
        
            
                
            
        

     
   
   MISTAKES WERE MADE
 
   A Pygmalion Fail, Book Two
 
   by Casey Matthews
 
   


 
   
  
 



Text © 2016 Casey Matthews
 
   


 
   
  
 



To Barash and Volon, who are flying still; and to Tarol Hunt and his contagious love of dungeons.
 
   


 
   
  
 



ARTISTIC LICENSE
 
    
 
   I stood at the exact center of the narrow dock and realized there was a deadly amount of sky beneath my feet. Wind buffeted me and I hurried for the entrance to the tower. My head only stopped swimming when I was through an archway and standing in the palace proper.
 
   “Why are there no freaking railings on those docks?” I asked, heart thundering in my ears.
 
   Tammagan shrugged. “The palace was like this when we discovered it.”
 
   Right. No railings because I’d designed it that way when painting Queen Eliandra on the edge of a palace precipice. Railings would have taken away from the majesty of the illustration. “Someone couldn’t come out here and throw some on?” I asked.
 
   “The Council sought to prevent changes that would drastically alter the palace’s aesthetic,” Tammagan said.
 
   “The same Council who put you in a metal bikini top?” I asked.
 
   Tammagan scowled, though not at me. “The very one.”
 
   


  
 



Chapter One: Girl Troubles
 
    
 
    
 
   Let me explain my luck with women. When I was eight years old, the neighborhood bully—Mandy Craig—knocked me down for “practice kicks” whenever she could catch me. She was training to be a ninja turtle, and it was my bad luck I’d naively agreed to train with her.
 
   In high school, a few classmates told me I was cute or tried to hook me up with friends, but I stayed true to my Japanese internet girlfriend, who turned out to be a middle-aged parolee from Tucson. In her defense, she was a gifted World of Warcraft healer; in my defense, her Japanese was freakishly good. After uncovering her deceit at the tender age of sixteen, I nearly ran away to Tucson. My best friend Dak talked me down. He refers to it as the “Isaac almost does a dungeon for real” fiasco. A year or so after we broke up, I caught word she was shot in the arm by a SWAT team while threatening to blow up her mom with a propane tank.
 
   And that, by the way, is why Blizzard warns that game experience may change during online play.
 
   The thing about bad relationships—or ones that only seemed good because you were catfished by someone with neck tattoos—is they make you paranoid. I avoided romance for a few years. I kept my eye out for a soulmate, sure, but I stopped taking chances and never dated for fun.
 
   Today, though, my sense of mortality was adjusted by the wizard dictator who wanted to enslave me. “Taking chances” was pretty much every day now. So damn it all, it was time to carpe some diem. I wanted a girlfriend. After all, it only took one slip-up from me or my ninja bodyguard, and I’d be swallowed by another one of Lord Dracon’s witches—this time, perhaps, digested.
 
   In a few hours I would disembark, and I was playing cards in the sky ship’s galley with Kyra. I had to convince the stunningly attractive warrior I was boyfriend material before the boat docked. If I’m even allowed to date her. The Akarri prohibited marriage, though I’d gathered she could date. I didn’t even know my own availability, though, since my entire future on Rune would soon be decided by a queen I’d never met (but had in fact painted into existence—not that I’d be telling the Queen that).
 
   Kyra was a long shot. There was “out of my league,” and then there was my fantasy of hitting it off with Felicia Day at Comicon, and then there was this.
 
   It’s best to describe Kyra by way of small-town church scandals. When I was young, our congregation was nearly destroyed when the pastor divorced his wife and ran off with a congregant named Chloe. Everyone was livid except my Uncle Scott, who approaches life with the mentality of an engineer looking at equations for the eventual heat death of the universe. After hearing Dak’s particularly invective-filled tirade against pastoral hypocrisy, Uncle Scott squared us both in his gaze. “It’s a rotten thing,” he said. “But Chloe’s a nine; and her personality’s a ten.”
 
   I was floored by his cynicism. But looking over my cards at Kyra now, I understood his meaning. Kyra was an eleven. Enough to make me reconsider my life’s direction and want her somewhere near its center.
 
   She had the sort of black eyes that made my heart feel like the wrong size for my chest. Her smile lit me through until I couldn’t help radiating it back at her. She’d relentlessly championed my cause to her superiors when Ronin—my bodyguard—wanted to keep me locked in my room. She’d defended me from witches only five days ago. While the most novice Akarri warrior aboard our sky ship, that was like saying she was the least experienced Navy SEAL in her squad. She’d trained to murder monsters since she was thirteen and “graduated” by slaying a bog demon.
 
   And oh yeah, she was playing Magic: The Gathering with me.
 
   Correction: she was beating me at it.
 
   “You play well for a foreigner,” Kyra said. Even as she complimented me, she tapped a final attack from her tramplers, destroying me for the fifth hand in a row. Her green deck came out of the gate hard and fast. I had initially been thrilled to discover poker was regarded as a kid’s game in Rune; the gentleman’s game played by kings, soldiers, and tavern-goers was Magic.
 
   I’d hoped to impress Kyra. I failed to realize that if all the Akarri played Magic with their meager pay, they all got incredibly good at it. I’d built an elf deck from Kyra’s spare cards, but without Dak’s tournament-quality skills I was laid waste. “You must say that to all the young men you destroy,” I said.
 
   “Mostly young women,” Kyra pointed out. The Akarri were an all-female guard corps who protected the Queen when they weren’t slaying monsters.
 
   My stomach fluttered when I realized I had an opening. “If you’d like to beat me on a more regular basis, we could keep in touch once we land in Amyss.” I made eye contact. It was like holding a live wire. “Or we could grab dinner some night.”
 
   She smiled and shyly covered her mouth with one hand. It should have been encouraging, but wrecked me instead. My most paranoid inner voice hissed, She’s giggling at you. I silenced it. I was smarter than that—she wasn’t laughing. She just felt complimented.
 
   “A bold proposal, Magister Grawflefox.” That was my pseudonym. If it sounds like it was made up by a ten-year-old, that’s because it was. That’s probably why I liked it.
 
   “Is bold… good?” My heart was in my throat. I tried to swallow it down.
 
   She lowered her hand and shuffled her deck. “You’re a pleasure to play cards with, but I’m afraid I must decline your offer.”
 
   I frowned.
 
   “I’m nobility,” Kyra said cautiously.
 
   I wanted to ask, So? But I was American and Kyra hailed from a culturally alien, magitech world I’d designed and been transported to. That’ll teach you to create rigid caste systems, you dolt. “So the ‘foreigner without a pedigree’ thing does me no favors?” I asked.
 
   “It makes you interesting,” Kyra said, eyes full of good cheer. But then she made the nicest I-know-I’m-hurting-you-and-I’m-sorry face I’d ever seen. “But there’s tradition on my shoulders. Much is expected of me. My parents already despise my decision to serve with the Akarri. One day I will leave the service and rejoin my family, but were I to marry outside my position it would aggrieve them further still.”
 
   There was also an undercurrent of her not being that into me. She’d gone against family wishes on the Akarri thing, so must have truly wanted that. But some skinny guy she’d only just met? The risk/reward wasn’t there.
 
   I exhaled. God, it stung. It felt like something perfect slipping between my fingers. But I was also glad I’d asked, because now I wouldn’t spend my whole life wondering. Not the world’s sweetest pill, but I’d had worse. So I shuffled my deck. “How about one more hand instead?”
 
   ***
 
   Kyra let me keep the elf deck and I stowed it in one of my new lime-green Army vest’s extra-dimensional pockets. I’d drawn the vest into existence to store my accumulating stuff. I’d created the magic pockets by illustrating the storage space for each pocket and linking them by a thin line, like a blueprint.
 
   Drawing and summoning things from my sketchpad was the “magic” that made Lord Dracon chase me. True, I’d also stolen a witch’s wand that turned anagrams into reality, but I’d broken that two days ago. I’d tried transforming tasteless oatmeal into doughnuts; ended up with a bowl of sentient oatmeal, which attacked and forced its way down my throat. I nearly choked to death, then spent a day in absolute misery as living oatmeal bashed its way through my small intestine. If that’s not creepy enough, by the next morning I think I digested it to death because it stopped struggling.
 
   That was when I decided no more witch magic.
 
   Maybe I should have spent my five days of downtime drawing a weapon or artifact strong enough to defend me from angry breakfast. After all, that was the world I lived in now. But I didn’t want the full extent of my power on display for Ronin or the crew, lest they squeal to Queen Eliandra. The cautious part of me—the part that could only poop when the bathroom door was locked—didn’t want to show my whole hand. I’d be happy to demonstrate once I was convinced the Queen had my best interests at heart.
 
   My Army vest had eight pockets, each able to hold about one storage locker’s worth of stuff. Two pockets were accessed by broad diagonal slashes wide enough to fit my sketchpad and folded-up magitech “computer.” Not all my summonings were okay for storage: I feared turtles might not like extra-dimensional space too much, so I carried Leo under one arm.
 
   Kyra told me we’d fly into Amyss by evening, so at the appointed time I headed for the weather deck in anticipation of seeing the skyline I’d once painted. I was curious. Everything in Rune was both larger and subtly different from how I’d envisioned it.
 
   On my way down the corridor to the staircase, Elsie rushed up from the lower decks where Akarri slept. The pixie-faced brunette slipped past me toward the galley, nose pointed at the floor. This was so uncharacteristic of the effusive woman that I frowned her way. “You okay?”
 
   She paused and turned partway without quite facing me. “Yeah, just… got duties.” Her voice was pinched. “See you on deck later.” And she fled.
 
   What the hell? Elsie was the closest thing to a friend I had on Rune; never in the week I’d known her had she willingly traded an opportunity to chat for work.
 
   Spinning toward the stairs, I nearly ran into Captain Tammagan, who ascended the same steps Elsie had, from a respectable distance. Her expression was as standard-issue as the pressed uniform cloak she wore over her armor. Without thinking, I asked, “Hey, is Elsie all right?”
 
   “How should I know?” Tammagan snapped. She strode up the stairs for the weather deck, ahead of me. “I’m her superior officer. Do you think we braid one another’s hair?”
 
   That was brusque even by Tammagan’s standards. I wasn’t her favorite person, but we’d been on better footing the last few days.
 
   The pieces came together then. Guess Elsie told Tammagan about having a crush on her. And it apparently didn’t go well.
 
   My spirit sank. I’d been rooting for Elsie. I suddenly wished I didn’t have to visit the Queen, since I’d have much rather commiserated with Elsie over our mutual bad luck with the ladies—and Elsie needed it more than I did. Kyra had been a shot in the dark on my part, but Elsie had clearly pined over her captain for some time.
 
   I met Kyra as she put away mop and bucket after swabbing the weather deck. Her eyes widened in pleasant surprise and for an instant my heart sang—until I realized she was fixed on Leo. “Oh, he is a most handsome reptile,” she said, reaching tentatively. “May I touch him?”
 
   “Sure. Go ahead, he loves it.”
 
   “My! Heavy, aren’t you?” She bounced Leo in her hands. “When last we met, sir, you were saving my life from a witch.”
 
   When one of the witches had shrunk Kyra into a shrew and tried to smash her, it was Leo who’d protected her in his shell. Granted, I had kicked him her way and later un-shrewed her, but Leo had done the hard work. He was milking the hell out of it, too, rubbing his beak on Kyra’s nose until she laughed. I felt a flash of anger toward him. I sucked it up and said over and over in my head: I’m not jealous of a turtle. I am not jealous of a turtle.
 
   Kyra and I watched our approach together. The sun bled into the horizon behind us, leaving a long pink line that lit the city’s towers in gold. The sight hit my gut like a fast-pitch softball. Amyss was not just big—it was impossible. Its central district towered like Manhattan, sky ships trafficking between building tops. The bay made the entire city vaguely C-shaped and had the neat roundness of an impact crater. About half the bay was iced over on a warm day—enchanted ice kept solid year-round by rune stones. The buildings on the sheet were also made from ice and it was thickly populated. 
 
   Akarri behind us hoisted a royal flag to the top of our mast and we angled for the Palace of Ten Thousand Chambers. It was the size of two Central Parks, built from stack upon stack of walls and towers. It rose into the air like a layer cake the size of a mountain. Flying toward it made me realize what I had taken to be crenels were individual buildings at the lip of a wall the size of the Hoover Dam. Closer and closer it loomed, details sharpening, the unthinkable vastness of the structure giving me the same ominous feeling I had when an Imperial Star Destroyer passed overhead in A New Hope.
 
   The palace was a city within a city, jutting as deep underground as it did into the sky. My setting notes stated that no living being—not even elves—had ever visited every one of its chambers. Whole sections were abandoned and virtually unexplored, particularly in the vast underground chambers where only skilled adventurers could traverse the obstacles.
 
   The palace swelled in size until it was the only thing I could see. We approached a spire with airship docks and our boat shuddered on finding its berth. Akarri tossed lines to uniformed palace workers, who secured us and dropped a plank.
 
   “This is it,” I said.
 
   Kyra offered me Leo, and I considered. “Could you keep him safe for me?”
 
   “You fear for your life?” she asked.
 
   “I don’t know where I’m going next. And I think he likes you.”
 
   “I like him. And you’re not so bad either.” She leaned in, pecking me on the cheek.
 
   My ears flamed. “He likes lettuce and his species is okay to put in water.”
 
   “I will keep my eye on him until you’re settled somewhere,” Kyra said.
 
   “Good. He’s a troublemaker.” I rapped Leo’s shell and winked at him.
 
   Ronin appeared beside me and unceremoniously seized my arm, dragging me to the plank. Captain Tammagan joined him, so that I was fitted between the two. “You could just tell me to follow you,” I said, squirming from Ronin’s iron grip.
 
   “Haven’t you heard?” Tammagan asked. “Ronin has a daily limit of three hundred words.”
 
   “Wow,” I said to the dark-clad man in the demon mask. “You’re so gloomy that Tammagan’s making fun of you for being antisocial.”
 
   He settled his chilly stare on me until my mouth clicked shut. Together, we walked down the gangplank. I could see between the two-inch-thick boards and realized that if they gave way, gravity would make me its plaything for a half-mile before it introduced me to pavement. My stomach performed trapeze acts all the way to the dock, which was only three yards wide.
 
   I stood at the exact center of the narrow dock and realized there was a deadly amount of sky beneath my feet. Wind buffeted me and I hurried for the entrance to the tower. My head only stopped swimming when I was through an archway and standing in the palace proper.
 
   “Why are there no freaking railings on those docks?” I asked, heart thundering in my ears.
 
   Tammagan shrugged. “The palace was like this when we discovered it.”
 
   Right. No railings because I’d designed it that way when painting Queen Eliandra on the edge of a palace precipice. Railings would have taken away from the majesty of the illustration. “Someone couldn’t come out here and throw some on?” I asked.
 
   “The Council sought to prevent changes that would drastically alter the palace’s aesthetic,” Tammagan said.
 
   “The same Council who put you in a metal bikini top?” I asked.
 
   Tammagan scowled, though not at me. “The very one.”
 
   Great—there was a political body actively trying to preserve all my worst mistakes. Someone had latched onto the smallest thing I’d thrown on paper and used it to screw over the Akarri and, now, some dock workers too. I was starting to really sympathize with God. I’ll bet he spent the entire Middle Ages slamming his forehead into a desk. “Has anyone suggested that maybe railings aren’t blasphemy and the Akarri could save the traditional armor for—I dunno—ceremonial occasions?” Like spring break?
 
   “If I had it my way, I would design the uniforms for Council,” Tammagan muttered.
 
   “Something to show off my ass?” boomed a loud voice. Standing over us was a soldier in shining black armor with gold filigree, a purple cape swooshed off one shoulder. He had one of those young, chiseled, CW Network faces with a stubbled jaw and friendly eyes. He belonged on a poster in a fourteen-year-old girl’s locker.
 
   “General Marcel,” Tammagan said, saluting. The distaste in her expression diminished the gesture. “You could pull off the chaps.”
 
   “Of course I could. I look good in everything.” He returned her salute with the casual congeniality of someone who didn’t particularly care if he was despised. “But do you really want all those Council prunes in thongs?”
 
   “Better them than us,” Tammagan groused.
 
   “Oh, I disagree.” He winked playfully.
 
   Ronin appeared at my side and folded his arms. “Stop flirting. She hates you. Now take us to the elf.”
 
   Marcel’s good nature evaporated. “That ‘elf’ is the Queen of all Korvia.”
 
   “I’m no Korvian,” Ronin said. “Take us to her. I brought a gift.” He motioned to me.
 
   I waved at Marcel. “You’ll have to excuse Ronin. He’s not very good at gift-wrapping things.”
 
   “The Queen is at dinner,” Marcel said.
 
   “Then we’ll join her.” Ronin strode past him.
 
   I followed with Marcel and Tammagan beside me. “Ronin will probably need a blanket to drape over his head while he eats.” I leaned in conspiratorially. “You got money on what’s under the mask?”
 
   “Of course,” Marcel said. “I’m betting he’s an entitled, mercenary scumbag. Probably some nobleman’s third son. Mother ignored him. The usual.”
 
   “How about you?” I asked Ronin. “You want in on this?”
 
   Ronin growled and I skipped over a pace, keeping Marcel between us. “So how’s a guy your age become a general?” I asked.
 
   “Skating by on looks, mostly,” Marcel said. “Helps if you win at war a little.”
 
   We approached a glowing blue orb reminiscent of an ocean-themed bowling ball. It was surrounded by a stand and an armillary sphere of spinning brass rings not unlike my magitech computer.
 
   Marcel cleared his throat. “Four for transport. Throne-room feast hall, orders of General Luc Marcel.”
 
   The dials on the armillary flicked rapidly into a new configuration. The ball flashed once.
 
   No change.
 
   “I think your thingy’s broken,” I said.
 
   Then I realized the room had changed. Or rather, we were in a different one entirely.
 
   Marcel chuckled. “When we first used the teleporters it caused stomach sickness and an occasional random change to hair color or gender. But our artificers have adjusted them. Hardly notice you’re ’porting anymore.”
 
   I looked at the orb. “One for transport. Room of endless kittens, orders of Magister Grawflefox.”
 
   The room stayed the same.
 
   “Rats,” I muttered.
 
   “Your voice isn’t imprinted on the palace’s founding stone,” Marcel said. “But nice try.”
 
   Floating white crystals lit the feast hall’s vaulted ceiling. I could have played full-court basketball in the space if I were any good at basketball. The dining table would seat eighty people and was built from intricately carved and stained wood inlaid with geometric cuts of glass at each place setting. The table and chairs floated legless in the air. I wondered why. Obviously, because magic, but less obviously: were table and chair legs really such an obstacle that someone felt it necessary to enchant them instead? Whatever the cause, it was probably my fault.
 
   There was a fruit platter on one end of the table. The assortment of fruit was rainbow hued, but favored a berry the color of burnt-orange sunsets, swollen to a polish. There was a red wedge-shaped fruit I’d seen on Ipsus. Incongruously, there were also bananas. It made me realize that of all real-world fruits, bananas were probably the weirdest.
 
   There was no Queen yet. Marcel sat us around the fruit platter and struck up a passive-aggressive conversation with Tammagan about city politics. I was pretty sure he wanted to draw her into a debate, but Tammagan never gave him the space. I recognized no names and realized I had less interest in fantasy politics than real-world politics. Probably why I’d made it a monarchy.
 
   I bit into the burnt-orange fruit. It gushed orange-flavored nectar, sweet enough that I made improper sounds. It was fantastic until I chomped into the pit and nearly chipped an incisor.
 
   The teleporter flashed and Queen Eliandra glided forth. A square-faced man with a goatee and funny cap kept pace with her elegant stride. She was nearly six feet tall and made more impressive by her bearing. Her silver dress gleamed the color of a knife’s edge and her golden hair was just as bright. For her face, I’d taken a bit too much inspiration from Julia Roberts in Pretty Woman and constantly expected her to mimic that self-conscious laugh.
 
   Instead she smiled right at me. My heart seized. “Welcome,” she said. She nearly floated into her seat and, though I’d cribbed from Pretty Woman for her appearance, I had to admit she moved and spoke precisely like the queen I’d painted her as. For once, my art had turned out the way I’d planned it. Had to happen eventually, I supposed.
 
   The funny-hat guy sidled into a chair beside her. “Who is this?” He made a nuisance gesture at me. “He looks… malnourished.” I could see wiry power in hat-guy’s arms, and Marcel was even bigger. Either folks in Rune were really tough as a rule or the palace had one hell of a gym membership plan.
 
    “Show respect, Nils,” Tammagan said. She was the last person I’d expected to defend me. “Magister Grawflefox has slain Magaran witches and dragons.”
 
   Nils stroked his black goatee. “All by himself?”
 
   Tammagan wore a well-schooled expression. The Akarri weren’t allowed to wield swords unless defending Queen Eliandra. I realized Nils was trying to catch her in the illegal act of killing monsters. “Ronin assisted him,” she said flatly. It wasn’t a lie.
 
   “This Grawflefox fellow is a liability,” Nils said.
 
   “He slew Asharra,” said Tammagan.
 
   “That’s a problem. Asharra was a breeder. Mothered half of Dracon’s elite guard. He won’t take her loss lightly. He may declare war.”
 
   “War is the last thing we desire,” Eliandra assured. “But let us not forget Dracon sent Asharra onto Korvian soil and razed seven city blocks. War may have already been declared; and not by us.”
 
   “The Council wants peace,” Nils said. “Tribute may be our best option.”
 
   “Dracon burned our last tribute.” Marcel had lost his flippant demeanor and his face was flinty-hard.
 
   “So?” Nils asked. “He still accepted it, didn’t he?”
 
   “So you didn’t have to hear the tribute screaming.” Marcel’s tone chilled my blood. “He promised a fair trial to those rebels and burned them instead. That’s upon our heads.”
 
   “He’d have burned half the kingdom otherwise,” Nils snapped. “Now my spies report that he sacked Astor in search of a powerful wizard. Why do I have the strange sense that wizard sits in our midst?” Nils fixed his gaze on me. Everyone else did, too.
 
   I stood and took a pencil from my pocket, holding it by one end, and tapped it on the table. “Behold: an ordinary wooden pencil.” I wiggled it in the air. “And now… it’s rubber.”
 
   They stared. I sat down.
 
   Eliandra cracked a wry smile that made me feel the slightest bit better.
 
   Nils leaned closer, as if to speak privately to Eliandra, though we could hear him. A ghost of an emotion appeared on the Queen’s face, but disappeared before I could read it. “Lady,” Nils said. “The greater good of all Korvia is at stake. I will confer with the Council and we will advise you on how to proceed.” Then he faced us. “Captain Tammagan, don’t let the magister out of your sight. And, young man—behave. Or we’ll deliver you to Dracon in a box.” He stood and marched out.
 
   “That guy’s evil,” I said.
 
   “Pardon?” asked the Queen, who hadn’t once contradicted him.
 
   “In case you’re wondering. Total bad guy. Probably in league with Dracon.”
 
   Marcel scowled. “I’ve no love for Nils, but don’t make accusations you cannot support, wizard.”
 
   Tammagan said nothing; nor had Ronin the entire time.
 
   “Treason is a serious charge,” the Queen said. She gave me a steady look that demanded total honesty. “On what do you base your beliefs?”
 
   “His goatee.”
 
   Eliandra blinked. “His facial hair?”
 
   “It means he’s evil.”
 
   While Tammagan and Marcel both stared aghast, Eliandra’s expression humored me. “You hail from unenlightened lands, Grawflefox. In Korvia we don’t believe in a connection between inward character and outward attributes like eye color, skin tone, facial hair, or the shape of one’s head.”
 
   “It’s not everyone with goatees. Just advisors. Advisors with goatees are evil. Always.”
 
   “Is he touched?” Marcel asked Tammagan.
 
   “He prophesies strange truths. Don’t dismiss him so quickly.” She nodded to me. “Show the Queen your power.”
 
   I sighed. “Fine. This will take time.” I didn’t want to summon a rune stone. Since no one knew how to produce them, they were liable to make me into a rune-stone factory. I had visions of slaving over canvas while getting whipped by an overseer. That’s why I’d never pursued a graphic design degree.
 
   I removed my pencil and asked for parchment so they wouldn’t realize I had supplies in the Army vest. Dracon had tried confiscating my supplies, and I didn’t want the Council or Nils to do the same.
 
   They brought me paper. I decided to summon something else from home, something I needed but that wasn’t too powerful. I sketched the outline for the box of art supplies wedged beneath my desk at home. It was an old printer box filled with pencils, paints, sketchpads, and folders. I hated that box. It was a testament to the forces of entropy that ruled my life. It took me fifteen minutes to find any particular thing inside it; its contents had been dumped out and hastily shoveled back in a hundred times. I had daydreams about organizing my supplies into a drawer or tackle box, but anyone who saw neatly ordered compartments in my future just didn’t know me very well.
 
   I reproduced the box from memory. My recall was good enough to answer test questions by visualizing the page in a book where I’d read something. The visualization was sometimes foggy; other times I could damn near reread the sentence in my mind’s eye.
 
   Tammagan reported the Akarri’s mission details to the Queen while I worked. Strangely, Marcel stayed to listen in—so they must have trusted him, since the Akarri’s whole mission had gone against Council wishes. At one point, they brought food. I ignored it.
 
   When I finished, I sat up and spooned a single bite of soup into my mouth. It was cold. Only my bowl and Ronin’s remained full. He stared from behind that demon-shaped mask.
 
   “What?” I asked him. “They wouldn’t give you a blanket? Dicks.”
 
   The ninja made a devil-horns gesture at me, like he was telling me to rock on. But when the Queen covered her mouth I realized it was lewd.
 
   “Time for the fireworks.” At the touch of my breath, silver light filled every line. Sparks hissed from the scribbles, sizzling atop the yellow parchment before spilling onto my lap. They were warm and charged my fine hairs with static.
 
   Tammagan leaped back. Marcel drew his saber. The Queen stood abruptly and her floating chair skated across the floor.
 
   Ronin leaned in.
 
   I dropped the parchment flat and my box rose from the canvas as if carried on a clear-glass elevator to reality’s first floor. It grew to full size atop the parchment and sat there in full-color glory, a corrugated cardboard testament to my slobbery.
 
   Eliandra approached and prodded the box just once. “Fascinating. What is it?”
 
   “A box of art supplies from my home.”
 
   “You summoned it?”
 
   “I think. It could just be a replica. But I’m pretty sure I transported it.”
 
   “But he can summon things as well,” Tammagan said. “Like he did with the serpents when the Magarans attacked.”
 
   I stayed quiet. Guiltily quiet. That was a connection I’d hoped they missed.
 
   “And the rune stones,” she pressed. “You have three we’ve never seen before. Did you fabricate them?”
 
   I scowled at her. I didn’t know why it upset me—she’d have been dense not to put it together, and I knew for a fact Ronin was fully apprised of my capabilities. But rune stones powered nearly all their magical devices, and I didn’t want to get stuck producing an endless supply for their armies. “No one knows how to make rune stones,” I lied.
 
   Eliandra placed her hand on my wrist. Her gentle touch and the assurance in her slightly-too-large eyes eased my anxieties. It was hard not to trust the woman I’d enthroned over an entire kingdom. “I bid your honesty. My word is iron. It cannot be broken. No harm will come to you for the truth, should you speak it.”
 
   I held my breath and let it out in surrender. “I can make the stones. I’ve made three so far.”
 
   The Queen nodded. She glanced at Tammagan. “I want our guest made comfortable in the dignitaries’ hall. See to his needs.”
 
   “You’re certain?” Tammagan asked, and I could tell the dignitaries’ hall must be posh based solely on the elevation of her eyebrows.
 
   “The lady said dignitaries’ hall. Chop-chop.” I clapped my hands and rubbed them together. “What are the odds it has free HBO?”
 
   Ronin was halfway to the teleporter when Eliandra caught him in her gaze. “My old and loyal friend. Where are you headed?”
 
   “To get the ship repaired. Once the lightning turrets are fixed, I want to take a run at Dracon’s southern border and scout his troop movements.”
 
   “I have need for you here,” Eliandra said. “I want you permanently affixed to Magister Grawflefox. Protect him. Please go with Captain Tammagan and have your pick among rooms in the hall.”
 
   Ronin bristled. “There?”
 
   “For the cause.”
 
   He growled and brushed past Eliandra in a dismissive way, fully unaffected by her beauty or status—fixed instead on me.
 
   Ronin went to grab my arm and I lurched back. “No touchy. Why can’t I just heel?”
 
   He took my arm anyway. “Because I’m taking you to your cell.” 
 
   “No way. She said dignitaries’ hall.”
 
   The ninja was already marching me to the teleporter. “It’s for dignified prisoners.”
 
   The shock of the betrayal left me temporarily limp in Ronin’s hand. Then I wrenched from his grasp and thundered toward the Queen, finger pointed. “You promised!”
 
   Tammagan threw herself in front of Eliandra in an instant, sword hissing from its scabbard. Of all people, it was Ronin who appeared in front of me, getting between Tammagan’s steel and my vital bits. His grip steered me behind him. “I’ve got him,” Ronin said.
 
   Tammagan’s sword tip never wavered. “See that you keep him.”
 
   “You said ‘no harm’!” I shouted over Ronin’s shoulder at my creation.
 
   Eliandra hadn’t budged. She stood behind Tammagan, hands clasped serenely in front of her and face devoid of feeling. “You will be kept safe.”
 
   “As a prisoner!”
 
   “Would you prefer to see how Lord Dracon treats you?” she asked.
 
   Ronin pulled me away from her and soon strode side by side with me. I hewed more closely to him, seething at the Queen. “I didn’t make her that way,” I muttered.
 
   His grip tightened so hard I thought it might pop my shoulder from its socket. “Silence,” he hissed.
 
   I swallowed when I realized how much Ronin knew about my power. And he’d warned me before: if people knew I had made them, that I was their creator, it might not go over so well. I cleared my throat. “I mean, I didn’t make her out to be this way. Not from the stories people tell. I thought she’d be a good ruler.”
 
   “She is an excellent ruler,” Ronin whispered.
 
   “Not much of a person, though.”
 
   “Not everything is what it looks like on the outside,” Ronin said from behind a dark porcelain mask. “There are hidden shapes to a thing and only a thin stretch of them appears on a sheet of paper.”
 
   I shivered.
 
   Tammagan lined up behind us and said, “Three for transport. Dignitaries’ hall, orders of Captain Tammagan.”
 
   I blinked and we were there.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Two: Face to Face
 
    
 
    
 
   Tammagan was stiff but professional toward me after defending the Queen from my accusatory finger point. Once teleported, Ronin traded me to her and disappeared into his room.
 
   The palatial corridor and crown molding couldn’t hide the sterile basement smell. I imagined it to be a prison smell. Light was cast by floating crystals, with no windows in sight.
 
   My room felt like an upscale tent. The walls were pale canvas and a white-furred rug lay across polished marble, its four-post bed overflowing with scarlet pillows. Drapes offset a corner that featured a toilet and claw-foot bathtub. Beyond the canvas barriers, the room was bigger than a tennis court, with only the tented section decorated. The remainder was barren as a vacant department store.
 
   It was the thud of my oaken door and the rattle of a lock that reminded me this room was a cell. Tammagan left her key in the lock, perhaps as a show of trust to take the edge off being imprisoned. It didn’t work.
 
   “Why is this place so enormous?” I asked, peering through a gap in the tent wall.
 
   “Small rooms are a rare commodity,” Tammagan said. “Most palace chambers are too large for common use. This whole infernal place is a hollow mountain. Before we got the teleporters working, it was a two-hour journey from kitchens to feast hall. One full of surprising peril. If I ever get my hands on who designed this place, I’ll flay him, god or not.”
 
   “Maybe he feels really bad already.”
 
   Tammagan chuckled darkly. “Bet I could make him feel worse.”
 
   “No doubt.” I deflated into a wicker chair. After meeting Eliandra, I yearned for privacy to mope. I’d painstakingly created a judicious queen—then she imprisoned me an hour after we met. What did that tell me? “Maybe wisdom is overrated,” I muttered. And benevolence toward one’s people apparently didn’t correlate to benevolence toward foreigners.
 
   Tammagan stood over me with one hand on her hilt—a soldier’s stance.
 
   I sighed. “Please sit. You’re exhausting me.”
 
   “Suspect it’ll be a long few days for you then,” she said, not budging.
 
   “You going to stand at attention for my pee breaks? How about baths? Maybe I could use you as a towel rack.”
 
   “No. I’ll search you before and after for contraband, though.”
 
   I shuddered. “Basic pat-down or rubber-glove treatment?”
 
   “I… think I can guess what the second one is.” She grimaced. “Pat-down.”
 
   After sitting ten minutes with her overhead, I groaned. “This is awkward.”
 
   “It’s temporary,” Tammagan said. “Until the Queen decides what to do with you.”
 
   “Sure. Whether to toss me to Dracon like Nils wants, or force me at sword-point to draw a bajillion rune stones.”
 
   “There are less noble ways to spend one’s life.”
 
   “Sure, but it’s my life to spend!”
 
   “And what is your life weighed against Korvia’s needs?”
 
   “An injustice anywhere is a threat to justice everywhere.” Boom. Mic drop.
 
   “That’s stupid,” Tammagan said.
 
   I glared. “A great man once said that.”
 
   “So let a woman set you straight. Say you slit a man’s throat and bury him. No one finds the body. Most would call that ‘injustice.’ Yet there’s no impact on our laws or society.”
 
   “Sure, but someone finds the body and—”
 
   “Now suppose the man you killed had beaten his wife for a decade, blackened her face and broke her jaw, and two dozen times you told your school friends your mother was ‘sick.’ ” Tammagan narrowed her eyes at me. “Say you killed him and buried him very deep indeed, deeper than he buried your infant sister. Most people believe it’s unjust to murder your sleeping father with a butcher knife, but I’d argue it made the world just slightly more just.”
 
   “I mean, but in that case is it really unjust to kill the—”
 
   “No. It wouldn’t be unjust at all. But we have a rule that no one should slit someone else’s throat in the dark of night. Maybe that time the rule was no good; maybe the right to trial was bent and the world was better for it.” She leaned forward. “So I don’t know. Maybe there’s a principle that we shouldn’t steal an innocent man’s time and talent for our nation’s purposes. But then again, if it keeps my country from being razed in dragon fire…”
 
   “So, what?” I asked. “You’re just a utilitarian?”
 
   “I don’t know what that is.”
 
   “It’s what you’re rhetorically defending,” I said.
 
   “I don’t practice rhetoric.” She tapped her weapon. “I practice the blade.”
 
   Maybe I should have given the liberal arts a bigger presence on Rune. “How long have you practiced it?”
 
   “I trained from age twelve.”
 
   That was odd. Akarri joined at thirteen. Why the early admission? Maybe her hacking and slashing skills had been stellar. “And how old are you now?”
 
   “I earned my field medallion at nineteen and I’ve served thirteen years since.”
 
   “So you’re thirty-two.” I considered her a moment, certain I was about to step in it. I did it anyway. “Doesn’t leave much time for romance.”
 
   Her glare was frost. “My personal liaisons are none of your damned business,” she bit off.
 
   “None of mine, no.” I held her stare; it wasn’t easy. “Elsie’s, though, maybe.”
 
   Outrage widened her eyes until I saw the whites all around. “Elsie gets strange ideas in her head.”
 
   More than possible. Elsie was a sideways kind of thinker. Then again, sometimes that made her more observant, not less. “I saw the way you lost it when she nearly died.”
 
   “She’s my soldier.”
 
   “But not your only soldier wounded that night,” I pointed out.
 
   Tammagan turned from me. She didn’t like being reminded of Elsie’s near demise. “Elsie is dear to us all. She is the unit’s… little sister. Even to Kyra, who’s technically her junior.”
 
   I frowned. “You’re big on protecting people.”
 
   “It’s what Akarri do.”
 
   “Did you try protecting her from something earlier today?”
 
   “I told her the truth.” Tammagan’s breathing was too measured.
 
   “Which truth?” I asked. “That it’s inappropriate to date superior officers? Or that you’re not gay?”
 
   “My lack of gaiety is widely known.”
 
   “Sorry,” I said. “Where I’m from, that’s our word for ‘backwards.’ ”
 
   Tammagan stiffened.
 
   “I don’t know or care what your preferences are,” I said. “But help me understand why Elsie’s nervous to tell the Akarri she’s backwards.”
 
   “Please. ‘Gay’ is much better than ‘backwards.’ We’ll use that word.”
 
   “Sounds good.”
 
   Tammagan faced me again. “Before the Cataclysm, gay liaisons between women were common.”
 
   That worried me. Had gay rights lost ground since my paintings caused the Cataclysm? “Then why are the Akarri so touchy now?”
 
   “Liaisons were only common between female slaves—not as relationships, but at the behest of their masters.”
 
   I expelled a breath. “And now it’s a fetish.”
 
   She nodded. “Since the Cataclysm, society has generally accepted that men can marry men. But women having relationships with women is seen as a fetish, and as servile toward men—at least, Akarri tend to hold this view. Try to understand: if you go to certain parts of Amyss, you’ll find pornographic literature involving our order is common. So, no. We don’t enjoy the accusation that we’re all gay. It’s… leering.”
 
   “It must be hard for Elsie,” I said. “Caught between society’s stares and her sisters’ wariness.”
 
   “I wouldn’t know.” Tammagan maintained eye contact to see if I bought her lie.
 
   I pretended I did and nodded. “All right.”
 
   “You don’t believe me.”
 
   “Doesn’t matter what I believe.” I shrugged. “Not trying to play matchmaker. I’m bummed my friend’s heart got pulped, but you have your reasons. Even if you were gay, there’s the age difference, the chain of command, and the fact that Elsie’s a handful.”
 
   Tammagan chuckled. “She is.”
 
   “It would be unfair, though.”
 
   “What would?”
 
   “For two people who legitimately liked each other to be held apart by circumstance. By military rules or by taboos or whatever.”
 
   “Life is far from fair,” Tammagan said. “Something you’ve learned today.”
 
   “If only there were a utilitarian somewhere willing to cut through bullshit rules.” I grinned.
 
   Tammagan snorted. “With one breath you pretend you aren’t playing matchmaker. With the next, you try to convince me.”
 
   “If you’re a gay woman attracted to her subordinate, I suppose it might come off that way. But we both know Elsie’s just your adopted kid sister and that you’re a joyless automaton of slaying might. So who cares what I say?”
 
   “You’re a galling little shit, Grawflefox.”
 
   “I am. But I try to be a good wingman.”
 
   The evening frayed my nerves, set me to pacing the length of the chamber, until it was Tammagan’s turn to order me to sit.
 
   I didn’t listen. “Can’t help it. Come on, you know Amyss. What’s the over-under the Queen sells me to Dracon?”
 
   “She vowed to keep you safe,” Tammagan said, as if that ended the discussion.
 
   “But it might not be her call. What’s the likelihood the Council overrules her and does it anyway?”
 
   Tammagan’s lips thinned. She shrugged.
 
   “So let me guess,” I said. “The Council overrules Eliandra a lot.”
 
   “They require a two-thirds vote to do it.”
 
   “I’ll bet Nils leads that voting bloc,” I said.
 
   “He does.”
 
   “Gah! I hate political science.” I suffered a flashback to Professor Victor’s legislative behavior class, to utility curves and veto pivots. She made us solve two-dimensional models. Her exams required a compass. “So Eliandra has to shatter their voting bloc if she wants her way. Who’s on Team Nils?”
 
   “Several old noble families,” Tammagan said.
 
   “Great. A good-old-boys’ network.” I knew enough to ask the obvious: “Who controls the military?”
 
   “Eliandra leads the armies,” she said. “The Council can still overrule military decisions, though. Three of her generals sit on Council, but two vote with Nils.”
 
   “The generals vote against their queen?” I asked, incredulous.
 
   “Those generals are Amyssian. Korvia is more like two countries—it’s ruled from the huge coastal metropolises like Amyss. Then there’s the outer ring: the old colonies and rural tracts, which aren’t well represented on Council. But Eliandra sometimes decides in their favor anyway. Nils exploits the resentment among coastal nobles, promising them more power. For instance, he’s convinced them Dracon isn’t a threat to their own cities—that the nation’s peripheries aren’t fully Korvian and are somewhat… expendable. That’s why the Council would rather appease him; they don’t know or fear Dracon the same way Korvians on his borderlands do.”
 
   Something clicked for me. “One general still votes with Eliandra. It’s Marcel, isn’t it?” That was why he was so young. Eliandra had promoted a young soldier through the ranks, one loyal to her—probably because the existing leadership was coastal and only promoted people who fit their politics. Marcel was a beloved war hero, though, which insulated him from criticism and allowed Eliandra to skip him ahead until he landed on Council. “Holy crap, she’s clever,” I whispered.
 
   “So I’m told,” Tammagan said.
 
   “But if she doesn’t figure out how to break Nils’s bloc, I’m still screwed.”
 
   “Stop fretting,” Tammagan said. “My queen promised your safety. She’ll honor it somehow.”
 
   I realized now Eliandra had been nothing but a list of concepts in my head: ruler, beautiful, wise, effective. I’d trusted her when she was all of those things and nothing more. Now she was one additional thing: a politician. I wasn’t about to wait around for a politician to keep her promise.
 
   Besides, that goateed bastard Nils worked for Dracon. My clichéd writing all but guaranteed it.
 
   Near bedtime I excused myself for the bath. Tammagan’s pat-down was just thorough enough to be awkward for us both. She found my yellow No. 2 pencil, but only felt my extra-dimensional vest pockets along the outside, missing all the supplies hidden within.
 
   Behind my bathroom curtains, I turned faucet knobs on the tub, filling it from separate hot and cold spouts. “Magitech is better than medieval fantasy by four million percent,” I muttered as steamy water filled the tub.
 
   In that moment, I missed Dak. I had my escape halfway figured, but missed my friend’s big ideas and callous disregard for authority. I was always smarter—and bolder—when he was nearby. Now I was alone.
 
   It wasn’t just Dak. Every friend I’d made in Rune would soon be my enemy. Elsie and Kyra were Akarri—loyal to the Queen, who would hunt me. So would Ronin.
 
   But I couldn’t twiddle my thumbs and wait for the Council to trade me to Dracon with a Christmas bow on my head. I had to flee—or prove Nils was a traitor. 
 
   I fished out my kanji dictionary, considering the word “ghost.” In Japanese, it combined kanji for “dim” and “spirit.” The problem was that Japanese ghosts could get awfully… creepy. I wanted to become invisible and intangible, not die and resurrect as the black-haired specter from The Grudge.
 
   I rolled up my pant legs, sat on the edge of the tub, and put my back to the curtain in case Tammagan threw caution to the wind and peeked. I slipped my sketchpad and HB pencil out, heart racing as I drew the rune stone with nervous hands.
 
   To specify the stone’s effect, I modified the technique that had created my vest of magic pockets: I connected the rune stone by a thin line to several hasty comic panels that illustrated my intent. I drew a happy Ikea dude walking through a brick wall, making the figure’s outline dotted, á la the old Sue Storm depictions. Then I drew a grave and tombstone, nixing it out with the standard crossbar “no” sign. I definitely didn’t want to become a ghost the hard way. Just to be safe, I also sketched a cartoonish Japanese ghost with white burial robes and disheveled black hair crawling down a staircase and “no”-signed that, too.
 
   When I finished, I tore the drawn page free and stowed my pencil, sketchpad, and dictionary in my vest. I made sure to blow mainly on the realistic-looking stone instead of the instructional cartoons.
 
   Every line blazed silver. Oh crap, the sparks! It spat them noisily into my lap, so I splashed my feet in the water to mask it.
 
   “What’s going on?” Tammagan asked.
 
   “Don’t come in!” I shouted. Real smooth. “I’m, uh, super naked.” Meanwhile, the sparks danced across the floor and beneath the curtain. The stone lifted from the page and fell into my palm.
 
   Tammagan sprang through the canopy and lunged for me with outstretched hand.
 
   I popped the stone into my mouth. Her hands passed right through me. The water around my ankles surged through my feet, filling the space left behind. That was all well and good, but I’d apparently forgotten to dress Ikea Guy, because my clothes fluttered free of my intangible body and into the water. I quietly cursed when I realized the vest with all my stuff had landed on the tub’s rim. The old adage, “You can’t take it with you,” came to mind.
 
   Tammagan stared right through me. “Where did you… damn it.” She scowled.
 
   I drifted sideways through the canopy into the bedroom, weightless, paddling the air and listing until I was upside down. I could fly if I concentrated, but my first attempt cartwheeled me nude through the room. I’d gone commando once after forgetting to do laundry and found it to be the wrong kind of liberating. Zero-g, naked floating was that sensation cranked to eleven.
 
   Tammagan loosed her sword and sliced down the canopies dividing the chamber, checked under the bed, and shouted my name.
 
   In a moment, she’d summon help. What if the palace had, like, ghost trackers? Bill Murray could be on retainer for all I knew. I had to act quickly.
 
   I hovered to the locked door, spat the ghost stone into my palm, and felt instant discomfort when I solidified. I ignored it, jerking the key from its lock.
 
   Tammagan tensed at my reappearance and barreled straight for me. I dropped the key to my feet and kicked it beneath the door before popping the stone into my mouth again. Tammagan flew through me and pounded at the door.
 
   I passed through the door and rematerialized in the hallway. Air whooshed from the spot I solidified in. But not all of it, apparently—that discomfort I’d felt was bloating. My stomach rumbled. Then I belched and farted at once, wincing at the volume of both. “Wow. That never happens to the X-Men.”
 
   There was lots more fart left in me, I could tell, but I busied myself picking up Tammagan’s door key and hiding it in a nearby vase. I hoped Ronin couldn’t hear me expel gas through the thick walls.
 
   “Grawflefox!” came Tammagan’s voice, muffled. “I’m going to smash your fingers with a brick. Individually. A knuckle at a time!”
 
   That was regrettably vivid.
 
   “Let me out.”
 
   “Why would I let you out if you’re planning to smash my fingers?”
 
   She was quiet. Then, with forced sweetness, she said, “I won’t smash them. Please open this door right now.”
 
   “I don’t believe you.” I’d have believed “I’ll only smash them a little.”
 
   “Grawflefox!”
 
   “I hope you’ll forgive me one day when this is all—”
 
   Profanities of steadily increasing inventiveness and tempo streamed through the door just before something heavy slammed into it. Wood shivered in its frame. Tammagan struck again with some impromptu battering ram and the hinge bolts rattled within their sleeves. At the noise, I popped the ghost stone instinctively into my mouth as my flinching body tightened and expelled the last of the air I’d solidified around. Thus, just as Tammagan loudly declared her intent to drown me in a “bog of orcish dick sweat,” I kind of tooted out of existence.
 
   I was about to flee the palace—and Amyss, now that drowning in dick sweat was on the table—when I remembered something Dak had recommended: sneak into Ronin’s room and spy. Dak had convinced me Ronin’s true identity was important. Ronin’s room was right there, and I was invisible. I could at least scope it out before booking my naked ghost butt across miles of city.
 
   I drifted through the wall into Ronin’s room and hovered over the floor. Ghost mode washed out the opulent colors, but it was furnished like mine. The curtain on the wash area was closed and I heard water running. When I noticed the porcelain mask lay on his bed beside black clothes and armor plates, I put it together. A bath. It seemed absurd, like imagining the President taking a dump, but much as I joked I guess the guy had to do it sometime.
 
   So I’d get to see his face. Maybe if I cocked my head just right, I wouldn’t have to see anything else. I had a vision of jigsaw body scars, tattoos, and somehow hearts on his Underoos. I’d bet lots of money on hearts.
 
   Water sloshed behind the curtain, indicative of someone rinsing their skin. I hovered forward, praying for some PG bubbles to cover his marriage tackle.
 
   I passed through the curtain.
 
   Ronin swept slender hands across her shoulders.
 
   Her. Shoulders.
 
   And there were no bubbles.
 
   My glimpse turned into a gawp. A clatter registered. I only realized it was my ghost stone falling from my dropped jaw and hitting the floor because the air around me went pop and I experienced that gassy feeling again. My brain was sensate but most of my perceptions were affixed to the ninja: her hair was a jagged, black pixie cut plastered to her scalp, and her sharp cheekbones were dusted with freckles. She had a firm mouth and lean body with tomboy-rough edges, arms relaxed over knees and not quite obscuring her small breasts with a forearm.
 
   Her gaze cut through me. There was no shriek, no attempt to cover up. But from her expression, I knew I’d just made the single biggest mistake of my life. Dragons and witches had nothing on this.
 
   “I—”
 
   Before I could finish the syllable and start a fresh one, she vaulted from the tub, seized me by the shoulders, and half-threw, half-carried me across the room. She slammed me into the dresser with wiry arms. The mirror shattered against my spine. Air emptied from my lungs.
 
   Water drained from her eyebrows, gathered at the tip of her small nose, and one, two, three drops pattered onto my face. Her fists were bunched around my neck, not strangling but restraining, and we were both very, very naked and—this cannot be emphasized enough—touching. Yet the look in her eyes precluded any thought of sex, which couldn’t get anywhere near my brain-box, because terror had welded the doors shut and turned the place into a panic room.
 
   “You’ve got one sentence to explain this.” Ronin’s voice was hard with a dark rasp, but higher now that it was un-garbled by the magic of her outfit. I thought very hard about how she could drown me in that bathtub and flush my body parts down the toilet.
 
   I opened my mouth to speak. I belched and farted at the same time.
 
   For a while, water just dripped onto me while her eye twitched.
 
   “D— Did that count as my sentence?” I asked.
 
   She palmed a shard of broken mirror and its sharp edge touched my junk. Not inner thigh—junk. Panic sirens wailed in my skull, but I dared not budge, cognizant I was one sneeze from a lonely existence. “Ah, ah, careful, don’t do that please!”
 
   “Explain,” she said, enunciating each part of the word as if unpacking it for a stupid child.
 
   “I made a rune stone to turn ghosty. I wanted to see your face, so I peeked—but to see your face, not your lady bits. Don’t neuter me. I really like my penis and I happen to think it’s a particularly good one.”
 
   She snorted, and that emasculated me more than the shard. I hardly cared, though, because she lowered it.
 
   I sighed. Then Ronin seized my arm, tossed me face-first onto the bed, and pinned me with one knee on the middle of my back. The world went black as she covered my face with a strip from her malleable clothing. “You want to keep still or be hogtied?” she asked.
 
   “Still is good.”
 
   I had to wait while she dressed and—full confession—I’m not really into the ropes-and-chains stuff, but with terror receding, my body elected that moment to be fully and weirdly turned on. It was the humiliating boner-in-class kind of turned on, though, and while I couldn’t see Ronin and was (thankfully) facedown, I could sense her smirk.
 
   “Sorry again,” I muttered.
 
   “Silence.” Her voice was garbled again.
 
   “I’ll shut up if you let me have a blanket.”
 
   Another snort. I expected it to mean “no,” but a pillow landed on my backside and just like that, the red-hot anxiety cooled.
 
   Ronin ordered me to stay there, left the room, and when she returned she ripped off the blindfold and tossed clothes onto the bed, including my damp vest. She folded her arms, waiting for me to dress.
 
   “Turn around,” I said, feeling I’d more than done my penance for sneaking up on her in the bath.
 
   She did.
 
   I set a rapid-changing record that would have impressed Clark Kent. “Now I understand the mask,” I said while lacing my Converse sneakers. “Hangings for female warriors.”
 
   “You assume you understand,” Ronin said.
 
   I frowned. “That’s not why you wear it?”
 
   She didn’t answer, but I sensed there was more to the story. I was no longer sure how her face could have answered any questions, unless she’d turned out to be Queen Eliandra or maybe a Predator.
 
   She opened her door. “I’ve got him,” she announced.
 
   Tammagan blew through the door and centered on me like a bull. Instead of charging, she strode, each step tense with angry power. “I have plans for you. Plans that involve yards of chain and creative body piercings.”
 
   “Before you Kathy-Bates-from-Misery me, keep in mind I’m adorable and you’ll feel bad about it tomorrow.”
 
   “Not bloody likely,” she breathed. Looking to Ronin, she asked, “How did he disappear?”
 
   “Made a rune stone and passed through the walls.” Ronin showed it to her, briefly, before pocketing it; apparently the ninja planned to keep it for herself.
 
   Tammagan had marveled at the stone, but it didn’t blunt her wrath when she turned back to me. “Do you realize what you’ve done? Nils has spies everywhere. Guards heard me breaking free, so he knows how easily you might escape. You’ve forced his hand. He’ll spur the Council to act immediately. You’ve swept all other options from the Queen’s table, you stupid ingrate.”
 
   “Not all.” I rubbed the back of my neck. “She could let me go.”
 
   “Let me boil it down,” Tammagan said. “Nils and the Council only tolerate Eliandra because of tradition. Riots would sweep the kingdom were she deposed. But make no mistake: Nils wants the crown.”
 
   “So he is a traitor. I knew it.”
 
   “Of course he is, you dolt!”
 
   “The goatee, right?”
 
   “No!” Tammagan snapped. “The part where he’s negotiating with Dracon—to exchange you for an army to quell the inevitable uprising when he deposes our queen. There’s already one army after you. If Eliandra can’t outmaneuver Nils at Council tonight, you’ll be chased by two.”
 
   I frowned. “This is information I’d have liked to have.”
 
   Tammagan shook with dark laughter. “Try to grasp this. It’s out of your hands. You’re part of something much larger.”
 
   It was true. I kept thinking Rune was my world; like I owned it and played the starring role. But from inside, I was just one more piece on a massive board.
 
   Tammagan looked at Ronin. “We need to put miles between Grawflefox and Nils in case the Queen’s bid fails. Dracon must not have him.”
 
   “We’ll leave on my ship,” Ronin said. “Now.” She snagged my wrist with that freakishly strong grip, dragging me down the corridor alongside Tammagan.
 
   “Two for transport,” Tammagan said. “Feast hall, orders of Captain Tammagan.”
 
   Before I knew it, I stood in the feast hall and Ronin no longer clutched my wrist. She and Tammagan were nowhere in sight. Also, the feast hall was flooded with twenty or so armored soldiers, shiny halberds directed at my throat.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Three: Miss Congeniality
 
    
 
    
 
   “Heyyy, guys.” I shifted to the right and a dozen shining halberd tips moved with me. “What are the odds my bodyguard’s on the way?”
 
   “Slim.” Nils pushed two soldiers aside, stepping between them. Through the gap I glimpsed Queen Eliandra standing with poise, as if ignorant of the unusually large number of pointy weapons directed at her own throat. I had to give people of this world credit: they took their jobs very seriously.
 
   Ronin had stupidly confiscated my ghost stone. All I had was a vest full of art supplies. My weapons consisted solely of two fists that knew precisely zero karate. Therefore, priority one was figuring out where Ronin and Tammagan had gone, since they were my only defenses. In that moment, I was basically every comic-book damsel ever.
 
   “Show your hands,” Nils said.
 
   Doing so, I asked myself: What would Lois Lane do? The answer came like divine inspiration. “You’ll never get away with this, Nils.”
 
   “Oh, I already have. The Queen’s trial commences tonight.” He glanced back at her. “Sending her royal guard illegally into Dracon’s territory and provoking a war…” He tutted his finger her way. “Fortunately, once I turn you both over to Dracon, he’ll withdraw all his forces—except a small peacekeeping contingent to keep the government stable.”
 
   I glowered. “To put you in power.”
 
   “It’s about time Korvia were ruled by someone with her best interests at heart.”
 
   Summoning my inner feisty reporter, I shook my fist in the air. “Ronin will stop you!” Overacted, but serviceable, I decided.
 
   Nils grinned, showcasing his pointy canines. “I had the teleporters enchanted to divert them to another globe. One located outside the palace and, oh, about a mile up.”
 
   “No!”
 
   The soldiers opened shackles for Eliandra and me, but Nils waved them off. “Not until we’re out of the palace. I’m sure the wizard will keep his hands where I can see them, else we hack them off. Oh, and Eliandra—you may keep your crown and staff for now, but make so much as one squeak to any of your precious little guards and we kill you first.”
 
   “Wait,” I interjected. “Precious? Little?”
 
   “The slatterns Her Highness regards as personal protectors.” Nils flicked his hand dismissively. “We wouldn’t want my men to muss their hair, would we?”
 
   “Whoa. You shouldn’t say stuff like that.”
 
   Nils smirked and approached, not quite coming up to my chin unless I counted his hat. “And why not?”
 
   “There are just certain rules.” I ticked them off on my fingers: “Advisors with goatees are evil. Wild-eyed old men who speak in riddles are secretly powerful. And people who insult the prowess of female warriors always die gruesomely. It’s just… I dunno, you should take it back or you’ll probably get shot in the dick with a fireball.”
 
   Nils sneered. “Move out, men.”
 
   They prodded me through the feast hall. “Fine. I’m not going to say ‘I told you so.’ But only because you won’t hear me over your shrieking, since your dick will be on fire.”
 
   The teleporters apparently couldn’t handle crowds, because Nils directed us down a corridor instead. Eliandra and I were marched side by side, and she whispered in her lilting, dignified voice, “I cannot believe you would joke mere moments after Ronin was slain.”
 
   “Add one more to my list of rules: main characters never die off camera.”
 
   “What is a ‘camera’?”
 
   I didn’t answer. I was busy pondering why the Queen cared enough to mention Ronin while ignoring Tammagan, her personal guard.
 
   The soldiers moved four abreast. Ahead, the corridor emptied into a wide circular chamber that looked like a magitech elevator. I had the impression this would be a shorter walk than I’d hoped, given the scale of the palace.
 
   Eliandra cleared her throat. “Nils, I’m afraid I have one more card to play. And you won’t like it.” The Queen stopped. Since we were sandwiched with ten soldiers in front and ten behind, it forced them all to stop. We both turned to face Nils, who marched near the back.
 
   “Play your card on the ship,” he sniffed. “I tire of your delays.”
 
   “It cannot wait.” Eliandra nonetheless paused a full three seconds for effect. “You aren’t the only one who struck a bargain with Dracon.”
 
   Nils paled. His eyes widened and danced a moment in his skull, trying to figure what the Queen was on about.
 
   She glided between soldiers, head bowed, subtly parting them by the force of her presence. “It doesn’t have to end poorly for us. You’re not an unwise man and we both understand the merits of diplomacy. That is why I promised the boy to Lord Dracon.”
 
   “What?” I lunged, but was halted by a halberd point leveled at my nose. “You backstabber—you’re selling me out!”
 
   “Why should I care?” Nils asked her. “If I get the boy to him first, they’re my spoils, not yours.”
 
   “You could have my crown; and I could have some largess to retire upon and a seat on Council. No assassinations, no civil unrest.” She stopped in front of Nils. “A peaceable transition of power.”
 
   “I hear you saying ‘could.’ No riddles—would you truly cede power to me?” asked Nils, licking his lips.
 
   “I promise you my staff and my crown,” she said.
 
   “How do I know I can trust you?”
 
   Eliandra smiled. “My word is iron.”
 
   “I’m interested in deeds, not words,” he snapped.
 
   “Then let me show you.” She lifted her staff of office gracefully in both hands, pushed a hidden toggle, and a crackling blue orb erupted from the tip, blowing Nils’s head off. He fell like a tree, his neck a smoking stump.
 
   Eliandra tossed her crown onto his corpse. “As promised: staff and crown.”
 
   The soldiers all launched back several steps but I was left staring, trying to figure out whether I’d prophesied something or if there had to be scorched genitalia to qualify.
 
   The soldiers set their halberds like spears, but Eliandra fired twice more on the men who’d marched behind us. The orbs tossed them like ragdolls, bodies of the first row of men bowling over the troops behind them. The Queen spared me a glance, the lilt in her voice girded with steel: “Run, you stupid fuck!”
 
   “Oh,” was all I could say. Gosh, she was pretty when she swore. “Oh!” I dashed between confused guards, who lurched after me.
 
   The Queen’s staff erupted with electric-blue energy, like a lightsaber blade except in the shape of a double-headed war axe. “Surprise axe!” she bellowed, severing a guard’s halberd with the humming weapon and stepping close enough to flick head from shoulders. Before the next man could react, her axe danced through his knee and he fell with a scream. Without ever losing momentum, she arced the blade from the second guard’s knee to the chest of a third, slicing cleanly through the steel breastplate and burying it in his heart. She breezed through melee like it weighed nothing whatsoever.
 
   I blew past the last few distracted soldiers and sprinted for the feast hall. I groped in the big vest pocket for my sketchpad, fished it out, and flipped through old drawings for something useful. Armored men gave chase, their mail jingling with every stride.
 
   The Queen, propelled by longer legs, zoomed past us all. Freaking elves. “They never expect the axe,” she shouted. “Hurry, human!”
 
   A crossbow bolt whizzed past my ear and someone shouted, “No! Take them alive!”
 
   I found the sketch I wanted. I’d scribbled it while waiting for a Five Guys burger order that came too quickly, so it was rough—a sloppy, jagged sketch of a mountainside with a winding river that worked its way to the foreground, terminating at the bottom edge of the paper. I tore the landscape free, shoved my sketchpad into its pocket, and slapped my picture onto the surface of the feast-hall door Eliandra had opened. I seized the crossbow bolt lodged in the door, wrenched it free, and pinned the sketch with it.
 
   I breathed onto the image.
 
   The moment I exhaled, energy zinged out my bones. Only then did I realize the volume of magic I’d drawn forth: on the sketch, tiny trees shifted in a breeze, indicating the scale of the river. Silver light filled my black scribbles. Water frothed and splashed out of the drawing where the river disappeared off the bottom edge of the page.
 
   Oh crap. I just summoned a river indoors.
 
   Water gushed from the page and covered my ankles, the surf slowing or tripping the soldiers behind us. And this was just the beginning.
 
   “Stop messing around and go!” Eliandra ordered. She dragged me into the feast hall and slammed the door, locking the crossbar.
 
   “Forget the door. Run!” I sprinted past her, fear lending me wings.
 
   She followed. “That door is solid oak. It will take them—”
 
   “Can you argue underwater?”
 
   “What? No.”
 
   “Then argue later!”
 
   A roar gathered behind us. Water surged beneath the door, which groaned and bowed. Eliandra accelerated past me at the sound, and we fled the feast hall through another corridor. Wood exploded behind us. A rolling black wave of river crashed up the hall, slammed into a far wall, and funneled after us. Something cackled and I risked a glance over my shoulder. Was there a face in the water? I hadn’t drawn that…
 
   “How was that a good idea?” Eliandra shouted from ahead of me.
 
   “No more guards!”
 
   “This is so much better!”
 
   “At least I didn’t summon the volcano!”
 
   Water splashed at our heels. Something clawed for my ankles. The corridor T’d up ahead at a hanging tapestry, and terror at what lapped behind me drove me shoulder-first into the fabric. Bouncing off the hard wall behind it, I scrambled down a new branch. A split second after launching clear, a deluge pounded the tapestry and abruptly swallowed me. Cold hands lifted me, threw me under. I tumbled into the river like I’d been put on spin cycle. A voice made from wet laughter roared in my ear and I broke the surface long enough to see three women rising from the spray—no, they were made of it. The elementals seized my limbs and plunged me back into the drink. I screamed and sucked in a mouthful of river.
 
   I heard two cracks of energy and the aftershocks pounded my body. The elementals released all but my left ankle. Eliandra’s hand seized mine and she dragged me from the water, through a hole she’d blown into the wall. It was narrow and my hips barely cleared it. On the other side, water spurted through the hole and took the form of a wild-haired vixen leaning halfway in and laughing madly at us.
 
   Her glassy smile was razor-toothed and she blew a sweet kiss. Eliandra leveled her scepter, but the thundering of the river passed on the other side of the wall and the elemental liquefied, sluicing back into the rapids that had spawned her.
 
   We caught our breath and listened to elementals howling in the distance, off to do whatever elementals do when they’re not killing folks.
 
   I collapsed to my knees, head spinning with panic.
 
   “Why in the Nine Realms would you summon water spirits?” Eliandra’s staff stayed trained on the hole.
 
   “I didn’t… that is… I drew a river. Not spirits.” Realization hit me. “But the river was poorly drawn and huge. It took all my magic to bring it out. So there was more magic than there was drawing to guide it. Like if you dump a thousand gallons into a glass, it overflows and goes wherever it wants.”
 
   “Pardon?” Eliandra asked, lowering her scepter and wringing out her sodden gown.
 
   “If I cast big magic, I need to use more precise drawings. The art guides the magic; controls it; keeps it from going in random directions.”
 
   “When I get my palace back in working order, you will pay for the repairs,” Eliandra informed me, her tone more barbed than the sweet-sounding royalty I’d first met.
 
   “Don’t you dare pretend you’re the Queen,” I said. “Queen Eliandra is… is… not an axe-wielding adventuress. She’s dignified!”
 
   Eliandra lifted her jaw. “Ran fresh out of dignity when you spoiled my well-laid plans. Before you spooked Nils, I’d arranged to shatter his voting bloc by pairing the Council vote on your freedom with a mercer’s tax.”
 
   “A killer amendment,” I said. “To split the coastal elites down the middle and break their coalition.” She really did know her stuff.
 
   “Of course. Here’s a good rule of thumb: if someone is five times your age, assume she is smarter than you. Now, thanks to you, Dracon is at our front door.”
 
   “I’m sorry. I didn’t think—”
 
   “No.” She tapped my forehead twice. “A problem with your species. From now on, if that tiny human brain churns out any more bright ideas, run them past me first.”
 
   “You shouldn’t have jailed me,” I muttered.
 
   “It was a lovely jail, though.” She straightened. “If you’ve no more immediate plans to ruin my country, perhaps we should focus on getting out of this mess.”
 
   “Could just be my inferior human brain talking, but we need to find Ronin and Tammagan. Nils said he teleported them outside. But Ronin can glide. He could have grabbed Tammagan and landed safely.”
 
   “Not a bad point.” Eliandra tapped her chin in thought.“I suppose I’ll keep you. Provided you do as I say.”
 
   “Oh, joy.”
 
   “We can’t go anywhere with the teleporters offline and the palace crawling with Dracon’s loyalists. With Nils dead, they’ll be in disarray but not gone. Our main exits will be the docks, the roof, and the grand foyer. They’ll have all three watched. Normally my guard could deal with this, but the Akarri are too scattered to put the threat down cleanly; Nils timed his treachery carefully and struck when my guard was mostly abroad or serving on Ronin’s ship.”
 
   “Can’t we just break a window or something?” I asked.
 
   “The windows are hardened crystal. You have to be imprinted on the founder’s stone to open one. They will have removed my voice from the stone; yours was never there to begin with.”
 
   I groaned. Unbreakable windows. I made this place a prison. Wait—not exactly. “There’s another way out.”
 
   She arched an eyebrow. “And you know it, oh he-who-ruins-well-laid-plans?”
 
   “Through the sublevels, across the Pit of Souls. We have to go through the Labyrinth.”
 
   “And what, pray tell, is the Labyrinth?”
 
   It was a dungeon I was going to run. I’d forgotten about writing it into the basement of the palace. “A way out.” More for my own benefit than hers, I added, “Wish I remembered all the details, but I cobbled it together from other dungeons I’d made—er, made it through before. So on the danger scale, it’s probably easier than storming through Nils’s men. That is, if you can get us to the sublevels.”
 
   She hefted her staff, which I now realized had a rune stone installed somewhere inside. “I imagine we’ll find a way.”
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Four: Royal Pain
 
    
 
    
 
   Queen Eliandra turned out to be every inch the sophisticated stateswoman. Unfortunately, her hands-on management style needed work. We meandered the miles of uninhabited, unexplored palace with Eliandra dictating every turn, insisting at intervals that I remain silent, speed up, slow down, or hold back.
 
   I had chafed under Ronin’s style of grab-and-drag, her overbearing nature and her threats. I’d thought it cumbersome. I realized, though, I far preferred my bodyguard to the Queen. Ronin gave an order, bolstered it with a threat, and left me to weigh my options—but Eliandra was constantly there, a buzz in the ear pleading, “Hey, listen!” Ronin governed like the Old Testament. Eliandra’s every instruction was delivered with a smile and complementary hand motion. She was less a leader than a dog walker, and I resented it.
 
   There was no chance we’d be intercepted by a search party. The palace was scaled more like wilderness than a building, except the walls made it a forest with nearly zero visibility—an enormous stone-and-carpet maze.
 
   We bickered about leaving through the Labyrinth. Eliandra suggested bombs to penetrate the outer walls, but we both realized Nils’s men would have flying ships outside to intercept us. Then she suggested I draw her an army—yes, her, since she had “real command experience.” Admittedly, my Gold rating in StarCraft II probably didn’t count.
 
   “No soldiers,” I said. “I don’t feel right drawing anything with a brain.” I tried not to look her in the eye. Our still-budding relationship didn’t need me in a deific role.
 
   “Good soldiers don’t necessarily need brains.” Her smile bothered me.
 
   We settled on a stone golem. I poured three hours into the details, so as not to repeat the river incident. However, when I exhaled on the golem, my breath sparked, stray pebbles crumbled from the image, and dark graphite stared lifelessly back at me.
 
   I frowned. “I’m out of juice.”
 
   Eliandra rubbed the bridge of her nose between closed eyes. “Then try something smaller.”
 
   I drew a wristband with a “mana” bar to monitor how much summoning power I had left. It popped successfully from the page. I slipped on the band, which nested with my dad’s wristwatch and displayed my mana next to the timepiece. The meter was nearly guttered. “Um. I need to recharge.”
 
   She threw her hands into the air, exasperated. “How?”
 
   I shrugged. “Sleep? Food? Solar radiation? Plug me into a wall outlet, maybe.”
 
   I used the last juice to summon a violet blossom from a flower in one of my old fantasy settings. The “dog dodger” flower was edible and neutralized our scent, keeping search dogs off our trail. Also wild dogs, because oh yeah, it turned out packs of them prowled through abandoned palace chambers feeding on God knew what.
 
   “Why isn’t there more dog crap?” I asked.
 
   “Grub-flies eat some,” Eliandra said. “Enchantoids clean the rest.”
 
   “Enchantoids?”
 
   “Sentient mops, buckets, sponges, dusters—a pack of bristle brushes once mauled my chambermaid; poor darling tried to keep them as pets, but they’re quite feral.”
 
   “Do I want to know about the grub-flies?”
 
   “They ingest waste. You won’t see any during daylight hours. You can hear dusk coming, because they buzz through the corridors. By day, they nest in earthen-floored rooms below ground level and rise through the palace like gnatty tides.”
 
   “This place…” I stared at the abandoned library we wandered through—at mahogany reading desks, decoratively carved bookshelves, and marble staircases leading to a gloomy wraparound balcony. The fine décor had been kept clean of animal filth and damage by enchantoids. But no human had used it in living memory, its only sign of habitation a few dusty paw-prints on a velvet chaise longue. “It only looks like it’s for people. It has its own ecosystem.”
 
   “Nature abhors a vacuum,” Eliandra said. “If people don’t live here, something will. Be glad it’s living brooms, dogs, and moss. The human contingent in the palace keeps it clear of monsters, at least near inhabited regions. If we travel far enough? No promises. No one’s explored the entire palace.”
 
   I remembered writing that. “I’m an idiot,” I whispered.
 
   Eliandra put her hand on my shoulder. “Yes. But at least among humans, you’re still in the top quintile.”
 
   We traversed corridors, staircases, balconies, and once a really ridiculous slide. The Queen seemed to know her way, but once in a while she tapped her chin in thought.
 
   When dusk arrived, dark swarms of grub-flies flooded the corridors, and my stomach growled at the realization I’d never eaten dinner. “How close are we?”
 
   “Maybe a mile from the nearest inhabited region. By the dust, no one’s been in this room for three years. The molding and balustrades suggest we’re still on the twentieth story or so. We’ve been averaging twelve hundred yards between staircases, but they get harder to find in the sublevels. I estimate three or four days of this and we’ll be near the Labyrinth.”
 
   “Wait. You don’t know the way?”
 
   She scoffed. “I told you: we’re in the middle of a wild palace. The magic changes the rooms around when they’re uninhabited, and we can’t exactly flood it with cartographers. The only way to navigate the Palace of Ten Thousand Chambers is by architectural knowledge and intuition. Do cheer up, though; fortune may smile upon us. We could find a fire pole. That would get us through several levels in one go.”
 
   Wait. “Where did you get the phrase ‘fire pole’?” Rune didn’t have modern fire stations.
 
   “I believe they were first installed outside tall buildings in order to escape fires. They were covered in nonflammable grease to survive fire and deter robbers from climbing up. The idea never caught on for fire prevention, but it did at playgrounds. The name stuck.”
 
   “Weird.” I realized in one of my setting notes I’d used the term “fire pole,” and Rune had somehow evolved an explanation. Whatever magic made that happen, it was doing a yeoman’s job.
 
   The palace’s crystal lights dimmed around midnight. I was exhausted, having not eaten a full meal since the sky ship, and we bedded down in an echoing barracks, securing the doors at both ends with stacks of furniture.
 
   Eliandra prodded me awake near dawn. She’d stood alert, watching over me, and ordered me to stand guard while she fell into an “elven sleep trance” for an hour. I yawned, ignored the ragged emptiness in my belly, and snickered at how Eliandra went from trancing in a Buddhist meditative pose to curling up into an adorable ball. She snored just the tiniest bit. It was like a little mouse snore.
 
   The tides of sleep washed Eliandra’s face clean of expression, smoothing it like wet sand until she looked like a stranger. And, my God, I realized how strange this woman was: a Machiavellian queen one moment, an axe-wielding hellion the next, and finally one of those know-it-alls who liked to tell folks what to do. On Earth, those people got masters degrees in something not too mathematical or started blogs, but it seemed on Rune they made them Queen. Regal Eliandra was a match for my portrait, but what about Barbarian Eliandra and Know-it-all Eliandra? In her sleep, I couldn’t see any of those three people. Just who the hell did I draw?
 
   I stared until Eliandra stirred with a catlike stretch and a yawn. I glanced sharply to the door I guarded.
 
   She fingered the layer of grime accumulated on her silver gown from travel. “Can you draw yet?”
 
   I checked my wristband and realized sleep had returned a third of my charge. “I won’t be building an army today, but something smaller, yes.”
 
   “I need hiking gear.”
 
   “What’s the magic word?”
 
   She straightened and put fists to her hips. “How about, ‘I’m your queen.’ ”
 
   “I’m American. You’re not the queen of me.”
 
   She hefted her scepter and tapped both my shoulders. “I dub you a full citizen of Korvia. There. Now I’m your queen. Draw, or it’s treason.” She winked. “Make it rugged.”
 
   It took an hour, since I didn’t want to summon a deadly fabric elemental by mistake. Eliandra hovered and made comments: fewer buttons; smaller bust (“How big do you think they are?”); a looser fit for her breeches. I resolved the boob issue by drawing a sports bra. I apparently had no idea what queens liked for footwear, because my eight attempts at boots nearly devolved into me giving her six-inch stilettos out of spite. Instead, I yelled, “You’ll take what I draw or you can hang your newest citizen!”
 
   She lifted an eyebrow at the outburst, but probably sensed her over-shoulder prodding wasn’t going to get her what she wanted, because she stepped back.
 
   The fact she’d been the bigger person and backed down made me feel like a jerk for yelling. “Screw it,” I muttered, and I finished the footwear. 
 
   I exhaled on the wardrobe, which uncoiled from the paper. I was thankful to get clothes and not bloodsucking vampire clothes.
 
   Eliandra changed behind a dusty screen partition, her silhouette yet another thing I forced myself to ignore. I think if there’s one seriously unfair part to male sexuality, it’s being instantly aroused by good-looking people I otherwise find insufferable.
 
   The Queen popped from behind the screen in a pair of sturdy breeches, a sleeveless shirt, and a brown-leather bomber jacket that featured a dragon-wing motif and stretched to mid-thigh. Instead of boots, she wore calfskin Nikes, complete with swish. She wound up loving them.
 
   “You should make a teleportation device,” she said while lacing a shoe.
 
   I went to tell her that was stupid, but my mouth hung open. No. That’s not stupid, it’s brilliant. My dictionary gave no kanji for “teleport,” so I set to work instead on a gauntlet-mounted device that used a miniaturized version of the bowling-ball-sized orbs in the palace teleporters. I added a “safe teleport” feature in the form of a remote viewer operated with dials and switches. Provided an area was observed before executing the transport, I’d avoid fusing with walls or other people.
 
   The drawing took another two hours while Eliandra kept watch. Finally, I exhaled onto the paper and silver light filled each line.
 
   Something went wrong. The gauntlet pushed halfway out, but the moment the teleportation orb materialized, it rattled violently within its fixture. The orb’s surface darkened to charcoal and cracked. Hairline fissures seeped angry red light and—with sensitivity born from making reflex saving throws in Dungeons & Dragons literally hundreds of times—I flinched and waited to die.
 
   Eliandra threw me to the floor, putting a bunk between us and the device. An explosion pounded the air. My ears rang as it echoed.
 
   I nevertheless stood and hurtled the bed the instant danger had passed, kicking smoky debris off my sketchpad. I picked the pad up and blew hot sparks from the surface. A few sizzled painfully into my forearm.
 
   “Why did it do that?” Eliandra panted. “What did you do wrong this time?”
 
   I nursed my singed forearm. “It wasn’t my fault—I think.” It wasn’t like I had a degree in this. I slumped onto the bunk and rubbed my chin in careful thought. The stone had caused the detonation. Realization sunk in: “There’s no teleportation in Rune except through fixed points.” I’d written it that way to prevent abuse. Most fantasy-world challenges were geographic in nature, after all, so teleportation spoiled the fun. I now lived under my own idiotic setting rules.
 
   “Fixed points?”
 
   “The palace uses a magical projector and a similar reception device.” Also, I realized the palace predated my setting rule—Rune may have just grandfathered in its teleporters. “Anyway, we can’t teleport out of here. I guess some things I just can’t do.”
 
   Eliandra sat next to me and put a hand on my shoulder, and I knew she was about to dispense unnecessary criticism. “Don’t take this the wrong way, Magister Grawflefox, because I value your skills. But are you certain you should be bending the laws of reality? You’re not terribly―” She scanned the shattered rune stone and mangled teleporter. “―proficient.”
 
   An idea hit me. I checked my mana. The clothing for Eliandra had barely dented it, but my failed spell had taken a bite. I prayed there was enough left. “I want one more try, coach.”
 
   She smirked. “Have at it. I’ll stand way over there.”
 
   I set to work. So far, I noticed the magic worked best when I drew things that fit Rune—but some things, like the “dog dodger” blossom, came from other fantasy worlds. So I let someone else’s fantasy setting inspire me.
 
   Curiosity eventually had Eliandra on tiptoe, trying to spy my drawing from two bunks distant. “Are you drawing… another piece of paper?”
 
   “A map.”
 
   “What sort of map?”
 
   “A little of Ms. Rowling, a dash of Google.” I worked out in my head how it would function, then blew on my paper. I tensed, but the map manifested without incident. Immediately, ink on its magical surface resolved into an aerial blueprint with tiny colored markings for Eliandra and me. It showed nearby rooms and tiny triangles that indicated wild dogs milling in a tight cluster nine or ten rooms away. “This should help us find our fire pole.”
 
   “How does it work?”
 
   “The map reads surrounding rooms and draws itself as we go. We can scroll around, too.” I tapped the surface and panned across. Then I showed her how to zoom in and out. “Looks like we’re only…” I tapped our destination and it drew a red line through several rooms and hallways. “…about a quarter mile from the nearest fire pole. Hang on.” I clicked the “avoid tolls and savage beasts” option and it created a slightly longer line. “Make that a third of a mile. C’mon.”
 
   We darted through corridors with newfound purpose. While I rarely get hungry right after waking, it was nearly lunchtime and I hadn’t eaten much last night. Maybe that was why I was so irritable with Eliandra. If my mana hadn’t been down to a sliver, I’d have tried summoning a BLT.
 
   “You can draw us food when we’re down the fire pole and clear of dogs,” Eliandra said.
 
   “How did you—”
 
   She grinned. “You’re a soft touch, magister. For one so skinny, I take it you don’t skip a lot of meals.”
 
   “I skip them sometimes.” Usually while distracted by video games or drawing. “What about you? Most royals aren’t known for their ascetic lifestyle.”
 
   “I’ll tell you a secret,” she said. “I wasn’t born royal.”
 
   “What were you born as, then?”
 
   “I didn’t promise you all my secrets.”
 
   “How about if I guess? Will you tell me if I’m right?”
 
   “That’s childish.”
 
   “So you won’t play?”
 
   “I didn’t say that.”
 
   I scratched my chin while we navigated a balcony over a larger chamber. “You’re not what I expected.”
 
   “Aren’t I?”
 
   “Not at all. Almost like you switched places with the Eliandra I met before.”
 
   “Almost, yes.”
 
   I froze, narrowing my eyes at her. “Wait a second. Royalty use doubles all the time.”
 
   Eliandra paused too, a smirk tugging at the corners of her mouth.
 
   “You’re not her, are you? You’re the Queen’s double.”
 
   The grin worked all the way to her eyes. “Perhaps. It would have been smart for Queen Eliandra to sneak away. In which case she’s probably found Ronin by now, and we should meet them outside the palace.”
 
   “Tricksy elfs,” I muttered.
 
   With difficulty, we pushed open one massive side of a double door. The chamber beyond, supported by columns, was designed like a vaulted cathedral sanctuary; there were no pews, though, and it was filled from front to back with two dozen upright mops slopping soapy water across the floors, as if wielded by invisible servants.
 
   “Enchantoids,” the fake Queen whispered. “Back out slowly.”
 
   “Seriously?” My voice echoed through the room.
 
   The door slammed shut. I glanced back and realized it had been closed by a hovering scrub brush.
 
   Not-Eliandra brandished her scepter like a rifle, whirling it from one enchantoid to the next as if warding off cannibals. “Back!”
 
   A fat sponge trailing water like a slug zipped straight for us. Not-Eliandra punted it into a column. “Back or I’ll slay you.” She waved the scepter in the air. “Big magic. Magic go boom! Keep back!”
 
   All the cleaning implements stopped working and pivoted, as if noticing us—brooms and buckets dripping suds and gray water, brushes, clotheslines that dropped their linens and untied from columns, clothespins assembling into pinched-together clothespin men, washbasins, wringers, dustpans, feather dusters, sponges, and splotchy towels. A static-lightning arc of fear jolted through me—a distant childhood nightmare suddenly and fully remembered. “Oh no,” I whispered.
 
   The nightmare had come after watching Fantasia as a boy. It had recurred for years.
 
   “Inch carefully after me,” Not-Eliandra said under her breath.
 
   They stampeded for us all at once.
 
   “Never mind—run for your life!” she hollered.
 
   We sprinted for the chamber’s right side, praying for an exit behind one of the columns. Clacking buckets and slopping-wet mops gave chase. We rounded a pillar and something snagged my ankles, both of us hurtling to the floor. I glanced down and realized a clothesline had snared our feet.
 
   “How smart are they?” I shouted.
 
   “I never stopped to ask them their thoughts on current events.” She fired her scepter and exploded a mop into blackened splinters. “Untie us!” She fired again.
 
   I struggled with the wash line, which fought me like a python and coiled around my wrists, binding hands to feet. “Um. Help.”
 
   “Remain utterly still.” She leveled her scepter at the rope binding my wrists.
 
   I winced, but before Not-Eliandra fired, a wet towel plastered itself to her face with a smack! and started squeezing like the facehugger from Alien.
 
   “Mwwfubber!” I could guess her meaning.
 
   A mop cracked its handle across my temple. My vision went spotty. It cracked again and the chamber swayed around me.
 
   For a peaceful moment, everything was quiet and dark.
 
   I came to on my back. Slick flagstone scraped against my shoulders and backside. Dragged by my wrists beside the struggling pseudo-Queen, I realized we’d been tied side to side. Her staff of office lay abandoned by the column. A dozen mops, pulling on the wash lines that bound us, drew us toward a washbasin the size of a hot tub, which buckets had busied themselves filling with soapy water.
 
   “Crap. They’re gonna drown us!”
 
   “Ooh eenk?” she said through a gag made from the wet cloth that had attacked her. She managed to scrape the cloth against the flagstone, applying enough friction to pop it free. “I’m rather out of options here. Tell me you’ve a clever wizard plan.”
 
   “Is crying a plan? Is that a wizard thing?” The inexorable march of the mops summoned vivid thematic notes from L’apprenti sorcier until I swore I could hear it resonating off the stone arches and columns. It seemed a perfect match to the movements of the enchantoids trying to murder us. “This is all Walt Disney’s fault.”
 
   “I’ll be sure to write Sir Disney a stern letter once we make it out alive,” Not-Eliandra said.
 
   “Orcs, dragons, and witches I survive. What does me in? Freaking floor-cleaning paraphernalia. All those years I made fun of my cat for running from the vacuum cleaner.” I shook my head sadly. “I owe Buckles an apology.”
 
   “The jokes aren’t helping.”
 
   “It’s my fear reflex. When my friend Dak was in surgery, I almost drove his parents—” A loofah pounced and wedged itself into my jaw. I gagged.
 
   “Bite down,” Not-Eliandra shouted. “Or it chokes you to death.”
 
   God, I hate this world. I bit down.
 
   The mops made a ramp using a wringer, its rollers pulling us up the incline. We both tried to scoot down as we reached the lip of the basin. The rollers worked against us, and no matter how much the fake Queen and I wriggled, they nudged us inch by inch over the rim—first shoulders, then backs, losing more ground every moment. I glanced into the basin, where a dozen wet towels and sponges circled in the water like hungry sharks.
 
   This is the end. I die with a floofy sponge in my throat.
 
   The rollers pitched us over. We hit warm water with a mighty splash.
 
   It smelled faintly of lilacs.
 
   Just when the towels gripped my head and shoved me under, the basin burst apart. Water gushed from the massive hole in its side. The fake Queen and I surfed across the floor on a three-hundred-gallon wave.
 
   Across the room, Ronin battled in her grinning demon mask. She twisted between enchantoids, wielding the Queen’s staff in one hand and her gleaming sword in the other, working them over like a tornado of sharp. A half-dozen scrub brushes and sponges leaped for her. She twirled that blade. Woodchips dusted the floor.
 
   A wash line whirled through the air like a dragon with wings made of silken sheets. Ronin sliced it in half, dropped the scepter onto the toe of her boot, and grasped the dead wash line in her freed hand. She whipped it around a retreating mop, yanked the mop back into melee range, and drove her elbow into the shaft, snapping it in half. Then she popped the staff back from her foot to her hand and fired it into a bucket, blowing it open. If the gallons of soapy water splattering the stone columns had been blood, the scene would have been rated NC-17.
 
   “Did sh—” I choked off the pronoun, unsure what Not-Eliandra knew. “—did he just kill that one thing with that other thing’s corpse?”
 
   “He does that from time to time,” she said.
 
   We scooted to a broken broom handle and Not-Eliandra used it to saw at our bonds. The moment the wash line frayed, it loosened and slithered away, wounded.
 
   The surviving enchantoids retreated. When it was just us and Ronin, she unclipped her mask and glared at me with an intensity that suggested this was entirely my fault. It probably was.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Five: Still Technically Fails the Bechdel Test
 
    
 
    
 
   Not-Eliandra stared at Ronin. “Where did you come from?”
 
   The ninja stripped off her mask and held out my darkened ghost stone. Her face didn’t make Not-Eliandra double-take, so I figured the fake Queen already knew Ronin’s sex. She instead shot a quizzical glance at me when I failed to react, probably wondering why I’d called Ronin a “he.”
 
   Ronin told us she’d been floating through the palace, closing on us all day, when the commotion from our fight had announced our location. Part of me found that too convenient, but what was the other explanation? Had she been there all along, spying? Why hadn’t she sprung into action sooner? Perhaps she’d wanted to see how I fared in a scrape.
 
   I felt guilty for nearly dying. All the courage I’d mustered during the witch battle had evaporated. Was it possible to perform so badly that one lost experience points? That’s what it felt like. Battle had given me nightmares, but subtly boosted my confidence—I’d gained levels. Now I’d lost them again.
 
   Negative levels. Like I was playing old-school Dungeons & Dragons, before they got rid of all the weird game mechanics that were no fun precisely because they were like real life.
 
   “You glided to safety after being teleported to the palace heights?” Not-Eliandra asked.
 
   “Yes,” Ronin said.
 
   “What of Tammagan and my Akarri?” Not-Eliandra asked.
 
   “Also—and this is critical—how is Leonardo?” I asked.
 
   They both glared.
 
   “My turtle. I left him with Kyra. Is my turtle okay? Did he make it? Yeah, and Tammagan and the Akarri, totally. How are the Akarri and my turtle doing?”
 
   “All are well,” Ronin said.
 
   “Hey, wait,” I said. “Why aren’t you naked?”
 
   Their glares intensified and Ronin set both fists to her hips.
 
   I cleared my throat. “Allow me to clarify, um, ladies. When I used the stone, I lost my clothes.”
 
   “Perhaps you’re not well studied on the use of rune stones. What sort of qualifying exams do wizards have?” Not-Eliandra asked, her smirk a subtle twist of the knife.
 
   “It’s magic,” I said. “Predictability is not its defining feature.”
 
   “It has rules,” Ronin said. “Rules you haven’t bothered to learn. You are a clumsy creator. You fumble at the keys like a child.” She presented her blade, its gleaming metal tarnished by a slate-colored smudge.
 
   “What’s that?” I asked. The enchantoids hadn’t leaked gray fluids while dying.
 
   “My blood,” Ronin said. “A small amount bonded my weapons and clothing to me, allowing me to carry them along.”
 
   Admittedly, that was a neat trick. But I was also bothered by the fact Ronin apparently bled liquid rock.
 
   “Fortuitous,” Not-Eliandra said. “With a few drops of blood, we can use the stone to escape together.”
 
   “No,” said Ronin. She showed the stone again. Whereas once it had glowed bright red somewhere in its glassy core, it was now opaque. “The stone has darkened, which means its energy reserve has diminished. I used it for nearly a day. It will recharge, eventually, but using it across three bodies will drain it faster.”
 
   Not-Eliandra checked her staff of office. “The stone in my scepter is fading too. We need a plan. Magister, can you make a new ghost stone?”
 
   Ronin shook her head. “Bad idea.”
 
   I frowned at her. “Come on, it would only take a minute to pump one out.”
 
   “You misunderstand your power again,” she said. “Each time you replicate by rote, it steals a portion of your power forever. Do it long enough and there would be none left.”
 
   “Fine. I’ll think of something else.” I shifted to dig for my sketchpad.
 
   Ronin caught sight of my temple. With heart-stopping suddenness, she seized my jaw. “You’re injured.” Tilting my head to the side, she probed the goose egg with sterile assessment.
 
   I winced. With combat over, everything hurt again.
 
   “Hold still,” she said, but her fingers eased off the lump. Instead, they traced my skull in search of fractures.
 
   “It’s fine,” I said, uncomfortable.
 
   “Look at me,” she ordered.
 
   I did.
 
   “You may have a concussion,” Ronin said.
 
   Her eyes were pretty. It was strange that I liked them, since they lacked the smiling crinkle at the corners that I usually went for. But her eyes had a power like gravity. There was nothing in this woman but intensity, and it sort of scared me.
 
   But holy smokes, it was a ticklish kind of scared.
 
   “Do you have a headache?” Ronin asked.
 
   The germ of masculine pride that lives inside me wanted to say “Nah,” and then probably swagger or strike a match off my boot—you know, do something cancerous and awesome. However, Ronin’s eyes drilled straight to the truth center of my brain. “A little.”
 
   “Be careful.” She released me, but it wasn’t her hands that had held me. I had to wait for her to glance at Not-Eliandra to breathe again.
 
   “How about an acid that melts through walls?” Not-Eliandra suggested.
 
   “No,” said Ronin.
 
   I found my voice again. “I could—”
 
   “Do you know how your magic behaves while you’re concussed?” Ronin asked.
 
   I threw my hands up. “No! I don’t know any of this. What happens?”
 
   Her narrowed eyes plucked the outrage from my lips. “I have no idea. Nor do you. A head injury could make your summoning unpredictable.”
 
   “Then what the hell should I do?”
 
   She gestured to a chair. “Rest.”
 
   I held up a finger to argue, intent now on giving her a piece of my mind. But the set of her shoulders told me it would be a long argument. A wave of exhaustion washed over me at the prospect and my hand dropped limp to my side. “Fine. But not because you told me to. Because I want to.” I sat and didn’t sulk. Much.
 
   Ronin and Not-Eliandra assessed one another.
 
   “You let the enchantoids corner you,” said Ronin. “Sloppy.”
 
   Not-Eliandra rolled her eyes—a curiously childish gesture from a woman who swung between stately, brilliant, and savage. “Missed you too, mom.”
 
   I snorted at the joke. When the fake Queen kept her gaze steady on Ronin, though, realization reset my brain—it rewrote all the players in front of me. “Wait.” I pointed at Ronin and then Not-Eliandra. “Hold on.” How is that even possible if Ronin’s ears aren’t pointy?
 
   Ronin never flinched from the fake Queen’s stare. “She isn’t serious. She chafes at the very idea that I’m her mother.”
 
   “She’s definitely not my mother,” Not-Eliandra said. “She didn’t give birth to me; she found me on the street. Of course, with those smothering maternal instincts, sometimes it’s hard to tell.”
 
   “Why did you raise Queen Eliandra’s double?” I asked Ronin.
 
   She frowned and Eliandra shrank an inch, chastised. “Explain,” Ronin growled.
 
   “I wasn’t certain I could trust Magister Grawflefox.” Eliandra motioned airily to me. “He suggested I wasn’t the true Queen, and I… declined to correct him.”
 
   Ronin sighed and rubbed the root of her nose, the same motion Eliandra had used earlier. “Your mercurial relationship with the truth wearies me.”
 
   “It’s also what keeps me alive in court,” Eliandra said, an accusation in her voice. “Besides, it’s not like you’re a paragon of honesty.” She pointed at me. “You know all about his magic. How?”
 
   Good question.
 
   “Because I’ve fought his magic before.”
 
   “When?” Eliandra asked.
 
   “It was once Dracon’s magic.”
 
   Eliandra’s glare centered on me. “Explain,” she said to Ronin, her tone suggesting it had better be good. There was nothing ticklish about the fear Eliandra’s stone-cold eyes filled me with.
 
   “Dracon arrived in the realm thousands of years ago with the power to create using pen and paper. His power diminished over the ages from abuse, though he still possesses a wealth of artifacts and magic left over from the height of his era.”
 
   “And why do we suffer the magister to live?” Eliandra asked. “Was Dracon not once a hero? What stops Grawflefox from following in the traditions of his people?”
 
   “My people?” I asked. “My people are basically tall hobbits who like the woods, fireworks, and reading indoors on windy days. We’re from eastern Ohio. No one from Ohio has ever conquered anything except a case of Yuengling, I promise.”
 
   “Besides,” Ronin said, “there is only so much dream power in this world. His presence siphons the last of Dracon’s strength.”
 
   Eliandra nodded as if finally understanding what shape I was and how I fit into her puzzle. “So Grawflefox lives because he keeps Dracon weak.”
 
   “He lives because I say so.”
 
   The Queen folded her arms. “Fine.”
 
   It was strange to see her take orders, even from an adoptive parent. “Did Ronin rule before you?” I asked, genuinely confused.
 
   Eliandra rolled her eyes. “Of course not. You think I was born with a crown on my brow? I cut my teeth in Cobbler’s Row, stealing food and slicing purse strings—until, one winter night, I cut the wrong purse and Ronin held me dangling by a wrist.” She considered the compact, deadly woman across from her. “I hid my ears back then, but she knew me for what I was. Dracon had a bounty on all elves; had someone else found me, they’d have sold me for a tidy sum, as they had my real mother.”
 
   Ronin stood with hand capping the pommel of her sheathed blade, allowing the story to be told without contribution.
 
   “Dracon wanted the elves for his own uses,” Eliandra said. “But elves must rule Korvia by ancient tradition, and after assassinating the old queen, he denied them an heir. For six years the throne stood empty, the nation ruled by a temporary council. Dracon aimed to install one of his own slaves as ruler. Ronin saw potential in me—I was the last free elf in all of Korvia.”
 
   “Not your only virtue,” Ronin said. “Also smart, talented, and almost as quick as me.”
 
   Eliandra grinned at the praise. “She also recognized my burning hatred for Dracon. So she taught me customs, languages, politics, and social graces. Together, we’ve transformed Korvia into a military power capable of destroying the dragon lord forever.”
 
   It clicked. “You’re a queen, but with levels of rogue and—I guess—barbarian.”
 
   The Queen bristled. “I am no rogue. I am a lady.”
 
   “That’s exactly what a rogue would say.”
 
   “A rogue might also cut out your tongue to keep you from repeating it,” she said.
 
   My mouth clicked shut.
 
   Eliandra and Ronin briefly discussed Tammagan and the state of the sky ship. I examined them, realizing I still didn’t have the Queen wholly figured. I’d met Regal Eliandra, Barbarian Eliandra, Know-it-all Eliandra, and Lies-for-fun Eliandra. What was this all of a sudden—Daughter Eliandra?
 
   Was there any goddamn thing in all of Rune, I wondered, that had turned out the way I’d intended? A queen of lies, a palace with its own ecosystem, a river of murderous elementals—my bumbling fingers had made a mess of everything. Ronin’s right about me. I’m no good at this. I sank, defeated, into my chair. My arms dangled, gravity sucking on each fingertip separately. Voices droned around me and I lost track of time until someone shook me. I roused, Ronin’s hand on my shoulder.
 
   I scrubbed at my face. “I need a nap.”
 
   “Not here,” she said, eyeing the enchantoid debris around us.
 
   “Then what now?” asked Eliandra. “We’re down a wizard.”
 
   “He isn’t heavy.” Ronin dragged me from the chair and draped my arm over her shoulders.
 
   Once I’d stood, the blood flowed and my focus sharpened—as did the throbbing in my skull. “What about the dungeon?”
 
   “Can you guide us?” Ronin asked.
 
   “Sure. But there’ll be traps and probably some monsters. A few puzzles, which won’t be hard since I created them. Once I’m there I’ll remember the particulars.”
 
   “Sounds delightful,” Eliandra scoffed. “Is it our only option?”
 
   “Our best one,” Ronin said. “Nils has the exits and exterior well fortified. We’ll flee through the dungeon and have Tammagan pick us up in my ship.”
 
   I tugged the Marauder’s Map from my pocket and passed it to Eliandra. “That should get us to the entrance.”
 
   ***
 
   The corridors, fire poles, staircases, hidden passages, and balconies blurred on by, my sense of surroundings fogged by a headache that throbbed in time with my pulse. I lost whole patches of the journey; sometimes I walked and sometimes Ronin propped me up without complaint.
 
   Once we passed below ground level, the air grew damp; the chilly silence of the subterranean caverns was punctuated only by a sporadic echo of water plinking from stalactites into pools.
 
   Eliandra and Ronin’s conversation finally roused me from my semiconscious march. “Remember last time you carried me?” Eliandra asked, glancing back at Ronin, who had my arm slung around her shoulders. “Hauling me away from the angry mob you’d just beaten half to death.”
 
   “You’d just turned forty,” Ronin said. “Ran away because you wanted a birthday party.”
 
   Eliandra groaned. “It didn’t have to be a party. I wanted the slightest taste of my heritage, and instead you took me to the burned-out tower and told me, ‘You’ve got enough breadth in your shoulders for twenty more pounds,’ and loaded that damned knapsack with my bodyweight in rocks.”
 
   “You’re the one who begged every night to save your mother.” Ronin adjusted my weight with a roughness that betrayed her irritation. “I had to push.”
 
   “My mother told me a hundred times about her cotillion ball; the new set of ivory combs, the dress, the sweaty-handed human boy she danced with. Forty was just another reminder of everything Dracon stole from us.” Eliandra’s face twisted in pain. “I didn’t run to Amyss so I could have a party, you know.”
 
   “I do know,” Ronin said. “You went to buy supplies and weapons. You were going to save your mother and your people.”
 
   Eliandra shot a look over one shoulder. “You knew?”
 
   “I followed you. You really think I just stumbled along when that mob surrounded you?”
 
   That settles the question of how she came on the enchantoids so suddenly, I decided.
 
   Eliandra spun to face us. “Why didn’t you stop me?”
 
   I winced as Ronin eased me onto the ground and faced her adopted daughter. “You needed to feel the world against you; to realize Dracon’s bounties made it impossible for your people to live free. Break their chains, and a mob just like the one that surrounded you would sell your family a second time.”
 
   Fists to her sides, Eliandra straightened and glared fire at Ronin. “So you let them bind me and spit on me. A wise move. That was the night I realized I’d never free my people without the force of law and an army behind me.” Her eyes were glassy and she blinked a few times. “I was always a good little agent for you after that, wasn’t I?”
 
   “How many times did I tell you I could do it alone?” Ronin asked. “And how many times did you swear you couldn’t sit idle while your people were enslaved?”
 
   “Yes!” Eliandra shouted, arms in the air. “It was my choice. Always mine! You’re blameless and I’m an irrational zealot. We’ve covered this ground again and again, at every conceivable volume. Now pick up the damned wizard, who will hopefully be a more effective weapon than I’ve been. We have ground to cover.”
 
   “I didn’t carry you like I do Isaac,” Ronin said evenly. “I held you in my arms.” She made a gesture, as if cradling a baby. Her voice was softer than I’d ever heard it. “I cleaned the cut they put on your brow, bandaged it, and washed your hair.”
 
   “You’re not the one who was meant to do those things. My real mother is a slave, and I tire of her unfeeling replacement.”
 
   Eliandra had already turned, and didn’t hear Ronin’s sharp intake of breath, or see the way her arms still cradled the air for a moment.
 
   Her arms lowered and she lifted me back to my feet. The rest of the walk, a heavy silence hung over us.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Six: For Want of a Double-Cheese Pizza
 
    
 
    
 
   “This is the place.” I folded the Google Dungeons map into a small rectangle and slipped it into an extra-dimensional pocket for safekeeping.
 
   We stopped where the roughhewn cavern dead-ended at a forty-foot goblinoid face carved into stone, glowering down at us.
 
   “Please don’t tell me we go in through the mouth,” said Eliandra.
 
   “We go in through the mouth,” I said.
 
   “Grand.”
 
   What looked like a giant briefcase lock was embedded in the wall below an inscription: “A riddle to throw you in circles.” I remembered the combination to open the carving’s jaws was “314.”
 
   While my headache had improved, my eyes watered from tiredness. Eliandra’s staff was our only light, so I checked my watch to confirm it was late. “I’ve got to rest. We should bed down.” I realized I had no bed, and shuddered at the thought of how perfect a warm comforter would have felt in the cool underground.
 
   “Oh, humans,” Eliandra sang teasingly. “Such lazy creatures.” She perched on a boulder. Ronin eased onto another, facing the goblin door.
 
   “Right,” I said. “You two don’t do the ‘full night’s sleep’ thing.”
 
   “No,” they both said. Eliandra added, “We’ll just wait eight hours while you turn your funny little brain off. It’s not boring for us, by the way. At all.”
 
   Back to Know-it-all Eliandra. My favorite. “You still sleep an hour or so. And don’t you dare call it ‘trancing.’ People don’t snore while meditating.”
 
   “I do not snore,” she muttered.
 
   I looked to Ronin. “What about you?”
 
   “I don’t sleep.”
 
   “Ever?”
 
   Ronin’s stare grew icier the longer I held it, until I was forced to look away. I realized for all I’d learned about her, I still knew nothing about who—or what—she really was. 
 
   I sighed. “Look, this funny little brain needs sleep to function.”
 
   “Do what you need to do, caliyar,” Eliandra said.
 
   From Ronin’s glare, I could tell caliyar was not a term Eliandra was supposed to use, but she found it amusing and I was a white kid from Ohio, so I didn’t even know how to be offended by derogatory racial remarks. I still needed to get away from them, though. Ronin’s mood had dropped below freezing and something about her presence catalyzed Eliandra into a little “elves rule, humans drool” snot.
 
   “I need to use the bathroom.” Excusing myself, I backtracked to a deep alcove, scaled an incline, and squinted through the dim illumination still available from Eliandra’s distant staff. I slid the orange computer stone from my vest and it lit my path.
 
   Thinking back on what I’d seen, I wondered if Eliandra’s rancid attitude was jealousy. Ronin had worried over me, which seemed to be what chafed the elf. Is a 103-year-old queen really giving me the jealous-big-sister treatment? Except that would make Ronin my “mom,” and ew.
 
   I peed, looked around for the sink and hand soap out of habit, sighed, and walked a little farther. I sat on a stony outcropping and stared at the computer stone. Exhaustion overtook me. I can’t do this, I realized. I was living in the dark without sleep or food; I had a throbbing head injury; cleaning supplies had nearly killed me. The most selfish thought in the whole world overwhelmed me and I stared at the stone, its insignificant weight in my palm the only connection to the life of ease and relative comfort that I remembered. “I want to go home.”
 
   Saying it out loud made the longing more real, doubling my misery. The danger had been constant since arriving in Rune, but before, it had been coupled with magic, flying ships, and beautiful women. It made me feel lower than shit to know all it took to make me quit was an empty stomach and the loss of pride that came with losing a battle to a mop. But there it was.
 
   I couldn’t go home, of course. Dracon had the exit portals locked down. They were one-way only. I shouldn’t contact my dimension, either, since I’d vowed to cut off Dak in order to save him the worry. But those vows were easier to keep when I didn’t need someone in my corner.
 
   Before I could talk myself out of it, I fished the transmitter from my vest, snapped it open, and hesitated one brief moment before flipping the dial from RUNE to EARTH. The action synchronized our dimensions, so that time no longer passed at a 100-to-1 disparity. I dialed my best friend and wasn’t sure whether to pray for him to pick up, or for him not to be there.
 
   Reception turned out good for a cave, magic being in every way superior to Wi-Fi. Dak answered with a large bag of Doritos on his lap, fingers dusted in nacho-cheese flavoring. My headache had blunted my appetite, but the sight of snack food woke my stomach in force.
 
   “I thought we were talking tomorrow,” Dak said. He was reading from a textbook, flipping pages with his free hand, not looking up.
 
   I tried to remember what we’d last talked about eight days ago. He’d accused me of making up the story about Rune and using it to play a practical joke on him; he’d called me an asshole. That argument was probably still fresh for him. It had been eight days for me and less than two hours for him. “I should have waited to call you,” I said, unable to look up. “I just needed to see something familiar.”
 
   “You sound awful,” Dak said. I could feel him inspecting me through the video chat. “Did someone hit you?” His voice was one part concern and two parts anger at whoever might have done it.
 
   I swallowed, despising that I had to bend the truth; but he was better off still thinking this was a LARP he hadn’t been invited to. I fingered the bump on my temple. “The foam came off someone’s padded sword. I got knocked unconscious for a few seconds.”
 
   “You could have a concussion.”
 
   “Yeah. I sort of want to come home. This isn’t fun anymore. I almost died today.”
 
   “You should go to the hospital.”
 
   I smiled faintly. “Wish I could. I’m hungry, I’m tired, I want to sleep in a real bed. I’m realizing how easy it is for me to die here. I’m about to enter a dungeon. One with freaking ogres and goblins, who have sharp weapons and who eat humans, and this isn’t Dungeons & Dragons. I don’t have hit points. If I get stabbed or filled with arrows, it’s going to hurt and I’ll probably die.” Shit. Shouldn’t have mentioned that.
 
   “Man, you have to decide whether you want to be in character or out.” Dak dusted off his fingers and leaned forward. “Take a break. You want me to explain this in a way that won’t get those fascist gamers you’re with in a tizzy? Fine. Draw yourself a ‘magical portal’ home, take a nap, put yourself back together, and portal back next weekend. Or whenever. Split a pizza with me tonight. We’ll go over your character sheet together and I’ll get you ready for your stupid dungeon run.”
 
   I guffawed. “You want to break this game, don’t you?”
 
   “Son, when I’m done with you, the ogres and goblins will take one look at you and order Chinese. They will wave you through their territory and apologize for being green.”
 
   Now I was chuckling, partly at the image of kowtowing goblins, partly because it was good to joke with my friend again. That wistful moment was like a warm light at my center, and its glow gave me enough strength for the next part. “I can’t come home yet. Even if I had a way to ‘portal,’ I can’t abandon the game early. They need me.”
 
   “Just a one-night trip, then. Have pizza, sleep, drink some cold Coke.” He presented the bottle from his desk. “Okay, lukewarm, I guess.”
 
   The thought of caffeine made my brain whimper. “Do you have ice for the Coke?”
 
   “Half a bag of peas in the back of my freezer.”
 
   “That’ll work.” I sighed. “Except I can’t make portals that take me home.”
 
   “For in-game reasons?” Dak asked.
 
   I winced. “Yes.”
 
   “Tell me why and maybe I can work around it.”
 
   Dak was, in fact, the greatest rules lawyer to ever memorize a book and the bane of game masters everywhere. I caught him up on what had happened, including the part about Dracon sealing all exit portals to Earth.
 
   “How do you know Dracon’s sealed them?” Dak asked.
 
   “Ronin told me.”
 
   “The same Ronin who lied to you about her gender, let you get beat up to see how good you were at fighting, manipulated her adopted daughter into becoming Queen, and knows that if you leave, Dracon becomes twice as powerful? That Ronin?”
 
   “You think she’s lying.”
 
   “Gee, why would the liar lie about something that gets you to do exactly what she wants?”
 
   “It’s not like that,” I said. “She always gave Eliandra a choice. Also, she’s saved my life a lot.”
 
   “Because she needs someone to play the wizard class, obviously,” Dak said. “Look, try the portal. If it doesn’t work, you know she’s telling the truth. If it does? Screw her, she’s just manipulating you for the XP.”
 
   I shook my head. “Even if she’s lying about the portals, she’s not wrong about Dracon. I can’t let him have this world all to himself.” Sometimes I needed Dak to convince me to do the wrong thing; to personify my id. That way I could fight him on it.
 
   “No,” he said, beckoning with his hand. “Come to the dark side. Warm bed. Cold Coke. Large double-cheese pizza with bacon.”
 
   My mouth watered. “But you hate double-cheese. You always insist the pizza guys are scamming us by only giving us a regular amount of cheese, since we can’t tell the difference.”
 
   “So we’ll order a control group and see if I’m right. Come home, Isaac. It’s delicious here.”
 
   Goddamn, he was good at being my id. “A compromise. I’ll draw a portal, but only so you can toss me a bottle of Coke and some snacks through the gateway. Oh, and my pillow and blanket.” I frowned. “The downside to this plan is that it’ll probably convince you this isn’t a game.”
 
   Dak glared. “Wasn’t funny two hours ago; not funny now.”
 
   We had gotten to the point where I either demonstrated this wasn’t a prank or risked alienating my friend. I realized I couldn’t do this thing alone, though. “Hypothetically,” I said, “if I were actually in danger, would you rather know, or prefer I keep it to myself until it had passed?”
 
   “You already know the answer to that.” Dak folded his arms. “If you hadn’t told me about Tucson-girl inviting you to visit her—if I hadn’t stopped you—I honestly think she would have hurt you.”
 
   “When will you stop bringing that up?”
 
   “When you stop making stupid decisions.”
 
   “Suppose this were real. Would there be anything I could say or do to convince you to try this portal idea? That I’m not recording this? That it’s not going up on YouTube later?”
 
   He set his jaw. “Occam’s razor.”
 
   “It’s easier to believe I’m being an asshole than in multiple universes?”
 
   Dak collapsed back into his chair. “Technically, you’d be an asshole either way. If it weren’t real, for thinking I’m an idiot who would fall for it. If it were? For not bringing me there right away.”
 
   “That’s not fair.”
 
   He locked eyes with me. “Swear on your mother it’s real.”
 
   I didn’t waver. “I swear on my mom and my dad. It’s real. Just give me some time to prove it and I will.”
 
   He scoffed, but for the first time I saw doubt in his eyes. “Fine. Okay. Prove it.”
 
   “You’re going to freak out so hard,” I said, freeing my sketchpad and working quickly for fear Eliandra or Ronin would come looking. My Japanese dictionary had a kanji for “door,” which I used to create the gate stone; I designed it to orbit within my transmitter next to the computer stone. I doodled more Ikea figures to specify that the gateway connected Earth to Rune, depicting a man in a modern top hat stepping through the gate and appearing on the other side with a fantasy helmet. The magic seemed to work more to my specifications when I did this.
 
   I chatted with Dak while I worked. “I could use some Advil, too. Are you getting me a bag ready?”
 
   “Yeah. But if this ‘portal’ turns out to be someone standing outside my door sent to bring you this overnight bag while making magic sound effects with their mouth, we’re getting a divorce. Hey! Don’t forget to make yourself a character sheet.”
 
   I left off polishing the gate stone to blink at him. “Why?”
 
   “I told you, we’re tricking out your character tonight. I want to see your stats.”
 
   “I told you, this world is real,” I said.
 
   “Assuming it’s real—which you haven’t proven—that doesn’t mean you don’t have a character sheet. Or that we can’t add a bunch of stuff to it.”
 
   “That’s… not a horrible thought.” I started a character sheet, including stats like strength, intelligence, and skills for sword fighting and other fantasy talents. “We’ll see how it works.” I wrote in what I figured my own stats would be, which was sort of a depressing enterprise.
 
    I had the character sheet and stone, along with the Ikea pictures all drawn on the same page, so I tried to blow on them selectively and pull them one at a time. Unfortunately, my breath spread across the whole picture at once. The violet portal stone emerged from the page, filling the cavern with a purple glow that offset the orange one from my computer stone. My character sheet, on the other hand, came out glossy gold, its reflective polish so perfect I could see my bruised face between the letters and numerals.
 
   “Was that light show your ‘proof’? Because that could be faked.” Dak no longer sounded so sure.
 
   “We’re just getting started.” I pressed my pencil to the golden sheet and realized the problem. It featured my own statistics, all right—but everything was permanently inscribed. I couldn’t modify the record of my skills and talents, although I did notice there were categories I hadn’t written down and some were different from how I’d recorded them. My intelligence was rated a point higher than I’d thought—I’d been guessing based on class rank. I also had a “magic” score set at twenty out of twenty.
 
   As a game master, my first instinct was to cringe at the overpowered stats.
 
   “Looks like I can’t change the character sheet,” I announced.
 
   “What now?” Dak asked. He’d set the bag of chips down and leaned forward to see.
 
   “You’re going to like this.” I dropped the portal stone into orbit within the spinning armillary sphere of my transmitter. A fresh image projected from the transmitter behind the holographic computer display of Dak. It emitted a light—bright enough that I realized Ronin and Eliandra would see. The beam widened into a doorway-sized violet ring surrounding a pool of clear liquid. Through the rippling membrane of interdimensional fluid, I saw Dak’s room.
 
   He sat in profile at his computer, seated in his wheelchair. When he glanced at me through the portal, he gawped—his slack expression a close match to what was likely happening in his brain. His world was a well-shaken Etch A Sketch. “Isaac?” I could hear him through the portal and, a second delayed from dimensional lag, through the chat program.
 
   I wanted to gloat, but had no time. Shadows moved up the incline and I had only a few moments before Ronin or Eliandra interfered. “Hurry. Toss me the bag before they cut me off.”
 
   Snapping out of it, Dak scrounged for the bag. “Test it, man. Try to put your hand through.”
 
   I did, but carefully: my palm pressed flat to the portal’s corona. It felt like smooth glass. “Totally blocked.” Ronin hadn’t lied.
 
   “Stop!” That was her, coming over the rise.
 
   “Where’s that bag?” I glanced up and saw Dak on the other side, wheelchair pulled out and facing me. 
 
   He flipped both brakes off and had a distinct “about to poke the tiger” look about him.
 
   “What are you doing?” I asked.
 
   “You’d better not be messing with me.” He threw both hands forward and barreled into the portal using the same battle cry as that time he’d eaten a 48-ounce steak: “Ever blindly forward—come what may!”
 
   He leaned forward and rammed the portal forehead-first, but instead of bouncing off, the dimensional fluid engulfed him. It slid from his head to torso, seemed to grip his body, and dragged him abruptly from the wheelchair, which toppled to its side. I watched in horror as Dak, sucked wholly into the fluid, floated between worlds within the ring of the portal. He stared, cheeks puffed out, bubbles flying from his nostrils and hair floating weightless and wet.
 
   Ronin grabbed me and threw herself between me and the portal, more concerned with what was coming out of it than with me going in. Eliandra snapped her axe head into existence, illuminating the scene in electric blue.
 
   Dak changed. He grew over two feet, his already-powerful upper torso bulking into Conan territory, his relatively knobby knees strengthening into pillars of dense muscle. His brown skin greened and stubby tusks jutted from his bottom jaw where both canines would be. Though he retained the humanity in his eyes, his jaw and face widened even further than it already was. The clothing split off his body like it belonged to Lou Ferrigno.
 
   The nearly-eight-foot orcish Dak dropped through our side of the portal on hands and knees. He shook his head like a dog, flinging portal goo everywhere, then squared me in his dark-eyed gaze.
 
   Eliandra went to swing, but Ronin caught her arm.
 
   Dak grabbed me by my shoulders, pulled me close, and bellowed in a deeper baritone than I’d expected: “What the crap, Isaac, why didn’t you tell me this was real sooner! And why are you so tiny?”
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Seven: The Maze of Moronic Design
 
    
 
    
 
   Dak galloped through the cavern on enormous orc legs. “Ah ha ha! Look at me go!” He dove off the incline and pitched into a forward roll, coming to his feet and sprinting into the shadows. I worried until I remembered orcs could see in the dark.
 
   Eliandra slapped the back of my head. “Why did you bring an orc here?”
 
   “That’s not an orc, it’s my friend Dak.”
 
   “You are transparently wrong on at least one count,” she enunciated, and moved to slap my head again.
 
   Ronin stayed her hand. “Enough.” She plucked the gate stone from my transmitter and slipped it into a pouch on her belt, handing me the rest of my gear. “It’s done now and we’ll adapt.”
 
   I folded up the transmitter, made sure to switch it from EARTH to RUNE so our dimensions stayed disconnected, and pushed it into a vest pocket. “Why can’t I have the gate stone?”
 
   She narrowed her eyes. “Dracon sealed your way. Didn’t you hear me say it before? Are your ears so dull?” There was brand-new scorn in her words. She was ticked.
 
   I was getting tired of that. “Why are you keeping the stone?”
 
   “Mind your tone.”
 
   “Mind yours! I’m sick of you taking my stuff. If you’re telling the truth about Dracon controlling the exit portals, you shouldn’t care whether or not I have it.”
 
   “You think I’m lying?” she ground out.
 
   I swallowed. “Maybe.”
 
   “You made that stone with a head injury. We have no idea what might come out of an unstable gate.” She grabbed the front of my shirt and dragged me close, her steely glare somehow even worse without the demon mask. “You have no idea what dangers lurk in the multiverse. You could have doomed us all.”
 
   “Oh.” I collected my thoughts. “I’d understand these things if you’d just explain them to me.”
 
   She released my shirt, as if dismissing me. “Why bother? You’d just call me a liar.”
 
   “Hey, look! You know plenty about me. My powers, where I come from—how about you answer some of my questions? Maybe if I had the slightest clue who you are, I’d trust you.”
 
   Ronin said nothing, but her glacial stare spoke volumes. I realized neither of us trusted the other, and that bothered me. Some part of me wanted her to like me, and I felt self-conscious under her gaze. It reminded me of my stubbly neck, greasy hair, and sweaty clothes.
 
   Dak jogged back into view, performing a cartwheel—never mind that his pants had been reduced to a floppy loincloth. “Dak’s got legs, yo. He’s got legs and he’s a big green stud! You guys feel that whoosh? That was all the world’s panties hitting the floor.” He took a running leap that cleared fifteen feet across and nine straight up, thudding to the alcove floor in front of us.
 
   Eliandra swung her scepter up, the blasty end leveled at my friend’s throat.
 
   Dak held his hands out in a placating gesture. “Whoa there.” Abruptly he snatched the scepter’s tip, redirecting it over his shoulder at the ceiling behind him, where a sizzling orb of energy obliterated a stalactite. He wrenched the staff from the Queen’s grip and trained it back on her.
 
   Face flushed with rage, the elf flicked a knife from her sleeve. It sank into Dak’s shoulder. He blinked and poked the hilt. “That should hurt more.”
 
   “Stop it,” Ronin barked at Eliandra. To Dak, she explained, “Northern Spine orcs are pain tolerant.”
 
   Dak nodded. “I remember writing that. But I’m only in the body of a Northern Spine orc and, while an acknowledged badass, I’m not quite this pain tolerant.”
 
   “The transformation altered your body and mind,” Ronin said. “Clearly your own mind is still intact, but augmented now by the orc’s. Try speaking in the orcish tongue.”
 
   He said something that sounded like mangled Russian spoken in a German accent, cracking a grin that displayed dazzling white teeth and the full length of his two tusks. “I’m bilingual. Oh, man—did you know orcs have about twelve different words for blood? It’s actually weird that in English there’s just the one.” Plucking the knife from his shoulder and studiously wiping it off on his destroyed pants, he handed both scepter and blade back to an agitated Queen. “The word for blood from trifling wounds is pepnep. It’s also an insult for people who are inept but not evil. Closest thing in English is probably ‘stumblebum.’ ”
 
   Eliandra sneered at him. “Keep it to yourself, beast.”
 
   “You got a problem with orcs?”
 
   “Yes,” she said.
 
   “Oh. Well. That’s racist.”
 
   “Orcs enslaved my family at the behest of Lord Dracon,” Eliandra growled.
 
   “Still racist. I haven’t enslaved anyone.”
 
   “Eliandra, this is my friend Dak,” I said in my most soothing voice.
 
   “Holy crap, Isaac, are you seeing the part where I ran around? And? I can dance!” His feet did a close approximation to flailing that maybe was supposed to be tap. “Sort of. But, you know, it’s an improvement.”
 
   “This is serious,” I said. “You’re in danger here. You shouldn’t have come.”
 
   “I’m not in danger. I’ve got it figured. When I came through, the portal translated me.”
 
   That made sense. I remembered my instructional doodle. It was meant to show modern-hat-guy transported to Rune with a fantasy helmet as replacement, but taken literally, it could be seen as instructions to translate whoever passed through into something that fit the world. “How did it translate you into an orc, though?”
 
   “You summoned the gate stone and your character sheet from the same page of your sketchpad. Somehow, the wires must have gotten crossed, so when it transported me, it looked for my character sheet. Guess who it found?”
 
   I groaned. “You’re not telling me you’re… him?”
 
   “Dakrith.” That was the character from whom Dak derived his nickname, since he hated his real name.
 
   “That big, stupid barbarian. Great. You know I hate that character.”
 
   “Only because he—that is, I—took a dump in your dwarf’s helmet.”
 
   Eliandra held hand to mouth. “That’s foul.”
 
   “Yeah.” Dak’s voice contained no hint of contrition. “Our game master declared the stink uncleanable and the helmet gave him a penalty on stealth checks because of the odor.”
 
   “Orc or not, this place is deadly,” I said, pointing to my bashed temple.
 
   “Seriously? So am I. You know I did downright scandalous things with this guy’s combat stats,” he cajoled, pointing at his new barrel chest. “Draw me a sword, wizard. I’ve got eighty one-liners stored up from action movies and comic books that are utterly original in this world. I intend to work my way through every last one of them, starting with, ‘It’s clobbering time.’ ”
 
   I shook my head. “I can’t. My brain is broken and I’m low on mana.”
 
   “Well, take a nap. Then reopen the portal so I can grab a camera and see if it’ll pass back through. When my sister starts the slide show of her Peace Corps trip this Christmas, I’m going to one-up her so hard the Earth will tilt off its axis.”
 
   “What language was that?” Eliandra whispered.
 
   “Did you miss the part where the portals are one-way?” I asked. “We can’t go home until we defeat Dracon.”
 
   For the first time Dak looked briefly worried. He was probably thinking about his parents and sisters.
 
   “You subsist primarily on corn chips, artificial flavoring, and caffeine. Your favorite place on Earth is the Longhorn Steakhouse. Favorite medium? Film.” I gestured around the cavern. “Do you see a Longhorn Steakhouse? There’s no tent-pole movie coming out in this world anytime in the near future. You’re stuck here. And there’s no one around to explain this to our families if…”
 
   “If what?” he asked, folding his arms.
 
   “If, you know. We don’t make it back.”
 
   “Your plan—if you died—was what? Rely on ol’ Dak to tell your aunt and uncle?”
 
   “Well, yeah.”
 
   “You never think.” He jammed two fingers into my shoulder when he said the word, prodding me back two steps with ease. “You think I want that job? I don’t want to deliver news to your grieving family any more than I want to be Computer Hacker Wheelchair Guy. I want to be in the teeth of it beside you, strangling anyone who might have forced me to deliver that news. That’s the goddamn job I’m signing on for.”
 
   I couldn’t believe how selfish he was being. “You have three sisters and two living, breathing parents whose hearts will be ripped out of their chests if you die. That’s a wound that never, ever heals, and it’ll be that much worse if no one tells them where you went.”
 
   “Don’t you dare lecture me on loss. Your dead parents don’t give you the right.” He frowned. “Shit, I didn’t mean it like—”
 
   “Screw you!” I shoved him.
 
   The shove wouldn’t have budged him if he hadn’t stepped back, lifting both hands. “Calm down.”
 
   “You have zero brain-to-mouth filter. You want to know why I’m the only one who hangs out with you? You complain about the wheelchair, but that’s a cover. People abandon you because you’re an asshole.”
 
   “I thought they were friends,” Eliandra said to Ronin.
 
   Dak spread his hands. “Fine. I’m an asshole.”
 
   “I’ve always defended you and said, ‘He’s just honest.’ ‘He doesn’t mean to be cruel.’ But I think you like inflicting pain.” Some part of me knew it wasn’t true, but it was the first time Dak had treated my parents’ death with disdain. Even in the heat of the moment, I knew it was wrong—but I needed to hurt him back.
 
   “You’re right!” he shouted. “And you’re going to have to grit your teeth and put up with me a while longer, because guess what? Your stupid fucking dungeon’s not going to kill me. You want brutal honesty? Honesty currently set to eleven: I’m better at this game than you.”
 
   “What?” I blinked up at him. “It’s not a game, Dak.”
 
   “It’s close enough. Your dungeons are stupidly derivative and predictable. Half the time, I walk into your traps just to keep you from being pissed off.”
 
   “Bullshit.”
 
   He gestured to the goblin-faced door. “Opened by a riddle?”
 
   “Screw you.”
 
   “What’s the riddle?”
 
   “Screw you!”
 
   “What. Is. The riddle.”
 
   Eliandra read it out loud: “ ‘A riddle to throw you in circles.’ ”
 
   Dak strode to the dial, flicked each cam until the numbers read “314,” and punched a secret button between the “3” and “1” where the decimal point went. The goblin-faced door’s jaws ground open. Dak folded his arms, facing me. “Forget sleep. We’re doing this dungeon. We’ll clear it in under three hours, probably without taking damage. You want to send me back? Let’s go kick the bad guy’s ass into his tonsils so I can go home and screw the prom queen.”
 
   I snorted. “You mean whack off while thinking about the time Allison Greer touched your arm and asked to borrow a sheet of paper?”
 
   He leveled a warning finger on me. “Too far, Isaac. Also: we connected. Words weren’t necessary.”
 
   ***
 
   “First room is a maze.” I strode behind Eliandra, her staff illuminating claustrophobic walls that funneled us into a T-shaped intersection. “Take it slow and quiet. There are ogres and goblins crawling all over the place.”
 
   “Dakrith will feel right at home,” muttered Eliandra, casting him a fisheyed glance.
 
   “God, princess, we’ve known each other two minutes,” Dak said. “What is your beef?”
 
   “Queen. And my problem is that you’re an orc, a species responsible for the bulk of wars, rapes, and murders; and for some ignorant reason, we’re trusting you.”
 
   I frowned. “Didn’t you say back in the palace that outward appearances don’t govern inward character?”
 
   “For people they don’t,” she said.
 
   “Seeing as how I’ve abstained from war, rape, and murder thus far, how about you cool it?” Dak asked.
 
   Eliandra glowered. “I’ve seen orcs consume man-flesh in the heat of battle.”
 
   Dak rolled his head back and groaned. “I promise not to put you in a sandwich. Can we move on? Isaac, let’s just chalk the maze walls to avoid going in circles.”
 
   “Don’t bother. There’s a magical moss that eats chalk marks.” My grin was a little smug, I’ll admit. “Best way through is to always turn right.”
 
   Dak snorted. He knelt to rummage through dusty sackcloth and bones on the ground, picking up a hatchet in one hand and leg bone in the other. “Our main danger here is tetanus.”
 
   “What do you mean?” I asked.
 
   “I mean there’s nothing in this dungeon but bones and rust.” He presented the femur. “See those marks?”
 
   I squinted. “Teeth?”
 
   “You ever think about how much food a thousand-pound ogre needs to survive?” Dak asked. “Next time, give your ogres and goblins something to eat besides each other. And the moss.” He motioned to the cave walls, scraped clean of all vegetation.
 
   “Crap.”
 
   “Try not to think too hard about how they all died eating their friends, in the dark, after being forced into a decades-long vegetarian diet.” Dak loped off into the shadows.
 
   ***
 
   We came to an empty, straight corridor and Dak froze, signaling us to stop. “Traps.”
 
   “Can you… smell them?” asked Eliandra. “With your orc nose?”
 
   “No, I’m using my superior orc brain. It’s a long, featureless corridor, and Isaac never puts a room in for no reason. Ergo, traps.”
 
   “That’s not fair,” I protested. “There are columns at the beginning and end. I put some features in my trap rooms.”
 
   “Floor triggers?” Dak asked.
 
   “Yeah, but there’s a pattern for avoiding them. I think it’s two-two-three-two-two-three. Or maybe it was two-three-three-two-three-three…”
 
   Dak gripped a thick column beside him and grunted, ripping a barrel-sized section of stone free and tossing it on the floor so hard it cracked the tile. He booted the stone barrel into a slow roll down the hallway, triggering flamethrowers and freeze rays from the walls. The four of us strolled safely in the rolling pillar’s wake.
 
   “This proves nothing,” I said.
 
   ***
 
   Dak solved the drowning room by bending a pipe and the bug room by bending a slightly larger pipe, and he was starting to get on my nerves. “What’s your dungeon going to do next, Isaac? Tie our shoelaces together? Maybe ring the doorbell and run away giggling?”
 
   For the life of me, I didn’t want any of my traps to kill him. But it would be great if one would maybe hit him in the balls or something.
 
   ***
 
   We crowded the center of a shrinking platform, which fell a block at a time into molten lava fifty feet below. We had another few moments to figure out the glowing cube if we wanted to live.
 
   “No, you oaf,” Eliandra shouted, trying to pry the Rubik’s cube out of Dak’s hands. “This is clearly an intellectual puzzle. You’ll kill us all with your brutish thinking!”
 
   He held it over her head and glared until she stopped jumping for it. “I’ll try not to drool all over the controls, princess.”
 
   “Queen.”
 
   “Whatever.” He spun a facing on the cube a few times, turned it over, and spun another. “The first row is easy.”
 
   Once the colors aligned, blocks momentarily stopped trembling loose from our platform. There was only fifteen feet of platform around us on each side, so we clustered with our backs together while Dak worked.
 
   “The middle row’s pretty easy, too,” he said while twisting it through various patterns. “Basic algorithm solves it.”
 
   “Algo-what?” Eliandra asked.
 
   “It’s stupid orc math, you wouldn’t understand.” A few more clicks. “Last row.”
 
   A block rumbled loose from our platform and I listened to the silence as it fell, then the wet smack when it hit lava. It hissed while melting. My sweat turned needle sharp and I tried not to think about the temperature of molten rock. “Anyone know if lava kills instantly or, like, slowly and painfully?”
 
   “No one’s melting,” Dak said. “I’m just trying to remember whether to use the Fish or the H algorithm.”
 
   I glanced at Ronin and she scowled openly at me. Was she really that mad about my not trusting her? What right did she have to be angry when she clearly didn’t trust me? I pushed the self-righteousness down, figuring I’d like to be on better terms with her. “You okay?” I asked, waiting until Eliandra and Dak were bickering too loudly to notice. “You seem upset. At something besides the lava, I mean.”
 
   “Merely disappointed.”
 
   Where did that come from?
 
   “Fish! It’s Fish!” Dak spun the glowing cube one more time through a complex series of motions I couldn’t track. Eliandra fretted the entire time, worried that Dak had reversed all his progress. Yet the final three clicks of the cube matched every colored square to its appropriate facing. Each side glowed brilliantly and the cube shattered, leaving a silver key hovering over Dak’s palm.
 
   The platform shuddered, reassembling itself from thin air, stretching to the exit. There was a door with a lock matching our key.
 
   “You’ve done that puzzle before,” Eliandra accused.
 
   “You have the most adorable jealousy face,” Dak said, and marched ahead of us. “Oh, and Isaac? Still bored.”
 
   ***
 
   We stood arrayed on a giant checkered board with man-sized statues of pawns, knights, and bishops facing us from the opposing side. The enemy’s obsidian pawn was a chiseled behemoth whose joints scraped stone-on-stone as he marched two squares, coming to stand directly in front of Dak.
 
   “Is there a Monopoly room next?” Dak asked. “Maybe we could play Boggle. Or Clue.”
 
   “Shut up,” I said.
 
   Dak was a knight; I was desperately trying to figure out a move that didn’t put Eliandra—our king—in check. I was way better at chess than Dak, who hated any game that didn’t have good death animations.
 
   “I got a move.” Dak stroked his enormous green jaw. “I’m the white horsey-guy, right?”
 
   “The knight, yes.”
 
   “White horsey-guy takes black king from across the board. Done.”
 
   “That’s not even close to a valid move. And don’t step off your square. There are explosive traps.”
 
   Dak rolled his eyes, glancing at a hovering orb that listened to our moves and gave instructions while simultaneously controlling the golems on our team or the other. “White horse-guy takes black king,” Dak told the orb.
 
   “Invalid move,” intoned the floating ball of light.
 
   Dak reached into the space of the pawn in front of him and snagged its axe. The golem resisted, but Dak head-butted him. His dense orcish skull cracked a fissure into the enemy’s stone cranium and the pawn staggered back a square. The second its foot touched the surface, it detonated in a deafening blast that nearly tossed me off my own space. I glanced over in time to see my friend hurl the axe across the board. It whirled through the enemy’s ranks, and crack!—sank into the black king’s forehead. The force knocked the mighty golem flat on its back, where it, too, exploded in an eruption of powder and smoking rocks the size of my fist.
 
   “Fine,” I shouted over the ringing in my ears. “But that’s not chess.”
 
   Dak was entirely too pleased with himself. “It’s orc chess.”
 
   “Admittedly clever,” Eliandra conceded. “And skillful, to hit the golem with an axe from that range.”
 
   The orb announced our victory; we stepped off the board and gathered at the far end of the chamber, where a passageway opened. “The secret was hard work and training,” said Dak, flexing a bicep.
 
   “Bull,” I said. “You filled in boxes on a character sheet with particularly high numbers.”
 
   “And I filled them in like a champ.”
 
   “Why are you two even bickering?” Eliandra had eased off on Dak’s species since discovering he was a former human. Now she hated him for better reasons.
 
   “Because this jerk didn’t invite me to his stupid world,” Dak said, thumbing back at me.
 
   “Ah! You’re angry because Magister Grawflefox could have cured you of your crippled spine, but chose to leave you bound to your chair.” She nodded. “This makes sense.”
 
   “Uh, it totally doesn’t,” Dak said. “I’m mad because he knows I’d rather be here helping him than stuck with reporting his demise. For the record, though, being dragged from home and family isn’t worth the use of my legs. I made do just fine with my chair. I could do basically anything I liked.”
 
   “Anything?” Eliandra teased. “I can spelunk, rock climb, hike, travel widely, dance—”
 
   Dak’s face soured.
 
   If she even noticed, it didn’t stop her. “—duel, play calbur-ball, not to mention the diversity of sexual positions and—”
 
   “Okay, I get it.” Dak cut her off with a motion of his hand. “You love your legs. But I love my family, and it’s not about what you lose so much as how you adapt. You can’t do thing x, so you learn to do thing y instead. You adjust. I played sports, and yes, danced, and yes, there’s all kinds of sex I could have.”
 
   “Theoretically,” I added.
 
   Eliandra smirked.
 
   “Oh yeah,” Dak said. “I’m sure the cloistered princess is just rolling in available men.”
 
   “Did you miss the part about traveling widely and knowing how to climb walls?” Her eyes glittered with mirth.
 
   “Maybe you could use your legs to walk away from me,” Dak said.
 
   “Maybe you could use your magnificent powers of adjustment to get over it,” said Eliandra.
 
   To me, he said, “I’m going to twist her pretty little head off.”
 
   “How did you lose the use of your legs?” Ronin asked, interrupting us. It was the only personal question I could remember her asking, which made me wonder.
 
   Dak swung his arms in a show of nonchalance. “Same way most people do. Saving orphans from a burning building.”
 
   “Orphans?” Eliandra asked.
 
   “That’s only half true.” I managed to infuse my voice with sorrow. “They weren’t orphans, technically, until after the fire.”
 
   The Queen snorted. “Did he set the fire?”
 
   “Boy, has she got your number, Dak.”
 
   “Nah, I was in a car accident.” The joking was gone from his tone. “That’s like a horseless carriage, except really fast.”
 
   “But he did save my life,” I said.
 
   Eliandra’s eyebrows rose. “How was that?”
 
   I frowned. “It was our junior year of high school and we were coming home from a movie. Drunk guy came around a bend on the wrong side of the road. Dak tried to get around him—no good—and at the last second he swerved our car. He took it on his side. Cops said he saved my life. Guy’s pickup would have gone over the hood and killed me.”
 
   “It was brave.” Ronin glanced at me and I saw something there I didn’t like: judgment.
 
   A flash of irritation worked through me and I narrowed my eyes, not sure why she was upset at my cowardice all of a sudden. So dragons make me defile my pants. What of it?
 
   “It wasn’t brave,” Dak said. “I wasn’t trying to save Isaac. I just swerved so I could try to inertia-jump through the side window and head-butt the other driver. Forgot I had my seatbelt on.”
 
   ***
 
   Our only way across the fetid pit was over a spinning log that bridged from our side of the chasm to the other. Above the rotating bridge, a gauntlet of different-sized guillotines swished to and fro.
 
   Dak seemed unenthusiastic. “What’s in the pit?”
 
   “It was sharks,” I said.
 
   He sniffed. “Decomposing sharks now. Once again, large predators need to eat.”
 
   “It might be less fatal to swim than deal with the rolling log of death.”
 
   “You remember that time you had bad tuna?”
 
   I shuddered. “Hard to forget.”
 
   “You evacuated your bowels so hard I think you lost your appendix. You’re a skinny guy. One mouthful of that rotten shark soup and I’m worried you’ll crap yourself out of existence.”
 
   My head still throbbed too hard to even think about chancing another mental image.
 
   Dak rummaged through a heap of cobweb-crusted bones in the corner, found a femur, and jammed it into the exposed gears powering the log’s rotation. It ground to a halt and, because the mechanisms were connected, so did the guillotines.
 
   The stench over the pit stung my eyes and crept into the back of my throat until I gagged twice, gulping at bile and the memory of half-digested tuna. It was so bad I hardly noticed when my heel came down on a knot in the log. The knot clicked and slid mechanically inward. A trigger!
 
   I remembered too late the second wave of traps—a poison dart launcher on the wall puffed and a dart streaked the air. I flinched, too slow to avoid it, but Ronin’s hand flicked into its path. The dart’s wicked barb gleamed six inches in front of my nose.
 
   “Be more careful,” she bit off.
 
   “Wait,” I shouted, snatching the dart from her hand and trying to toss it away. Too late—the timer ran down and it burst, coating my hand in chartreuse oil. Venom needled into every pore, wet-hot agony burning through my forearm so that the bones tingled to my elbow. I tumbled backward, but Dak’s huge fist seized my shoulder. He dragged me across the log to the other side of the chasm.
 
   “What happened?” Eliandra asked.
 
   “He broke the dart,” Ronin muttered.
 
   “No, he didn’t.” Dak laid me on the cavern floor and cinched something tight around my elbow—a tourniquet to control the poison. 
 
   Is he going to cut off my drawing hand? No!
 
   “Isaac, being an asshole, puts his poison darts on an explosive timer. We had a… disagreement once.” Dak grinned faintly overhead. “I played a monk and stood on a trap panel catching poison darts every turn for twenty turns, running it dry. We used the combined poison to kill a dragon. He’d spent hours planning the dragon fight—spell lists, multiple encounter rooms, pages of dialogue. We killed it before it got a chance to act.”
 
   “Hate you so much,” I croaked.
 
   He bit his wrist, opening a vein with one tusk. Red blood dribbled across his callused palm. “Drink up, moron.”
 
   “What the hell?” I spluttered.
 
   “Ew,” Eliandra said, clapping a hand over her mouth.
 
   “I did a massive write-up on orcish culture and biology,” Dak said. “I made it really long and dense because I knew Isaac would never read anything more than five pages or that included three or more scary science words. I hid a line in there about how orcish poison immunity can be transferred through blood.”
 
   “You son of a bitch,” I said. He tilted my head to his wrist and I gagged, managing to work a teaspoon of salt-iron blood into my throat, my stomach threatening to toss it back up. “God!” I spat out what remained in my mouth. “It’s salty.”
 
   Dak snickered.
 
   I knew what he was thinking and narrowed my eyes at him. “Bastard.”
 
   “Think of it as research for your Twilight fan-fic.”
 
   “You couldn’t include one freaking sentence about it being cherry-flavored?”
 
   “I specified that orc blood tastes disgusting. Wards off predators. C’mon, one more hit.”
 
   “Eternal hate. This is all I feel for you.” I drank again and didn’t barf.
 
   Over the next ten minutes, my veins turned into fire. I curled into a shivering ball and sweated through my clothes, finally blacking out.
 
   When I came to, Dak hovered above me, Ronin over his shoulder with a look only slightly sharper than her sword. Eliandra lounged on a rock like a bored teenager, an arm draped over her face and both heels kicked up against the wall.
 
   “How long was I out?” I struggled to a sitting position, stomach curiously empty, an explanatory pool of vomit nearby. Someone had loosed a toddler with two mallets inside my skull.
 
   “Not that long.” Dak patted my back. “It worked fast. Must be ’cause I’m so high level.”
 
   I didn’t have much talk left in me, so Dak helped me to my feet.
 
   ***
 
   The fungus room was gorgeous. Glowing mushroom caps the size of treetops bathed us in soft shades of green. The air was filled with silence and floating bioluminescent spores, and while most of the ecosystem had sustained itself, we did wander through the skeleton of a giant snake. We passed under the arches of its ribs, each festooned like a wedding trellis in moss and pale flowers. Dak and Eliandra marched in front and bickered, Dak insisting Northern Spine orcs were different from Dracon’s.
 
   I glanced sidelong at Ronin, who studied things in the room too far into the dim for me to see. “Whatever I did, I’m sorry.”
 
   She snorted. “I’m to accept this apology because you saved me from a poison dart?”
 
   “I doubt the poison would have killed you.”
 
   “Correct.”
 
   “Please. Tell me why you’re so upset. Was it because I thought you might be lying?”
 
   “No.” She stopped at the base of a mushroom stalk and faced me. “Testing your boundaries is wise. I’m upset because you tested them by trying to flee.”
 
   I frowned. “You mean the portal?”
 
   “When you tortured yourself over the state of this world, when you battled alongside the Akarri, and when your cleverness again and again frustrated those who would contain you, I started to hope. You seemed strong in unexpected ways. But I should have known the allure of your Earth would be too great. If you’d successfully fled, it would have strengthened Dracon. I don’t hate you for what you are, Isaac Myers. But we come from very different worlds; and in mine, you are soft.”
 
    “I am,” I said. “I didn’t realize how bad it would get. How difficult the everyday suffering would be. And I totally thought about going home. But I didn’t, and not because I’m ‘hard.’ Because my ‘softness’ makes me feel for people. For you, and Eliandra, and all the people Dracon hurts. So long as my head is on straight, I’m not going anywhere.”
 
   Ronin glowered. “You tried. Had the portals been open, you would have.”
 
   “That’s what I’m trying to say. I wasn’t planning to go home. I put my hand against it to check whether you were lying. I wanted Dak to toss me a pillow and some food, because, again—I’m not exactly used to hunger, or to hiking through the dark with a head injury. But I couldn’t abandon your world to Dracon.” I saw realization dawning in her eyes, and it made me feel like a braggart, so I added, “Not that I’m going to sword-fight him. I’m not that guy. When it comes time, that’s your job. But I’m not going home until it’s finished; I’ll stick around and draw stuff for you, because that’s what I’m good at.”
 
   She stared—hard, as if searching me—and seized my shirt-front in her fist. My back thumped into the mushroom’s enormous stem. Glowing spores descended from its cap, drifting like snowflakes into Ronin’s gleaming black hair. Pinning me, she said, “Say it again.” She put two fingers over the pulse in my throat. 
 
   Lie detector, I realized. “Aren’t you supposed to establish a baseline?”
 
   “I have one.”
 
   “You know this is inadmissible in court.”
 
   “Say it again.”
 
   I looked her in the eye. “I wasn’t running away. I’m not going to.”
 
   “You’re telling the truth.” She seemed even angrier, somehow.
 
   “It’s an old habit of mine. Yet to kick it.”
 
   “Don’t expect an apology,” she snapped. “I couldn’t have known.”
 
   “No apology required.” I glanced down. She had me suspended about a foot off the ground, held fast to the stalk. How is she so strong?
 
   She lowered me, seemed to mull something, and touched the side of my face. “I’m sorry.”
 
   Her touch made me intensely, but wonderfully, nervous. “Boy, you change your mind quickly.”
 
   “My anger outlasted my reasons for it. Rather, I realized the person I should have been angry at was myself. I’m very old, Isaac Myers. I’m not used to being surprised by someone so often.”
 
   “Uh. Thanks?” Her hand hadn’t moved and I didn’t want it to. My heart was kicking against my ribcage and I was terrified, because I knew for a fact she could sense it as surely as she had my pulse.
 
   Ronin finally stepped away. Through the soft gloom ahead, I saw the cat’s-eye gleam of Dak’s reflective eyes. He’d seen the encounter and my cheeks blazed.
 
   ***
 
   In the ruins of an abandoned underground city, we chanced upon a fat treasure chest directly in our path.
 
   “Hey, that’s not suspicious,” Dak said, continuing straight past the chest.
 
   I followed.
 
   “Hold on,” Eliandra said. “What if there are valuables locked inside? There may be something that will aid us in our journey.”
 
   “Uh, no,” Dak said. “This is an Isaac dungeon. Chests are always traps.”
 
   Eliandra eyeballed the chest. “Always?”
 
   “Always,” I owned.
 
   “What kind is this one?” Dak asked.
 
   “Black-powder bomb. It’d kill us all. So unless someone wants to risk defusing that…?”
 
   Snorts all around, excepting Dak, who hefted the treasure chest onto one shoulder.
 
   I scrambled after him. “What are you doing?”
 
   “Dude. It’s a bomb. We’re taking it with us.”
 
   ***
 
   “What’s in this one?” Dak asked, schlepping the chest into yet another chamber.
 
   “Please say it’s a bedroom full of friendly pillow elementals,” Eliandra grumped. She’d not slept her hour and it did her attitude no favors. We were all feeling it: filthy, exhausted, and half starved. Part of Eliandra’s sleeve was blackened from the last battery of flamethrower traps and Dak had almost taken a swinging guillotine to the face. We were tired; making mistakes. Only Ronin seemed collected as ever. She hadn’t even sweated and her hair was all in place.
 
   “There’s a key in here for the Pit of Souls,” I said. “We get there, we can rest before the last room.” The dank chamber’s centerpiece was a waterfall feeding a crystal-clear pool. My gut flipped over. “Oh—except the key’s inside a giant ooze.”
 
   Water from the pool parted and a transparent, slippery blob the size of a bear smacked wetly onto the cavern floor. That turned out to just be its foot, though, and two more giant pseudopods plopped onto dry rock. Finally, the whole mass of it rose from the water and towered over us, a featureless bulb atop three gelatinous pods; in total, it was thirty feet tall and filled with glittering coins and bits of metal from things long ago swallowed.
 
   “Guess oozes don’t need as much to eat as giant snakes and ogres.” I stepped back nervously. “Maybe it’s not hungry.”
 
   “I brought it a snack.” Dak tossed the treasure chest into the ooze’s central bulb. It splatted there, and the creature engulfed it with shocking speed. For a moment the chest floated within its clear trunk, wood bubbling and melting away.
 
   Dak shoved me into a wall, shielding me with his dense body, and I covered my ears. The chest exploded. The boom rang through the room, shockwaves rolling into Dak and their residual force into me.
 
   Clear goo smacked the walls around us, the same consistency as jam chucked against cabinetry.
 
   “Done and done,” Dak said, standing straight and dusting his hands. “Now, since I did the real work, you all can dig for the key in piles of dead snot monster.”
 
   ***
 
   Since I’d been mostly useless for the dungeon crawl, I dug for the key, and was soon coated in transparent slime. When I pulled my hand back from clapping the key into Dak’s palm, stretchy mucus strands connected our hands until we managed to break them apart with a snap!
 
   We both shuddered and he opened the door to the Pit of Souls.
 
   For a moment, the four of us stood on the balcony overlooking it all. I could feel the day’s aches fade at the vision.
 
   It was technically a chamber, something interior to the palace and at its very root, but we could see no end to it. Columns of sapphire crystal hung from the ceiling, each shining with its own light so that everything was the color of peaceful twilight. From where we stood, there was no visible bottom or edge to the space. We had a sense of its scale in the soft hiss of many waterfalls we couldn’t see. The sound didn’t quite echo, but wrapped us in its whisper.
 
   Ahead were dozens of stone pedestals, towering hundreds of feet from the fathomless bottom, as straight as skyscrapers and scattered across the abyss like lily pads on a dark pond. The pedestals’ tops were each a hundred feet across and covered in beds of green moss and fungal forests.
 
   Water poured in from the ceiling, but patches of the chamber—especially around the crystals overhead—had no gravity. There, the water pooled in huge, floating blobs. Some of the blobs overflowed and poured into others below; others were connected by tributaries and rivers that looked like winding glass tubes. When the lowest layer of floating lakes overflowed from the antigravity wells, the water fell in misty white streamers down into the dark.
 
   “All right,” Dak said. “Your dungeon gets two stars for level design, but five stars for the graphics.”
 
   “Exquisite,” Eliandra breathed.
 
   “We’ll rest here,” Ronin said. “What remains of the dungeon?”
 
   “One final room,” I said. “Boss encounter.”
 
   “What’s in it?” asked Dak.
 
   “Well.” I fidgeted. “That’s the problem. I don’t exactly know.”
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Eight: The Pit of Souls
 
    
 
    
 
   Crossing the Pit of Souls meant getting wet. We jumped into a lake floating just below the balcony, swam to the far edge, and dropped into a smaller pond forty feet below that one. My stomach leaped into my throat when we fell. The pool we landed in hovered over an ideal pillar, one with a fungal forest whose mushroom caps almost reached the bottom of the pool’s gravity well. One at a time, starting with Ronin, we dove to the depths and punched through the bottom of the floating pond. I went second to last.
 
   My limbs shook from fatigue and lack of food. I felt like skin stretched over bones. My palms pressed against the invisible tension of the gravity well, and it took every effort of will to push through the glassy bottom. It gave with a pop. I fell through along with a shower of water, trying to right myself, but my body was slower than expected and I hit the mushroom cap on my side. Fortunately, it had enough give that nothing broke.
 
   Dak landed after me, at a crouch, helping me to my feet. “You look tanked, man.”
 
   “Just hungry.” I hadn’t eaten in close to two days.
 
   Dak’s weight bent the mushroom cap, tilting the stalk until the lip went flush to the ground twenty feet below. He eased me off first, and when he slipped free it sprang back up. I collapsed onto the spongy moss of the pillar, splaying my arms. It felt amazing. My vertebrae all relaxed into it and my worn muscles went slack, aches in my body radiating pleasantly. I could hardly move, but apparently the others were made of tougher stuff; they built a fire from woody shoots that grew at the edge of the pillar.
 
   They built it nearby, and soon heat soaked me through. I rolled onto my side and we all crowded the orange glow. Every now and then, a burning shoot would burst and send a whorl of sparks straight up. There was no wind, so the smoke never blew anywhere. It just lifted upward into our ceiling—a glassy dome of water—and curled around, disappearing into the eerie gloom.
 
   Ronin produced a single piece of hardtack, split it three ways without taking one herself, and gave me the biggest. I guiltily swallowed the whole morsel, unable to look anyone in the eye.
 
   “What did you mean about not knowing the final room?” Ronin asked.
 
   “My drawings created this dungeon.” Along with some other things. I tried not to look at Eliandra. “Sometimes the stuff I make doesn’t turn out as expected. It has a life of its own. I don’t know if it’s my subconscious driving it or the world itself. But the last room was unfinished; I was tired after planning the other rooms and went to bed without thinking up anything particular. All I had was an evocative name.”
 
   “What was the name?” Eliandra tilted forward, curious.
 
   “The Mirror Room.”
 
   “You’re a bit of a Potterhead, so maybe it’s like Rowling’s Mirror of Erised.” Dak grinned. “If it is, you need to all prepare yourselves for a vision of me and Anne Hathaway robbing a casino together.”
 
   I blinked at him. “Seriously?”
 
   Dak shrugged. “She’s a tremendous actress. I respect her body of work. And casinos piss me off.”
 
   “Everything pisses you off.”
 
   “Casinos especially, though.” Dak folded his arms. “They’re predatory. And Anne is wearing her Catwoman getup and calls me Ace. Look, it’s my deepest desire, it can be whatever I want, okay?”
 
   “The truth is, we don’t know what’s in there,” I said. “What if it’s mirror golems?”
 
   Dak shuddered. “I want a sword.”
 
   “I could try drawing one.”
 
   “No,” Ronin said. “Rest. Regain your strength.”
 
   “If he’s willing, I say let him try.” Eliandra’s stomach growled. “Perhaps some food while he’s at it.”
 
   “I said no.” Ronin stood and cast a glance at each of us in turn. “He’s valuable. I won’t see him damaged in the attempt. He’ll try tomorrow, if his head feels better.” She stalked off through the mushroom stems, muttering, “I’ll search for food.”
 
   Eliandra stared after Ronin. “So strange.”
 
   “Will you please explain her?” Dak asked the Queen.
 
   “I don’t know what happened before me.” Eliandra brushed a lock of hair behind one ear and grinned over the flames at the orc. “Besides. Why would I tell you anything? Your suffering pleases me.”
 
   “And I despise you to your spoiled core.”
 
   She scowled. “I was only teasing. But you don’t tease. You’re simply mean.”
 
   “I am. But if you tell us about Ronin, I’ll say something nice about you.”
 
   “I don’t require your praise,” she said.
 
   “No, but I also don’t lie. So whatever I say to you that’s nice is the truth. You could taunt me with it forever and ever.”
 
   She tilted her chin up and the teasing smile was back. “Tempting. I’d love something to hold over your head.”
 
   “Given your height, this is pretty much your only shot.”
 
   Her eyes narrowed, but the grin remained and it was damn cute. Dak always knew precisely how to ruffle a girl’s feathers so that she’d love him for it—conversationally, at least. The few times the sparks ignited and led to a date, it had flamed out quickly. I always had the sense he was holding out for something special, and whatever his faults, Dak had never messed around with a girl he wasn’t serious about.
 
   Eliandra took her time thinking over his proposition—she seemed to like keeping us in suspense. “Ronin knows all about dreamers,” she said finally.
 
   I leaned in. “Is that what I am?”
 
   “It’s what she calls your kind. I believe she’s met one before. She also hates Dracon, but I’m not certain how personal that hatred is; she doesn’t talk about him, except as her adversary.” She looked at me. “You, though—you she knows.”
 
   “What? How?”
 
   “At times I would despair about our task. About whether we could kill an extra-dimensional god, a creator force as powerful as Dracon. She seemed unconcerned; she hinted that Dracon was not the final dreamer who would come. When I asked about others, she would get strangely quiet. I believe that she anticipated you, Isaac—or someone like you.”
 
   “But you said she knows me,” I said.
 
   “I can’t explain it.” Eliandra sucked her teeth. “She acts differently around you.”
 
   “Like how?”
 
   “She’s usually silent. We’ve passed weeks before without trading more than two words at a time. The amount Ronin’s said to you practically qualifies her as a chatterbox by her own standards. The few times I pulled words out of her growing up, it was the same argument—I wanted to save my mother. She’d insist it was up to her, not me. Took me ages to get her to treat me as an ally and not a child.”
 
   “She was like that with me at first,” I said.
 
   “Not anymore.” Eliandra frowned into the fire. “She expects you to pull your weight. You’re part of her circle.”
 
   “You sound bitter,” said Dak.
 
   “It took a long time to earn her faith in me. I’m not sure what makes Grawflefox so special. Maybe because she needs him more than me.” We were all quiet, and Eliandra plucked a small flower, rotating the stem between thumb and forefinger, lost in the twirl of the petals. “I called her an ‘unfeeling replacement’ for my real mother. Not my finest hour.”
 
   I’d never seen Eliandra quite so vulnerable. “She cares about you.”
 
   “In her way.” She closed her fist around the flower, squeezing. “I blamed her for my choosing to rule Korvia and fight Dracon. But at every step, I made those decisions. If anything, she fought me on them; played devil’s advocate and tried to give me a choice. She’s big on that—on taking a step back, letting people act. Spent most of my childhood standing back, letting me make stupid decisions, and always being there to pull my derriere out of the fire. So if she always made me decide, why doesn’t it feel that way? Like I was steered into this life I hate.”
 
   Maybe it’s because I drew you as a queen. It wasn’t Ronin steering you—it was my portrait. I bit down on the reflexive apology, certain as ever I didn’t want Eliandra to know I’d drawn her.
 
   Dak tossed some shoots on the fire. “Isaac’s aunt is a Calvinist—kind of religious person who thinks everything’s predestined by God. A certain kind of person chafes under that idea; I’m one of them. In the end, though, it doesn’t matter whether we have destinies. What matters is the implicit logic of our own decisions and how well it stacks up against our values. You value your family. You became Queen to save your mother. It may not be your ideal life, but it’s the life you needed, to pursue your values. Your life sucks because you’re a good person and Dracon’s not. It’d suck whether you became Queen or not, and it’ll keep sucking until that prick’s taken care of. No sense blaming yourself or anyone else for it.”
 
   He was subtly trying to cheer us both up, and I appreciated it. Looking into the fire, I realized Eliandra hadn’t answered the questions I really wanted to ask, so I tried one: “Where’s Ronin come from?”
 
   “I suspect somewhere full of violence,” Eliandra said. “It’s what she’s best at.”
 
   “I wish I could just Google her social media history,” I sighed. “Old pictures of her killing dragons, a relationship status for when she broke up with her demon boyfriend. This universe needs Twitter.”
 
   Dak slapped the back of my head. “Don’t blaspheme.”
 
   Our conversation died awhile and we absorbed the fire’s heat, savoring the loud pop of brittle kindling. Finally, Eliandra glanced at Dak. “You must compliment me now.” She lifted her chin. “Make it good; I hear them often.”
 
   “Your tits are amazing. Don’t believe all the haters who think they’re too small. Roundness is more important than size.”
 
   She rolled her eyes. “You may not be a natural-born orc, but you are a beast.”
 
   “Like you haven’t been staring at these things all day.” Dak flexed and every chiseled inch of his arms displayed brute contours beneath hunter-green skin.
 
   Eliandra waved her hand. “It’s all a little overdone for my tastes.”
 
   “Liar,” Dak said with his typical supreme confidence. “But fair is fair. I promised an honest compliment and I won’t back out. Here it is for real: I can’t read you.”
 
   “Hardly a compliment.”
 
   “It is,” he said. “I don’t have a category for you. You’re arrogant, self-absorbed, but sharp enough to know you’re those things. It’s a weird combination of traits I hate, with exactly enough wit to make me still enjoy talking to you.”
 
   It wasn’t my read on her. To me, she seemed to slide fluidly from one role to the next. But Dak had only known her for five hours.
 
   “I love how your words are backhanded praise for your own sensibilities.” She lay back against an enormous toadstool. “Your ‘compliment’ was just, ‘I hate you, but I still deem you worthy of my attention.’ ” She glanced at me. “I see why Dak likes you.”
 
   “Yeah? ’cause I don’t.”
 
   “You look up to him.”
 
   “Bullshit,” said Dak and I at once.
 
   “You do,” Eliandra said. “Since I’ve met you, Grawflefox, you’ve been everything Dak is not. Restrained, considerate, and always putting yourself in others’ places. Dak only reads people deeply enough to dissect them. He’s brash and vicious. You wish you could be Dak. A piece of you lives vicariously through him. Tell me: when someone in your life angers you, who do you talk to first?”
 
   I frowned. “Dak.”
 
   “And Dak mocks him relentlessly while you stand back and say, ‘He’s not that bad.’ ”
 
   Neither of us spoke. She had us dead to rights.
 
   “See, Dak is your other half,” Eliandra explained. “I think you should both kiss. It would round out this thing between you. Grawflefox could wear a dress if it would clarify matters.”
 
   Dak glanced bashfully my way, and I back at him. My friend swallowed, hand to his big orcish heart, and leaned toward me. “Isaac.”
 
   I brushed hair out of my eyes and batted my lashes back at him. “Yes?”
 
   He tilted closer. “Your eyes. They sparkle in the twilight.”
 
   “Be still my heart.” I leaned up.
 
   Just before our mouths touched, Dak asked, “How about it? You gay yet?”
 
   “Am I supposed to be aroused?” I asked. “All I’m getting is barely suppressed giggles.”
 
   “That’s the gayest non-gay thing you could feel.”
 
   “How about you?” I asked.
 
   “Kind of hungry. But not for your penis, sorry.”
 
   “Maybe we’re doing it wrong.” I started coming in from the side. “Here. Let’s try from an angle. Could be our trajectory’s off.”
 
   “I should have my hands… where? Here?” He put a huge paw on my chest.
 
   “Seriously, gay guys don’t cup each other’s tits. I think. Wait, do they?”
 
   “You are the most Ohio thing that’s ever happened,” Dak said, shaking his head. Abruptly he leaned in and licked me from chin to hair, leaving a huge wet cowlick standing on end. For a moment I stared at him, and then we burst into gales of laughter, flopping back onto the spongy turf.
 
   I laughed so hard I was snorting. “Oh God, I thought you were going to do it that time.”
 
   “Yeah.” Dak sighed wistfully. “Being gay would be so awesome.”
 
   “ ‘Gay’ is your word for ‘backwards,’ correct?” Eliandra shrugged. “I’m not convinced by this display. I’ve seen males hide their affections behind less obvious ploys.”
 
   “I don’t care what you think,” Dak said. “If I were gay, I wouldn’t hide it. I’ve been Black, adopted, and disabled; if they want to mock me for liking dick too, let ’em. To be offended, I’d have to think liking dick was bad. I don’t.”
 
   “I’m not mocking,” Eliandra said. “I’m only amused.”
 
   “We get a lot of that in our world.” Dak shook his head. “People wink about ‘homoerotic subtext’ with frat bros and sports bros—like they’re saying, ‘I’m fine with being gay, but those guys are too homophobic to admit they’re gay.’ If you wink like that, no, you’re not fine with it. You’re still leveraging the culture’s fear of gay men to attack any hint of affection in scary masculine subcultures you don’t like. Men shouldn’t have to hide their affections behind dumb rituals, but one reason they do is people still think it’s okay to label any affection between dudes as about sex. Men feel the same feels women do; they’re allowed their outlets.”
 
   “This sounds more like your hang-up than mine,” Eliandra said.
 
   “Don’t get me wrong. Plenty of homophobic dudes slapping each other’s asses on the football field. But you know what the best part of being in a truly post-homophobic society’s going to be? The shapes of our relationships can finally stop mattering. I can lick Isaac’s face and no one will assume it automatically means I yearn for him.”
 
   “Still.” I was eager to change the subject, as Dak had gone on this tear before. “It would solve all our girl problems if we just yearned for each other.”
 
   “You could always magic yourself into a girl,” Dak said. “Except you’d probably be an ugly one, and you’d spend all your time stalking me.”
 
   “If anyone here has to be the girl, it’s you. Otherwise it’s too stereotypical, and you hate stereotypes.”
 
   Dak snorted. “I can’t be a woman. I’d use those powers for evil.”
 
   Eliandra stared at us. “I have the sense you’ve discussed this.”
 
   “Sure,” I said. “Do girls not talk about whether they’d bone each other if they were gay?”
 
   “They probably don’t talk about anything fun,” Dak said.
 
   Eliandra smirked. “I don’t have to talk about sex. If I want it, I just do it.”
 
   They traded barbs awhile, and I sensed the intensity between Eliandra and Dak. I had no desire to third-wheel a conversation between my best friend and his latest love/hate interest, so I stood and brushed off my pants about the time he started trying to explain yaoi to the Queen. “I’m going to bed down. Wake me if Ronin catches a cheeseburger somehow.”
 
   I left Dak, who cleared his throat and began: “Sometimes when a cartoon man and another cartoon man both love each other very, very much…”
 
   I sprawled on a patch of soft ground, and it would have been heaven if not for the cool damp in the air. The spot overlooked a distant pedestal being struck by a misting waterfall, which tumbled over the pedestal’s lip and into the dark pit. Its hiss was precisely the sort of white noise that lulled me to sleep.
 
   I woke warmer than before, covered in a heavy cloak. It was the color of shadows, and I realized it belonged to Ronin.
 
   “Thanks,” I murmured, glancing up at her.
 
   She was seated on a rock, staring off at the waterfall. “I don’t need you taking ill.”
 
   “Any luck on food?”
 
   “None.” She stood and walked away.
 
   Just when I’d managed to ignore the gaping hollow in my center long enough to drift off again, Dak flopped onto the moss beside me, stretching out. “How you holding up?”
 
   “Tired. Just looking at the waterfall. I put hidden treasure on that pillar.” I pointed at the spot. “Want to climb out and get it?”
 
   “Is the loot a sandwich?”
 
   “Nah. Magic dagger and a pile of gold.”
 
   “Not even a trail ration?”
 
   “Nope.”
 
   “Not worth it.”
 
   I smiled tiredly. “Not at all.”
 
   Dak scratched his chin. “I wonder if any Dungeons & Dragons characters ever wished the loot was a sandwich.”
 
   “We were terrible role players all along.”
 
   It was quiet for a while until Dak came out with what bothered him. “I can’t figure out whether I want to yell at Eliandra or ask her to go steady.”
 
   “You have that problem a lot.” I turned my back to indicate I wanted sleep.
 
   Naturally, he pressed on. “Ronin’s into you, by the way.”
 
   “What? No she isn’t.” I shifted back to face him. “You think so?”
 
   “She completely is. I pulled it from Eliandra. We both came to the conclusion Ronin’s into cute, funny, nonthreatening guys. Which is your wheelhouse, through and fucking through. Eliandra even said she loves the ruffled, dusty-blond look.”
 
   “How would Eliandra know what Ronin likes?” Eliandra had fooled me before. “Do you think they paint each others’ nails and chat about their perfect guy? She’s playing you.”
 
   “Either way, for your own good and for Ronin’s, you can’t get with her.”
 
   “Wait, wait.” I frowned. “You’re going to tell me what’s a healthy interaction with the opposite sex? The only women you like are the ones who hate you.”
 
   He shrugged. “You draw all these… Whedonesque, badass female warriors. They show up again and again in your stories, in your games. Ronin’s just that in purer form. Don’t you see? She’s the distillation of all your fanboy boners into one archetypal, blade-wielding dominatrix—and she so happens to have it for you bad. You made her with your dick, and you made her like you.”
 
   “That is not fair.”
 
   “You didn’t do it on purpose. But you did, and that makes her your creation. If you ever did anything with her, it’d be… well. Wrong. Like, ‘builds a sex robot but makes her alive and then uses her anyway’ wrong. Like, ‘it took a man to make you a real person and now I get to have sex with you’ wrong.”
 
   I groaned. “I don’t even think she’s my type,” I lied.
 
   “You would set yourself on fire for the opportunity to brush her hair.”
 
   “Not a big fire.”
 
   He eyed me, as if to say, I don’t believe you.
 
   “Fine, I’d do time in the burn ward.” I felt a gaping sense of loss. Why? Hope, I realized, had grown unasked-for, like dandelions from the cracks of a sidewalk. Now Dak had uprooted that bright patch of color, and I sort of missed the little weed. “What about Eliandra?” I grinned. “I’m still in competition for her, right?”
 
   My friend barked a laugh. “She is hilariously unlike any character you’ve ever drawn. She’s arrogant, immature, doesn’t like either one of us on any level, and plus she’s kind of racist.”
 
   “But smoking hot.”
 
   “Her looks may be contributing to climate change. But she’s also turned out the opposite of how you meant her to. So while it’s not creepy if you got with her, you should avoid her for… completely different reasons.”
 
   I raised an eyebrow. “For ‘my best friend would be jealous’ reasons?”
 
   He laughed again, leaning back. “For safety reasons. That girl is dangerous.”
 
   We both lay there and I nearly drifted into the sounds of the falls and the faint Ronin scent on the cloak wrapped around me. Dak muttered, “I know you’re mad I came. I had to.”
 
   “I just don’t want you to die,” I said.
 
   “You know you’re my only friend, right?”
 
   “That’s not true.”
 
   “It’s mostly true. I’ve known you since I can remember things. You’ve always been there. And I don’t want you doing dangerous quests alone. We came up together, and if that’s the way it’s got to be, we’ll go into the ground together.”
 
   “I love you too, Dak.”
 
   “You know it.”
 
   Slumber folded me in its quiet wings.
 
   ***
 
   I woke before I was prepared to open my eyes and say hello to the painful reality of no breakfast. For a time, I had the sense of hushed conversations and movement while I dozed. I was the last one up, since two in our party rarely slept and Dak had always functioned smoothly on less than five hours a night.
 
   It was strange to rouse in the twilight of the cavern. I shivered, though not from the cold—the last sunlight I’d seen was two days ago; I’d eaten nothing but a mouthful of hardtack in forty-eight hours.
 
   Water boiled nearby and I stumbled through mushroom stalks for the fire. A rooty, earthen aroma drifted from the hissing pot that had been part of Eliandra’s hiking gear. I confirmed they were boiling mushrooms. “Food?” I asked desperately.
 
   “Poison.” Ronin stirred the pot.
 
   My face fell. “Maybe it’s not poisonous to humans.” I was ready to test my luck.
 
   Dak set his hand on my shoulder. “No, man. Just no.”
 
   “How is your head?” Ronin asked.
 
   “Splitting in half, but I can think straight. Only about food, granted, but straight. Can I please draw something now?”
 
   Ronin scowled into the smoky pot. “If you must. You’ve probably mended enough. But keep it small. Nothing you might lose control of.”
 
   My spirit sang. “I hardly ever lose control over food. Except that one time with the oatmeal, but that was a fluke.”
 
   Drinking collected water from a bowl only sharpened my hunger, so I set to work. My pencil fumbled from my obstinate fingers twice, so I wound up kneeling, bracing my elbow to a flat rock while I sketched. The light was poor; had I been thinking, I’d have started with a candle.
 
   Instead, I drew a roasted turkey, a basket of bread loaves, and a bowl of shiny golden apples. My mouth watered as I added aromatic steam lines over the turkey. I penciled another roll beside the basket, broken in half to reveal hard crust and fluffy crumb, completing the vision with more steam lines above the toasty roll. My stomach made a sound like a guttering sink drain.
 
   Dak leered over my shoulder, whimpering.
 
   Soon, I’d drawn a crowd.
 
   “You can’t do this faster?” asked the Queen. “You’ve been at it for an hour.”
 
   As was common, I’d lost track of time working on the illustration. The detail was fine-grained, right down to the glaze on the turkey. “I think it’s good. Let me just add some shadows and—”
 
   “Isaac.” Dak snapped his fingers to draw my attention and stared me down. “Summon that bird or I’m eating the elf.”
 
   “Fine.”
 
   I went to exhale, but Ronin stopped me by presenting her palm. “Wait.”
 
   Eliandra groaned and Dak threw his hands in the air.
 
   “Try a cloned pull.”
 
   I blinked at Ronin. “A what?”
 
   “Exhale on the back of the page instead of the front. Your drawing remains intact, so you can pull it a second time later.”
 
   “But you told me never to copy things, or it would steal my power.”
 
   “If you draw by rote, it will. But you aren’t redrawing; you’re using the same drawing to produce duplicates. As long as you’re not summoning anything powerful, there won’t be side effects.”
 
   “This ‘side effects’ part concerns me.”
 
   “As well it should.” She motioned to the drawing. “Magic is chaotic. Your illustrations shape it, but magic wants to mutate. Every cloned pull runs a compounded risk of producing things unexpected. It’s a risk when you clone powerful things, because there’s more magic in them; mundane things like food, less so.”
 
   “So cantrips and first-level spells only,” said Dak. “We get it.”
 
   “You really need to write me an owner’s manual,” I said to Ronin. “Anything else you want to teach me?”
 
   “If you’re tired of summoning things directly on top of your sketchpad, you could try a distance pull.”
 
   I wanted to be angry, but not getting turkey grease all over my sketchpad sounded wonderful. “How?”
 
   Ronin shrugged. “Exhale onto your fingertips. Lightly stroke the page and stare at the place you’d like to summon your illustrations. It takes more focus than a direct pull, but it has uses.”
 
   “Someday you’re going to tell me how you learned all this.” I exhaled onto my fingertips and brushed them on the back of my sketch. Silver lines traced across the blank facing, precisely where my lines were on the opposite side. I stared hard at a toadstool that served as our table and, true to form, the food popped flawlessly from thin air on that spot.
 
   A savory poultry aroma flooded the cavern. Juices from the roasted bird gathered in the wooden platter it rested on and I tentatively flicked one of the rolls with my fingertip to confirm it was real. It made a hollow thunk and a jagged fissure on the crust broke open, releasing a plume of sweet vapor.
 
   Eliandra, Dak and I all reached for the bread at once. My teeth sank into the crust, which gave off a crackling snap before the chewy insides melted on my tongue. I swallowed and at the sensation of substantial food hitting my stomach, something just short of an orgasm popped off inside my brain. From the sound Eliandra made, there was no “just short” about it. She’d have made me blush if I weren’t ripping off a turkey leg and sinking my teeth into the crisp, glazed surface. Oof. If I can draw turkey this juicy, I’m never cooking again. The meat fell apart and mingled with the rich sweetness of caramelized skin. I wished I’d drawn napkins, because the drippings ran down my chin.
 
   I think Dak cried.
 
   We skeletalized the bird before I noticed two key facts. First, Dak could now easily wolf down half a turkey—I wished that were atypical of him as a human, but the difference was that his orcish body didn’t need to be rolled onto its side after and given a fistful of Tums.
 
   Second, Ronin never touched the food except for a single apple, which she polished on her sleeve, considered like an afterthought, and then cut off one sliver at a time with a sharp knife. She showed no more interest in food than eating those slices, even though I’d never seen her eat before.
 
   Post-gorging, Dak begged me for a roll of my fantasy toilet paper and wandered off while Eliandra lazed against her toadstool by the fire. I settled with my sketchpad on my lap and worked on weapons for Dak. The group seemed to assume we’d relax and digest before taking on the Mirror Room. Always wait an hour before swimming and dungeoning, I guess.
 
   When Dak returned, he commenced his usual over-the-shoulder commentary: “No, the sword should be longer. I want a crossguard. Don’t bother putting razors on the shield’s rim, either; I want to bounce it like Captain America.”
 
   “You can do that?”
 
   “I get bonuses for bouncing.”
 
   “You shouldn’t be allowed near rulebooks.”
 
   “Make them both magical.”
 
   I sighed. “Like how?”
 
   “The shield should be unbreakable and absorb energy, but not when I attack with it—since I want it to damage people or bounce it off stuff. Like—”
 
   “Captain America. Right.” I rolled my eyes and started by drawing a literal Captain America shield, which was the easiest way I knew to ingrain comic-book physics into the object. I made gradual adjustments to its size and aesthetic, shading it obsidian and giving it rivets. I hoped beginning with the design and then altering it gradually would capture the spirit of what Dak wanted. To be certain, I added a few cartoons demonstrating its effects. “I dub this Not-Captain-America’s-Shield. Now, what about the sword?” I checked my magical-power meter, which hadn’t been replenishing much given the lack of true rest. “Keep it basic.”
 
   “Not sure.”
 
   “I’ve got an idea.” I sketched Dak’s sword and connected its hilt with an iPod via dotted line.
 
   “You doing what I think you’re doing?” he asked. Since the car accident, I’d forgotten about the little foot-shuffling dance my best friend always did when he was excited. It had never gone away. Dak the giant orc was bouncing happily foot to foot.
 
   I didn’t want to risk a cloned pull, but I practiced my distance pulls again. Silver lines zinged and the image of Dak’s weaponry faded from the page just as they sparked into existence where I stared at his feet. The shield was a lustrous-black, riveted disk, but the way Dak hefted Not-Captain-America’s-Shield onto his forearm, I sensed it weighed almost nothing. He raised the sword, which was long and subtly curved at the very end. Part of the reverse side of the blade was wickedly serrated and it had the same obsidian color as his shield. When he lifted it overhead, a cue from Zelda: Ocarina of Time played to signify the acquisition of a new item.
 
   “A singing sword,” Dak said. “I’m in love.”
 
   Ronin set her face into one hand and shook her head. “What a waste of power.”
 
   “Sword,” Dak requested, “play me soft, romantic music. Because I’m in love with you.”
 
   The opening bars to “Take My Breath Away” filled the air.
 
   “If anyone needs me, iSword and I will be making love over yonder. Or maybe war. We haven’t decided. While I’m gone, Isaac, you might want to draw me a sheath and—I dunno—pants? The loincloth gets old.”
 
   When the ’80s crooning of Berlin faded through the mushroom forest, Ronin gave me a firm look. “You should stop now. You’ll run down your power.”
 
   “Or he could stop after he draws the orc pants,” Eliandra muttered.
 
   Ronin glared.
 
   The elf queen shrugged. “All in favor of clothing the orc, by show of hands?”
 
   She and I both lifted our hands and Ronin sighed. “Very well. Clothes. A sheath. But then no more.”
 
   “The Mirror Room could be a huge fight, though,” I said.
 
   “Always keep some power in reserve. We may need the flexibility.” Her tone was severe but instructional, so I just nodded.
 
   I couldn’t help armoring Dak a little. I plated his chest, forearms, and shins, but otherwise left him his mobility. I kept the armor mundane and was left with maybe ten percent on my mana-meter, which I assumed would only get me a medium-small summoning.
 
   Dak returned from chopping down the entire mushroom forest to the tune of a frenzied Mario Brothers medley and immediately donned his armor, which he approved of. We finally turned our attention to the remainder of the Pit of Souls.
 
   We leaped into a water bubble below the level of our pedestal and swam the length of the cavern using floating streams connecting the lakes. I floated where possible to reserve strength. All the exercise of the last few days paid off, though, and I made it to the towering Mirror Room entrance without hacking up a lung.
 
   The reflective, silver doors were two hundred feet tall, but only five feet wide. They clicked and parted, granting us entrance to the dark space beyond. Only when the doors shut did lights brighten enough to see the cool mist lying at ankle level. I couldn’t see the ceiling, but we were forced into a narrow corridor and the walls on both sides of us were mirrored.
 
   “It’s like a funhouse,” Dak muttered.
 
   I recalled his fear of clowns and said nothing. Ronin and Dak had their blades drawn and Eliandra’s staff glowed. Realizing I had nothing, I scrambled for my art pad. The sketches within might help me in a pinch.
 
   We inched down the corridor, our images replicated in the dozens of mirrors to either side of us, and the path was a zigzag instead of straight, often splitting in two directions. We kept bumping into dead ends, forcing us to backtrack so many times I got disoriented. We were lost.
 
   We stayed close, until we came into a broader chamber with glittering mirrors on all sides. One long mirror made up the far wall.
 
   The reflections staring back at us weren’t us. Or rather, not quite.
 
   My reflection was piloting a giant steampunk war suit that stood fourteen feet tall. The pilot light on his flamethrower arm glowed blue. Perhaps marginally more disturbing was that Eliandra was wearing what could be generously described as stripper boots and lingerie. Her breasts were also well beyond the B-cup I’d given her—well into back-problems territory.
 
   Ronin wore her demon mask and Dak was unchanged, except he looked bored and wielded a lightning cannon with a Tesla coil on the end.
 
   The mirrored wall—which now appeared to be transparent glass—lifted, making our two chambers one.
 
   “It’s evil us!” Dak said. “Hey, Isaac, it looks like your evil clone is power mad and horny.”
 
   “So I suppose that means your evil version is going to be well balanced and gentle.”
 
   Evil-Isaac glanced us over and frowned from behind the transparent plate that armored his head. “Where’s your gear? I was expecting more.”
 
   “Burn,” Dak whispered.
 
   “I had a rune-stone gun, but Ronin took it,” I told my doppelganger.
 
   Evil-Isaac laughed, a loud and mean sound. “You’re so useless. Seriously—you have zero gear? The first thing I did was grind out awesome toys. Including magic armor for Eliandra.”
 
   Evil-Ronin growled at my double. “Stop wasting time. They’re in our way. End them.”
 
   “No, I have to know.” Evil-me grinned. “What did you spend your time drawing?”
 
   “…a turtle.”
 
   “Oh, I get it now,” Evil-me said. “The Mirror Room forces us to fight our lame sides.”
 
   A scary thought occurred to me: what if I was just a lame-side replica?
 
   Eliandra furrowed her brow at her double. “That’s your magic armor?”
 
   “It protects me from harm,” Evil-Eliandra answered sweetly. “Master Isaac designed it to keep me safe while he and his allies do battle.”
 
   “You don’t fight?” asked Eliandra.
 
   “It wouldn’t be sensible in these shoes,” Evil-Eliandra said. “I’m here to support my friends. I take care of Isaac, Dakrith, and my mother. They’d probably prefer you and I sat this battle out. Do you think we could?”
 
   Eliandra looked ill.
 
   The Ronins assumed fighting stances. While battling dragons, Ronin’s blade had sported a katana’s oval crossguard; now both their swords morphed before my eyes, the ovals expanding into full dueling crossguards. They closed on each other, our Ronin’s blade high and Evil-Ronin’s low. No words were exchanged. They circled.
 
   Dak hefted his sword. It played “Battle Without Honor or Humanity” from Kill Bill: Vol. 1. “All right, everyone. The only reasonable thing is to kill ourselves.”
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Nine: Suicidal Tendencies
 
    
 
    
 
   “Well,” said Evil-me with a casual shrug. “Time to roast some nerds.” He leveled his flamethrower, mounted over one of his armored suit’s crab claws, its blue pilot light dancing in front of the dark hole from which flammable liquid would spew. His war mech bristled with weapons and armor plating, every deadly angle visible in the mirrored walls.
 
   I glanced for help from Dak and cold fear lanced up my spine. The room was transforming. Reflective walls silently glided from the floor, their tops disappearing into the dark shadows above us, boxing me and my double into the same narrow chamber. I was cut off, alone with a sadistic clone and his flamethrower.
 
   Evil-me came to the same realization. “Just us.” He looked me up and down. “Hardly seems fair.”
 
   “You could let me summon a weapon,” I suggested.
 
   “Who says I like fair?”
 
   The mirror beside me fractured. I jumped at the sound, managing to shield my face as it burst inward. Glittering fragments rained to the floor and my best friend charged through. “Nobody puts Baby in a corner!”
 
   “I thought you were doing action lines,” I whispered.
 
   “Swayze was in Road House. It counts.”
 
   “Good—two of you.” Evil-me grinned. “I hate doing area-of-effect damage to single targets. It’s wasteful.” The flamethrower spewed crackling, liquid-orange fire down the corridor.
 
   Dak hopped in front of me, hunkering behind Not-Captain-America’s-Shield. Fire broke against the disc, molten heat dripping off impervious metal. “You know that mech is a Legend of Korra rip-off, right?”
 
   “It’s a fucking homage!” Evil-me screamed. I wondered if I was ever that shrill. “Where the hell is Evil-Dak? I mean, Dak. Get in here and kill your lame-side self!”
 
   Evil-Dak eased in through the hole made by my friend, heaving a belabored sigh while pointing his lightning cannon vaguely our way. “What’s the evil plan?” he asked.
 
   “It’s not evil! It’s a regular plan,” Evil-me corrected. “Castling. I kill you; you kill me.”
 
   Evil-Dak rolled his eyes. “Brilliant.”
 
   I could see my Dak making calculations—trying for an exploit to take them both on. He glanced my way, fear in his huge face. “Run.”
 
   The word struck terror through my heart.
 
   “Now!”
 
   I turned and sprinted for the chamber’s exit. Behind me, Evil-Dak’s big orc feet thumped after. My sprint faltered when I entered the maze proper, aware that its zigzags and nigh-invisible dead ends could knock me unconscious for a wrong turn. I slowed to a jog to keep from hurtling like a doomed bird into a window.
 
   Quick but cautious, Isaac. I took a bend just as a burst of hair-raising lightning zotted from behind me, streaking through where I’d just been and shattering a mirror down the hall. Perhaps heavier on the quick, though, I decided.
 
   Twisting through the maze, I realized Dak’s plan hadn’t been entirely desperate: Evil-Dak wasn’t right behind me, so he was taking his time. He’s afraid of mirrored mazes, I realized. It was Dak’s fear of clowns, and by extension, funhouses. That’s the strategy. Distract his double with me in the maze, get me out of the room with all the firepower, and beat down the mech. I had to finally give him credit: my friend was better at this game than me.
 
   I thudded into thin air and bounced off. No, not air, I realized—I’d hit a panel that was made of clear glass instead of mirror. I could go no further. How the hell was I going to stay ahead of Evil-Dak if I kept doubling back?
 
   It hit me: the map! I scrounged in my vest for the knock-off Marauder’s Map and unfurled it. After a moment of loading time, it displayed me as a stationary X among the constantly shifting pathways. They were arranged in a sort of honeycomb pattern to maximize the confusion produced by reflections. Individual wall tiles periodically rose from or dropped back into the floor, so that the pathways kept changing. Evil-Dak was marked by a red D. Two walls separated us—until one disappeared.
 
   With the map as my guide, I darted through several turns. Even with my aerial view of the room, Evil-Dak pursued. Has my scent, I realized. Sometimes I heard a lightning zap and walls blocking his path abruptly disappeared.
 
   The wall tiles on my map were different colors. Black meant regular mirrored walls, blue meant glass, but there were also red ones; when I ducked around a corner and came face to face with a wall displaying Eliandra squaring off with her duplicate, I realized the red ones scried on other people in the Mirror Room.
 
   Our Eliandra circled her clone. “Draw a weapon,” she ordered.
 
   “I will not.” Evil-Eliandra folded her arms petulantly. “Just because you’ve taken up arms doesn’t mean I will.”
 
   “Who told you not to fight?”
 
   “My mother,” Evil-Eliandra said. She tilted her chin up with the same imperious mien I’d seen from our Eliandra.
 
   The Queen narrowed her eyes. “Wait. Your mother’s not enslaved by Dracon?”
 
   “Oh, you mean her.”
 
   “Of course I bloody well mean her, you twit!” Eliandra snapped her glowing axe from the head of her staff and her doppelganger shrank back as the Queen advanced, her barbarian side in evidence with every catlike step. “You mean to say Ronin won’t let you fight? That simply because you can’t get to your real mother, you’ve abandoned her? Replaced her?”
 
   “It is what it is.” The doppelganger firmed her lip. “I’m just one woman. What am I supposed to do?”
 
   “What could you do?” Eliandra spat, raising her axe. “I’ll show you what you could do. You could have fucking learned to fight!” She drove her axe into a magical force field that erupted around her foe’s lurid outfit. The shiny light of the axe crackled against an equally brilliant protective bubble. Yet our Eliandra put her clone on the ropes by beating the field again and again, showering sparks, staggering the scantily clad elf atop her crappy heels. The barbarian snarled. “Die, you useless, top-heavy bitch!”
 
   I hurried past the image and worked deeper into the maze. Once, I passed another scrying mirror that showed both Ronins. They were statues one moment and flew through space the next, invisibly quick swords glancing off one another. They ended the exchange with their original positions switched. Each clutched her side in precisely the same place and their magical outfits tightened over the shallow wounds to staunch the blood loss. Their blades dripped.
 
   Their blood was silver.
 
   A mirrored wall abruptly rose and blocked my path. I kicked it in frustration, consulted the map, and backtracked several turns. I was coming uncomfortably close to Evil-Dak when I turned a corner and witnessed, through a scrying panel, my best friend locked in melee with a multi-ton war suit.
 
   A powerful green adhesive from a prior exchange glued Dak’s singing sword to the floor. He still had the shield.
 
   Six feet shorter and badly out-massed, Dak slammed shoulder-first into the monstrous contraption. Evil-me staggered, planted his mech’s back foot, and lunged with a giant metal claw, snapping for Dak’s torso. My friend wedged his shield into the claw before it could close on him. He released the shield and unleashed a series of perfect punches into the mech’s crotch and thighs, crumpling metal, shattering housings, forcing Evil-me to delicately cover his groin with his other clawed hand. “Hey, stop, this is enchanted steel, you can’t do that!”
 
   “Orcish racial feat: armor-piercing fists. Should’ve checked my sheet.”
 
   “You goddamn munchkin!” He kneed Dak in the chest so hard I heard bones snap through the mirror.
 
   “No!” I screamed.
 
   Dak’s rattling cough produced blood. “Also took ranks in engineering.” He thrust a hand into the cracked housing of the mech’s thigh, ripping free a thick hose. Steam billowed from the hose and the suit’s leg went limp.
 
   “Should have taken ranks in emergency surgery.” A shoulder-mounted cannon on my clone’s suit flipped up, leveling on Dak. Its brassy, Gatling-style barrel blurred into fast rotation, firing a swarm of crossbow bolts point-blank. The hail of bolts peppered Dak’s torso, two dozen studs of wood punching clean through his armored breastplate and leaving a cluster of fletchings poking from his flesh.
 
   By sheer miracle, Dak merely slumped instead of dying. Through a trickle of blood from his mouth, he wheezed, “Behold… my constitution score…”
 
   “Stop it!” I shouted.
 
   Briefly, my double made eye contact and grinned. The scrying panels were two-way.
 
   He savored my expression, snapping one pair of claws open and shut over Dak’s wilted body.
 
   The scene shattered as the mirror displaying it broke; Evil-Dak barreled through, backhanding my shoulder. The impact bounced me off a mirror, fracturing it, and I landed hard on my tailbone. I was too stunned to breathe.
 
   “Hold still.” Evil-Dak leveled the crackling barrel of his cannon on my throat, intent on smiting me dead. “This’ll be over in a second.”
 
   I finally got a breath and crab-crawled futilely away. “Why are you doing this?”
 
   Dak advanced. “Maybe I want to.” There was cold hurt in his voice.
 
   Realization hit. “Why do you hate your Isaac?”
 
   His face twisted. “I don’t.”
 
   “You do. I can see it. If he were your friend, he’d see it too. Why do you hate him?”
 
   The gun lowered three inches so that Evil-Dak could meet my eyes with nothing between us. “Because it’s his fault.”
 
   My breath hitched. “Our fault you ended up in the wheelchair.”
 
   Nodding, he leveled his weapon on me again. “I have one question before you die. I saw the way he got you out of there—why doesn’t your Dak hate you?”
 
   Guilt squeezed my insides. “I don’t know. He should. I was the one who insisted we see that stupid movie.” My laugh was hollow. “Wasn’t even that good.” I looked past the deep muzzle at Dak’s clone, and couldn’t help seeing a semblance of my friend there. “Why do you hate him?”
 
   “He puts it on me. He said he was tired and slow at the wheel; that it was my fault because I should have driven…”
 
   Wait—he was the one driving in their world?
 
   “…but that’s bullshit. He was wide awake and saw it coming. He had a choice: swerve left or right. Go right and take it on his side. Go left, and it was me. He swerved left.” Dak snorted. “I’d have done the same, but I still hate the guy for it.”
 
   “No,” I said, swallowing at the pinch in my throat. “You wouldn’t have.”
 
   “What are you talking about?” he growled, gun snapping back to attention.
 
   “In my world, Dak drove.” My voice was ragged. “He swerved right.”
 
   For the first time, there was uncertainty in Other-Dak’s eyes. He didn’t want to believe me, but only because of his innate cynicism, which penetrated so deeply it affected his view of even himself.
 
   These weren’t our evil sides. They were our fears incarnate. Dak’s doppelganger manifested my best friend’s abandonment issues. “You need to break up with him,” I said.
 
   “He’s my friend.”
 
   “The first thing he did when he arrived in Rune was summon you, wasn’t it?” I knew because my evil clone was everything I feared becoming, and summoning Dak into harm’s way had been my most selfish desire.
 
   “Of course.”
 
   “He is not your friend. He uses you. You’re dependent on him because your self-loathing makes you think no one wants to hang out with you. You’re only with him to keep from being alone. But being with him leaves you feeling worthless. It’s toxic. Leave him, Dak.”
 
   “You have no idea!”
 
   “When we were ten years old, we had the biggest fight of our lives after I ate your Fruit Roll-Up. You punched me and knocked out my last baby tooth. I told you I’d never talk to you again. Somehow I nursed that grudge for three weeks, until I walked outside one morning and found a box of Fruit Roll-Ups on the porch. We hung out that afternoon and split the box. No one apologized and we never spoke about it again. It’s one of my favorite memories.”
 
   Other-Dak lowered his head. “In my world, I think I brought you ten boxes before you forgave me for that stupid tooth—which, by the way, was hanging by a thread before I hit you. I probably did you a favor.  You still never let me forget it.”
 
   “You deserve better.”
 
   “Know what? Screw you, and him, and all this. I’ve got legs again. I’m using them to walk away. Dak out.” He dropped the lightning cannon and turned to leave. The moment he did, he and the cannon grayed into colorless glass and shattered into a heap of smoky fragments.
 
   I had no idea if he’d been an illusion or a real Dak from some other dimension. I wasn’t sure which to hope for.
 
   Walls stood on three sides of me, trapping me on a triangular patch of floor. Each of the panes scried the same scene: both Ronins, swords clashing with quicksilver strokes.
 
   Their crossguards locked and they stared into one another’s eyes.
 
   “You’re slower.” With her mask still on, Other-Ronin’s voice was scrambled and terrifying. “Less than a hundredth of a second. But slower.”
 
   My Ronin shoved her clone away, delivering a series of precision thrusts that Other-Ronin parried with clockwork timing.
 
   “Concern for your daughter slows you,” Other-Ronin said. “My daughter is bespelled. Shielded from violence. I have clarity you lack.” She countered with a single, well-aimed lunge.
 
   My Ronin batted the attack aside, circling for an opening. “That’s not why I’m slower. I taught Eliandra to fight. You taught her to cower. I already know who will win.”
 
   “Nothing can break through the magic of her armor,” Other-Ronin said. “My daughter is safe. Yours, I will soon kill.”
 
   “ ‘Mine.’ ‘Yours.’ They don’t belong to us.” Ronin flicked close, their blades crossing again, but this time she cracked her elbow across her doppelganger’s jaw. “They aren’t ours.”
 
   Other-Ronin dropped to a knee and caught a vicious downward slice, staring through the crux their blades formed. “If she doesn’t belong to us, she belongs to another; nothing is truly free, except that which is damaged—like you. Free things are broken.”
 
   “Broken things are free.” Ronin kicked her double in the jaw.
 
   Other-Ronin rolled with the blow and to her feet. “You’re flawed.” She swung her sword through a battery of deadly arcs. My Ronin fell back from each blow, the final one catching her off balance. She twisted away, but the blade tore open her shoulder, shooting a thin silver spray into the air. “Flawed, slow, and defective!”
 
   I flipped through my sketchpad for something to help Ronin—not even sure how I’d free myself from the cramped triangular chamber—when the images on the walls changed to display both Eliandras.
 
   It was not going well for Other-Eliandra.
 
   Our Queen’s barbarian was out in force, beating her axe across the magical shield until Other-Eliandra was staggered flush to a wall. Seeming to tire of that, having yet to scratch her busty clone, Eliandra tossed the axe aside and tried her fists.
 
   Her right cross knocked Other-Eliandra sprawling to the floor, a spray of her blood speckling the reflective wall. Apparently the magic in Other-Eliandra’s lingerie didn’t protect her from her own flesh—it was vulnerable to clone fists. That’s a design flaw.
 
   Other-Eliandra yelped and tried to stand, but ours straddled her and for the first time I realized how unsexy actual wrestling between two women was. There was way, way more biting and cursing. Other-Eliandra tried to jam her thumb into her double’s eye, but ours managed to sink her teeth into the thumb.
 
   I winced away from the shriek, but when I glanced back the images had shifted again.
 
   Evil-me’s war mech had collapsed to a knee after Dak disabled the leg. Fletchings of crossbow bolts bristled on Dak’s chest like bloody feathers; the orc wrenched Not-Captain-America’s-Shield from the mech’s grip and cracked it across the machine’s faceplate, shattering it. My clone flinched from the glass filling the compartment, blood flowing freely from a scratch across his cheek. “Stop breaking my stuff, idiot!” The Gatling gun whirred, tubes blurring into rotation, firing again at close range.
 
   Dak’s shield deflected dozens of bolts. Two slipped past and thudded into his exposed shoulder. I tried not to think about how any one bolt would have killed me.
 
   “You can’t beat me,” Evil-me growled. “Why won’t you get the point?”
 
   “You did not just pun at me.” Dak panted for breath, ripping a bolt from his shoulder and flicking the bloody rod against his foe’s chest. His lips had grayed and a pool of blood gathered at his feet. He frowned at the blood and muttered, “Hoo. That’s a lot of pepnep.”
 
   “You don’t like puns?” Two tiny grasper arms on the machine’s back unfolded. The Gatling gun ejected an empty casing that had once held crossbow bolts, and the graspers pulled a fresh magazine from its rack along the spine. It loaded the cannon; the gun’s rotation started anew. Evil-me grinned sadistically. “Did I jump the gun?”
 
   Dak roared and seized the spinning barrel. It fired two more bolts into his chest, but the barrel ground to a halt between his huge hands. Delicately interlocked fittings stuttered. Smoke poured from the trembling mechanisms.
 
   Evil-me snarled, clamping Dak’s torso with those gargantuan steel crab claws.
 
   “Pun for me one more time!” Dak bellowed, ripping the gun from its turret, bolts and pinions flying. “I dare you!”
 
   Evil-me threw Dak to the floor, cracking tiles. He fit his opposite grasper around my friend’s throat. “Looks like I’ve got you in a pinch.” The claw tightened and Dak grabbed either side of the clamp, fighting against the strength of hydraulic pistons and inexorable gears that closed tighter and tighter, until the steel teeth broke the skin of his neck.
 
   “Pain,” Dak croaked. “So much pain is coming.”
 
   I pounded the mirror with the heels of my palms. Evil-me looked up and scowled. “What did you do with my Dak?”
 
   “Let my friend go!” I hurled myself into the mirror. It vibrated in its frame, but no fracture. I beat myself against it until pain radiated through my shoulder.
 
   “Did you kill my Dak?” Evil-me asked, voice cold and flat. His claw tightened, and my Dak’s chest and arms bulged to combat it. The angle of his grip compressed my friend’s windpipe.
 
   “No! I got him to leave, because you’re awful!” I resorted to punching the glass, pain flaring through my knuckles. I hit it until red smeared the image of Dak’s graying face.
 
   “You what!” my clone snarled. “You made him leave me? He was my friend. Mine! You take my Dak away? Guess I’ll take yours away too.” Steam hissed from his machine’s shoulders and the claw around Dak’s throat pincered two notches tighter.
 
   All Dak could do was thrash.
 
   Around me, the three scrying walls displayed different scenes: Dak flattened on his back, dying. Ronin bled from a wound staunched by her clothes, kneeling on the floor and barely deflecting slash after slash from her doppelganger; reflective blood dripped from her fingertips. Eliandra, admittedly, was winning, based on the flurry of punches she rained down on her enemy’s face and the gory stump where Other-Eliandra’s thumb used to be, the digit still clenched in the Queen’s snarling mouth.
 
   I leafed frantically through my sketchpad for something—anything—that would help my friends. Volcano? Probably not a good idea. Xenomorph? Definitely no. Nymph? Maybe later.
 
   “Now I see it,” Other-Ronin whispered, standing over her injured foe. “The real fear that slows you.”
 
   My Ronin struggled to her feet, blade seeming to weigh a thousand pounds.
 
   “It’s not Eliandra you’re afraid for.” Other-Ronin raised her steel. “In a moment, he’ll see you for what we are.”
 
   Evil-me was laser-focused on killing Dak, his pincer so tight that only thin needles of oxygen seeped into my friend’s enormous lungs. The mech opened its opposite claw and from the joint a massive harpoon jutted free. He inserted the spike into Dak’s shoulder with torturous slowness, until my friend’s whole arm trembled from holding back the claw. In spite of choking, Dak managed a howl that curdled my blood.
 
   I flipped to an old sketch of my cat, Buckles, which I’d later transformed into a kind of knife/cat hybrid for a “realistic Pokémon” art contest.
 
   Ronin was barely deflecting her enemy’s surgical killing blows; Dak was being choked to death. I glanced between them, aware I only had the mana to help one. I didn’t worry about Eliandra; she had her double freaking handled.
 
   I felt bad, because it wasn’t even a hard choice. I blew on my hand and pressed it flat to the portrait of Buckles, focusing on the room with Dak, attempting a distance pull through the scrying mirror. Sparks hissed from the portrait, which disappeared from paper. “Sword-Cat! I choose you!”
 
   Evil-me flinched. Dak twisted his head around to see, a look of hope in his eyes.
 
   Buckles alighted on the floor with raised hackles made of keen, bright steel. When nothing threatened him, the tiny housecat padded in a circle and sat with his back to Dak, casually licking one paw.
 
   “Goddamn it,” Dak choked out. “I hate that cat.”
 
   I knelt and made kissy sounds through the scrying mirror. “C’mon, Buckles. Kill daddy’s evil clone.”
 
   Buckles shifted to turn his back on me as well and kept licking his paw.
 
   “Daddy’s disappointed in you.” I searched for help and found none. My mana was practically guttered. Flipping open my art pad, I rapidly sketched something new in a quick, cartoon style. It couldn’t be powerful, but what I had in mind didn’t need to be.
 
   While I worked, I noticed what was happening with the Ronins.
 
   “Surrender.” Other-Ronin had mine cornered and bloody. “I won’t spare you, but I will the others.”
 
   My Ronin sheathed her sword and sank back to her knees.
 
   Wait. Did we just lose? My pencil stalled momentarily, then scratched anew.
 
   “How did one so damaged kill our sisters?” Other-Ronin chided.
 
   Owing to my Ronin’s position on the floor, her doppelganger couldn’t see her palming the ghost stone, which was not quite so dark as before. “I cheated.” She popped it into her mouth and disappeared, along with the sword coated in rivulets of her own blood.
 
   When she reappeared behind Other-Ronin, her sword manifested already driven through the clone’s back and out her chest.
 
   Just once, Other-Ronin coughed, her lips shiny with that strange blood. She stared down at the gleaming steel protruding from her chest. Her head lulled and she shattered like Other-Dak had.
 
   My pencil completed the final stroke. It was messy, somewhat off-proportioned, and a clumsy reinvention of something mundane from Earth. Its plastic construction was replaced with big steampunk chambers and hoses. It wasn’t perfect, but it didn’t have to be. Exhaling on my hand, I distance pulled while focusing on a spot directly beside Buckles.
 
   And I summoned a running vacuum cleaner.
 
   Buckles let out a sound like someone had lit his tail on fire. He launched from the floor and flipped end-over-end two full rotations before his body flattened like a kite, as flying cats are wont to do. I’d positioned the vacuum cleaner such that Evil-me was on Buckles’ opposite side, and sure enough, the soaring beastie went headfirst and about halfway into the gaping hole of his faceplate.
 
   Evil-me jerked back in surprise, releasing Dak so he could try to grab the hissing knife-cat perched on the lip of his broken faceplate. However, grasper claws aren’t as a rule terribly dexterous, and he made the mistake of poking my cat in the butt with his spike.
 
   The very big mistake.
 
   Buckles yowled his fury, front claws gripping something inside the helmet. Evil-me’s face was obscured by a cat’s bristle-brushy rear end, but from the girlish shriek, I figured Buckles had latched onto something tender.
 
   Dak, reaching with the caution of a first-time snake handler, tapped Buckles all the way into the suit.
 
   The squeal shot up an octave. Reacting to the sound, more blades flicked from Buckles’ paws. Through Evil-me’s shattered faceplate, I could see my cat reflexively curl into a wheel shape. Razor edges clicked from his spine and tail, transforming him into a saw blade. When he commenced his special buzzsaw attack, whirling down into the tight confines of my evil clone’s suit, it sounded over the screams like someone had jammed a whole turkey leg down a garbage disposal.
 
   It was super effective.
 
   Gory streamers of blood fired from the face hole and arced over Dak’s shoulder. He stared. “The orcish word for that kind of blood is grosh,” he said matter-of-factly.
 
   I could no longer see through what remained of the grosh-spattered faceplate, but the louder Evil-me screamed, the more Buckles buzzed, which in turn made Evil-me scream louder, until even Dak winced at the awful racket echoing from within the suit.
 
   I was horrified. But frankly it was too perfect and it had to be said. I cleared my throat. “What’s the matter? Cat got your—”
 
   “No.” Dak pointed at me. “Puns are a war crime. We’re not those guys.”
 
   The whole trembling mech turned gray and shattered. Buckles thudded to the floor, still in spinning-metal-death mode. He rolled violently around, finally stopped, and steel slid back into his spine and paws. My cat sat up with a somewhat shell-shocked expression, until he noticed one of the bloody crossbow bolts lying on the floor and started batting it around like a plastic milk cap.
 
   The vacuum cleaner had shorted out moments after being summoned, likely a result of its hasty creation. The whole appliance listed somewhat to the right.
 
   Around us, the room’s mirrors descended into the floor and I could see across the chamber. Dak sucked in huge breaths and Ronin clutched her wounded shoulder. We all turned our attention to the Eliandras.
 
   Our Eliandra held her clone facedown, clutching a fistful of hair, and spat her foe’s severed thumb across the room.
 
   “Whoa,” Dak said, and that pretty much covered my reaction as well.
 
   “You don’t understand,” Other-Eliandra sobbed, looking right at me. “I’m not evil.”
 
   Eliandra growled.
 
   “Easy,” I said, hands placating as I approached. “She was just doing what she was told by Evil-me and Other-Ronin. They’re the ones who dressed her that way, who manipulated her. She’s your worst fear; not necessarily evil.”
 
   Other-Eliandra looked gratefully up at me, but ours rolled her eyes. “Waiting around for someone to save you? For your mother, or Isaac, or,” she laughed bitterly, “the orc? Let me show you what happens to people who wait for a hero.” She grabbed her doppelganger’s chin and the back of her head, brutally snapping her neck. The clone slumped dead and shattered into dull glass.
 
   I gaped.
 
   “Dude,” Dak whispered.
 
   “Eliandra!” I fought to work something else past my lips. “She wasn’t—”
 
   “She was an illusion.” Eliandra stood and smoothed her bomber jacket, swiping strands of hair behind her ears but seeming to have forgotten about the blood on her chin. “None of them were real. Get over it.” Her gaze danced to Ronin, as if searching for confirmation.
 
   “She speaks truth.” Ronin turned toward the far end of the chamber, where a door like the one we’d entered was parting. At the first crack, natural daylight speared across the room and stung my eyes. Beyond the clacking of chains, I heard a waterfall hiss, and it appeared our exit from the dungeon was concealed behind descending water.
 
   Buckles sprinted abruptly out the door, just as he’d always torn straight for any open door.
 
   Dak blinked. “Your cat got out.”
 
   “He’ll be okay.”
 
   Dak punched my shoulder. “It’s not cool to release nonnative wildlife into an ecosystem. It’s bad for the environment.”
 
   “Relax. What’s he going to do? It’s not like there’s any other sword-cats out there for him to knock up. Besides, I’m pretty sure he’s fixed.”
 
   “Stop bickering.” Eliandra strode for the door. “I’m tired of living in darkness.” Her figure was briefly silhouetted by daylight before disappearing around the side of the falls.
 
   Dak glanced down at his ragged chest. “Your armor sucks.” He grimaced and pulled one of the bolts from his flesh. There was four inches of crimson shaft to be dragged free. The hole left behind burbled, but Dak had apparently given his orcs fast healing, because it was already scabbing.
 
   I sucked on my bloody knuckle, an ache blossoming in my hands from punching that mirror. At least it didn’t feel like anything was broken. “Maybe you should get shot with fewer Gatling guns.”
 
   Dak stared with resignation at the fourteen remaining bolts in his torso, then at the open door. “I’m going outside. Sick of this hole.” He wandered after Eliandra.
 
   That left Ronin and me to size one another up. Being alone with her put a nervous flutter in my belly. “Sorry I didn’t help you. I had to choose Dak.”
 
   If my admission bothered her, she didn’t show it. “He means a lot to you.”
 
   “It’s not that you don’t…”
 
   “He’s your friend. We’re just two soldiers.”
 
   I frowned in memory of what her clone had said. “What did she mean about killing your sisters?”
 
   “I’ll tell you when I’m ready.” It came out more as a promise than a dismissal.
 
   Then there was the other thing her clone had mentioned, and my heart quickened when I asked, “Were you really afraid for me?”
 
   “Of course.”
 
   The pounding in my chest rose to the back of my throat. “Why?”
 
   “Because I require you to defeat Dracon.”
 
   “Of course.” I felt remarkably stupid.
 
   “Once again, you fought well, Isaac.”
 
   I really liked how she said my name—the real one. “Thanks, I guess.”
 
   She smiled. A brief, honest-to-God smile, the first I’d seen on her. Then she turned and was out the door too.
 
   I stared down at the pile of jagged fragments that had once looked exactly like me; I thought about his sense of ownership over Dak, the way he drew Eliandra’s clothes, and I wondered if he had any qualms about being attracted to Ronin. I had no hints of their relationship from the fight, but thinking on the man he’d been, I shuddered. Dak was right. If I didn’t want to be that guy—or like Dracon—I couldn’t give in to the temptation to treat people like toys. That included the mysterious samurai woman born from my fantasies, who just happened to possibly be attracted to me.
 
   I stepped into the light of day. The falls misted against my face and stuck my shirt to my skin. I worked around a slippery pathway of stone behind the falls, always one hand to the rock wall beside it, coming out on a cliff side. I stared up into a clear blue sky that quenched some wild thirst in my heart I hadn’t realized was there until just that moment. The sunlight warmed my skin and fed the part of my soul that had shriveled in the underground. Beyond us, the waterfall emptied into a bright river that cut a winding line through green treetops, stretching as far as I could see.
 
   It was a good moment, up until I realized what lay in front of us.
 
   I shimmied along the narrow footpath with the rock wall beside me, catching up to my best friend. We’d both just faced Bizarro versions of one another—he’d basically killed a version of me—and I searched his face to see what the fallout would be.
 
   He glanced from me down to the treetops far below. Hawks lazily circled beneath us. Dak appeared to be in deep contemplation. “Bet I could pee on a bird.”
 
   “No chance. Ever seen how birds always get out of the way of cars?”
 
   “But those ones are looking down. I could totally pee on a bird. It’d be awesome.”
 
   I laughed, and it felt good after what we’d just been through. “I forbid it.”
 
   “Oh, forbid me do you? That’s the best way to make me do anything.” He started to unhitch his belt, I slapped his arm, and he flexed a huge fist at me. I danced back a pace and almost stumbled, but he steadied me with a hand clapped to my chest. “I’d give you two for flinching, but I’d disintegrate you.”
 
   I couldn’t help chuckling, but it died quickly. “Hey, Dak,” I said after a moment. “You realize we just spent the last day or so almost getting killed by my own stuff?”
 
   “What about it?”
 
   “Now we have to go fight Dracon and survive all his stuff. And unlike mine, we have no idea what twisted crap has crawled out of his head.”
 
   Dak matched my frown. “We’re going to need something bigger than a cat.”
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   A Pygmalion Fail, Book 3: Only Broken Things Are Free
 
   Coming September 2016
 
    
 
   Did you like this story? Excellent. You can help me write more by sending me a quarter-million dollars. If you don’t have a quarter-million dollars, consider leaving a review or telling other people about my work. Maybe one of them will have a quarter-million dollars. You never know.
 
    
 
   Meanwhile, you can follow me on Twitter @CenterFringe or check out that thing I refer to as a website at www.caseymatthews.org. Not “.com,” mind you, though last I checked the “.com” Casey Matthews also had some pretty cool stuff too, so maybe check her out and then me.
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