. This new tool you’ve given me handles like a charm!’

‘I’m glad you like it,’ I replied.

‘The cut is silent,’ he continued, ‘so it hasn’t raised any alarms, and the slice is incredibly smooth. It almost feels like I’m cutting warm butter instead of tough chitin. I wish I’d had this earlier in the day when we were facing the ants.’

‘I wish you’d had it too,’ I agreed. ‘So how close are you to being done here?’

‘I’ve vanquished a little over three hundred red-eyes,’ he said. ‘I reckon I have around five hundred more to go.’

I got the impression that he wanted me to stop interrupting him, so I thanked him and left him to his work. It was now time to check in with my Bank Crystal.

‘Since I have the time, I have a few questions for you,’ I said.

‘Of course,’ it replied. ‘I'm still getting used to my new space, but if I can answer, I will.’

‘Wonderful,’ I replied cheerfully. ‘My first question is how much time do we have left in this round?’

‘You have four hours, two minutes and twelve seconds,’ it replied. ‘To answer your anticipated follow-up question, that should be enough time to get back to the return portal. It isn't a certainty, as we don't know exactly where we are and what challenges we will face between here and the exit. But as long as you don't get distracted, you should be fine.’

Four hours did seem like a good amount of time. It should be enough. Hopefully.

‘Thank you for that complete answer,’ I said with a bow. ‘Now for the next question, how many points do we have?’

I’d asked this already, but maybe my Crystal had more of an idea now.

‘I was afraid you were going to ask that.’ The Crystal did its imitation of a sigh. ‘The answer is the same as before. I don't know. That's mainly because we've run into red-eyes that are not in the data packet Papa Ank gave me. The giant worm you vanquished is not listed, but I expect it will count for a lot of points. It's the same with the beetles. There are smaller creatures on the list, but nothing quite like them. Given how durable they are along with their ability to work together, I would anticipate they should be worth a point each. Maybe more. Since you are vanquishing a horde of the creatures, that creates a big unknown in your score.’

The Crystal sighed again.

‘I'm sure you would like a better answer than that, but that's all I have at the moment. You'll just have to wait until your run is evaluated.’

Well damn. It didn't change anything, but it sure would have been nice to know how we were doing.

‘Final question, are you comfortable enough with your new abilities for me to start seriously mapping this place?’

I’d done a bit of mapping with my creations, but I’d held off on really exploring the cave system. That was going to be a lot of data heading Crystal’s way, and I wanted to give it time to get ready.

‘I assume you are going to use your Surfer Dudes?’ it replied. ‘If so, I have enough capacity to handle seven of them at once. I might be able to do more, but let's try just seven for now.’

‘Wonderful,’ I said and then turned to my Surfers.

‘Map this place,’ I told them. ‘Find a way back to the entrance that doesn't involve steep climbs or high risk. Also, stay away from natural creatures that will defend their territory and don't give us any points. I don’t mind taking out a few here and there, but I don’t want to wipe out a whole nest just so we can pass.’

Seven of the Surfers flew a loop in the air to show they understood, and then they took off. Most flew off down the worm's tunnel, but a few flew into the cavern to check out the cracks in the walls. The remaining three Surfers stayed with us and kept an eye out for trouble.

Not much time had passed, but I checked in with Annabeth anyway. She was doing well and still recovering as fast as she could. There wasn’t anything else I could do at the moment, so I took a few minutes to enjoy watching the map fill in.

The Surfer Dudes are the fastest soul creation I have, and they wasted no time exploring all the passageways we had access to. It was good that they were that quick, as they had a lot of ground to cover.

This place was a labyrinth of tunnels, caverns, steep drop-offs, and streams. To make it even more complicated, most of the caverns had critters that had moved in and made it their home. Thank goodness I didn’t have to figure all this out on my own!

I had every confidence the Surfers would get the data and my Crystal would map a path out of here. I just needed to give them time to work on it.

I checked in with Annabeth and the Miner again. They were doing fine, of course.

I felt restless. I wasn’t used to just sitting there, twiddling my thumbs. I didn’t want to move too far from Annabeth in case we needed to link up again, and there wasn’t anything else I could do.

Or was there!?

Suddenly, I had an idea.

I’d created a whole new self-healing super-powerful material—druidium—that worked both as a nano weapon and armor. There were other soul creations that could use an upgrade as well.

The obvious place to start was with Spike. I’d made the Knuckle Crew’s spikes and blades out of something like steel, but druidium was even better. I swapped out the material and topped them up with magic.

The difference was immediately apparent as they could handle twice as much power as before. That generally meant they would now be twice as effective. I sort of wished I had a level three red-eye to try them on. Maybe now Spike would punch through in one shot!

Encouraged by my success with the attack, I decided to work with Red on defense. I didn't change any of the vines or icons that made Red such a powerful and versatile soul creation. Instead, I replaced the background everything was on. Not only did it look better, it also protected me with the power of druidium.

I wasn't just relying on the force rune or the energy distribution. I would soon have real, self-healing armor backing me up. Surely, that would increase my defense by a significant amount.

The enhanced ability took more power, though, and I only had enough to convert Red and two other Hexagons before I ran out. These new, high-density soul creations were thirsty creatures, and I just didn't have the capacity to convert everything at once.

I really needed to find a way to gather more magic. I planned on getting more from the pond, but I needed to make sure Annabeth had enough magic as well.

I couldn't do any more upgrades at the moment, so it was perfect timing that my Miner showed up. I’d gotten so focused on what I was doing that I'd lost track of what was happening in the cavern below.

‘All done?’ I asked.

He nodded as he converted the circular saw back to a pickaxe and propped it on his shoulder.

‘The job is complete,’ he declared. ‘The bastards will bug you no more.’

Then he raised a bushy eyebrow to see if I caught the pun. I laughed in appreciation and handed him another tankard of ale. Vanquishing beetles must be thirsty work, as he quickly drank it dry. I took his empty tankard and handed him a full one.

That one went down slower, and I used the time to examine him closely. He was down to less than half power, but he still looked good. His armor was in perfect shape, and his weapon was in excellent condition. The Miner himself looked a bit tired, but who wouldn't after taking care of that many red-eyes?

I knew these fourth generation soul creations needed a lot of magic to operate, but their efficiency was outstanding. I'd been in the middle of those beetles, and there was no way I could have taken care of that many red-eyes using only the amount of magic he had. I'd have utilized at least ten times that much and probably gotten injured in the process.

‘How many red-eyes did you slice up?’ I asked.

‘Eight hundred and thirty-two,’ he declared proudly.

Wow! I had no idea how many points each beetle was worth, but that had to count for a lot. And he'd done all of it while I'd been recovering. That was just outstanding!

I gave him two more tankards, one for each hand, and then told him to relax in my Throne Room for a while. I'd give him a holler when I needed him again.

I checked in with Annabeth, and she was still healing.

‘The Miner is done, and the cavern is cleared out,’ I messaged her. ‘I’m going to head down and begin storing the magic water. Do you want to come with me, or would you rather stay here?’

I didn't want to knock her out of her meditation too much, so I waited patiently for the reply.

‘The worm tunnel is clear,’ she replied shortly, ‘and I don't hear any danger, so I think I will be good on my own. Go ahead and do what you need to. Just call if you need me.’

I got the impression she’d been hurting more than she'd let on, and this recovery time was essential. I gave her shoulder a pat to let her know I understood.

I left two Surfers with her and took the remaining one with me. I couldn't resist taking a quick look at the map. It was growing quickly. Unfortunately, it also looked like there were a lot of creature nests we would need to move around.

Oh, well. I'd worry about that later. For now, I needed to make sure there weren't any new enemies waiting to ambush me in the cavern below. I cautiously crawled up to the edge of the hole and looked down.

The cavern was a wreck. It no longer looked like a fairytale playground. Instead, it looked like a war had gone through there. Which, in a way, it had.

I sighed regretfully at the loss of such beauty and sent my Dude to perform one last check of the cavern.

It seemed like it was all clear. My other Dudes had already explored all the cracks and small tunnels in the walls and the ceiling. There were no further enemies waiting to ambush me.

I dropped through the hole and started walking towards the pond. Even though I didn't see anything, I was still on high alert. Getting swarmed by flesh-eating beetles was no joke. Neither was being eaten by a massive mouth slamming down from the ceiling. I think it was understandable that I was still nervous.

I made it to the pond and knelt down beside it. The water glowed with power, and I felt its presence tingle on my skin. It was the only thing in there that still seemed as beautiful as before.

The attack hit me without warning. One moment I was reaching my hand out to the pond, and the next I was being crushed flat by an overwhelming presence.

This wasn't a nice glow like the mages in the tournament used, and this was well beyond the aggressive aura-peeling force of the level four ants. This had weight behind it, like a mountain of rock had landed on my soul.

It flexed with Authority, like time itself had judged me and I'd been found wanting.

‘BE STILL,’ it commanded.

It felt like Annabeth’s command when she had made everyone Stop—only much more powerful. I couldn’t help but freeze. I felt like I was a little mouse and a powerful hawk was glaring down at me.

This mage wanted to eat me.

That wasn’t exactly right. It wanted to own me.

But it was more than that. It was filled with rage, and I was the cause.

I’d been thinking of this mage as a person, but enough of its intentions came through for me to realize exactly what I was facing.

This was the Watcher. More than that, this was the Being of Power. This was the mage that had been making these red-eyes. This was the source of all the problems—at least from my perspective.

From its perspective, I was the villain. I was the one taking out its protection. It had invested decades, sometimes centuries, in these movable lifeforms, with the intention of safety and expansion.

It had invested power in these creatures, harnessed their wills, and molded their spirits. Then it had shown them how to do the same to others. All for this moment in time. This moment, when its seeds were ripe. Ripe with power and potency.

This was more than just procreation. More than just condensed magic. This was fate distilled down into the essence of seeds. Life itself in package form, ready to be transported to new places.

It was the culmination of a plan, centuries in the making, to get out of this damn cave. To get away from these damn grazers. To leave this eternal darkness behind and live in the light.

It wasn't entirely sure what that was, but it knew it would be glorious! And then none of these damn walkers would bother it again.

I had enough focus left to realize all of this was coming from the strange bush beyond the pond.

What the hell?

The source of the red-eyes was a plant?

I would have been a lot more incredulous if its spirit hadn't been trying to crush the life out of me. As it was, I felt spots gathering in my vision, and I felt like I might pass out.

Instantly, I rejected that notion.

Nope.

No way.

Not going to happen.

I had stood in the presence of Mother Creation. I'd been blessed by the core of the planet.

No scrawny shrub, no matter how old or powerful, could compare to that.

I flexed my aura and pushed back. The pressure eased, but only a tiny bit. It still felt like the entire roof of the cavern had fallen on me. This was so much worse than the level four ants. I was stubborn and powerful myself, but I felt the fear that this plant was going to crush me anyway.

That was when Bermuda decided to wake up. He jumped out of my Throne Room and landed on the floor of the cavern.

The Being of Power didn't let up on its spiritual pressure, but I could feel I wasn't its primary focus anymore. I took that opportunity to get my shit together.

I pushed my focus out of my physical self and expanded it to the full range of my magic sight. For the first time, I could see what I was dealing with.

Its presence seemed like red smoke, and it filled the cavern we were in. Actually, it didn't just fill it; it saturated the space.

It was in every crevice and fold of the rocks—lining every crushed leaf and flower on the floor. This was its turf, its home, and it clearly held the advantage.

With a surge of power, my Marks joined the fight.

‘The cave is yours, mage,’ my Mark of the Deep Earth noted. ‘But we are deep underground. That's MY advantage.’

Together, we Connected to the cave around us, and immediately, I felt better. Stones understood pressure. Actually, stones loved pressure. The pressure of the mage plant wasn't physical, but still, the Earth now supported me.

‘I am Life,’ my Mark of the Lagerel spoke up. ‘I am Root. I am Tree! That is My advantage.’

I felt Life flood through me. It built up on my Connection with the Earth, and suddenly, I was filled with a counter resistance. It was like before I had been hollow, and now I was solid with the fibers of Life.

Roots grew out of my spirit and wrapped around me—forming a wall. It wasn't on the level of the walls I'd taken out when I'd first met the Lagerel, but I still thought it was a respectable first attempt.

For the first time since the attack, I could think, which meant I could plan. Now I just needed a way to beat this thing.

While I'd been getting my defenses together, Bermuda hadn't been idle. He'd started by giving a big stretch to the front, followed by an equally impressive stretch to the back. He flared his aura a bit to make sure he had the plant’s attention, and it worked. The Being of Power focused on his every move.

Appropriately limbered up, Bermuda then stopped by the magic pool for a drink. For some reason that seemed to rile up the plant. I could see the red smoke of its presence roiling.

After that, he decided he wanted a snack, so he wandered up to the bush, sniffed it all over, and then started chewing on a leaf.

If the plant was mad before, it went full apocalyptic now. Crimson tendrils of smoke danced a wild waltz around him, shrouding him in an eerie veil. Images flashed in my mind almost faster than I could process them.

Apparently, this was how it had all started. Creatures that wandered through the cavern would snack on the bush and eat its leaves and berries. The magic plant despised that and developed a deep-seated hatred for everything that moved. It started attacking all the creatures that came around and learned how to fight through presence alone.

From there, it figured out how to inject its magic into regular creatures and make them do its bidding. That led to the mess with the red-eyes we had today.

Now this irreverent cat was chewing on it, and the bush was beyond furious. It wanted to crush this movable furry creature to a paste. It wanted to shred Bermuda's spirit and eat his soul.

Of course, Bermuda being what he was, that wasn't going to happen. The bush raged, and my feisty feline ignored it.

I'm sure Bermuda would feel bad later when he threw up the leaves, but right now, he seemed to be having a ball.

‘Pay attention to everything the mage plant is doing with its spirit,’ my Analytical Side directed. ‘It has obviously learned how to fight this way over a long period of time. This is a fantastic opportunity to learn how to take down mages in a whole new way.’

I gave him a thumbs up, as I completely agreed. Most mages fought with magical weapons or things like fireballs. Getting good at fighting with my presence would give me an advantage in future fights.

For now, though, I needed to win this battle, and that started with coming up with a plan that involved more than defense. I was still physically locked in place by the plant's first command. It felt like a layer of ice surrounding me. I was pretty sure I could break it, but I wasn’t sure I wanted to.

When I’d fought the level four red-eyes with my roots, I’d learned the value of attacking where the enemy was weakest. I thought the same thing would work here. I wasn’t going to root the whole cavern, of course, but the mage plant was clearly focused on me and Bermuda. That left the entire rest of the cavern undefended.

‘Clean the walls and the air,’ I said to my Granny Godmothers—directing them to anywhere the red mist was either absent, or just sitting, stagnant. ‘I’ll keep the bush’s attention while you work.’

‘Certainly, dear,’ my head Granny saluted with both dustbusters. ‘You can count on us.’

She started issuing orders, and my cleaners got to work. At first, it was pretty easy, but then the bush realized something was up, and it tried to strike back. I lost a couple Grannies until we figured out that they couldn’t just settle on a spot and stay until it was cleaned up. Instead, they needed to fly around and clean in random locations. That kept the plant guessing, and it had to split its attention even further.

More than once, it tried to flex on the whole cavern and clear out my entire crew. I flexed back, though, and forced the mage plant to redirect all its power and attention back to me.

My Granny Godmothers are fast and tough, and despite the bush’s attempts, it wasn’t long before they dismantled most of the shrub’s home court advantage. I didn’t think the mystic plant could see my magic, my creations, or my presence. Not like I could see what it was doing, and that was driving it crazy.

It just knew that anywhere it wasn’t paying attention, it lost control. It seemed to have a much better focus than a human would have, but it still couldn’t handle my cleaning crew. In the end, it tried to keep any of the magic the Grannies gathered from coming back to me, but it forgot one very important place—the ground beneath me.

We fought in the air, and it hammered my root shield, but for some reason, it didn’t try to attack from below. I guess it just thought that movable creatures didn’t have anything to do with the ground. Regardless, I used my feet to repair my Godmothers and created even more of them.

That also gave me an idea, and I turned my new Lead Miner loose once again. This time, I had him go after the plant’s root structure. His cuts were so thin, maybe the plant wouldn’t notice there was a problem.

He stayed underground and started cutting around the edges of the roots. The plant didn’t attack him, so he carefully started working his way in towards the main core.

I guess Bermuda decided he wasn’t needed anymore, so he grabbed a few more leaves as snacks and took them off to the side. There, he chewed them with great gusto, making happy smacking sounds. I’m sure that still pissed the bush off, but it correctly labeled me as its biggest threat, and I soon felt the weight of all its attention again.

What happened next was almost like a chess match. It started throwing tons of red magic into the mix as it tried to do to me what I’d done to it—which was to attack wherever I was weak.

If I had been on my own, I probably would have lost. The plant was much better at splitting its focus than I was. But with all my soul creations doing their own thing, my team had the upper hand.

The way the bush mixed magic and presence was fascinating, and it wasn’t long before I started doing the same. I may not be the most intelligent person in the room, but I’m a quick learner.

I started with my root shield and added magic to it. I kept it organic, letting the magic flow through the tangled wall like it was water and nutrients.

To my surprise, Octa and her Tangle got into the game too. She hid in the roots and snagged smaller chunks of red magic as they went by. When she was full, she jettisoned the red ownership like she was shooting ink. Then she swam over and gave me her cleaned capsules of neutral magic. I didn’t know she could clean magic like that, and I quickly used the acquired power to make more purple octopuses.

Now we were into the magic part of the battle, Penny came out to play. She was in her Athena battle outfit, of course. She wanted to go out and attack the mage plant directly, but I vetoed that idea. I needed her with me, as my last line of defense. She mattered too much to me for her to get injured.

The red magic swirled around me, like I was in the center of a hurricane. I was winning the edges of the fight, but the plant mage was putting a tremendous amount of pressure on me. I flexed my aura, repaired my root wall, and held on with everything I had.

Sometimes, it didn’t feel like it was enough. At one point, my ears started ringing, and I began feeling sick. Tea went to work and soon cleared that up. Still, the reason I was feeling sick hadn’t gone away.

Eggy tried to help, but he was just too far away, and there was too much interference. Even if he could have been fully present, I wasn’t sure what he could’ve done. I would have kept him close, just like with Penny.

Minutes passed, with both of us struggling to shift the battle to our advantage. The momentum of the fight was on a knife’s edge. If my will collapsed or my attention wavered, the plant would irrevocably gain the upper hand.

I finally decided to break the bush’s command on my physical self, and I started moving towards it. More than the rage, I sensed a growing panic, and the mage plant redoubled its efforts to take me down. I’d sensed that before it still had the hope that it could own me and turn me into a red-eye. Now, it just wanted me dead, and for the first time, it turned loose with its Killing Intent.

I thought it had been bad before. Now it felt like every piece of red magic was filled with razor blades aimed at my heart. The plant’s presence and every part of its power now called for my death. I had never felt anything like this before.

‘Are you getting this?’ My Analytical Side was so excited. ‘It is amazing! You have got to learn how to do this!’

I just groaned and collapsed to my knees. Killing Intent comes from killing others, and the plant had spilled a lot of blood over its centuries of life. It was comfortable with killing. It liked to kill. It wanted to kill. If it could cause every other life form in this entire realm to drop dead, it would happily make it happen.

The Killing Intent gave the bush the edge, as its presence turned deadly. Even the Godmothers and the Tangle had to back off. Collecting magic had turned too dangerous.

I felt like the headsman was approaching with the ax. My doom was nigh.

Death walked the floor of the cavern today.

I felt an answering echo from my soul.

That was okay.

If death walked the floor, then the scythe wasn’t coming for me.

The Killing Intent circled me like swords, and resisting that would just leave me cut and bloody.

So I didn’t resist it.

I accepted it.

And I judged it.

I fully Connected with the bush, powerful mage that it was, and I sent my verdict.

‘I accept that you wish to kill me. I accept that you wish to kill all creatures, both those that move and those that do not. Those that live above ground as well as below.’

I felt the presence cut me, and my soul grew back stronger.

‘I have heard your intentions. I have seen your actions. I have seen worker ants cut down from behind. I have fought with warriors defending their home.’

As I spoke, I felt my anger rising. I was an honorary member of the black ant’s hive. Today, justice would be served.

‘You are a scourge. A plague upon the land.’

I got to my feet.

‘I stand today in judgment of you.’

Suddenly, the All-Rune was with us. His presence filled the cavern. I remembered something I hadn’t thought about for a long time.

‘I am a Champion of the Balance. I declare that you are not part of the Balance.’

I started walking towards the bush.

‘By the power vested in me by the All-Rune, I find you guilty. The sentence is death.’

The plant panicked. Red magic flew everywhere. It’s Killing Intent scattered.

Through our Connection I heard one clear question.

‘Who are you?’

‘I am the Destroyer,’ I replied.

That was one of the titles I’d uttered in the Garden of Truth at Sandy and John’s wedding. Today, I was going to live up to that title.

My Killing Intent, backed by the authority of the All-Rune, occupied the same place as the bush, and I shredded its spirit. My Lead Miner cut the main root of the plant, and I felt its spirit howl. When I arrived at the bush, I reached down and ripped it out of the earth. I had enough mind to pluck off the berries and give them to Penny for safe keeping before sucking the life out of the physical part of the mage plant.

The leaves turned brown and fell off. The wood twisted and cracked, like all the moisture had been sucked out. I tossed the shrub to the side. It was done, but the source of all red-eyes wasn’t finished yet.

Somehow, its spirit still lived.


Chapter thirty-seven

Finish It


It sat there like a ghost. I could feel its misty outline, and red swirls of intention still churned the air.

I absorbed some of the Tangle and the Godmothers to gain power for a host of Miners. These were level three Miners, like I’d used in Karl’s cave.

‘Dig,’ I commanded them. ‘Fetch every root of that plant and bring it to me.’

They went to work, and soon I was draining every bit of life out of the evil plant's root system. The Miners also uncovered the tale of how a plant became magical in the first place.

Right near the surface, just below where the major root had been cut, was a long crystal. It was empty of magic now, but the mesh of roots wrapped around it indicated that at one time it had been a powerful source of magic.

When the Miners brought it to me, I absorbed the life from the root mesh and then carefully tested the crystal. I could still feel the faintest trace of earth from the ley line.

‘I'm guessing this is the reason that bush became magical,’ my Analytical Side said. He was dressed like Sherlock Holmes and using his best British accent. ‘It was probably a simple plant, living a simple life, until its root grew into that crystal. It might have taken years before it absorbed enough magic to level up, but it obviously happened.’

‘Agreed,’ I nodded. ‘But I don't think this is the whole story. This crystal is a decent size, but it's not that big.’

I could have just looked with my magic sight, but I let the Miners have their moment. They dug out the roots in chunks, and it wasn't long until they found another crystal. This one was much smaller, but I still felt traces of ley line magic inside.

After that, they found a lot of them. I'm not sure why the ley line magic came up here or why it crystallized near the surface, but the bush had found itself growing in a magic rich environment. I stored all the empty crystals in my Throne Room, as they might be useful later.

As the Miners went deeper, they ended up finding crystals that weren’t completely empty. None of them were that big or had much power, but I would take any available magic I could get.

‘Give them to me,’ my Mark of the Lagerel directed. ‘I can pull the power from the crystals just like I did with the magic water. I’ll give the magic back to you in your colors, and you can use it to continue building your shield. Or whatever else you might need it for. Just remember, once we get to a safe place, I want at least one of those berries.’

‘I haven’t forgotten,’ I said quickly. ‘And thank you so much for helping. I don’t plan on turning in any of the berries for points, and I don’t think I’m going to use them myself. So as far as I’m concerned, the berries are all yours.’

I felt waves of pure happiness flowing from my Mark, which made me happy too. I enjoyed being able to give it a treat, and it really wanted those berries.

My Mark of the Deep Earth sent an image showing it was almost done absorbing the Rat King’s core. Once it finished, it would be happy to help with the ley line crystals as well. I also got the sense that it would soon be asking for another core to snack on.

That was fine with me. Treats for everyone!

I didn’t think Bermuda had been listening, but he sent an image agreeing with the sentiment. He was always up for a tasty snack.

The Miners finally dug up the rest of the roots and unearthed the last of the crystals. I thanked them all for their time and assistance. Then I sent them all to Penny to absorb and give them some down time. Now they’d had their moment, I used my magic sight to look into the earth and see if there was anything else I needed to do.

The Miners had done an amazing job, and no physical part of the bush remained. It also looked like I’d collected all the loose crystal fragments. There was a main core of crystal leading into the earth, but that started at the pond. Unlike the fragments, that crystal was full of magic and seemed to have a level of sentience about it.

Just because the physical side was gone, it didn’t mean the bush was dead. Its spirit had faded a lot as I destroyed its root system, but there was still a wisp of soul hanging around. A different mage might have missed that and given this evil creature a chance to come back again. But I’d issued my judgment, and I was going to see it through. This supernatural shrub was going to die.

I just wasn’t sure how to make it happen.

I waved my hand through the ghostly apparition, and I could feel a slight bit of resistance, but that was it. The apparition stayed the same and didn’t seem to be any worse than before.

I then turned the Granny Godmothers and Octa and her Tangle loose. They cleaned the cave from top to bottom, rooting out any trace of magic they might have missed before. When they were done, the cave was spotless, and no trace of the red swirling intent poisoned the air.

The apparition faded a bit more, but then it stabilized again.

What the heck?

How did I kill this thing?

Then it hit me. It fought with its spirit, stripping others of their aura and soul. That was how it had created the red-eyes in the first place, and that was the only way to truly get rid of it now.

I stepped forward so the apparition was inside my body. That was where my spirit was strongest. The apparition shuddered, and the air in the cave vibrated with a nerve tingling squeal. I reached in with my spirit and grabbed the tiny bit of intention it had left.

To my surprise, I felt something. It had a core. A big one. Hiding in the last of its spiritual self.

‘Penny, are you ready?’ I asked.

‘Oh yes!’ she replied. ‘The safe is ready to lock down another core.’

I reached into its spiritual self and ripped out its core. I quickly passed it to Penny as the cavern vibrated with the sounds of one last wail. Then the mage plant’s apparition fell apart.

The source of the red-eyes was no more.

I stood there for a minute, appreciating the moment and letting my soul relax.

It felt bruised and battered, like I’d been beaten to a pulp by a big spiritual stick. Which in a way, I had.

I relaxed my wall of roots and let my magic return to me. Then I had Penny absorb all the additional soul creations. I thought about burning the dried remains of the bush, but a fire in an enclosed space deep underground was probably not a good idea. Then I realized I was being scatterbrained as the dragonfly Stamped the dried wood and it vanished. Of course the mage bush was worth points!

I briefly wondered how many points we would get, but I didn’t bother to ask Crystal. I’m sure it wasn’t part of the welcome packet and would need to go for review.

The All-Rune touched me briefly, and it seemed satisfied. Not that I’d taken out a mage; it didn’t care about something as minor as that. It was satisfied that I was continuing to grow into the person it needed me to be.

The All-Rune’s presence faded away as I turned and stepped into the pool. I’d come here for the magic water, and I wasn’t going to stop until I had it. I put my hands into the water and queried Penny.

‘Are you ready?’ I asked.

‘Of course,’ she replied brightly. ‘This pond may not look like much, but it has a lot of mass. Storing it all is going to take a lot of magic, so I’m going to go slowly.’

‘Sounds like a plan,’ I agreed, and we began.

Penny started out with just a trickle, and everything seemed to go well. Once there was enough, she bottled up the magic water in a clear jar and stored it on a shelf in my Throne Room.

After the second jar, we increased the rate of absorption. Penny kept up with the flow, and the cost to my magic of moving the water wasn’t bad at all. It helped that the magic water wanted to come with me.

We continued to increase the rate of absorption until the jars of magic water were practically flying onto the shelves. The water level in the pond started dropping noticeably, and it sort of felt like I was draining a bathtub.

Much sooner than I expected, we stored the last of the magic water, and I walked over to get the ley crystal. The crystal fragments in the roots of the bush had been nice, but this crystal was directly connected to the ley line far below, and it was saturated with magic.

‘No!’ The refusal was adamant. The crystal wanted to stay right where it was.

‘Are you sure?’ I queried. I sent images of all the adventures we’d had and how it could be a part of that if it agreed to come with us. I also told it that it could meet the Mark of the Deep Earth and spend time together.

‘NO!’

The crystal didn’t need to meet the Mark. It already was connected to the Deep Earth by the ley line. It liked that connection, as well as its place in the cave, and it had no desire to move. If anything, my thoughts of adventure just made it more certain it wanted to stay.

I was disappointed, but I wasn’t going to fight it. There would be other sources of magic in the future.

‘Map correlation found!’ my Bank Crystal announced. It sounded excited. ‘Official exit from the underground is projected. Verifying exit with the Surfer Dudes.’

It sent me a flood of images from the maps and the models in Indifies’ basement. It seemed like a bunch of them related to the cave system we were in. Once my scouts had mapped out enough of the underground, the Crystal had figured out how to match everything up.

The Crystal showed the projected additions to the map in light gray, and it was fascinating watching it change to full detail and color as the Surfers zipped around. I knew the Surfers were fast, but watching the map fill in gave me a whole new appreciation for their speed.

‘Calculating the best path,’ my Crystal announced as soon as the exit was verified. A trail of green arrows appeared on my HUD, showing I needed to leave the cavern and go back down the worm tunnel again.

‘Thank you,’ I told it and breathed a sigh of relief. I felt like a weight had been lifted off of me. It was going to take a while to get out of here, but at least I knew where to go now.

I took one last look around the cavern. It had been so peaceful and beautiful in the beginning. I would never have guessed it would hold such adventure and peril. In the end, though, we’d taken out the source of the red-eyes and hopefully made a crap ton of points. We’d also acquired some new sources of magic, which had been desperately needed. That might be the edge we needed to win the whole tournament.

I was ready to leave, but I felt like I needed one final gesture. So I bowed to the empty cave. I would have been embarrassed if anyone had been watching, but since I was on my own, it seemed appropriate. Then I turned and followed the path out of there.

I jumped up through the hole in the ceiling and went over to Annabeth.

“It’s time to head out,” I said as I tapped her on the shoulder. Annabeth nodded, got to her feet, and gave a careful stretch.

“How are you feeling?” I asked.

“Much better,” she replied in her usual cheerful voice. “I just needed some recovery time after being thrown about like that.”

Then she gasped as she looked around.

“I can see! Oh, Jason, I can see again!” She broke out in a little happy dance. “I can actually physically see with my own eyes. Wow! It’s so dark in here, I almost didn’t notice.” Then she winced and stopped dancing. “I’m still not back to normal yet. Maybe you should take the first few enemies if any show up.”

“I can certainly do that,” I said warmly, giving her a gentle hug. “Do you want me to use my Flashers and light this place up?”

She shook her head.

“I’ve gotten used to using my echolocation and your magic sight. This is a good place to practice, so I’ll keep using them for now.”

“Actually, it’s your magic sight,” I said, and explained how I’d tricked her.

“What!?” she gasped again. “I have magic sight?”

I nodded.

“Jason! That’s brilliant!” She started doing her happy dance again. “No wonder the magic sight felt so natural.”

I started to apologize for deceiving her, but she quickly cut me off.

“I’m very glad you handled it the way you did,” she declared firmly. “You are absolutely correct. I would have rejected your idea and never learned how to turn my sight on.”

Then she winced and stopped dancing again.

“If we get nothing else out of this tournament, gaining my magic sight will be worth everything,” she said.

“Let’s talk about it on the way,” I suggested, “as I now know the way out of here.”

I shared a message with images catching her up to date.

“Jason, what!?” Annabeth was shocked at everything that had happened. She kept grabbing my arm like she wanted to shake me.

“You did all that while I was healing!?”

I grinned and nodded.

“I thought you were spending the time collecting the magic water,” she said. “Not fighting the source of all the red-eyes! That’s crazy! You should have called me.”

“I would have, but it all seemed to happen so fast,” I replied. “Once the fight got deadly, there wasn’t time to think about anything else. I was just focused on winning at all costs.”

“Of course,” she agreed. “I’m just glad you’re okay.” I got a huge Annabeth hug, which left me feeling even better than before.

“I wonder how many points we’re going to get for vanquishing that monster?” she mused. “And I wonder what Indifies’ late husband was trying to find?”

“I have no idea,” I said to both questions as I looked around for Bermuda. He wandered up, looking very pleased about something. Then he touched my leg with his paw, which meant he wanted me to pick him up. Being the good daddy that I am, I did as directed and cuddled him to my chest. I kissed him on the head a few times just to make sure he was extra loved, and then asked if he wanted to ride in my back pouch.

That was a big “no.” He wanted cuddle time right now, and I didn’t mind that at all. It felt so nice to hold my fur baby and feel his gentle purrs. I wanted to get going, though, so I turned to Annabeth.

“Do you want to ride backpack style?” I asked. She shook her head.

“I think I’d rather walk on my own for a while. Since you have everything mapped out, we hopefully won’t get ambushed, and my shield charm should be enough protection. I think I’m going to just use my healing charms for a while and take it easy.”

“That sounds like an excellent idea,” I agreed. “Would you like a sandwich while we travel?”

“Oh, yes!” Annabeth replied happily. “That sounds wonderful.”

And so we started our journey back to the surface.

We ate. We healed. And best of all, we had a good time together. My soul needed that.

The trip took a long time, as we were deep underground. Our path meandered around a lot because we didn't want to disturb the local wildlife. They didn't give us points, and there was no sense in fighting them.

Just because we had taken out the source of the red-eyes didn’t mean we’d vanquished them all. It wasn’t long before we ran into our first one. It was only a level two red-eye, so it wasn’t that bad. Annabeth wasn’t ready to fight, and I didn’t want to put Bermuda down, so I sent my new Miner ahead to take care of it.

The red-eye saw us and charged with its usual rabid fury—only to have its head fall off as the Miner sawed right through its neck. It actually tripped over its own head, and we both started laughing. Given what we had been through, we both could appreciate a macabre sense of humor.

“I can’t believe how easy that was,” Annabeth said as the dragonfly Stamped the red-eye and it vanished. A Granny Godmother swooped in and gathered its tiny piece of red magic. The whole thing happened so fast we didn’t even pause.

“We have certainly come a long way,” I agreed. “I’ve turned my Miner into a powerful attacker, upgraded my defense with Red, and learned how to fight with my presence.”

“And I’ve learned how to push sound out of my weapon with a sonic strike,” Annabeth said, “as well as shaping sounds and projecting them all around me. Not to mention my new echolocation and echo-mapping abilities.”

“And my new mapping abilities,” I continued.

“And the new healing cycle,” Annabeth said.

“And I upgraded my Spikes too,” I said.

“And we learned how to breathe underwater,” Annabeth kept it going, although she was grinning at me.

“And we drank magic water.” I wasn’t stopping now.

“And we got eaten by a worm!” Annabeth said with disgust.

And that is how we spent the next half hour amusing ourselves. Our examples of adventures and power ups got smaller and smaller until they were just ridiculous. Which, of course, made it a lot of fun.

Even though we avoided the bulk of the native wildlife, we still ran across a few outliers. I didn’t want to hurt them, so instead, I practiced my new presence ability. I reached out and owned part of the space they were in, causing their auras to peel away from their bodies.

I only had to do it once before they were racing to get out of our path. I had pushed away several mid-sized creatures when we ran across a giant slug working its way along a wall. It was so big it almost blocked the whole tunnel. I was afraid it would have some sort of defense mechanism, so rather than try to sneak past it, I just hit it with a full blast.

Its aura gave a huge ripple, like it was a wave, and that slug moved faster than it probably had in a very long time. It raced away from us and quickly took a side tunnel. The slime trail it left behind withered the vegetation and left it smoking. That made us very glad we hadn’t let it touch us.

The food and fun did wonders for Annabeth, and a couple hours later, she started taking out some red-eyes on her own. She experimented with using sound bolts to stun the red-eyes at a distance and then hitting them with a sonic blast through her shillelaghs. It was great practice, as her sound bolts became more focused and effective.

They worked best at short distances, though, so it made the practice very exciting. She’d wait until the charging red-eye got about a bus length away. Then she’d hit it with a beam of sound and stun it. Its momentum kept propelling the red-eye forward, but its legs would collapse, and it would slide along the ground. Then Annabeth would step forward and whack it on the head.

Her sonic strikes were improving too. The red-eyes no longer exploded, and Annabeth wasn’t using any more magic than necessary. By the time we got close to the exit, we were both vanquishing machines.

We were also in great shape, as Annabeth had been using her healing charms the whole time. I didn’t think she was in perfect health, but she was close.

In addition, we were also full of magic. I’d been giving Annabeth some magic water whenever she asked, while I’d been absorbing almost all the power from the crystal shards.

My personal magic was full. Spike and the Knuckle Crew were full. And so was my lead Miner.

With Red, I’d wanted to get the Hexagon Network up to ten thousand, but there just wasn’t enough time or magic for that. Instead, I stayed at five thousand and upgraded them all with the new druidium background.

Penny was the only one that wasn’t full of fresh magic. She was still only about half full. I’d prioritized Red and my defense over filling her up. She was fine with that, though, as that had actually been her idea. Making sure her Source was well defended was more important to her than being fully topped up.

‘How much time do we have left for this round?’ I asked my Bank Crystal.

‘You have one hour and two minutes remaining,’ it said. ‘That may sound like a lot, but you will need to get through the teams waiting to ambush the stragglers. You’ll also need to run down the road, through the village, and back up to the starting platform. That is going to take at least forty-five minutes, so you can’t afford to relax now.’

I conveyed all that to Annabeth as we checked out the map together. All the tunnels merged and turned into one big hallway leading towards the exit. The hallway wasn’t perfectly straight, as there were alcoves and side rooms used for storage. That was where three teams had holed up, and it seemed like they were shooting at anyone that came down the tunnel.

They had a great line of sight, and the remaining teams still trying to finish the round were having to run a gauntlet of spells. As we watched, another team tried to make it past the ambush area. There were four of them, and only one made it through. Two got bogged down in fighting, while one got taken out right away. The one who made it just kept dodging and running.

“How do you want to handle this?” I asked Annabeth. “Do you want to make a run for it? You can ride backpack, and I’m sure that Red can handle whatever they throw at us.”

“I want to take them out,” Annabeth said firmly. “I’m sure that some people would consider what they are doing to be a good strategy. Owning a choke point like this and ambushing others is a good way to gain points, but I don’t like it.

“I’m sure the stronger teams have already returned to the starting platform. These guys are probably mid-level fighters counting on the fact that only the weaker teams remain.”

She looked at me with righteous steel in her eyes.

“I say we show them what real strength can do.”

“Yes, ma’am!” I said enthusiastically. “I’m always up for a good smackdown. And gaining a few points of our own.”

“Of course!” Annabeth laughed, and I could tell she was excited. We’d had enough of the red-eyes. Now it was time to take out some mages!

We quickly put together a plan and started towards the exit. Annabeth still didn't want to ride backpack. Instead, she wanted to rely on her own shield charm and her new sonic powers. She’d been taking out the rabid red-eyes pretty easily, and with her practice, her sonic skills were now firing consistently. So I had full confidence in her ability to take out a mid-level team of mages on her own.

As we moved towards the main hallway, it struck me just how few mages there were remaining. Most of the teams must have already left. We really were at the back of the pack.

We walked with purpose, and the few mages in our path quickly got out of the way. They looked frightened and anxious.

Some of them also looked a little puzzled, as Bermuda had switched to my back pouch and his cute face was poking out over my shoulder. He wasn’t looking bad-ass. Instead, he was looking adorable.

When we got to the main hallway, we stopped and struck a commanding pose. We wanted the eyes and ears of the ambush teams focused on us.

“Hear me!” I declared. “We are Team House Louisville. To the cowardly teams that would attempt to slow us down, I’ll give you one chance to leave. Do so, and your life in this tournament will continue. Attack us, and we will end you.”

The ambush teams poked their heads out and looked us over. There was one team of three on the left nearest us. A second team of three on the right farther back. And a final team of four behind them.

Giving the teams a chance to retreat was Annabeth’s idea, and for a moment, I thought it might work. But then one of them yelled out “House Team?” and started snickering.

“Really?” one of the other ambush mages chimed in. “We’re supposed to be scared of you?”

Annabeth just sighed. “It appears there is no cure for the clueless.”

“Why don’t you come down here and we can discuss it?” one of the mages said. “We’ll be sure to educate you and your little cat too.”

“Smack talking a cat?” I made tsk-tsk noises. Then I turned to Annabeth.

“Well? What do you say we give them a visit?” I smirked. “We were invited after all.”

“That sounds wonderful,” she replied brightly. “But first, I have one thing to say…”

The snickering died down, and all the ambush mages focused on us.

We had their full attention, and that is when we let them have it.

My Flasher went first—lighting up the dim hallway like a thousand spotlights.

For a brief moment, I heard screams and curses before Annabeth let loose. Her sonic blast rolled over them in a wall of sound.

My suit was on sonic defense, and Annabeth wasn’t aiming at me, so I was fine. The attack mages had no such defenses, and her blast messed them up.

Two of the mages on Annabeth’s side fell over, and one of mine started puking. We didn’t give them much chance to fully experience what they’d been hit with, as we both started sprinting towards our target teams. I had the three on the left. Annabeth had the first three on the right. The first person to finish with their team won the honor of taking out the final four in the back.

I could run fast, and it only took about four seconds to reach my ambush mages. They were blinded and disoriented, so they didn’t even know I was there. I Spike-punched the first mage, expecting it to take several blows before his shield charm ran out of juice. To my complete surprise, his shield popped like a soap bubble, and my second punch knocked him out of the tournament.

‘Maybe his shield charm was running low?’ my Analytical Side speculated.

I was already Spike-punching the second mage of the team. The same thing happened again. Their shield fell with one blow. A second punch sent them after their teammate.

‘Or maybe Spike is just that powerful now?’ My Analytical Side sounded excited.

‘I think so!’ I crowed. ‘Druidium Spikes for the win!’

Two punches took care of the final mage as her placeholder fell to the ground, spewing fake blood everywhere. I was grateful I could see through the tournament magic now, as the whole thing still looked so realistic.

I’d taken out my opponents in record time, so I expected to be ahead as I turned and raced towards the final team of four. To my complete surprise, Annabeth was already on the move.

Wow! My teammate was fast!

She arrived first, so I slowed down and let Annabeth take her well-deserved victory lap. I soon saw how she had taken out her first ambush team so quickly.

Their shield charms didn’t block sound. So when she hit them with a sonic strike, it stopped the shillelagh, but the sound kept going. From what I could hear, the strike wasn’t that loud, but it did enough damage for the tournament protection to kick in and whisk them away.

Annabeth popped her last mage, and together, we ran towards the exit of the underground. I thought we would burst out into the sunlight, but enough time had passed that it was now nighttime.

I didn’t care. Having the open sky above me felt wonderful. I loved the Earth, but I really liked my open spaces too. As we ran on the road down the side of the mountain, it felt amazing to have all this open terrain around us. Annabeth felt that way too as she threw out her arms and started whooping and skipping for joy.

‘How are you feeling?’ I messaged. I saved my breath for running.

‘So good!’ she messaged back. ‘I’m running well, no aches or pains, and it feels so nice to be heading home again.’ Then she paused. ‘Well, not home exactly. But home to the Palace. I can’t wait to see everyone and sleep in my bed again!’

‘I completely agree,’ I replied wholeheartedly. ‘This round has been intense. We did well, and I think we made up lots of ground on our score. But I am ready for this to be over.’

We continued to message as we ran and it didn’t seem that long before we were running through the village. Somewhere in there, the Ank family was probably having a good night’s sleep. I sent happy thoughts their way and kept on going.

We passed a few teams on the road, but nobody bothered us. And obviously, we didn’t bother them. We were all just focused on making it back in time.

The other teams left me feeling grateful for how well we had survived the round. Some teams were carrying injured members or going slowly so they could keep up. Some of the teams just looked rough. They seemed to be exhausted, with ripped clothes covered in dirt and blood.

We were on the other end of the spectrum. Our matching super suits looked immaculate, and a quick visit to the Freshness Fountain had cleaned off all of our grime and blood. We didn't look like a premier team, but we didn't look like we’d been through hours of hard fighting either.

We had just passed through the village when the Mark of the Lagerel finished processing the final crystal shard. I gave the last of the magic to Penny, raising her to three quarters full.

‘Penny, I think it's time,’ I said. I felt quivers of excitement from my Mark.

‘Pick out the biggest, juiciest berry from the bush and give it to the Lagerel. I think it has more than earned it!’

Penny took the berry out of its protection and made a show of handing it to the Mark with a deep bow. The Lagerel didn't care. It wound its roots around the plump seed of power and started rocking back and forth in pure pleasure. I was getting the feeling that this was its own version of catnip.

‘There are more berries when you are done with that one,’ I told it. ‘Enjoy!’

It didn't reply. Instead, it started making a soft crooning sound. It was really enjoying that berry. In fact, the whole thing felt rather personal, so I gave it some alone time. That was something we all needed from time to time.

‘How much time is left in the round?’ I asked my Crystal as we raced up the mountain road towards the platform.

‘There are twenty-one minutes, sixteen seconds left,’ my Crystal reported. ‘If you maintain your current pace, you should arrive with about fifteen minutes to spare.’

I relayed the update to Annabeth.

‘Almost done!’ Annabeth messaged back with images of a fireworks celebration.

‘Almost done!’ I messaged back with images of throngs of people celebrating our progress and urging us onward.

She replied back with an image of beautiful Greek men throwing flowers on our path.

I countered with an image of a three-story buffet.

She countered with an image of her bedroom back at the House.

I was trying to figure out how to top that, when we arrived.

“Jason! Annabeth! You made it!” Papa Ank rushed forward and greeted us warmly.

Of course he got a famous Annabeth hug, and I hugged him in relief too.

“Where is little Ank?” Annabeth asked.

“It got late enough that I finally had to send him home,” Papa Ank replied. “He stayed as long as he could, but by the end, he was practically asleep on his feet.”

He gave us a huge smile, and Annabeth got another hug. I could tell that made her very happy.

“I know he will be disappointed that he missed you,” Papa Ank continued, “but we must hurry and get you checked in from round two. You both are already way behind, and there isn’t a moment to lose.”

“What’s the rush?” Annabeth asked. “We’ve finished round two, and we’re back on the platform. I know we need to turn in everything we collected to get our points, but after that we’re headed back to the Palace. Right?”

Papa Ank gave us an apprehensive look, like he knew we weren’t going to like what he was going to say.

“I’m afraid not,” he shook his head sadly. “As soon as you are ready, your next portal awaits. Round three has already started.”


Afterword


Oops! I did it again. The book just got too big and I had to split it up. I'm so sorry.

I write where the story takes me and there is just so much to tell. I hope you have had a wonderful time reading it and will be ready for the rest of the tournament.

Gosh – there is still so much left to write! What is going to happen in the next round of the tournament? What is going on with the field outside the Palace? How many points did Jason and Annabeth make in round 2? What is Nebby up too?

I have some very exciting ideas for the next book. Jason and Annabeth will not be the same by the end of this adventure.

I know my writing is slow and I hope you will forgive me. Real life is busy! I'm not a full time writer and I want to keep my job and my husband happy. Life is so much better when my husband is happy! Can I get an amen up in here?

Anyway, thank you for finishing the story! If you feel inspired – I'd love to hear from you in a review (hopefully 5 stars?) If you don't know what to write – just let me know your favorite character or scene. I like to hear from you and Amazon promotes the series to more readers based on reviews. It is wonderful to write, but it is also wonder to get read too!

See you in the next book. :)

Michael



And now for family pics…..
Bermuda Moses

Here he is! The original muse that started it all. He's my baby and love him so much.
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Halo Harvest

Halo is our second oldest. She loves to be on her throne, but she isn't happy. Benjamin wanted to play and she wasn't in the mood.
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Memphis Blue

He's now 9 years old and he's a chunky monkey! We call him our Blue Rhino.
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Shelly

She is our outdoor kitty that became an indoor kitty when the weather got really cold. She decided she liked our house and she would honor us by staying. She loves belly rubs and naps in the sun. :)
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Benjamin Banks

He is our youngest and is still full of energy. I found him on Bank Street where he was almost eaten by a big bird. Now he gets lots of kisses and enjoys watching us get ready in the mornings.
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Harold

Harold is a big Dolly Parton fan, and here he is showing off his collectable Christmas album. Isn't he a cutie pie!?
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Please follow me on Amazon. When I release a new book, Amazon will let you know.

https://www.amazon.com/Michael-Taggart/e/B008BBEGCS

I’ve found an amazing group of people on YouTube who support me and listen to my new chapters. If you want to hear my latest chapters and join the crew, just search for Michael Taggart Fledgling God or click the link below. Bermuda, Halo, Memphis, and Benjamin often make appearances as well.

https://www.youtube.com/channel/UCTEFQSzdJ9cW7DBuhTXfDSw

If you want more updates than that, then sign up for my email list. I promise I will only send out about one email a month or less––and it will only be about book stuff (and maybe the occasional Bermuda picture).

https://mailchi.mp/4a097952f220/michaeltaggartbookssignup

You can also check out my Facebook page: https://www.facebook.com/michaeltaggartauthor/

Thank you again for taking a chance on me! 
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